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The United Nations:
Facing the Challenge of Reforms
Damir Grubisa
The fiftieth anniversary of the United Nations, celebrated throughout the world in 1995, was
not just an occasion for the reaffirmation of the
fundamental principles on which this international
organization is built; more important than this was
the debate about the future of the United Nations
and the necessary reforms in its work on the eve of
the twenty-first century.
The debate about the United Nations is not
limited to the fora of that international organization and its specialized agencies but is also conducted in the media, in the circles of students of
international relations, and in the academic circles.
There is a broad consensus now about the need to
reform the United Nations: this need is accepted
by the U.N. Secretariat, by the members of the Security Council and all U.N.'s members, and by outside observers and analysts. The fiftieth anniversary provided an opportunity for stock-taking and
for an analysis of the organization's successes and
failures. This all the more so as the analyses of the
(in)efficiency of the United Nations in recent years
increasingly reveal the spirit of the defunct League
of Nations, which, despite the high principles embodied in its documents, ingloriously failed.'
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The critics of the United Nations point to hypertrophied bureaucracy and paralysis of its main
bodies as the chief symptom of its inefficiency,
which prevents its prompt and effective reaction in
case of crises and threats to world peace.' One example of the organization's inefficiency was the war
in the former Yugoslavia, where the United Nations proved unable to fulfil its role in safeguarding the truce and opening the way for the peace
process. The Dayton peace agreement was more
the result of a strong intervention, mediation and
imposition of peace by the United States as the
world superpower than of the common will of the
world community gathered in the United Nations.
The war in the former Yugoslavia and the numerous conflicts in the former Soviet Union showed
that the structure and philosophy of the United
Nations had not adapted to new forms of conflict
in the world in the wake of the disintegration of the
Soviet bloc and the disappearance of bipolarity from

the world scene. In this respect, many of the expectations of the new states which won their independence when the cold war ended have failed to materialize.' The United Nations accepted the new
states cautiously and reluctantly into the world family of nations, and then - as in the case of BosniaHerzegovina - denied them the right to legitimate
defence against aggression. One cannot deny that
this was done with the best intentions, to stop the
conflict, but such intentions were not accompanied
by resolute deeds needed to help one of the new
members of the international community. The war
in Bosnia-Herzegovina will long be remembered as
one of the difficult tests that the United Nations
did not pass. The reasons were many and they cannot all be put down to the inefficiency of the Secretariat and of the peace-keeping operation. A great
deal of the responsibility lies with the Security
Council members and much of the failure was due
to the contradictory behaviour of the great powers
at different
stages of the war in BosniaHerzegovina. Along the same lines, the objections
of the participants in the peace-keeping operation
are also justified: their mandate was indeed ill-defined, its various provisions were contradictory, and
the peace-keepers were not allowed to use the military muscle when this was the only way of persuasion and deterrence. A similar thing had happened
in Croatia before that: the peace-keepers' main task,
to secure the return of the refugees to their homes,
was not fulfilled, and in the rebel-held parts of
Croatia persecutions and violations of human rights
continued unabated.' A similar impression of the
United Nations' impotence
now emerges in
Chechnya, where again a sacrosanct principle of the
U.N. Charter is at stake, namely, the principle of
self-determination, which was one of the cornerstones of the U.N. founding assembly in San Francisco. According to many analysts, the U.N. should
have appeared on the scene as soon as the demand
for the implementation of the principle of self-determination was first voiced and there were indications that a conflict might ensue. This is not a question of the priority of Russia's right to territorial
integrity, but the fact that one of the key postulates
of the international
order is being violated in
Chechnya. The absence of observers and international monitors in a situation in which human rights
were being systematically and constantly violated
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goes only to prove that national interests prevailed
over the international community's right and duty
to intervene in this conflict. Chechnya has been sacrificed to the principle of state sovereignty - a principle that cannot stand above the principle of respect for human rights. This latter principle is universal, and when it is violated the international community is not only entitled but also obliged to intervene. It is obvious that two conflicting interests
are involved in such a case and that the consistent
implementation of the U.N. Charter would expand
the scope of authority of the United Nations to
make it similar to that of a "global government",
which many advocates of the reform of the United
Nations have actually proposed.'
ACHIEVEMENTS

