UN World Summit 2005 an anti-climax as rhetoric replaces real reforms

The 2005 World Summit in New York, the largest ever UN gathering of heads of state and government, had set itself an ambitious agenda of reform to mark the 60th anniversary of the world body. However, as Saradha Iyer points out in the following report, the occasion turned out to be an anti-climax lacking in real substance.

   THE 2005 World Summit was held from 14 to 16 September at the United Nations headquarters in New York. This was the largest ever gathering of heads of state and government in UN history. On the 60th anniversary of the founding of the UN, some 150 world leaders grappled the inter-related issues of development, security and human rights in efforts to strengthen the UN and set it on a new footing to address the complex challenges faced by humankind in the 21st century.

   The agenda was based on a set of proposals put forth by the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in his In Larger Freedom report based on which several versions of the draft Summit outcome document were negotiated. The Summit itself featured plenary sessions over three days where all member states made statements. There was a special meeting on Financing for Development and four closed interactive roundtables, each one covering the broad Summit agenda. At the closing plenary a 40-page outcome document was adopted by member states.

   The original purpose of the Summit was to review progress on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a set of development targets to which all governments had already committed themselves at the Millennium Assembly in 2000 towards systematically reducing poverty. Along the way, the ambition was widened to try to agree on a package of UN reforms. 

   The idea behind the Secretary-General's proposed reforms was a 'grand bargain' between the developed and developing countries. The developing countries would have the MDGs reaffirmed along with more aid, debt relief and fairer trade, a pledge by developed countries to tackle climate change and progress on disarmament. The developed world was to get a clear definition of terrorism, an agreed right to humanitarian intervention, a powerful new UN Human Rights Council, a new Peacebuilding Commission and UN management reform.

Unmet goals

   In the end, the Summit turned out to be an anti-climax, with the two ambitious goals set for it - a meaningful development package and UN reform - being mainly unmet.

   As the countries' political leaders one by one addressed the Summit, some with flourishing rhetoric, the fact could not be hidden that the outcome declaration that they would adopt was sorely lacking in new substance.

   Indeed, there had been serious doubt if there would be a declaration at all, since deep divisions remained even a day or two before the Summit began on 14 September. Most diplomats and NGOs put the main blame on the United States, which put a spanner in the works by asking for 750 changes to the draft just three weeks before the Summit.

   At the last minute, the diplomats agreed to a final text. Whole sections were deleted, and broad statements of principle replaced specific measurable goals.

   The incoming President of the 60th General Assembly session, Jan Elliason of Sweden, welcomed the draft declaration that had been submitted by the outgoing session, saying that the UN reforms were the most ambitious ever attempted since the UN's creation.

   Secretary-General Annan welcomed the final draft as a good instrument that he could work with, but he deplored the omission of non-proliferation and disarmament issues.

   'Obviously we didn't get everything we wanted,' he told a news conference, citing on the plus side items on development, a Peacebuilding Commission, a new Human Rights Council, terrorism and the establishment of a democracy fund.

   'The big item missing is non-proliferation and disarmament. This is a real disgrace,' he said. 'We have failed twice this year. We failed at the NPT and we failed now,' he added, referring to a review conference in May on the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty that ended without substantive agreement.

   Asked if he saw the draft document as a failure, he said: 'I would have wanted more. But we can work with what we have been given. The process was not easy. There were governments not willing to make the concessions necessary. There were spoilers also in the group. Let's be quite honest about that. During the process in the last couple of weeks, I think some delegations focused on the trees and missed the forest.'

Untransparent process

   During the debate following the release of the final text, some delegations expressed support for the 'good and balanced' document as well as the way in which the negotiations were conducted.

   However, some delegations also voiced concerns about the text not taking account of the particular views of the broader membership and that the process had become privy to a small sub-grouping of some 20-30 member states.

   The untransparent negotiating process was severely criticised by NGOs. According to Angela Edman of the World Federalist Movement, writing in the NGOs' Outreach bulletin distributed at the Summit: 'The Secretary-General decided to lead the UN reform negotiations through a closed, rushed process that lacked transparency and to a certain degree legitimacy. Particularly, the last month of negotiations were thrown radically off-course by the late entrance of the new US Ambassador John Bolton and the process of decision-making became significantly less democratic.

   'When it became apparent that the negotiators were not nearing agreement on even contentious issues, the General Assembly president convened a small group of 32 countries to continue negotiations in private. He then broke the core group down even further into a contact group of 15, who negotiated the contentious issues while the larger group negotiated the rest of the document.

   'This process provoked anger in the majority of delegations that were not included. The core group was heavily represented by developed nations and provided an opportunity for a closed, imbalanced group to eliminate months of work in a few days. Further, since agreements had to be reached by consensus, any provisions that did not have consensus were eliminated.

   'This policy led to the disastrous elimination of all references in the declaration to disarmament and non-proliferation. It also facilitated the ability of the United States to single-handedly, in the face of disagreement from every other delegation, delete the provision on impunity and the International Criminal Court.'

   The accelerated and condensed time-frame for consultation and consensus-building on issues of far-reaching and global importance, and the 'core group' procedure are clear departures from the broad-based, bottom-up approaches to previous UN conferences and summits in the socioeconomic fields that took place in the 1990s.

