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The New Secretary-General


Ban (pronounced “bahn”) Ki-Moon, the new Secretary-General of the UN, was perhaps a bit ambitious when he began, but slowly is making his way carefully, consulting with member states more readily, it is said.  There may be a bit of concern over some of his appointments.  He appointed B. Lynn Pascoe, who  was U.S. Ambassador to Indonesia, to head the UN’s political affairs office.  Pascoe may not be exactly a John Bolton, but does seem to have a history of growing a bit belligerent at times, and is moving into what has to be considered a sensitive office at the UN.  Given the tendency of the current US administration to want to control not just its own country, but the UN and the world, I think the presence of a diplomat from the Bush administration in such a sensitive position needs to be monitored carefully.


Ban also has replaced Shashi Tharoor, who had been the No.2 choice for S-G, in the office of  Under S-G for communication and public information, with Japanese diplomat Kiyotaka Akasaka.  Tharoor has now left the UN.  His had been an eloquent voice for the UN, and I, for one, will miss him.


There is also some concern that Ban is not working well enough at gender balance, and that there are even women who have been doing very creditable work being let go from their posts.  This also needs to be monitored closely.

The Middle East


The most startling statement to come out of a UN report on the Israeli-Palestinian situation is from John Dugard, a south African law professor who is the UN’s special rapporteur on human rights in the Palestinian territories.  He likened Israel’s occupation of the Palestinian territories to apartheid in South Africa and says there should be “serious consideration” over bringing the occupation  to  the international court of justice.  The use of the word “apartheid” by such an eminent, and disinterested third party is noteworthy in the light of the excoriating  criticism which ex-President Jimmy Carter received over his use of the same term in the title of his book: Palestine: Peace Not Apartheid (see below).


Just this last Thursday I attended the weekly briefing for NGOs at the UN, and it was on “Fifteen Years After the  Repeal of Zionism is Racism Resolution.”  The main speaker was Dan Gillerman, the Permanent Representative of Israel to the UN, and for me it was decidedly an eye-opener as to how much antipathy there is among Israelis and American Jews toward the UN.  He described the “Zionism is Racism Resolution” of 1975 as a “nail in the coffin” of the relations between the  UN and Israel, and its repeal in 1991 as something of a beginning of a closing of the wound.  He praised John Bolton (who despite his basically wanting to see the UN done away with, had been appointed by President Bush, even over the objections of the United States Senate to be UN representative) as one who had worked hard for repeal of the  resolution (apparently this was many years ago).  He was asked about Jimmy Carter’s book (see above) and described it as “scandalous,” “bigoted,” “should be condemned,” and “very dangerous.” He was addressing what seemed to be largely a very receptive American Jewish audience, and the questions were almost all “puff-balls” which did not ask some of the hard questions about Israel’s current policies, but merely restated or reinforced a very hard-line Zionist position.  


Consequently, John Dugard’s report will certainly not be well received by the Israelis.  

Iran


As I write this I note that U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney is saying that “all options are on the table” (read: we are looking at going to war) with respect to Iran.  The question as to Iran’s nuclear program has created a vehicle for Cheney and Bush  to keep the world’s media focused on this “axis of evil” (to use Bush’s term in his 2002 speech) country.  Mohammed El Baradei, head of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)  has told the UN that Iran may be only six months away from producing large amounts of enriched uranium, but is also still years away from producing a nuclear weapon.  The sanctions which the Security Council imposed on Iran have been poorly observed by some major powers, and it is unlikely that the UN will be able to speak with a single voice about further action on Iran.  However, in the meantime, President Bush has ordered three aircraft carrier convoys into the area. 


Although most of us in the United  States look at this rattling of sabers with disbelief, and with the mistrust born of having been lied to about Iraq’s WMDs, I am aware that this US administration is capable of almost any kind of insanity.    

The Peacebuilding Commission


The new UN Peacebuilding Commission has taken on as its two initial projects Burundi and Sierra Leone.  When we look at the reports regarding Burundi, we  become aware of just what a massive undertaking it is for the UN try to straighten out what is admittedly a very bad situation.  It is not just that there is the overarching matter of needing to reconcile the opposing groups, but there is the more immediate and mundane matter of seeing to it that civil servants are paid, since if they are not, there is a definite possibility of a recurrence of unrest and violence.  And the funding for the PBF seems paltry (something like $25 million).  Likewise, the Force Nationale de Liberation (FNL) has refused to come back to the country and be disarmed and demobilized.  There is a growing sense of impunity for past atrocities, and there seems neither a judiciary strong enough to do something about it, nor a genuine mechanism, such as a Truth Commission or something similar to address the problems.


The situation in Sierra Leone seems slightly more hopeful, although still quite tenuous, as there is economic growth, and the process of peacebuilding has been going on there for about four years already.  Nonetheless, youth unemployment, a shaky judicial system, possible lack of security in the region, and somewhat less than perfect electoral processes all remain as problems.


I mention the Peacebuilding Commission because it seemed to me that IFOR, in its unique capacity as “reconciler” might be able to play a crucial role in the peacebuilding process (differing from the “peacekeeping” process, which  relies largely on military control of conflict situations and for a relatively short time).   However, it must be admitted that there are massive fundamental problems in post-conflict situations which have to do with straightforward matters such as security, development, human rights.  The reconciliation process may need to wait for these to reach a critical mass before true reconciliation can be considered.

Darfur


Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon has set as a priority resolving what has been labeled in many quarters as genocide in Darfur.  However, despite apparent assurances from President  Omar al-Bashir of Sudan that he would allow in a sizeable UN force, the president would not allow that force to be principally under UN command.  Likewise, more recently a high level group who were to investigate human rights abuses in Darfur were denied visas to enter.  And finally, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, lead prosecutor for the International Criminal Court has given an opinion that there are grounds for charging those with the lead responsibility for what has taken place in Darfur with crimes against humanity, including murder, rape, torture and intentional attacks against civilians.  More than 2.5 million people have been displaced and it is reported that there may have been upwards of 200,000 deaths, as well as rape and torture.  And this does not even include how the situation in Darfur has spilled over into Chad and caused massive disruption there as well.
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