OF THE

UN

But let us examine first the successes and failures of the United Nations. There are four areas in
which, in our view, the United Nations has produced
notable results:
The first achievement
was political
decolonization, that is, the attainment of formal
independence by many nations in the world's South
- the less developed hemisphere. On the other
hand, that process, which marked the sixties of this
century, was not accompanied
by economic
decolonization and the attainment of true independence from their former colonial masters. Following the declaration of independence and a brief
period of political progress, many former colonies
slipped into economic recession and a series of political crises. This resulted in the relativization of
the concept of state sovereignty, tempered as it was
by the growing economic interdependence in the
world and dependence on major manufacturers and
large markets."
The second undeniable achievement of the
U.N. was recorded in the area of cooperation for
development and the adoption of a new philosophy of sustainable human development. In this regard, nobody can ignore the U.N.'s important role
in elaborating new concepts and new ideas, particularly in the five world reports on human development prepared
by the U.N. Development
Programme (UNDP). These reports provide a fundamental premise for the elaboration of economic
policies with respect to human rights, which can
never be reduced to civil and political rights but
must necessarily include also social, economic and
cultural rights. In this way, a new vision of development has gained ground throughout the world - a
vision that is not merely economistic but also humanistic, meaning that development must be in the
service of the vital needs of human communities
and in the interest of the realization of the "quality
of life" in the full sense of the term.'
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The third area in which the U.N. can claim a
success is well-developed multilateral cooperation:
the U.N. is the focal point of a constellation of organizations, that is, the system of specialized agencies of the United Nations, including FAO.
UNESCO, UNICEF, ILO, and others, which have
helped to globalize the struggle for survival.
The fourth achievement of the United Nations is the emergence of non-governmental organizations. Article 71 of the Founding Charter of the
United Nations provides for agreements to be concluded between the U.N. Economic and Social
Council and non-governmental
organizations
(NGOs) in order to promote and facilitate the realization of its objectives. The system of international and national non-governmental organizations
experienced a boom in the seventies, when the West
European model of democracy began to give an
increasing role to institutions of civil society, i.e.,
non-governmental organizations, at the expense of
the state. Today, there are over 1,500 NGOs within
the U.N. system, which contribute significantly to
the work of the world organization and help the
United Nations to gradually evolve into the "United
People". Non-governmental organizations are today an emergent phenomenon in the international
community and an important corrective of onesided state policies. They exert pressure on national
governments to move towards greater democracy
and on the international system of states to open
up to the "real needs of people". Numerous conferences of non-governmental organizations testify
to their commitment and action, including the Cairo
Population Conference, the Rio de Janeiro Conference on the Environment, the Vienna Conference on Human Rights, the Copenhagen Conference on Social Development, and last year's Peking
Conference on Women. One should not lose sight,
also, of NGOs vital role in humanitarian schemes
and the development of the concept of humanitarian policy, which has enabled many human communities to survive in the precarious conditions of
conflict and war, of which the humanitarian air lift
to Sarajevo is just a most recent example."
Without such achievements, progress in the
world would be unimaginable, as would also the
globalization of basic human values, including
democratic progress and government made to the
measure of human beings. In contrast to this truly
impressive list of achievements, which have changed
the picture of our world, there are "black holes" of
failure by the international community and its organization - the United Nations.
CRITICISM

