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The never-ending quest for reform, for improving the functioning of the
United Nations, has been an integral part of the life of the world body
since its earliest days. Indeed, one of the more controversial issues at the

United Nations’ founding conference in San Francisco during the spring of
1945 was how the process of amending its Charter should be structured and
when a general review conference of the Charter’s provisions should be called.1

Those delegations unhappy with some of the compromises reached in San
Francisco, especially concerning the inequities of the veto power granted the
“Big Five” Permanent Members of the Security Council (P-5), wanted to sched-
ule a general review relatively soon and to make the hurdles to amendment rela-
tively low. The Soviet Union and, to a lesser extent, the other “Big Five” powers,
on the other hand, naturally preferred to keep the barriers to Charter change
relatively high.

On a more operational level, the United Nations had barely passed its second
birthday before members of the US Congress started to call for sweeping
reforms of UN finance and administration. In October 1947, the Senate expen-
ditures committee launched a study that found serious problems of overlap,
duplication of effort, weak coordination, proliferating mandates and programs,
and overly generous compensation of staff within the infant, but rapidly grow-
ing, UN system.2 Similar complaints have been voiced countless times since.

Through the years, scores of independent commissions, governmental studies,
and individual scholars have put forward literally hundreds of proposals aimed
at making the world body work better, decide more fairly, modify its mandate,
or operate more efficiently. Not to be left behind by the reform bandwagon,
successive Secretaries-General and units of the Secretariat have engaged in fre-
quent, if episodic, bouts of self-examination and self-criticism, offering their
own reform agendas.

What explains this apparently irresistible impulse for reforming the United
Nations? Six factors suggest themselves:

1) Public institutions depend on recurring processes of criticism, reassessment,
change, and renewal to retain their relevance and vitality. Reform is a sign
of institutional health and dynamism, not a penalty for bad behavior.

2) Highly complex, decentralized, and multi-faceted institutions, like the UN
system, offer more targets for criticism and more opportunities for change.
The temptation to tinker with the United Nations is only magnified by its
high visibility, symbolic aura, and broad agenda.
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3) The diversity of the United Nations’ membership and the ambitious
nature of its mandates make it highly likely that some constituencies will
be seriously disappointed with its power-sharing arrangements and/or its
accomplishments at any point in time. Persistent disappointment or feel-
ings of disenfranchisement have often led to calls for reform.

4) As the world changes, so do the politics of the United Nations and the
priorities of its Member States. In looking to the United Nations to ful-
fill new mandates that exceed its capacities, influential non-governmen-
tal groups often look to structural innovations or to the creation of new
bodies to close the gap between expectations and capabilities. In both
cases, proposals for reform usually follow.

5) Critics keep calling for reform, in part, because the United Nations has
been so slow in delivering it. As the major powers hoped in San
Francisco, formal institutional and structural reforms have proven hard
to achieve in the UN system. The concerns about UN management and
finance voiced by Congress in the late 1940s, moreover, were echoed, a
half-century later, in the late 1990s.

6) The universality of the United Nations has fueled a dual pattern on the
intergovernmental level: frequent calls for change by one Member State
or group or another, followed by blocking moves by others with diver-
gent interests or perspectives. At times, it seems as if every Member State
is in favor of some sort of reform, but their individual notions of what
this should entail differ so markedly as to make consensus on the direc-
tion reform should take hard to achieve.

These dynamics insure almost continuous attention to the reform agenda, but
much slower progress on the intergovernmental than Secretariat plane.

If gauged by the sheer quantity of deliberations, debates, studies, and resolu-
tions devoted to it, reform has become one of the enduring pastimes and pri-
mary products of the UN system. For example, during the last broad-based
reform drive, from 1995 to 1997, the General Assembly was consumed with no
less than five working groups on different aspects of reform, its President was
engrossed in developing his own reform package, the Security Council reviewed
its working methods, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) adopted
new procedures for relating to non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and
the new Secretary-General offered a comprehensive, if generally modest, plan for
Secretariat reform. Before the dust had settled from these battles, the US-led
drive to have the Member State assessment scales revised took center stage in the
Assembly from 1998 to 2000. As of this writing, in mid-2002, the Deputy
Secretary-General is heading yet another drive for internal reform.
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The hardest reforms to achieve, of course, are those entailing amendments to
the UN Charter. As noted above, after a good deal of divisive debate, the Big
Five managed at San Francisco to set the political bar quite high for any modifi-
cations of the Charter. Contending that their unity was key to making the new
body more successful at securing the peace than its predecessor, the League of
Nations, the Five insisted on their having individual vetoes over amendments to
the Charter. As a result, Article 108 stipulates:

Amendments to the present Charter shall come into force for all Members
of the United Nations when they have been adopted by a vote of two
thirds of the members of the General Assembly and ratified in accordance
with their respective constitutional processes by two thirds of the Members
of the United Nations, including all the permanent members of the
Security Council.

Some of the other delegations not only objected to the inequity of these provi-
sions but also fretted that those Member States in the minority opposing a par-
ticular amendment were given no recourse. Unlike the League’s Covenant, the
Charter offers no mechanism for a dissatisfied member to withdraw from the
United Nations - a practice that had disabled the League in the years preceding
World War II. As a gesture toward these concerns, Article 109 offers the possi-
bility of convening a General Conference to review the Charter. While a
number of delegations at San Francisco expected this to take place within the
Organization’s first decade, the polarization of the membership during the Cold
War years made this look like an unpromising course.3

As discussed in the next section, the Charter has been amended only three
times in over half a century. The Security Council has been enlarged once and
the Economic and Social Council twice. The last of these moves took place
almost three decades ago. So, while much of the public debate on reform con-
tinues to focus on possible Charter amendments, such as further expanding and
diversifying the composition of the Security Council, in practice this has proved
to be difficult to accomplish.

Much of the action, instead, has occurred below this level and often with little
publicity. The rules of procedure for the Security Council, the General
Assembly, and ECOSOC have repeatedly been modified, as have their rosters of
subsidiary bodies.4 The latter, naturally, have been more prone to expansion to
meet new priorities than to contraction as old mandates fade. The relationships
among UN bodies have provided material for successive waves of reform aimed
at greater coordination, coherence, or even unity of purpose among the United
Nations’ many and disparate pieces. The activities of one principal organ, the
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Trusteeship Council, were suspended when the task of eliminating it from the
Charter appeared too ambitious.5 Financial, administrative, and personnel
matters have been the target of so many reform and retrenchment campaigns
through the years that some wags in the Secretariat have suggested that the most
useful reform would be to declare a moratorium on introspection and reform so
that the United Nations’ workers could get back to their assigned tasks. More
seriously, the dizzying diversity of initiatives and proposals labeled “reform” has
led to some reflective inquiries about the proper meaning of the term.6 

In theory, it would be analytically cleaner to adopt a relatively narrow and rig-
orous definition, such as the following: Reform is the purposeful act of modifying
the structure, composition, decision-making procedures, working methods, fund-
ing, or staffing of an institution in order to enhance its efficiency and/or effective-
ness in advancing its core goals and principles. In terms of the United Nations,
this would encompass those steps intended to make the Organization more effi-
cient, more effective, and/or more capable of fulfilling the purposes laid out in
Article 1 of its Charter, consistent with the principles expressed in Article 2.

In practice, however, many other endeavors have also been called reform by
one party or another in the world body. In this field, as in others, the seemingly
irresistible impulse at the United Nations to expand the definition and scope of
basic terms until they begin to lose their meaning, as well as their analytical
value, is much in evidence. Reform has taken on so many guises through the
years as to be almost unrecognizable. When there appears to be political
momentum behind a reform exercise, various delegations are quick to repackage
some of their favorite perennial hobbyhorses as innovative reform measures. Few
Member States, for example, are reticent about claiming that measures to reduce
their assessments or to increase their voice in the Organization qualify as essen-
tial reforms that would make the United Nations both more effective and more
equitable. Seen in that context, of course, what looks like reform to one national
delegation may appear regressive to others. At other points, when the term
“reform” has taken on negative connotations, there has been a reticence to label
reform measures by their real name. It was telling, for example, that during the
intergovernmental deliberations of the late 1990s none of the five reform work-
ing groups established in the General Assembly had the term included in their
elongated and carefully negotiated titles.7 Clearly the notion of reform is more
popular with larger and richer delegations than with others these days.

Another unsettled question—whether reform should encompass changes in
what the United Nations does, i.e., in its mandates and priorities, or only modi-
fications in its administration, budgeting, financing, structure, and decision-
making methods—also directly affects the scope of the concept. Judging from
the titles and mandates of the five reform working groups in the General
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Assembly referred to above, it would seem that some believe that adjustments in
programmatic substance should be included, as well as steps related to structure
and procedures. In addition to the more traditional areas of Security Council,
financial, and management reform, there were also working groups on an
Agenda for Peace and an Agenda for Development that ranged over most of the
Organization’s extensive substantive interests. Except for the smallest delega-
tions, most national missions to the United Nations assigned different people to
the different working groups in recognition of their topical diversity. Some of
the larger missions had one or more officers detailed exclusively to work on
reform and finance, but most handled these various parallel deliberations subject
by subject, given the breadth of the undertaking. In that sense, reform was not
treated as an abstract phenomenon, but rather as one of the potential tools for
strengthening the Organization’s capacities for dealing with specific issue areas.8

Given this context, it is understandable why the United Nations has not sought
to develop a single definition of reform that would be acceptable to all or most
of the Member States. Such an undertaking might well prove as frustrating, con-
troversial, and time-consuming as the decades-long attempts to negotiate univer-
sal definitions for terms such as aggression or terrorism.

