28/ 09/ 2003

Let denocracy prevail in the world

THE United Nations nust change, for its own sake, and for the sake of a
better world. If it is left to drift in uncertain and chaotic waters,
mankind will descend faster into the abyss where mght is right and
injustice ranmpant. The UN has lost its way, as Prine Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahathir Mhanmad aptly put it in his address at the UN General Assenbly
on Thursday, and the concept of global nultilateralism and collective
responsibility eroded.

It is time for UN nmenbers, particularly the nmajor powers, to stop their
lip service about reformng the UN. Real change can only cone if the nmjor
powers are conmtted and willing to allow denocracy and human rights to
flourish in the UN, the very forum from which sone of them pass judgnent
on the status of denocracy, freedom and human rights in others. Perhaps
the nmost glaringly undenocratic practice of the UNis the veto system Dr
Mahathir has rightly called for it to be changed and ultimately dismantl ed
to allow for decisions to be based on majority vote.

An effective UN is central to the existence of a nulti-lateral world
order. This much is increasingly accepted, even by the five pernanent
menbers of the Security Council with veto power. A restructured counci
could stir up a hornet's nest as to which countries deserve inclusion.
Nonet hel ess, this has to be part of the reform agenda. The overhaul nust
begin in the top decision-making authority, where a nore equitable
distribution of powers and responsibilities should be acconpanied by a
nore equal sharing of the UN s budget and expenses.

There is room for sone optimsm when US President George W Bush, who
had earlier snubbed the UN as irrelevant for its failure to sanction the
Iraqgi invasion, asked for the world body's help in rebuilding the country.
Bush seens to have realised, belatedly, that the UN is of use after all.
It may be too much to hope for, but having experienced the difficulties of
occupyi ng and restoring peace in Irag, Washington is now perhaps w ser to
the perils of unilateralismand pre-enption, and the advantages of
multilateralism

If the UN is bypassed and wars are |aunched by strong nati ons against
weaker ones with inpunity, international |aw and order would crunble.
Wthout multilateral intervention and an effective internationa
institution to nip themin the bud, snmall wars can draw in others and
becone nuch nore destructive over time. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict
has sowed the seeds of larger conflicts. In this, there is a disturbing
historical parallel in the failure of the League of Nations - set up after
the First World War - to prevent aggression agai nst weak states by
stronger countries in the 1930s.

VWen it was fornmed after the Second Wrld War over five decades ago, the
UN was structured to avoid the pitfalls of the League of Nations. Too far
ahead of its time, the League had col | apsed from conpeting unilateralisms
and national interests. The UN' s noble mission to build a nore peaceful
world is as crucial today as when it was first founded. It cannot afford
to fail man-kind because, with weapons of nass destruction and a | oom ng
clash of civilisations, the alternative to world peace is too frightening
to contenplate. Reformnust therefore not be del ayed and the Pernmanent
Fi ve nust get the process started.
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