OF THE

UN

The first and worst failure of the United Nations is to be found in the domain of international
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security, or conflict prevention and resolution. The crucial link that might contribute to a greater effiU.N. Charter contains very precise provisions in this ciency and effectiveness of the whole of the United
Nations. Differences still remain with respect to the
regard, with specified obligations and competencies, especially in its Chapter VII. This is where we quality of the Council's expansion. One group of
find the greatest weaknesses and limitations of the countries and experts believe that the reform of the
United Nations. It is true that the U.N. cannot di- Security Council could be achieved by admitting
Germany and Japan (de facto great powers in ecorectly intervene in the internal affairs of a member
country without its consent, but it can, and must, nomic terms). Another group holds that the reintervene in other ways, such as by imposing block- vamped Security Council should include also the
ades, sanctions, and, ultimately, by using military
most populous countries, such as India, and that a
force. The reform of the U.N. should move in the better regional representation should be sought (so
direction of constraining the rights of individual
that regional leaders, in terms of population size or
nations to reject the U.N. intervention in case of a economic strength, ought to be admitted into the
conflict escalating into a civil war or armed conflict
enlarged Security Council)."
of some other kind (ethnic, territorial, etc.). Equally,
The fourth problem, increasingly acute and
the reform should be aimed at increasing the pre- almost insoluble, is the insolvency of the United
rogatives of the United Nations. The U.N. interNations Organization. This is due to the failure of
vened in the war in former Yugoslavia, for example,
some countries to pay their membership contribuwith a delay of eight months after the declaration
tions to the U.N. Paradoxically, the greatest ofof independence by Slovenia and Croatia, or seven fender in this respect is the United States, the richmonths after the start of the aggression against
est country in the world, thus creating an unjustiCroatia. This led to great human suffering and the fied impression that it is obstructing the work of
spread of the war into Bosnia-Herzegovina, transthe world organization. In fact, this is only its way
forming the conflict into a protracted and endemic
of criticizing the bureaucracy within the U.N. and
one, with uncertain prospects of a final solution (i.e., expressing its disapproval of the unjustifiably high
costs of functioning of the U.N. apparatus and its
pacification and reconciliation)."
Another source of the weakness of the United
hypertrophy. The U.N. "debtor crisis" could be
Nations is the failure of its members to respect the solved in other ways: the Secretary General recently
organization's basic documents which guide its proposed "taxing" international flights or the inpolicy. The documents issued by the Security Counternational postal traffic or some other international
cil contain not simple recommendations but bind- transactions. This would enhance the autonomy of
ing decisions. If the organization decides to use the U.N. and avoid financial paralysis (which serimilitary force, then it should have full control over ously affects the overall performance of the world
it, and the member countries should readily place organization). 12
their contingents at its disposal. These contingents
It is thanks to the U.N. that a great deal of
should be made up of troops fully trained and progress has been made in the world in the recogequipped not only for peace-keeping but also for nition and protection of human rights, to which
peace-enforcement. Such a unified command over about 140 international agreements in this domain
peace-keeping and peace-making operations has are a fitting testimony. But it is equally true that
never been achieved. The bipolar division in the even for major violations of human rights instruworld forced the United Nations to shelve its ob- ments for a prompt and effective intervention are
jectives and to rely, in practice, on Article 106 of lacking. Some regional organizations, like the Euthe Charter (Transitional Provisions), which stipu- ropean Union, have been more successful in worklates that the five permanent members of the Secu- ing out such instruments. Also, we should keep in
rity Council will assume the responsibility for the mind the problem of war crimes and possible cremaintenance of peace and security. In actual pracation of a permanent tribunal for war crimes, pertice, whenever the U.N. resorted to the use of force, haps along the lines of the International Tribunal
it never did so in a way that would mean a consis- for War Crimes in the Former Yugoslavia.'?
tent implementation of its Charter.'?
We have listed here only some of the neuralThe third weakness of the United Nations,
gic points in the functioning of the United Nations.
as already noted, is its bureaucratism and immobilNumerous committees and working bodies have
ity in decision-making. The outdated structure of worked out hundreds of proposals designed to imthe Security Council, which reflects the victorious
prove the efficiency and effectiveness of the orgastructure at the end of the Second World War, no nization, including those for the enlargement of the
longer suits present-day realities in the world. The Security Council and "democratization" of the U.N.
advocates of the reform have reached a consensus
Many theorists of democratic processes claim that
regarding the reform of the Security Council as the democratic progress cannot be confined to indi-
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vidual states, but must make itself felt also within
the international community and its organization
- the United Nations.
CROATIA