The first step toward understanding the twisting course of UN reform efforts
through the years and the confusing maze of reform proposals that have been
put forward is to bear in mind the fundamentally political nature of the United
Nations. Within the UN context, even seemingly routine matters of administra-
tion, personnel, and finance have a way of assuming a political character, should
one group of Member States or another come to perceive potential slights to
their interests, stature, or priorities. To put it crudely, much of the reform
debate, at its basest level, is a struggle over political turf, over who is perceived
to gain or lose influence within the Organization if the proposed changes are
enacted or implemented. One of the most frequently voiced questions in UN
corridors during the late 1990s reform exercise was: reform for what purpose?
To gain support, the answers needed to be on two levels: substantive and politi-
cal. Even if the goal of a particular proposal was to enhance efficiency, to some
it mattered a good deal in which priority areas these efficiencies were to be car-
ried out, who headed those programs, and whether the balance of attention and
resources vis-à-vis other priorities would be affected. And, at a time of relatively
low trust between different groups of Member States, in assessing an initiative it
mattered considerably to other Member States who was putting forward the
proposal and what each group might be expected to gain or lose from it. In
short, much of the reform debate has been about three things: who makes deci-
sions; who implements them; and who pays for them. If these political ques-
tions are settled, then international cooperation on moving the reform agenda
will most assuredly flourish.
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Who Decides?

7

For the United Nations’ first three decades, reform of its intergovernmental
bodies was largely a question of numbers. How large should ECOSOC
and the Security Council be to represent properly the Organization’s rap-

idly growing membership?9 What should the balance be between different geo-
graphical or ideological groups of states?  In other words, who decides?  For the
past two-plus decades, however, the emphasis has shifted. While debates about
numbers and names have continued without agreement, the action in terms of
reform progress has moved to matters of working methods and of relations with
other organs and with civil society. The key “Who decides?” questions have
become: “How are decisions reached, including whether there should be limita-
tions on the use of the veto in the Security Council?” and “Who is consulted
along the way, even if the formal composition of these bodies has not changed?”

During the 1950s and 1960s, one of the United Nations’ cardinal achieve-
ments was to serve as midwife to the decolonization process. With the resulting
influx of newly independent Member States, the ranks of UN members swelled
from 51 in 1945 to 114 in 1963 (compared to 191 by October 2002). Though
only three African and three Asian countries were among the founders at San
Francisco, by the early 1960s more than half of the Member States came from
those two regions.10 In 1956, after 20 new Member States were admitted to the
United Nations over the two previous years, the calls for enlarging the two
Councils came into the open. The original “gentlemen’s agreement” on the geo-
graphical distribution of non-permanent seats in the Security Council could no
longer hold, since Latin America and Europe increasingly appeared to be “over-
represented” and the new majority “under-represented.” Unresolved squabbles
over the six non-permanent seats led to the constitutionally questionable prac-
tice of dividing a two-year term between countries from different regions. At
one point, the Soviet Union favored redistributing the existing six non-perma-
nent seats, a step that would not have required Charter amendment. But this
would have entailed a major sacrifice on the part of the West-leaning nations of
Latin America and Europe, something Washington opposed.

The expansion of ECOSOC, in contrast, appeared to be a simpler and less
consequential step. One-third of its 18 members were elected each year for
three-year terms, with each member having a single vote and equal rights. Not
only were there no permanent members or vetoes in ECOSOC, but its mandate
avoided core security issues, its primary task was coordination not policy, and its
decisions were only recommendations, with none of the binding character of
Security Council decisions under Chapter VII.11 So as early as 1956, US repre-
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sentatives acknowledged that both Councils should eventually be enlarged and
suggested that the initial focus be on ECOSOC expansion.12

The developing countries, on the other hand, were especially keen on having a
louder voice in the Security Council, which had become increasingly active in
dispute resolution and peacekeeping efforts in the developing world. Some com-
plained that their second-class status in the world body seemed to mirror the
colonial status that they had recently struggled to overcome. For example, the
heads of state of the members of the new Organization of African Unity (OAU),
at their founding meeting in 1963, made this the topic of their very first joint
summit resolution. In this context, and given their competition for influence in
what was then known as the “Third World,” neither Washington nor Moscow
wanted to be the first to oppose openly the growing campaign for enlargement,
whatever their actual misgivings.13

The expansion debate came to a head at the 18th General Assembly session in
the fall of 1963.14 Despite the building momentum, there was no consensus
during the Assembly debate on either the need for an immediate expansion or
on the dimensions and voting rules of the enlarged bodies. In fact, on the final
day of the session, none of the Five Permanent Members of the Security Council
- all of whose ratifications would be needed for formal amendment—voted in
favor of the resolution to expand ECOSOC, and only China, of the five, voted
for the resolution to expand the Security Council. During the debates preceding
the votes, all Five Permanent Members had called, in one form or another, for
more time and further consultation before action was taken.15
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Nevertheless, on December 17, 1963, the General Assembly passed resolutions
1990 (XVIII) and 1991 (XVIII), the latter for the first time calling for amend-
ments to the UN Charter. The first resolution, which passed 111 votes to none,
enlarged the General Assembly’s gate-keeping General Committee to permit
fuller representation of the new African and Asian members. The second resolu-
tion was divided into two parts, each subject to its own roll-call vote. Part A, to
expand the Security Council from 11 to 15 members, to increase the majority
required from seven to nine, and to specify the geographical distribution of the
10 non-permanent members, was adopted by a vote of 97 to 11, with four
abstentions. Those opposed included France and the Soviet bloc, while the
United States and the United Kingdom were among those abstaining. Part B,
which passed 96 to 11 with five abstentions, enlarged ECOSOC from 18 to 27
and indicated the geographical breakdown of the nine new members. The only
difference in the voting pattern was that China shifted from an affirmative vote
in Part A to an abstention on Part B, dealing with ECOSOC, a body on which
it had been denied a seat in recent years.16 Adding a note of urgency, both parts
called on the Member States to ratify the amendments by September 1, 1965,
less than two years away.

Following the Assembly vote, the expansion bandwagon inexorably gathered
momentum. Of the Five Permanent Members, the Soviet Union was the first to
reverse course and to ratify the amendments (followed, of course, by the rest of
the Soviet bloc). By the time the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee held
hearings on this question in late April 1965, the United Kingdom had also
announced its intention to ratify the alterations in the Charter, and 65 of the
required 76 Member State ratifications had already been completed. When the
Senate gave its consent to ratification in June, France had added its intention to
ratify, and 71 of the 76 required ratifications were in hand. Though none of the
permanent members had voted for both amendments in the General Assembly,
within 19 months all had overcome their reservations and ratified them.

The reasons for this remarkable about-face could be instructive for future
efforts to amend the Charter. In theory, because of the need to attain ratification
by all Five Permanent Members, the amendment process is ultimately subject to
a veto by any of them, including a pocket veto in which one or more of them
simply fails to act. In practice, however, this step can be invoked only after at
least a two-thirds majority of the Member States has expressed support for the
amendment through their votes in the Assembly and possibly through their
national ratification processes. So, in terms of the politics of the United Nations,
the costs of vetoing a proposed Charter amendment can be quite high, and this
has never been done once an amendment has cleared the Assembly. The political
costs are disproportionately high, of course, if one permanent member has to
cast a lonely veto, so there is a premium on cooperation among the five.

Who Decides? Reforming the United NationsÕ Intergovernmental Organs 9



Cold War politics and the lack of coordination among the five were not the
only explanations for this historic reversal. The United Nations’ precarious
financial position also contributed. In the early 1960s, the United Nations was
in the midst of a severe financial and constitutional crisis, brought on by the
refusals of the Soviet Union, France, and some developing countries to pay their
assessments for the United Nations’ first two large-scale peacekeeping opera-
tions, in the Congo and the Middle East, despite the decision of the
International Court of Justice that they were required to do so. Washington and
most Western capitals were very concerned with rallying the support of develop-
ing countries on these questions. The Article 19 crisis reached its boiling point
in 1964, when the Soviet Union threatened to quit the United Nations, the
United States pushed to have Moscow denied its vote in the General Assembly
under Article 19 of the Charter for its accumulated arrears, and, as a result,
voting was suspended in the Assembly session that fall.17 For those capitals con-
cerned about preserving the fiscal and political integrity of the United Nations -
and in those days Washington was in the front ranks—this was no time to veto
reforms sought so fervently by the developing-country majority.

Then, as now, the dominant argument for expansion of both Councils was
equity, not performance in fulfilling their august missions. In their statements
before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on this matter, none of the
Johnson Administration witnesses raised cautions about whether the expanded
Councils would be better equipped to carry out their missions effectively, or
whether due regard would be paid to the first Charter qualification for Security
Council membership: the Member State’s contribution to the maintenance of
international peace and security.18 Nor, in turn, did any of the Committee
members ask such pointed questions about the effects of the amendments
during the public hearings, which ranged over a wide spectrum of UN and for-
eign policy matters. On the floor of the House, several representatives spoke in
favor of the amendments and none raised these issues.19 Prior to giving its con-
sent to ratification virtually without dissent, by a 71-0 vote, the Senate held a
perfunctory debate on the floor.20 Only Strom Thurmond, the conservative
Republican from South Carolina, spoke against the measure.21 So, with ringing
words of endorsement from the Johnson Administration and a unanimous vote
by the Senate, the United States acceded to the proposition that bigger is better
in terms of UN fora.

A scant six years later, with this precedent firmly in place, the United States
put forward a package of ECOSOC reform measures that included a substantial
enlargement.22 Many developing countries wanted to go further and faster, pro-
posing a doubling of the size of ECOSOC, from 27 to 54. In opposing this
step, the French representative complained that the General Assembly had not
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“devoted as much time to this problem as it did 10 years ago, the last time the
membership of the Economic and Social Council was enlarged.”23 Arguing that
the Council’s “authority is not necessarily a function of the size of its member-
ship and the distribution of seats among regions,” he suggested that already “the
number of seats is too large.”24 Along similar lines, the Soviet delegate stressed
that “the belief that the work of the Council can be improved solely through
enlargement and through corresponding changes in the United Nations Charter
is unfounded.”25 The United States, however, had accepted the principle of
proportional growth in ECOSOC to parallel the proliferation of UN members,
which reached 135—well beyond State Department predictions—by the end of
1973, the year the second expansion of ECOSOC came into force.26 When the
question of doubling the membership of ECOSOC came to a head in 1971,
first in ECOSOC and then in the General Assembly, on both occasions the
United States was the only P-5 member to vote in favor.27 In terms of ratifica-
tion, however, the United States was the last of the P-5 (including China) to
complete the process, with the others deciding once again not to resist the inter-
national political tide. With the deposit of the US ratification on September 24,
1973, this second expansion of ECOSOC, the last Charter amendment to be
accomplished, came into force.