   This alone rings alarm bells for the future of democratic and effective global governance. Are we witnessing closed-door, chairmen-driven modes of operation taking hold in the UN? Are the much-criticised 'Green Room' procedures in the World Trade Organisation (WTO), known for their non-transparent and non-participatory nature, being transported to the UN?

   In his opening speech at the Summit, Kofi Annan warned that 'millions of lives and the hopes of billions' rest on fulfilling the pledges contained in the meeting's declaration.

   Listing the proposals, including a condemnation of terrorism, the responsibility to protect populations from genocide, fighting poverty, hunger and disease, and the establishment of a Peacebuilding Commission and a Human Rights Council, Annan also regretted the omission of clauses dealing with nuclear non-proliferation, disarmament and Security Council reform.

   'For the first time, you will accept, clearly and unambiguously, that you have a collective responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. You will be pledged to act if another Rwanda looms,' he added.

   He noted that the outcome document amounted to a far-reaching package of changes. 'But let us be frank with each other, and the peoples of the United Nations,' he cautioned. 'We have not yet achieved the sweeping and fundamental reform that I and many others believe is required. Sharp differences, some of them substantive and legitimate, have played their part in preventing that.'

   But the package so far agreed on is a good start, he said, 'and the coming years will test our resolve to halve extreme poverty by 2015, to act if genocide looms again, and to improve our success rate in building peace in war-torn countries.'

   He stressed the need to work together on the issues on which progress had not yet been achieved. Annan warned that ignoring the basic principles of democracy, human rights and the rule of law for the sake of expediency undermines confidence in collective institutions. 'That is why a healthy, effective United Nations is so vital,' he declared.

Multilateralism

   Several political leaders stressed that multilateralism is more essential than ever to meet the challenges posed by poverty, terrorism and human rights abuses.

   The Malaysian Prime Minister, Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, said UN reform must fundamentally aim to protect and enhance multilateralism. 'This is because multilateralism is the best option for ensuring peace and security in the relations between nations; for protecting human rights, for enforcing compliance with international law, just as much as the multilateral approach is the best hope for eradicating global poverty and creating a more equitable international order,' he said, adding that it is also 'the only way to deal effectively with the scourge of international terrorism'.

   Nestor Carlos Kirchner, President of Argentina, said any reform of the UN must render the organisation more transparent and democratic, 'without creating new situations of privilege that would perpetuate the inequality between its members'. He stressed that only the multilateral work of the UN, and within the framework of regional and sub-regional organisations, would pave the way to addressing shared concerns.

   Albert Pintat Santolaria, the Prime Minister of Andorra, advocated multilateralism as a means of meeting the challenges of today's world. 'It is for this very reason that we must all support institutions such as the International Criminal Court,' he said. 'In these uncertain times, at the beginning of a new chapter in history, we must all commit ourselves to multilateralism as a means of guaranteeing a safer and more just world.'

   Iran's President, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, spoke out against unilateralism, saying it was the 'negation' of all that the UN stands for and should be combated. On UN reform, he voiced dismay that 'over 50 Islamic countries encompassing more than 1.2 billion people do not have a permanent seat in the Security Council, nor does Africa with its huge capabilities and potentials, and that the vast continent of Asia with its ancient civilisations has only one permanent seat'.

   President Roh Moo-Hyun of the Republic of Korea called for 'vigilance against a resurgence of major-power centrism in certain circles' and called on leading nations to be 'more forthcoming in their introspection of the past and future and also exercise greater self-restraint'.

   Sweden's Prime Minister, Goran Persson, said the Summit provided an opportunity to take decisions that may shape international cooperation for years to come. 'We cannot afford to fail,' he said. 'Collective solutions would only be possible with a stronger United Nations.'

   Meanwhile, African leaders said their continent should have permanent representation on the Security Council, whose agenda is dominated by conflicts there.

   Rwanda's President, Paul Kagame, said his country had experienced both the success and failure of UN activities. Reform should 'enable states that are not members of the Security Council to participate more actively in its deliberative and decision-making processes', he said, adding that the Council should be more representative, transparent, credible, and legitimate.

   President Abdoulaye Wade of Senegal pointed out that 70% of the issues on the agenda of the Security Council pertained to Africa, yet the continent had no permanent seat. He said it was inconceivable that decisions were being taken on Africa without its input, and stressed the need for the continent to have a permanent seat on the Security Council with the right of veto.

   Abdelaziz Bouteflika, Algeria's President, said the UN was created for another era and is not now equipped to meet the challenges of today's world. The UN should be strengthened, especially its General Assembly, which has a central role to play. 'This desire to revamp the organisation should not cast doubt on our unswerving dedication to the Charter and its principles, nor on our faith in the rule of law and international action.'

   Benjamin William Mkapa, the President of Tanzania, stressed that aid is not charity but rather an investment in peace, security and human solidarity. 'By not addressing the causes of poverty, we are institutionalising the business of charity,' he said. 'It does not make political sense; it does not make economic sense; it does not make ethical sense.'

   Paul Biya, the President of Cameroon, said debt relief is essential to enable the poorest countries to achieve the MDGs. He called on the international financial institutions to undertake a general cancellation of multilateral and bilateral debt.

   President Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria called for the elimination of 'trade-distorting domestic subsidies, particularly in agriculture'.
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