AND THE

REFORM

OF THE

UN

All these hot issues that were very much
present during the U.N.'s fiftieth anniversary celebrations are of particular interest to the new members, which find themselves in a stage of transition
from communism to democracy. They are, naturally, particularly interested in a reform of the
United Nations that would increase its effectiveness in preventive diplomacy and peaceful resolution of conflicts, because it is precisely these countries that are torn by many conflicts which turn into
cruel wars. Thus, they have felt very strongly the
ineffectiveness and obsoleteness of the present U.N.
mechanism and its unsuitability to the needs of the
modern world. For this reason, having in mind the
cri ticism of the U.N. peace operations in the former
Yugoslavia, Croatia has proposed a complex reform
of the United Nations in the interest of the greater
efficiency and effectiveness of its operations. Part
of the reform should be the enlargement of the
Security Council with the addition of more permanent and non-permanent members." Speaking at
the fiftieth anniversary session of the General Assembly, President Tudman said that the time had
come to leave the outcome of the Second World
War behind us and to accept the new global geopolitical realities that could no longer be hidden by
long-held stereotypes. Croatia thus opted for the
recognition of the democratic and economic resources of Germany and Japan and their right, on
the basis of these criteria, to take permanent seats
on the Security Council. But Croatia also proposed
a reform of the system of decision-making in the
Council: the right of the permanent members to a
veto would be abolished or limited by the principle
of a double veto. The present situation makes a
paralysis of this body possible and limits its decision-making prerogatives, favouring individual national interests at the expense of the collective interests of the Council and the whole world organization. Croatia did not explicitly join the loud and
increasingly numerous calls for the expansion of the
Security Council with the addition of regional representatives, but it did support the call for a better
representation
of other
geographic
and
civilizational spheres, particularly the developing
part of the world. The global order can no longer
be based on the special position of the anti-fascist
coalition or the nuclear club, nor on economic or
military power. The international order, in Croatia's
view, must be based on the real contribution of individual states to the prevention of totalitarianism
of any kind and to the non-proliferation of weap-
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ons of mass destruction, as well as on their role in
global social and economic development, their
democratic achievements, and their regional imporranee."
As far as Croatia is concerned, the reform of
the United Nations must aim at a democratization
of international relations and strengthening of internationallaw, but it must also introduce mechanisms that will make possible a greater effectiveness of the U.N. operation and make it more economical and transparent. That is why Croatia's platform stresses that the U.N. cannot just be a global
exchange of political ideas and national interests,
nor a mechanical instrument for the control of crisis points. It must be, metaphorically speaking, "a
garden in which ideas will grow and develop to enhance general human values, international solidarity and just international order". The Croatian approach to the reform of the U.N. reflects the desire
of a new member of the organization to assert itself as an international factor that does not limit
itself to the consideration of its own situation determined by the outbreak of a war in the former
Yugoslavia. Croatia's approach stems from the bitter experience of a country that paid a high price
for the international community's attempt to resolve
post-cold war conflicts through mediation. This is
the reason why Croatia's position differs somewhat
from that of the developing countries: its support
for Germany's entry into the Security Council reflects its strategic reliance on the West and advocacy of a new balance of power in the region; it supports an approach to collective security and stability that will be based on the balance of forces and
the ability of small countries to defend themselves
from aggression when the international community
is unwilling, or unable, to help them.
"NEW

THINKING"

ON THE FUTURE

OF THE UN

The debate during the fiftieth session of the
General Assembly gave the reform of the U.N. a
major impetus. With the disappearance of the cold
war bipolarity, the world is no longer what it was
before. Hence, the United Nations will have to
adapt quickly to the new realities of the presentday world and prepare for the next century. For the
newly emergent states, the reform of the United
Nations is in the first place an opportunity to establish themselves on the world scene, and their
expectations in this regard are considerable. The
gap between the developing countries and the already stable democracies is quite wide, and for this
reason the reform of the United Nations is a much
more complex undertaking for its participants than
a mere reorganization or a simple enlargement of
the Security Council. The European Parliament has
launched its own proposal for the reform, advocat-
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ing a restructuring of the U.N. General Assembly
and the creation of a second chamber, to be made
up of directly elected representatives, similarly to
the way the members of the European Parliament
are elected. In this way, in addition to the representatives of states, representatives
of "people"
would also be sitting in the General Assembly. According to some other views, country delegations
would need to be tripartite, including a representative of the state, a representative of the "people",
and a representative of non-governmental organizations. Such tripartite delegations would also sit
on the Security Council, where the veto would be
abolished altogether or at least when voting on issues concerning human rights and humanitarian
policies. 16 The European proposals envisage also the
establishment of a special Council for Human Development. The election of the Security Council would go for confirmation before a forum of nongovernmental organizations. The proposal for the
appointment of a world ombudsman to protect the
human rights of citizens from abuses by their states
is also worthy of serious consideration. However,
many of these reform projects verge on the utopian
visions of the "world government". In contradistinction to such visions, mankind's acute problems and
eruptions of local and regional conflicts give a sense
of urgency to the reform of the United Nations,
whereby small steps towards its greater effectiveness, respecting the realities of the present-day
world, could mean more than the ambitious utopias of a "global government", which stand little
chance of being realized. As the example of the war
in the former Yugoslavia shows, the key question
is not only peace-keeping but also peace-enforcement, which means, specifically, that the most urgent reform is the reform of peace operation and
prevention and resolution of conflicts in the world.
This is where the U.N. needs to eliminate many of
its weaknesses to be able to intervene effectively to
achieve and promote peace. This should be the first
step in the reform of the world organization. The
coming twenty-first century will be, according to the
forecasts of future students, the time of local and
regional conflicts and new forms of domination and
aggressive nationalism. Faced with such a prospect,
the United Nations now has the last chance to reform itself and face the challenge. Failing this, its
crisis could mean the end of the Western civilization.
THE