Calls for ECOSOC reform, of course, hardly subsided with this second incre-
ment to its membership. Indeed, many Member States went along with the two
expansion steps on the assumption that they would be followed by measures to
enhance ECOSOC’s working methods, to bolster its capacity to coordinate
system-wide programs, and to rationalize its structure.28 By the early 1970s, it
had become increasingly apparent that the United Nations system was failing to
fulfill the expectations of Member States—from the North as well as the
South—in the realm of economic and social development, despite the fact that
some four-fifths of its outlays then went to such programs.29 A group of high-
level experts, appointed by the Secretary-General under a mandate from the
General Assembly, concluded in 1975 that the revitalization of ECOSOC would
be one of the keys to more effective global policy-making.30 Their report urged
ECOSOC to adopt a biennial calendar, with a series of short subject-oriented
sessions, a one-week ministerial session, and annual reviews of program budgets,
medium-term plans, and operational activities. It stressed the utility of the
Council establishing small negotiating groups to facilitate the search for
common ground on key economic issues, as well as initiating consultations at an
early stage with the most affected states on each issue. In addition, the report
identified steps to raise the level of participation in ECOSOC sessions and called
on the Council to assume the responsibilities of many of its subsidiary bodies.
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A number of UN-sponsored and independent studies have proposed even
more sweeping reorganizations of ECOSOC.31 Some would enlarge it further,
while others would eliminate it altogether or divide it in two. Several have advo-
cated the creation of a smaller executive body to set priorities and negotiate key
issues, and most urge that the specialized agencies be made more subservient to
the Council. Some of the more modest reform proposals have been realized—
the institution of a high-level segment, shorter sessions, a somewhat more
theme-oriented agenda, and greater use of panels of independent experts on
selected issues—but there has been no agreement among the Member States on
a more fundamental restructuring. One area where ECOSOC has been some-
what more innovative, however, is in recasting and clarifying the rules for the
engagement of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the work of the
United Nations.32 In this respect, ECOSOC reform progress compares favorably
to that of the General Assembly, which has resisted the adoption of new rules
for NGO access.

In retrospect, however, the effects of ECOSOC expansion appear to have been
mixed at best. As some developing countries have gained a stronger sense of
ownership of the Council, developed countries on the whole have been more
prone to question its relevance and effectiveness.33 In part because of its
unwieldy size—too big for serious negotiation and too small to represent the
membership as a whole—ECOSOC has been the target of repeated reform cam-
paigns during the 1970s, ‘80s, and ‘90s. It is not evident, moreover, that
ECOSOC has found it any easier to coordinate the disparate and decentralized
pieces of the UN system as it has itself grown larger and more diverse. After all,
ECOSOC’s powers have not expanded appreciably, its decisions remain only
recommendations, it is still subservient to the Assembly on political questions,
and the specialized agencies and the Bretton Woods institutions (the World
Bank and International Monetary Fund) as always have their own political and
financial constituencies, charters, and governing bodies. For these and similar
constitutional reasons, the enlargement of ECOSOC has been irrelevant to
addressing that body’s core weaknesses.

Though they were linked in the package of Charter amendments that came
into force in 1965, the efforts to reform ECOSOC and the Security Council
have followed quite distinct paths since then. The Security Council, for
instance, has not undergone a second tranche of expansion. Yet the pressures for
enlarging the Security Council, at least judging by the public expressions of
Member State policies, have been far greater than has been the case for
ECOSOC. But then, of course, so too has been the resistance to tinkering with
a body charged with such awesome security responsibilities. (In fact, the mixed
results of ECOSOC expansion are often cited as reasons not to enlarge the

12 Who Decides? Reforming the United NationsÕ Intergovernmental Organs



Council.) The end of the Cold War, moreover, has had a far more profound
effect on the debate over changes in the Security Council than in ECOSOC.
On the one hand, the Council was rejuvenated as East-West divisions began to
fade and the scope of its possible actions grew dramatically. Its new-found
activism led some to declare that there had been nothing wrong with its struc-
ture and working methods, only a lack of political will, and that if there was
nothing amiss in its performance then there was no need to fix it. On the other
hand, once the Council was freed of its Cold War shackles, it appeared to
become, more than ever, the most dynamic and consequential piece of the
system. The attractiveness of becoming a member rose, as did the stigma of
being excluded from this inequitable and, some said, anachronistic club. In the
consensus-driven atmosphere of this new era, moreover, the casting of vetoes
came to appear decidedly out of step with the tenor of the times.

In 1993, the General Assembly convened the “Open-Ended Working Group
on the Question of Equitable Representation and Increase in the Membership of
the Security Council and Other Matters Related to the Security Council,” a
body whose very title embodied the complexities, uncertainties, and general
awkwardness of its mandate. It divided its task into two clusters: one on mem-
bership, including expansion, the veto and voting; the second on enhancing
transparency through improved working methods and decision-making
processes. While the first cluster has attracted far more public attention and
Member State rhetoric, the second one has spurred the greater progress.34 In
truth, however, nine years into their deliberations—as of this writing in 2002—
the 191 members of the General Assembly had not been able to come close to
agreement on any Council reform package. But their high profile debate has
encouraged the Security Council to take a number of parallel steps on cluster
two, i.e. on working methods.

As the pace and profile of Security Council activities rose during the 1990s, a
series of  modifications in its working methods were adopted.35 Among these
were the following:

• Under the Arria formula, a member of the Council invites the others to
meet with one or more independent experts for a candid exchange of
views on a pressing issue before the Council. This innovative practice,
which permits more direct input from civil society and encourages
Council members to reflect on the complexities of the choices facing
them, has proven quite popular, as have more formal meetings with
agency heads and others with knowledge of developments in the field.

• The Council has also participated in a number of retreats, away from
headquarters, with the Secretary-General, other UN officials, and some-
times leading independent experts.
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• The Council members have undertaken a number of missions to visit
areas where developments are of particular interest or concern to the
Council. This has allowed much more extensive contact with government
officials, non-governmental groups, and UN personnel on the ground in
regions of crisis.

• The Council has met a number of times over the past decade at either the
foreign minister or summit level.

• To assist transparency and accountability, it has become common practice
for the President of the Council to brief non-members, and often the
press, on the results of informal (private) consultations.

• Tentative forecasts and the provisional agendas for the Council’s upcoming
work are now provided regularly to non-members, as are provisional draft
resolutions.

• Consultations among Security Council members and troop contributors,
along with key Secretariat officials, are now held on a more regular basis.

While acknowledging the progress that has been made on cluster two, most
Member States contend that it has not gone nearly far enough. For example, the
10 non-permanent members of the Security Council called for the institutional-
ization of the steps that had been taken, for taking several of them further, and
for more public meetings and fewer informal consultations.36 It is questionable,
however, whether all of the transparency and reporting measures called for
would result in a more efficient or effective Security Council. The bulk of the
negotiations among the members are bound to be carried out in private, and the
public sessions of the Council have become opportunities largely for restating
official positions and for public rationalizations. Even nonmembers of the
Council frequently complain of the number and repetitiveness of the speeches
given in the formal, public sessions. While it would aid accountability to require
states to explain why they cast each veto, and the Council could be more forth-
coming in its reports to the General Assembly, excessively detailed or frequent
reporting could make it that much harder for an already overburdened Council
to devote sufficient time and attention to its wide-ranging substantive work.

Cluster one has proven more problematic. Most pointedly, the volume of
complaints about the veto privilege of the Five Permanent Members, a point of
contention since the founding conference in San Francisco, seemed to rise pre-
cipitously during the 1990s.37 Most of the other 186 Member States, as well as
numerous scholars and blue ribbon commissions, have criticized the veto provi-
sion for being inequitable, undemocratic, and debilitating to the capacity of the
Council to fulfill its core responsibility for the maintenance of international
peace and security. Others, however, have stressed that the principle of unanimity
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among the major powers was central to the conception of the United Nations,
and that principle has permitted it not only to survive the tensions of the Cold
War, but also to play a role in helping to resolve them.

The veto controversy has complicated progress on the array of cluster one
issues in several ways:

1) Since Article 108 gives the permanent members a veto over Charter
amendments, they can trump any efforts to weaken formally their veto
power. 

2) Those seeking to expand the number and geographical spread of the per-
manent members face a dilemma: Should additional permanent members,
in the name of equity, be given the very veto power that critics claim is so
debilitating to the work of the Council?  Wouldn’t a Council with eight or
10 permanent members be even more restricted in terms of where it could
act, and wouldn’t the common denominator for Council action be even
lower in most cases?38

3) Alternative formulas for coping with the veto dilemma raise additional
concerns. A number of delegations criticized the proposal by Ismail Razali,
when he was President of the General Assembly in 1997, to add Five
Permanent Members without veto power because they said it would add a
third layer to the Council hierarchy.39 Asking the current permanent
members to exercise greater restraint in their use of the veto, for example
by restricting it to matters under Chapter VII of the Charter, offers no
guarantees and sets a precedent of calling on selected Member States to
relinquish rights given them under the Charter.40

4) Divisive questions about which states should have the veto have exacerbated
splits within each region about which local states should be on the
Council, especially since most security threats come from within one’s own
region, not from afar. Moreover, there is no provision in the Charter sug-
gesting that one Member State may or should represent the interests and
positions of others, neighbors or not. 

