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Reforms that will keep Annan busy

Zainul Ariffin

UNI TED Nati ons Secretary-CGeneral Kofi Annan is in Malaysia just over a
mont h after having won wi de-rangi ng support fromthe 52nd General Assenbly
for his proposal to reformthe United Nations.

It is a significant achi everrent for Annan, who assuned the position in
January, as reformhas been due for a long tine. There has been, over the
| ast few years, a grow ng consensus about the irrel evance of the United
Nati ons, and doubt in its ability to function as a body that could care of
the interests of the citizens of the world.

Wth about 50,000 professional and support staff, it was getting
unwieldly. It was al so getting too politicised, too bureaucratic and
unabl e to deliver to those that needed its help nost, its poor devel opi ng
nmenber states.

The UN was also in dire need of cost-cutting neasures, as it had
operated in near bankruptcy: its finances were not able to keep up with
t he demands for its services.

It was al so perceived that the UN was either too acconmopdati ng or
power | ess when dealing with some naj or nenber countri es.

But the Nov 12 endorsenent by consensus the General Assenbly gave of the
ref orm package, after nearly two nonths of debates, was a maj or boost in
preparing the United Nations for the chall enges ahead.

The UN is now after all 52 years old, and the events of World War |1
that led to its formati on had changed, so has the geo-political climte
with the coll apse of the Soviet bloc. Change - be it institutional or
attitudinal - was a long tinme com ng.

But reforming a body with 185 nenber countries is a conplex one. Wile
virtually all nenbers recogni se the need for significant changes in the
way the UNis run, there has been | ess agreenent as to what shoul d be the
nature and direction of those changes, and how to i npl enent them Each
menber has its own opinion, and as a result consensus is hard to cone by.
And when they do agree, the outcone may be watered down.

Annan cane into office pledging his commtnment to wi de-ranging reform
In July, he subnmitted his reform package to the General Assenbly. It was
said to be the nost far-reaching proposals on restructuring the UN ever
subm tted for consideration by the General Assenbly.

They included the appoi ntnent of a Deputy Secretary-Ceneral, a US$1l
billion (RVB.8 billion) revolving fund to assure the organi sation's
sol vency and a nore focused and |larger role by the General Assenbly,
especially in international peace and security matters.

Wth the endorsenent of Annan's proposal, to whatever that falls within
his powers, he would now be able to carry themout. But nenber states nust
still make decisions regarding the series of fundanental reformproposals
made both by the Secretary-General and by the General Assenbly working
gr oups.

There were five working groups, dealing with strengthening the UN
system the reformof the Security Council; financial situation of the
wor | d body; agenda for devel opnent; and agenda for peace.

The reform package was on top of the neasures Annan announced in March
ainmed at streamlining the United Nations secretariat, which included a 10
per cent cut in staffing, reduction in adm nistrative cost by at |east
US$200 million over the next few years and a proposed zero-growt h budget;
as well as the consolidation of departnents to pronote efficiency.



In fact, the 1998-1999 budget Annan presented reflected the first ever
reduction in absolute ternms of UN expenses.

"I think it is inportant that we denponstrate to ourselves and to the
worl d that the United Nations is not only capable of reform but is also
determned to reformand render the organi sation the effective
organi sation that it ought to be,” Annan had said at the General Assenbly.

In Kual a Lunpur, Annan will also bring the nmessage that the United
Nations still matters and deserves the full support of nenmber nations.

"He will stress that the United Nations belong to each and every one of
the nenber states,"” said Shashi Tharoor, Annan's executive assistant at
the worl d body.

It would be an opportune tine for this, as not only Annan will be having
bilateral neetings with Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad, but
he woul d al so be in Kuala Lunmpur during the Asean Informal Summt which
begi ns t oday.

Hs visit would allow himto neet | eaders of Asean to express his
appreciation of the grouping's contribution to the world community.

Since all Asean menbers are al so UN nenmbers, Annan woul d di scuss with
the | eaders issues of conmon interest as well as to convey his vision for
the world body in the 21st century.

Annan's assurance on the United Nations commitnent to serve its nenbers,
regardl ess of influence or size, would be a very inportant nessage as
there had been sone expression of disenchantnent of the world body. Dr
Mahat hir, for instance, had publicly been critical of it, saying that the
UN, born fromthe tragedy of World War Il, was out of touch with current
realities.

Hs criticismwas mainly levelled at the Security Council, where five
nati ons which were victors of World War 11, continued to wi eld trenmendous
i nfl uence even when sonme of them mi ght not be as powerful as they were.
The Security Council is entrusted with dealing with matters related to
i nternational peace and security.

Britain, China, France, Russia and the United States with their
attendant veto powers have consi derabl e say over the proceedi ngs of the
council, and there have been tines when they exerted undue influence on
matters that had little to do with the authorities of that council

The renoval of Annan's predecessor, Dr Boutros-Boutros CGhali of Egypt,
was a case in point, where the permanent menbers fl exed their muscles even
when it was sonmething not related to i nternati onal peace and security.

Wiile the UN practices denocracy, there were nany a time when one of the
permanent five could frustrate the overwhel mng majority by casting its
vet o.

Mal aysi a had al so been frustrated with the United Nations' handling of
certain issues, such as Bosni a- Her zegovi na, where bureacratic red tape and
much politicking resulted in nmassacre there.

Then there was al so the seeningly nonchal ant attitude of the United
States, especially with regards to its arrears to the world body anmpunti ng
to more than US$1 billion, that led to the UN s current precarious
financial position. And yet Washington continued to, at tinmes, throwits
wei ght around.

However, Tashoor said there were sone realities within the United
Nati ons, such as the influence of the pernmanent nenbers in the Security
Council, which could only be changed by nenbers collectively. It was up to
menbers to convince each other that a change was necessary for the greater
good of the United Nations.

This is expected to be a difficult and protracted process as seen in the
al nrost non-sol ution regardi ng the expansi on of the Security Council from
15 menbers currently.



A wor ki ng group has been discussing the issue of equitable
representation and increase in security council nenbership, as well as
issues relating to it for over two years. But yet there have not been any
maj or breakthrough. It is currently perhaps the nost politicised issue in
the United Nations, and a resolution has yet in sight.

The questions of who woul d be the new pernmanent nenbers and whet her they
woul d have veto powers like the existing five continue to be the stunbling
bl ocks to a Security Council reformpackage acceptable to the bul k of the
menber shi p.

Tan Sri Razali Ismail, as president of the 51st General Assenbly, forced
the issue on the table by making a proposal that included increasing the
counci | nmenbership to 24 and aski ng permanent nenbers to check the use of
their vetoes. But that, like all other proposals, have had its detractors.

Conprom ses have to be sought and yet a significant outcone nmust be
cobbl ed toget her before support could reach the required two-third
majority. But nost inportant, the permanent five nust be convinced to go
along with any reformproposal, |est they veto it.

Because of this, Annan is likely to stress the other aspects of the
United Nations, |ess contentious perhaps, but with benefits to the
citizens of the world especially those fromdevel opi ng countries.

The i ssues of devel opnment and the environnent, mmjor concerns for both
devel oped and devel opi ng countries, are areas where the United Nations
could play arole with relatively little politicking.
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