ELECTION

OF THE

NEW

SECRETARY

GENERAL

The election of a new Secretary General and
the political debate preceding it appeared as to have
evolved into a major political conflict between two
visions of the further development of the UN to-

wards a more rational, efficient and globally effective international organization. It seemed that the
UN were split between a conservative leadership,
expressing more or less the opinion and interests
of the majority of the developing countries, and the
strong push towards bureaucratic rationalization
and managerial efficiency - as advocated by the
developed Western countries lead by the US as one
of the most influential, in fact the most influential
country of the world today. In this way, an almost
artificial dilemma appeared to obfuscate the real
substance of the UN reform movement: the dilemma between the old Secretary General, the office embodied in the personality of the Egyptian
Boutros Boutros Ghalli and the Ghanaan Kofi
Annan on the other side of the pendulum. Yet this
dilemma, solved with the election of Kofi Annan,
was but an artificial dilemma reflecting the general
mal-use of the organization, rather than a split personality and identity crises of the international organization and an acute confrontation on the global scale.
Yet it is true that two approaches lied behind the criticism of the existing UN Secretariat
General and its massive bureaucracy: one, the "conservative", held that the path of reforms is well
based and lies on good foundations: therefore the
reform should go on, and all major obstacles come
from the insolvency problem - and the USA behind
it, refusing to pay its dues until an efficient reform
of the UN is really under way. Such oversimplification is unavoidable if we want to grasp the real substance of the debate.
On the other hand, the other view - often
described as the US View on Reform Measures pledged for a better focused, leaner, more efficient
and cost-effective UN system. To perform its role
properly the UN must evolve, in such view, from a
fragmented configuration of competing structures
into a fully integrated, interactive system. The main
targets of such reform project are in the same time
the main bodies of the UN, the General Assembly
and the Secretariat.
The General Assembly potential as a great
world forum for deliberations on issues of global
concern has never been realized: the tiresome and
time-consuming reiteration of agenda items already
thoroughly considered previously or by other bodies has overloaded the Assembly's capacity and forestalled thematic debate on pressing or emerging
issues. Means should be found - according to such
opinions - to shorten the agenda by half and schedule the use of the time freed up for thematic discussions at appropriate levels. Thus should the inefficiency of the general debate, a stage for soliloquies, self-complacent and self-justifying speeches,
be drastically reduced.
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On the other hand, measures to rationalize
the structure of the UN Secretariat and improve its
functioning should be intensified. Repeated efforts
to reform the UN have always ended without fully
accomplishing their aims. The credibility of the institution and the prospects for continued public and
financial support depend upon early, visible and
continuing signs of improvement in four areas: restructuring, oversight, personnel and system coordination. After some reductions and consolidations
in the Secretariat a few years ago, the proliferation
of offices and positions has resumed to some extent - and this is precisely the role of the new See-

retary General and the expectations raised by his
election. Kofi Annan, as an experienced international civil servant and insider, has all the prerequisites
for carrying
on such "internal"
restructuration and meet the demands of the international community: the process will not be without pains and misunderstandings, and even false
ideologizations, as it was manifest in the latest years.
But a new wave and vigor, realized in the broad
consensus for Mr. Annan's election, will certainly
contribute to the reshaping of the international organization and make it more capable to assume a
more active role in changing the world.
•
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