So, while the General Assembly Working Group has made progress on narrow-
ing differences over the size of a reformed Council, there has been little agree-
ment either about names or about vetoes.

In sum, though it has now been almost 30 years since the Assembly last voted
to amend the Charter, there seems to be little prospect of further amendments
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anytime soon. In retrospect, the three Charter amendments did make participa-
tion in the Security Council and ECOSOC accessible to more Member States,
more of the time. They made some accommodation, if not full places, at the
decision-making table for the scores of new members. They demonstrated a
degree of flexibility, i.e. some willingness to adapt to changing circumstances.
But clearly they did not address the root shortcomings of either body, nor
quench the public’s thirst for stronger tools and machinery for dealing with the
world’s persistent security, economic, and social problems. Indeed, the fact that
the only Charter revisions that have proven capable of sparking wide support
among the members have been those to increase the size of limited membership
bodies has also served to fuel skepticism about whether Charter reform is the
best route to a stronger and more effective Organization.
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Though lacking the high drama of the debates over “Who decides?”
chronicled in the previous section, the question of implementation—
how the mandates agreed upon by the intergovernmental bodies are to

be carried out—has generated sustained attention since the Organization’s
infancy. At the United Nations’ opening session in London, Arthur H.
Vandenberg, the influential Republican senator who led the administrative and
financial committee in both San Francisco and London, warned his colleagues
against mistaking “pomp for power” and letting their aspirations for the United
Nations “outrun its resources.”41 The next year, in November 1946, he wrote to
Secretary of State James Byrnes that the specialized agencies “are being created
entirely too rapidly and too ambitiously.”42 The following year, as noted above,
the US Senate initiated its first critical review of UN management and adminis-
tration. The problems identified—overlap, duplication, coordination, proliferat-
ing papers and mandates, and staff competence and compensation—have
formed the core of the reform agenda ever since, in part because such challenges
are common in, perhaps endemic to, complex multilateral organizations. 

International bodies may properly be assessed first and foremost by what they
stand for and seek to accomplish, the things determined by their constitutions
and principal intergovernmental decision-making bodies. Yet over time, the
most stinging rebukes are often about their failure to perform, about the gaps
between their high purposes and meager capacities to carry them out. It has
been to this second set of challenges, to narrowing the implementation gap, that
most of the United Nations’ internal reform efforts have been devoted.

From early on, two characteristics of the UN system underlined the value of
developing effective practices and/or mechanisms for coordination: One was the
interdisciplinary and multisectoral nature of many of the key issues on the inter-
national agenda, and the other was the complex and horizontally segmented mix
of agencies, funds, and programs that comprised the “system.” The whole, it
seemed, often acted as less than the sum of its parts. The Charter, in Articles 57
and 63, called on ECOSOC to “enter into agreements” with the various special-
ized agencies, several of which predated the world body, so as to bring them
“into relationship with the United Nations.” ECOSOC was asked to coordinate
their activities “through consultations and recommendations,” while Article 64
gave ECOSOC permission to seek reports from the agencies. Nowhere in the
Charter, however, is there any suggestion that ECOSOC would have any bind-
ing power over them.
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In practice, of course, a number of the agencies had their own boards, by-laws,
mandates, and funding sources, giving them every reason to maintain a substan-
tial degree of independence from the central United Nations.43 Since the major
donor countries were members of most of these agencies—as well as of the
Bretton Woods institutions that were established a few years after the United
Nations—they could, if they worked together, enforce substantial discipline and
coherence on the pieces of the system. But this would have required a degree of
coordination among national ministries and within capitals that was only occa-
sionally achieved. According to the 1948 Senate review, “a considerable portion
of the problem of coordination seems to be due to the failure of national gov-
ernments to achieve coordination in their own policy formulation. As a result,
various departments of government often tend toward an autonomous handling
of relationships with specific international organizations.”44 Within the UN
system, the senators found that weaknesses in program coordination were com-
pounded by an inability to set and maintain clear priorities:

The United Nations and the specialized agencies have limited budgets and
limited staffs with which to perform their various functions. It therefore
becomes necessary that some sort of fairly rigid priority system be estab-
lished with respect to the projects undertaken if the maximum use is to be
made of the funds available. There appears to be a tendency on the part of
the agencies concerned to undertake far more than they can hope to
accomplish, and very often without proper regard for the importance of
the work undertaken .... The result is that funds are spread very thin and
very little is accomplished generally.

Whenever a particular project appears important at the moment, a new
commission or committee is appointed to look into the matter. This ulti-
mately results in a proliferation of bodies, attempting to accomplish a great
deal of work, much of which constitutes duplication of effort already being
made and some of which overlaps other projects.45

Of course, the Member States, with their disparate interests and priorities,
have been as much or more to blame as the Secretariat for the proliferation of
mandates and the mismatch between ambitions and resources, problems that
continue to plague the world body. To be fair, however, at times the various
agencies and programs have managed to pull together to respond to emergencies
and special opportunities with a sense of common purpose. When the goal is
clearly articulated by the Secretary-General and the Member States pull
together, so do the programs and agencies. On the whole, though, the highly
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decentralized nature of the system and its resistance to integrative reforms have
tended to fuel perceptions of institutional disarray and fragmentation.

No one has more pungently described the malady or more painstakingly
detailed possible remedies than Sir Robert Jackson, a former high-ranking inter-
national civil servant from Australia, who had been tapped in 1968 by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to carry out a “study of the
capacity of the United Nations system to carry out an expanded development
program.”46 Unlike the more pessimistic premises of recent reforms, which have
been identified with cost and post retrenchments, this assessment was under-
taken at a time of rapid growth in development funding through multilateral
channels. The challenge was not whether the world body could do more with
less, but whether the United Nations could handle another doubling of its
development programs in the course of a few years time.

Sir Robert and his small team of researchers produced a report of almost 600
pages, laying out a detailed plan for restructuring the way the United Nations
goes about assisting the development process. Yet it was a few unvarnished com-
ments in the Foreword about the shortcomings of the existing arrangements that
gained the study almost instantaneous notoriety around the world. Sir Robert
noted that he had been left with two strong impressions: one positive, one nega-
tive. On the plus side, he was “convinced that technical co-operation and pre-
investment are one of the most effective ways of assisting the developing
countries in achieving economic and social progress. I believe the United
Nations, despite its present limitations, has demonstrated conclusively that it is
the ideal instrument for the job.”47 There was, according to Sir Robert, “an
unprecedented opportunity to revitalize the United Nations development
system.” Yet he doubted that the governments of the world could grasp this
chance given “the great inertia of this elaborate administrative structure which
no one, it seems, can change. Yet change is now imperative.”

The UN development “machine,” in Sir Robert’s view, had evolved into
“probably the most complex organization in the world.”48 He pointed out that
“about thirty separate governing bodies” tried to exercise control over different
pieces of the administrative machine, yet “at the headquarters level, there is no
real ‘Headpiece’—no central co-ordinating organization—which could exercise
effective control.” He luridly described the “administrative tentacles” that ran
down to a vast complex of regional, sub-regional, and field offices in over 90
developing countries. Governments could not control the process, and “the
machine is incapable of intelligently controlling itself.” As a result, “unmanage-
able in the strictest sense of the word,” the machine “is becoming slower and
more unwieldy, like some prehistoric monster.” While praising the largely good
work of UNDP, he concluded that management lapses and structural shortcom-
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ings had permitted about 20 percent of the programs to qualify as “deadwood,”
or “non-essential projects.”49

He had surmised, moreover, that his preferred solution was not politically fea-
sible: “In theory, complete control of the machine would require the consolida-
tion of all of the component parts—the United Nations and the Specialized
Agencies—into a single organization, which is not within the realms of possibil-
ity.”50 Movement in this direction, even restructuring UNDP into “a strong
central co-ordinating organization,” would be resisted, he feared, by UN offi-
cials, by agencies that had “become the equivalent of principalities,” and by
those national ministries that tend to take positions in UN agencies that conflict
with their “government’s policies toward the UN system as a whole.”51

An alternative way to reform the machine without amending the Charter, in
his view, “would be to centralize the budgets of all of the Specialized Agencies—
and bring them under effective co-ordinated control in ECOSOC. Then you
really would see opposition to change!  That battle was fought out when I was at
Lake Success in the early days and the supporters of the sectoral approach won
the day.”52 Moreover, the UN system had become “a disproportionately old and
bureaucratic organization,” plagued with a pervasive sense of “negativism.”53

Based on his consultations, Sir Robert had concluded that “the UN system has
more than its fair share of ‘experts’ in the art of describing how things cannot be
done.”54

For all of his doubts, Sir Robert saw some rays of light ahead. He urged his
readers to reflect on how much the developing countries had already achieved,
on the advances of science and technology, on the growing interdependence of
nations, on the principles the General Assembly had articulated for relations
between the United Nations and the Third World, and on the complementary
roles that had been carved out for UNDP and the specialized agencies.55 With
greater funds and top-flight managerial talent, he argued, a great deal could be
accomplished given these favorable conditions.56 “The sheer force of political
circumstances,” he concluded, “will compel governments to act sooner or
later.”57

The study emphasized the importance of clarifying and defining the respective
roles of the various pieces of the system. “The World Bank Group should be the
chief arm of the UN system in the field of capital investment, while UNDP
should perform the same function for basic technical co-operation and pre-
investment.”58 The UNDP should serve “as the hub of the UN development
system,”59 coordinating the efforts of the specialized agencies and other UN
operational programs at the country level through the UNDP Resident
Representatives; at headquarters through a new Program Policy Staff, four
regional bureaus, and a Technical Advisory Panel; and at the highest interagency
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level through the replacement of the Inter-Agency Consultative Board (IACB)
with a more powerful Policy Coordination Committee.60 The specialized agen-
cies would serve both as executing agents for projects contracted with UNDP
and as technical advisors in their respective fields of expertise, but “UNDP
would assume full responsibility for all development activities carried out under
its aegis, and with its funds, irrespective of which agency or other institution
executed a particular programme or project on its behalf.”61 Therefore, the
agencies would have to be accountable to the Administrator of UNDP for these
projects, just as he would be accountable to governments and to the UNDP
Governing Council.

Once UNDP is reorganized, the study urged consideration of the merger of
the governing bodies of the World Food Program (WFP), the UN Children’s
Fund (UNICEF), and UNDP.62 Calling for a decentralization of line authority
within UNDP, the report recommended a strengthening of the role of the
Resident Representatives, an enhancement of the authority of the Administrator,
and a focus on policy-making by the Governing Council.63 To facilitate a more
decentralized apparatus, he also stressed the need to upgrade the quality of the
Secretariat, especially the Resident Representatives, and to improve communica-
tions throughout the system.64

While much of Sir Robert’s plan depended on establishing this more inte-
grated organizational structure, in many ways the operational heart of his vision
centered on the institution of country-based programming and a UN
Development Cooperation Cycle.65 The latter would consist of five phases:
country program and annual review; formulation and appraisal of projects;
implementation; evaluation; and follow-up. The country program would be pre-
pared by the recipient government and the UNDP Resident Representative,
hopefully with the participation of the agencies and in association with the
World Bank, and then submitted to the UNDP Governing Council for
approval. This process would provide each developing country with “a compre-
hensive view of the total cooperation it might expect from the UN development
system during the whole period of its national development plan.”66 For devel-
oped countries, it would provide an overview of the use of resources, facilitate
forward planning, and permit bilateral and multilateral programs to be harmo-
nized country by country.

Much of the thrust of Jackson’s vision has been implemented: some at that
point and some over time. But the core dilemmas that he identified have not
disappeared. In particular, though his proposed combination of central authority
and country-based programming has its attractions, it does not eliminate the
possibility of disputes between the priorities of field-level and headquarters-level
decision making. This tension between centralization and decentralization has
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plagued UN reform efforts from the Organization’s early days.67 Coordination
problems arise within large, highly centralized institutions as well, of course.
The difference derives from two factors: the potency of the levers available to
the central decision-makers, and the unity and coherence of the priority-setting
mechanism at the center. Because the Secretary-General lacks the power either
of the purse or of appointment in dealing with the specialized agencies and the
Bretton Woods institutions, he must rely on persuasion, personality, and indi-
rect appeals to publics and Member States to give a sense of direction and
coherence to the system as a whole.68 Some Secretaries-General, and Kofi
Annan has set an especially good example, are better at pulling the disparate
pieces of the system together than others have been. More fundamentally, the
capacity of the Member States to set and hold priorities has been markedly
episodic. Divisions or indifference among the Member States, in turn, provide
ample opportunities for agency heads to engage in splitting tactics or to pursue
independent agendas. As a 1987 blue ribbon commission convened by the
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United Nations Association of the United States of America (UNA-USA) put it,
the system’s potential for interdisciplinary analysis and integrated implementa-
tion efforts has been hampered by the fact that “there is no center at the center
of the U.N. system.”69

The next wave of social and economic restructuring, undertaken between
1974 and 1977, unfolded in a much less propitious political context than had
Jackson’s capacity study a few years before.70 The early 1970s saw growing
strains between developed and developing countries on a host of economic,
energy, trade, and financial questions of a bilateral, regional, and global nature.
While solutions to problems of the magnitude of the oil crisis far transcended
the bounds of the UN system, the world body, with its broad-based member-
ship, became the favorite forum for the countries of the South to raise their con-
cerns about the equity of the existing economic and political system. Through
their numbers in the one-nation, one-vote General Assembly, the developing
countries sought to codify a series of principles, targets, and procedures that
would define a new set of global economic relationships. In this larger political
context, the question of UN reform took on a more intense and divisive mean-
ing in terms of the control, direction, and priorities of UN bodies. Amid calls
by the developing countries for a new international economic order (NIEO), in
1974 the General Assembly (resolution 3343 (XXIX)) asked the Secretary-
General to appoint a group of experts to prepare “a study containing proposals
on structural changes within the United Nations system so as to make it fully
capable of dealing with problems of international economic co-operation in a
comprehensive manner.” With Professor Richard N. Gardner of Columbia
University as its rapporteur, the Group of Experts reached a consensus on a
broad-ranging report in only four months of deliberations during the first half
of 1975.

The experts’ report acknowledged that “no amount of restructuring can
replace the political will of Member States to discharge their obligations under
Article 56 of the Charter.”71 It stressed that the group viewed efficiencies and
financial economies at best as secondary factors in its deliberations, though they
expected that some of their recommendations could lead to staff reductions and
budgetary savings.72 Of higher priority to the group was the need to bring
much greater coherence to the planning, programming, and budgetary processes
of the UN system.73 According to the report, at that point, of the almost $1.5
billion expended annually by the system, less than one-quarter was covered by
the regular budget, one quarter by 15 largely autonomous specialized agencies,
one quarter by UNDP, and one quarter by voluntary contributions.74

Recognizing that this arrangement made policy direction and priority-setting
that much more problematic, the experts called for a series of steps to make the
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budgetary and programmatic reporting of the various pieces of the system at
least sufficiently compatible to permit the possibility of cross-sectoral planning
and monitoring.

The core themes in the report addressed the way intergovernmental decisions
were made and the structure of the Secretariat in the economic and social realm.
Following some modest suggestions for clarifying the division of labor between
the Assembly’s Second and Third Committees, as noted earlier the report
focused on the revitalization of ECOSOC as one of the keys to global policy-
making.75 To reinforce these changes in intergovernmental decision making, the
experts proposed a more radical reshaping of the economic and social
Secretariat.76 The group put forward a raft of recommendations on personnel
policies, interagency mechanisms, joint research, and intersectoral analysis. The
proposed innovation that attracted the most attention, however, was for the cre-
ation of the post of Director-General for Development and International
Economic Co-operation, to be placed above agency heads and Under-
Secretaries-General, as the second highest official in the world body. The
Director-General would be supported by two Deputy Directors-General, one for
Research and Policy and the other to head a new United Nations Development
Authority. While the Director-General could not exercise authority over the rel-
atively autonomous specialized agencies, he or she would be in charge of intera-
gency coordination and operational activities and would chair a new interagency
Advisory Committee on Economic Cooperation and Development. It was sug-
gested that the post be occupied by “a national of a developing country at least
during those years when the post of Secretary-General is occupied by a devel-
oped country.”77

The report also advocated the consolidation of all of the funds for technical
assistance and pre-investment activities—except for those of UNICEF—into a
new UN Development Authority.78 ECOSOC would be responsible for review-
ing operational activities of the UN system as a whole, and the governing boards
of a number of programs would be consolidated or replaced by a new
Operations Board. On the regional level, the experts called for structural modifi-
cations of the regional commissions and steps to promote cooperation among
developing countries.79 In a politically charged recommendation on a matter of
high priority to the capitals of both developed and developing countries, the
group urged that the weighted voting systems in the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and World Bank be revised “to reflect the new balance of economic
power and the legitimate interest of developing countries in a greater voice in
the operation” of those institutions.80 The report did not specify how this
should be done and, in any case, the General Assembly has no authority over
the Bretton Woods institutions and the specialized agencies.81
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Though the experts from around the world had managed to reach a consensus
on a shared vision in short order, the same could not be said either of the
Member States or of the heads of the various parts of the UN system.82 Though
welcoming some aspects of the report, the West cautioned against any changes
that might worsen the unstable North-South political dynamic of the time or
weaken its control of the Bretton Woods institutions. The East opposed steps
that would entail Charter amendment or additional costs. The “G-77” (so called
because 77 states originally formed the group) lacked a coherent view, other
than placing a higher priority on the achievement of the NIEO and on expand-
ing the authority of the General Assembly than on restructuring the system.
Wary of the implications of greater institutional integration, the “G-77” pre-
ferred to stress the need for a third expansion of ECOSOC. Several agency
heads questioned the desirability of further centralization, while Secretary-
General Kurt Waldheim praised the advantages of decentralization and report-
edly let key delegations know that the establishment of the Director-General
post could weaken the authority of his office.83

Finally, on December 20, 1977, more than three years after the economic and
social restructuring exercise was launched with the mandating of the Experts
Group, the General Assembly, without vote, endorsed a substantially weakened
version of the Group’s proposals (resolution 32/197). In less controversial areas,
such as regional and interregional cooperation, planning, programming, budget-
ing and evaluation, and interagency coordination, the resolution largely followed
the lines of the experts’ report. Most of these provisions, however, tended to be
general and hortatory. The parallels also included measures to rationalize the
work of the Second and Third Committees, to biennialize the agenda of
ECOSOC, to institute shorter and more frequent subject-oriented sessions of
ECOSOC over the course of the year, to hold periodic sessions of the Council
at the ministerial level, and to have the Council “assume to the maximum extent
possible direct responsibility for performing the functions of its subsidiary
bodies.” Lost, however, was the experts’ core notion of small negotiating groups
in both bodies on key economic issues. Instead, the Assembly predictably called
for the consideration of ways to enable all Member States to participate in the
work of the Council and to make “the Council fully representative.” The idea of
facilitating agreement through the convening of smaller groups of states on an
ad hoc basis, for all of its appeal to logic, simply cut across the grain of the cur-
rent political dynamics at a time of continuing North-South struggles over an
array of macroeconomic issues.

Though the post of Director-General survived the negotiating process, it was
stripped of the authority and support structures that would have allowed it to be
a powerful new locus for policy coordination and advocacy within the system.
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The two new Deputy Director-General posts were not established, none of the
existing Under-Secretary-General posts were eliminated, the funds were not con-
solidated into a UN Development Authority, and their governing boards were
not merged. The resolution called for greater uniformity in financial and admin-
istrative procedures and extolled UNDP’s country-based programming process,
but essentially the Director-General was superimposed on the existing highly
decentralized structure, without the authority to reshape or redirect it. Kenneth
Dadzie, the Ghanian chairman of the Ad Hoc Committee, was appointed to be
the first Director-General. Though widely liked, he had little real power and was
never fully accepted by the Secretary-General.

Over the years, the post came to be seen at best as marginally useful at moving
these issues within the Secretariat, and at worst as a high-level appendage with
little influence. Fourteen years later, in a sweeping gesture of unilaterally
imposed reform, incoming Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali unceremo-
niously included the position of Director-General as one of a list of 18 high-
level posts he was abolishing “to redress the fragmentation which existed in the
Secretariat” and “to consolidate and streamline the Organization’s activities into
well-defined functional categories.”84

Nevertheless, below the intergovernmental level, the efforts to bolster the
system’s capacity for coherent implementation of mandates have continued. The
Joint Inspection Unit (JIU) has undertaken a number of assessments of how
these efforts have been faring or might be enhanced. For example, a 1999 JIU
report reviewed the history of steps to strengthen the Administrative Committee
on Coordination (ACC), and called for further modifications, including of its
name.85 Established by ECOSOC in 1946 (resolution 13 (III)), the ACC was
the only forum that convened the executive heads of all of the organizations of
the UN system, under the chairmanship of the Secretary-General, to focus on
questions of coordination and cross-cutting policy issues. While its effectiveness
had varied with the personalities involved, its agenda had become increasingly
substantive in recent years. In 2000, the name of the ACC was changed to the
“Chief Executives Board” (CEB) and the responsibilities for coordination were
divided into a High Level Committee on Management (HCLM) and a High
Level Committee on Programmes (HLCP).

Achieving greater unity of purpose was a central theme of Secretary-General
Kofi Annan’s 1997 reform plan. Earlier that year, he organized four sectoral
Executive Committees to bring together all relevant departments, funds, and
programs under the headings of peace and security, the United Nations
Development Group, humanitarian affairs, and economic and social issues.86 He
established a Senior Management Group to act as a sort of cabinet on manage-
ment issues and a Strategic Planning Unit to identify and assess cross-cutting
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issues and trends. He also asked the General Assembly to establish the post of
Deputy Secretary-General to address, among other things, questions that “cross
functional sectors and Secretariat units.”87 While seeking to improve communi-
cation and the sense of common purpose at headquarters level, the Secretary-
General also recognized the value in delegating authority and initiatives to the
country level for operational development and humanitarian programs. In this
regard, he called for “decentralization of decision-making at the country level
and consolidation of the United Nations’ presence under ‘one flag.’”88

Consolidations were undertaken to create a single Department of Economic and
Social Affairs and a unified office to combat crime, drugs, and terrorism in
Vienna.

While these steps have modified in significant ways the internal workings of
the Organization, they have had relatively little impact either on the way inter-
governmental decisions are made or on the way others perceive the world body.
As Kofi Annan has often pointed out, reform is a process, not an event. In clos-
ing his reform report, he captured these points nicely, as follows:

In an Organization as large and complex as the United Nations, reform
necessarily consists not of one or two simple actions but a multitude of
tasks that amount to a major agenda that must be pursued over time. But
the world will not measure the reform process by the number of items on
the agenda - by how many more or fewer activities are undertaken, or how
many committees are formed or disbanded. The Organization will be
judged, rightly, by the impact all these efforts have on the poor, the
hungry, the sick and the threatened - the peoples of the world whom the
United Nations exists to serve.89
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As noted in the preceding sections, the UN Charter is quite explicit about
who decides and at least sketches a set of relationships among those   
charged with implementing the mandates from intergovernmental

bodies. However, when it comes to revenues and outlays—questions about who
pays for what—the Charter has relatively little to say, leaving these core matters
to be determined by the Member States over time. According to Article 17 (1
and 2),

1) The General Assembly should consider and approve the budget of the
Organization.

2) The expenses of the Organization shall be borne by the Members as
apportioned by the General Assembly.

Article 18(2) lists “budgeting questions” as among those “important ques-
tions” requiring “a two-thirds majority of the members present and voting.” The
skeletal nature of these provisions did not reflect a downplaying of the potential
importance of these issues at the San Francisco founding conference or the
preparatory meetings that led up to it. Rather, it was widely believed that open
debates on finance and burden sharing would become so contentious and divi-
sive as to threaten the sense of unity and common purpose the founding mem-
bers were seeking to achieve.90 Recognizing how acutely political questions of
outlays and assessments would be, moreover, the founders of the world body felt
it best to let the answers be adjusted periodically according to the ebb and flow
of political power and economic means among the Member States over time.
Thus, in seeking to postpone or finesse the issue, they ensured that finance
would be a hardy perennial on the reform agenda for years to come.

No doubt, the most highly charged issue has been the assessment scale, which
determines the relative burden borne by each member for financing the
Organization’s regular budget and, since the late 1950s, its peacekeeping opera-
tions.91 Other than assigning the task of apportionment to the Assembly, the
Charter provides neither a mechanism nor a set of principles by which this
determination should be made. These tasks were assigned in 1945 to an expert
Committee on Contributions, which encountered politically turbulent seas
when it sought to lay down both a set of criteria and its initial recommendations
for the percentage assessments for each Member State.92 The Preparatory
Commission had suggested that “the expenses of the United Nations should be
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apportioned broadly according to capacity to pay.”93 Warning against tendencies
by Member States either “unduly to minimize their contributions” or “to
increase them unduly for reasons of prestige,” the Commission urged that “com-
parative estimates of national income” take into account “(a) comparative
income per head of population; (b) temporary dislocation of national economies
arising out of the second world war; (c) the ability of Members to secure foreign
currency.”94 The Committee on Contributions largely accepted these guidelines,
stressing “capacity to pay” as the core principle and underlining that “an equi-
table scale is of the highest importance.” In its view, moreover, following this
principle and achieving “economy in administration” would “offer the best
prospect of the punctual payment of contributions essential to the stability of an
international organization.”95

This, however, turned out to be the easy part. “Capacity to pay” looked
markedly different from various perspectives, and the Committee and its experts
based their subsequent calculations on a series of controversial assumptions.
They applied “the principle of progressive taxation” in addition to making
“appropriate reductions in the apportionments of countries that have suffered
from the war.”96 They had to rely, moreover, on data for the pre-war years of
1938-1940, making adjustments for the very different effects the war had on
various economies. The presentation of the report sparked an intense debate, the
convening of a sub-committee, and a recalculation of the assessment scale.97

The resulting shares were disputed by several countries, but by none of the
others as vigorously as by the United States, which was assigned almost one-half
of the burden, or 49.89 percent. One of the reasons the figure looked so big to
Washington was that earlier in 1946, at the initial meeting of the Assembly’s
Fifth Committee, it had been agreed that the US share of the United Nations’
Working Capital Fund would be 24.614 percent, or less than half what was later
set to be the regular assessment.98 Though this was presented as a temporary
and preliminary figure, it was based on the existing scales of the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO). This lower figure, moreover, was closer to the
share that Congress was accustomed to paying in “older” regional and global
institutions, though the US portion varied considerably from organization to
organization.99 As an internal State Department memo put it in April 1946,
“our Congress is already conditioned to the idea of a 25% contribution and I
doubt very much whether they would take kindly to an increase.”100 This per-
ception of what scale would be appropriate and legitimate was no doubt rein-
forced when Senator Vandenberg, upon returning from the United Nations’
opening session in London, reported to his Senate colleagues that America’s
“provisional share is 25 percent.”101
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In the Assembly debate during the fall of 1946, the US counterattack was led
by Senator Vandenberg. He argued not only that the Committee’s calculations
were based on flawed statistics, but more importantly that it would undermine
the principle of sovereign equality to assign such a disproportionately large share
- and hence influence - to a single Member State.102 In normal times, he con-
cluded, the United States should not contribute more than one-third of the
budget. The contrast between the US perspective and that of most other
Member States could be seen vividly in the tepid reactions to his statement and
the rigidity of the negotiations that preceded and followed it.103 According to
Vandenberg, his vigorous remarks were “received with polite but stony
silence.”104 As he remarked to Senator Tom Connally afterwards, it was like
jumping into an empty pool. The American expert serving on the Committee
on Contributions, Paul H. Appleby, found the group unwilling to consider
either a ceiling or any modification of the capacity to pay principle. With only
two exceptions, he reported to the State Department, “everyone seemed to think
that the more the United States paid the better.”105

In the end, the United States agreed to pay 39.89 percent not only of the
1945 and 1947 budgets, but also of the Working Capital Fund; while the other
Member States agreed that this was an “emergency contribution,” that the scale
would be revisited at the 1947 Assembly session, and that the United States
could include in the Assembly resolution its reservation that “under no circum-
stances do we consent that under normal conditions any one nation should pay
more than 33 1/3 percent in an organization of ‘sovereign equals.’”106 It took
seven more years of pressure and hard bargaining, however, to get the US por-
tion down to 33 1/3 percent and 27 years to reach the target of 25 percent—
Vandenberg’s “provisional” level.107 To spur the process, the House and Senate
passed nonbinding resolutions calling for the withholding of funds if the ceiling
did not come down to 33 1/3 percent by 1953. And the rate of US payments
did indeed slow after the unhappy December 1946 compromise was reached.108

Neither the White House nor Congress, however, was ready at that point to
cross the Rubicon of deliberately withholding dues to force change in the
Organization or in the assessment scales.

Though the Charter had failed to address the principles or mechanisms for
determining what dues Member States should pay, it did specify a punishment
for nonpayment. Article 19 reads:

A Member of the United Nations which is in arrears in the payment of its
financial contributions to the Organization shall have no vote in the
General Assembly if the amount of its arrears equal or exceeds the amount
of the contributions due from it for the preceding two full years. The
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General Assembly may, nevertheless, permit such a Member to vote if it is
satisfied that the failure to pay is due to conditions beyond the control of
the Member.

For the world body’s first 15 years, there was no cause for considering the
invocation of these provisions against any of the larger Member States. Despite
Cold War tensions, the continuing frictions over the assessment scale, and con-
gressional disgruntlement, Member States from both sides of the Iron Curtain
by and large accepted their financial obligations to the United Nations with
equanimity, if not enthusiasm. Article 19, though hardly forgotten, was any-
thing but a lightning rod for controversy during these years.

All this changed, however, by the early 1960s. The cost of the United Nations’
first two large-scale peacekeeping operations, UNEF I (1956) between Egypt
and Israel and UNOC (1960) in the Republic of the Congo, were to be covered
through assessed contributions. Though both missions were initially popular
with the membership, they became more controversial as Cold War politics
began to intrude and the Congo mission ran into serious opposition on the
ground. As noted in section II above, a number of Member States, questioning
whether paying for the operations should be compulsory, began to refuse to pay
these assessments. Those withholding these dues payments included two of the
permanent members, the Soviet Union and France, as well as scores of develop-
ing countries. By the end of 1961, about two-thirds of the Member States had
failed to pay their allotted share for one or both missions, and the United
Nations’ deficit for the two operations topped $100 million.109 The next year,
the General Assembly sought an advisory opinion from the International Court
of Justice, which held, in a split decision, that peacekeeping expenditures “con-
stituted ‘expenses of the Organization’ within the meaning of Article 17, para-
graph 2 of the Charter.”110 The General Assembly responded, five months later,
with a resolution accepting the Court’s advisory opinion. Some of those mem-
bers that had been withholding then relented, but the Soviet Union, France, and
a few developing countries would not budge. As its arrears mounted, it became
clear that Moscow would top the two-years-behind trigger for loss of vote under
Article 19 by the time the Assembly was to convene in the fall of 1964, while it
appeared that France would follow a year later.

If the resulting crisis had produced a decisive result—either affirming or deny-
ing the applicability of the provisions of Article 19—much of the subsequent
tugging and hauling between the United States and the United Nations over
dues payments might have developed differently. But as Harlan Cleveland, then
US Assistant Secretary of State, put it: Most Member States had a “passionate
determination to avoid a decision.”111 As the session approached, the United
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States insisted that the financial integrity of the world body demanded that
Article 19 be enforced and that the Soviet Union lose its vote in the General
Assembly. For his part, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev threatened to quit the
Organization altogether if this happened. In a sudden turnabout, US Permanent
Representative Adlai Stevenson proposed at the last minute to his Soviet coun-
terpart that no votes be taken at that session of the Assembly while a compro-
mise was sought. After a full year without formal voting, it was agreed that
Article 19 would not apply to arrears related to the two peacekeeping missions,
that highly developed countries should make voluntary contributions to help
the world body overcome its financial problems, and that the Assembly would
return to normal operations. Sensing that the norm had finally been breached,
the new US Permanent Representative, Arthur Goldberg, in turn announced
that “if any Member can insist on making an exception to the principle of col-
lective financial responsibility with respect to certain activities of the
Organization, the United States reserves the same option to make exceptions if,
in our view, strong and compelling reasons exist for doing so.”112

Twenty years later, in 1985, Congress decided for the first time that it had
compelling reasons to link substantial financial withholdings to its preferred
reform agenda for the world body. By the early 1980s, the United Nations, in
addition to sharp political divisions within its halls, was facing another of its
recurring financial crises. According to US figures, through 1985 the accumu-
lated arrears to the UN regular budget exceeded $200 million, of which about
one-fifth ($45 million) was attributable to the United States.113 By the end of
1986, however, total arrears were projected to grow by $50 million and the US
share to more than one-third of the total.114

The Reagan Administration, highly critical of what it viewed to be the politi-
cization of UN operations and programs, had already withdrawn from
UNESCO. It had lined up the other major western contributors behind a policy
of seeking to hold UN budgets to zero net program growth, including the
absorption of much of the nondiscretionary cost increases.115 Their efforts,
however, were for the most part unsuccessful, as the United States, most other
Western donors, and the Soviet bloc felt compelled year after year in the
General Assembly to vote against or abstain on UN budget resolutions through-
out the first half of the decade. Among their concerns was the persistent pattern
of having the biennial budget increased in the second year by add-ons (supple-
mentary expenditures presented for the second year of each budget cycle). 

As Jeane Kirkpatrick testified before the Senate Committee on Governmental
Affairs in May 1985, soon after she stepped down from the post of UN
Permanent Representative,

Who Pays? Assessments, Finance, and Budgeting 33



The countries who pay the bills do not have the votes, and the countries
who have the votes do not pay the bill .... The countries which contribute
more than 85 percent of the U.N. budget regularly vote against that
budget, but are unable to prevent its increases because the countries who
pay less than 10 percent of the U.N. budget have the votes.116

Likewise, Alan Keyes, the Assistant Secretary of State for International
Organization Affairs, complained at a House hearing about the “fundamental
disequilibrium between the size of contributions by certain member states and
their influence on the U.N. budgetary process.”117 In his view, “a majority of
U.N. members contribute little to the budget, and therefore have no incentive
to take a positive interest in making serious and responsible budget decisions.”

Fair or not, these arguments found a ready audience in Congress. Finding that
the United Nations and its specialized agencies “have not paid sufficient atten-
tion in the development of their budgets to the views of the member govern-
ments who are major financial contributors,” in August 1985 Congress passed
the Kassebaum-Solomon Amendment as part of the Foreign Relations
Authorization Act for FY1986 and FY1987.118 It precluded for FY1987 and
beyond payment of assessed contributions of over 20 percent to the United
Nations or any of its specialized agencies—which meant the withholding of 20
percent of the US contribution—until they adopted weighted voting on budget-
ary matters “proportionate to the contribution of each such member state.” In
seeking to assert greater control by the major contributors over spending,
Republican Senator Nancy Kassebaum insisted that her aim was to strengthen,
not weaken, the world body.119 Putting their intent more bluntly, her co-spon-
sor, the veteran Republican Representative Gerald Solomon of New York, later
remarked that “the way to get the attention of a mule is to hit him in the head
with a 2x4. The way to get the attention of the United Nations was to pass the
Kassebaum-Solomon amendment.”120

The worsening financial crisis and the growing US withholdings gave the
United Nation’s 40th General Assembly session a markedly somber cast.
Unconsciously echoing the concerns of Arthur Vandenberg, Olof Palme, then
Prime Minister of Sweden, endorsed the proposal that others had floated to
reduce the ceiling on contributions from any nation. “A more even distribution
of the assessed contributions would better reflect the fact that this organization
is the instrument of all nations and make it less dependent on contributions
from any single Member State.”121 Sweden, he noted, would be ready to explore
the idea of how the difference would be shared by other Member States.
Japanese Foreign Minister Abe called for the current session of the General
Assembly to establish a “group of eminent persons for a more efficient United
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Nations” that would “contribute to a thorough review of the administrative and
financial operations of the organizations within the United Nations system.”122

After weeks of sharp debate, much of it directed toward US withholding tactics,
the Assembly agreed to establish a group of 18 experts, though with a limited
mandate, as most developing countries preferred. The group’s purpose was to:

(a) … conduct a thorough review of the administrative and financial matters
of the United Nations, with a view to identifying measures for further
improving the efficiency of its administrative and financial functioning,
which would contribute to strengthening its effectiveness in dealing with
political, economic and social issues;

(b) … submit to the General Assembly, before the opening of its forty-first
session, a report containing the observations and recommendations of the
Group.123

The experts were to stick to questions of efficiency and to avoid political mat-
ters, such as the relative priority of security and economic/social questions in the
work of the Organization.124

Meanwhile, Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar and his top managers had
been undertaking a review of possible personnel and spending cuts in parallel to
the deliberations of the Group of 18. In January and March of 1986, the
Secretary-General announced two series of economy measures, such as reduc-
tions in travel, consultants, overtime, recruitment, promotions, benefits, and
maintenance. While not eliminating any mandated posts or activities, these ini-
tial steps produced an estimated $30 million in savings.125 Department heads
were asked to identify how an additional 10 percent reduction in outlays could
be achieved, if required. Deeper cuts and more far-reaching reforms, however,
would require action by the Member States, since they are responsible for setting
program mandates and priorities. So the Secretary-General asked the General
Assembly to resume its 40th session in late April 1986 to consider further
economies to ease the worsening financial crisis. In the end, the Assembly,
despite the considerable reluctance of many developing countries, adopted the
Secretary-General’s interim package of austerity measures with the caveat that
“no project or programme for which there was a legislative mandate would be
eliminated if adequate financial resources were available.”126

Like the Gardner group a dozen years earlier, the Group of 18 had only six
months to try to forge a consensus on matters on which the Member States
were deeply divided. It soon became painfully obvious that there was little
chance of the group reaching agreement on a proposal for a new scale of assess-
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ments, something the Secretary-General had urged them to examine.127

Reportedly, the US expert in the group rebuffed suggestions by some of the
other members that the possibility of lowering the US assessment rate, as had
been proposed by Olof Palme and others, be considered in their delibera-
tions.128 Likewise, questions relating to the elimination of marginal intergovern-
mental bodies, to a restructuring of the Organization’s programs, or to recasting
priorities among activities and budget line items also proved too divisive to be
tackled. The group’s report acknowledged problems of duplication and insuffi-
cient coordination of agendas and programs, but stated that the group did not
have time to undertake an in-depth review, which “should be entrusted to an
intergovernmental body.”129 The group likewise called for a streamlining of the
machinery for interagency coordination, but failed to specify how this should be
done.130 It urged reductions in the number and duration of conferences, and in
documentation, travel costs, and conference facilities.131 To improve the moni-
toring, evaluation, and inspection of UN activities, the group recommended an
upgrading of the Joint Inspection Unit, a broadening of its mandate, and closer
coordination and a clearer division of labor between the JIU and External
Auditors.132

As seems perennially to be the case with intergovernmental bodies, the one
target the Member States can readily agree to criticize is the Secretariat.133 In
this respect, the group’s report was both specific and far-reaching. Noting that
the number of posts funded through the UN regular budget had grown more
than sevenfold in 40 years, from 1,546 in 1946 to 11,423 in 1986,134 the report
devoted two full chapters to Secretariat-related questions. Of greater concern to
coherent management than these aggregate numbers was that the structure was
“both too top-heavy and too complex,” with 28 Under-Secretary-General
(USG) level and 29 Assistant Secretary-General (ASG) level posts under the reg-
ular budget, plus an additional seven and 23, respectively, financed through
extrabudgetary sources.135 The experts thus called for a 15 percent reduction in
the overall number of regular budget posts and a deeper 25 percent cut in USG
and ASG regular budget posts, both to be achieved within a three-year
period.136 They also proposed a consolidation of the political departments, a
review of those devoted to economic and social affairs, a streamlining of admin-
istration, and a review of public information activities, though these recommen-
dations were mostly expressed in general terms.137

The experts put considerable stress on the importance of a highly motivated
and qualified staff. They also recognized, however, that personnel policies had
been subject to a host of General Assembly resolutions and studies by the
International Civil Service Commission and the JIU in recent years, as well as to
the core standards of independence, competence, and geographical breadth laid
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out in Articles 100 and 101 of the Charter. While many of their personnel rec-
ommendations were therefore hortatory in nature, some of the specific proposals
proved controversial within the group. Maurice Bertrand questioned how it
would be possible to achieve such a rapid reduction of posts, while at the same
time accelerating the recruitment of promising young professionals in light of
the need to inject “new blood” into the tired system.138 Some members of the
group, reportedly including the Soviet and Chinese experts, formally dissented
from the recommendation that no more than one-half of the nationals of any
Member State employed by the United Nations be appointed on a fixed-term
basis, i.e. at least one-half would have to be employed on a permanent basis to
ensure their independence.139

The group had its greatest struggle in trying to produce a consensus on a new
planning and budget mechanism, the key objective of the Kassebaum-Solomon
legislation. According to Maurice Bertrand, “the fact that the dialogue on this
subject had been undertaken under the United States threat of refusal to pay
made it impossible to work out a compromise solution.”140 The experts were
largely in agreement, nevertheless, on the deficiencies of the existing system for
setting budgetary priorities and for developing a persuasive medium-term
plan.141 They agreed that new procedures were needed to facilitate “the widest
possible agreement” on the budget, that the medium-term plan had not been
used effectively as a priority-setting exercise, that obsolete or marginal programs
were not being identified consistently, and that existing procedures had not per-
mitted Member States to participate “in the process of definition of the pro-
gramme budget.” Unable to come together on the remedy, however, they
reported three distinct options to the Assembly, each supported by some mem-
bers of the group.142

• “Several” of the experts favored an option that was aimed at identifying a
mechanism for drawing together what had been the parallel considerations
of the programmatic and financial aspects of the budget in the CPC
(Committee for Programme and Co-ordination) and the ACABQ
(Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions),
respectively. The role of the CPC was to be enhanced as the “principal
advisory body” for the Assembly both on the medium-term plan and on
the program budget. It was to address program priorities at an early stage
in the budgeting cycle and to recommend resource allocations to match
them, while the ACABQ would continue to address the costing of the
budget. Any add-ons legislated later in the biennium would have to be
accommodated within the contingency fund included in the initial budget
or be deferred. The CPC would continue to be a 21-member intergovern-
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mental committee, though its members would be elected in an expert
capacity and, most critically, it “should continue to take its decisions by
consensus.”

• “Several other” members preferred a similar, but less ambitious modifica-
tion of budgetary procedures. The CPC would serve as the Assembly’s
“principal intergovernmental body” regarding the medium-term plan and
“the programmatic aspects of the programme budget.” By keeping the
CPC out of the resource side of the process, these experts sought to avoid
the “lack of clarity” between the CPC and ACABQ roles they perceived
could be a source of tension in the first option.143 The handling of add-
ons and the character of the CPC would parallel the first option, with the
major exception that no mention was made of the consensus rule.144

• The third option, favored by “some other members,” was both the sim-
plest and the most far-reaching. Making no mention of either the CPC or
the ACABQ, the proposal simply called for a merging of the budgeting
and program planning processes, “to be entrusted to a single intergovern-
mental expert body” that “should work on the basis of consensus.” This
body would determine “the overall limit” of the budget before the
Secretary-General “starts his work on the budget estimates.” The intergov-
ernmental expert group would then set relative priorities within this limit.
This option finally declared that “it is desirable that decisions of intergov-
ernmental bodies, including the Fifth Committee, on the overall limit of
the budget and on the level of remuneration of the United Nations per-
sonnel are taken by consensus.”145

The experts did agree on the overall goal, however: that “a procedure must
therefore be developed which makes it possible for Member States to exercise—
at the beginning of the planning and budget process, as well as throughout the
whole process—the necessary intergovernmental leadership, particularly regard-
ing the setting of priorities within the resources likely to be available.”146 How
this should be accomplished was left to the Assembly.

While the Group of 18 report was generally well-received, many delegations
were wary of institutionalizing a US financial veto over the Organization’s
budget and programs or of appearing to buckle in the face of US financial and
political pressure. The developing countries, in particular, seemed far less con-
cerned about Secretariat retrenchment than about how their own voice and
influence in the Organization might be affected by modification in the proce-
dures for intergovernmental decision making. The one-nation, one-vote rule
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mattered to them in terms of both principle and national interest. This sensitiv-
ity was especially apparent in the question of budgeting, the one area in which
the Charter permits the Assembly to make binding decisions on its own
accord.147

Yet, on December 19, 1986, a weary Assembly approved by consensus resolu-
tion 41/213, calling for implementation of the agreed upon proposals of the
Group of 18 and of a new consensus-based planning, programming, and budg-
eting process.148 Three factors helped to turn the tide. One, throughout the fall,
the financial straits of the United Nations had grown more desperate. According
to UN officials, the Organization, which opened 1986 with a $240 million
deficit, had since depleted its contingency funds and exhausted ways of shifting
funds among different accounts, leaving it increasingly vulnerable to financial
pressures imposed by Member State withholdings.149 At the end of October, the
Secretary-General terminated 10 top officials, while maintaining the cuts and
freezes announced earlier in the year. There was growing talk of “payless pay-
days” if the United States—and other countries—did not make substantial addi-
tional payments before year’s end.150 Two, top US officials and legislators began
to make a positive linkage between UN reform and congressional restraint, con-
tending that together they could produce a more effective and sounder world
body.151 The US Administration lobbied key capitals in the developing world
on the value of consensus-based decision making, including sending an envoy
with this message from Washington to selected capitals in Africa in early
December - seen as the key to moving the process in New York.152

Three, in New York, President of the General Assembly Humayun Rasheed
Choudhury of Bangladesh helped shape a diplomatically worded description of
the new budget process that would be relatively inoffensive to all parties. The final
product, while heavily caveated and relegated to Annex I of resolution 41/213,
retains the general thrust of the first option presented by the group of experts. In
three of its key paragraphs on budgetary decision making, the resolution:

• reaffirms that the decision-making process is governed by the provisions of
the Charter of the United Nations and the rules of procedure of the
General Assembly;

• agrees that, without prejudice to paragraph 5 above, the Committee for
Programme and Co-ordination should continue its existing practice of
reaching decisions by consensus; explanatory views, if any, shall be pre-
sented to the General Assembly; and

• considers it desirable that the Fifth Committee, before submitting its rec-
ommendations on the outline of the programme budget to the General
Assembly in accordance with the provisions of the Charter and the rules of
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procedure of the Assembly, should continue to make all possible efforts
with a view to establishing the broadest possible agreement.

Despite the reassuring language about continuing current practice, many dele-
gations wanted an opinion from the UN Legal Counsel that these provisions
would not undermine Article 18 of the Charter, which stipulates that “each
member of the General Assembly shall have one vote” and that “important
questions,” including budgetary ones, require a two-thirds majority. The
Counsel’s opinion, included as Annex II of the resolution, found that “these
draft proposals read separately or together do not in any way prejudice the pro-
visions of Article 18 of the Charter of the United Nations or of the relevant
rules of procedure of the General Assembly giving effect to that Article.”153

With all of the horse-trading, however, opinions were divided about whether
the multilateral negotiations had produced a mouse or something of historic
proportions. Maurice Bertrand, a member of the group and a former JIU
inspector, was skeptical. In his view, the resolution “defined the process of deci-
sion-making regarding the size and content of the programme budget so
obscurely that everyone could declare himself satisfied but nothing was really
settled.”154 As US Permanent Representative Vernon Walters acknowledged, “we
got most of what we wanted and so did nearly everyone else.”155 But he also
claimed that “what has been done here is something really historic. We have
gotten the things that the United States intended.”156 Based on these results, he
said that he would urge Congress to repeal the Kassebaum-Solomon
Amendment and to appropriate the full US-assessed contribution to the world
body. Yet critics could argue that very little had changed, given the option to
resort to voting if consensus fails. On the other hand, while the new process fell
well short of weighted voting, the emphasis had shifted toward the presumption
that consensus was the preferred way to determine the size and shape of the
budget. The new system, however, offered no guarantees. Small contributors, as
well as large ones, could conceivably prevent the attainment of a consensus in
the CPC. While traditionally the Five Permanent Members of the Security
Council had regularly been elected to the CPC, there was no formal rule requir-
ing that the United States or any of the others be seated.157 Even if the CPC
reached a consensus, the Assembly retained its prerogative to accept, modify, or
reject those recommendations.

As President Choudhury asserted, the new mechanism would depend on a
tacit agreement between the big contributors and the developing countries, as
well as on Congress’ willingness to provide sustained financial support.158 In the
State Department’s view, the new system would change relationships and
assumptions among the Member States, as follows:
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This process has the effect of reducing the ability of the numerical majority
to dictate decisions about the size and use of UN resources. If the resort to
majority power cannot simply be assumed, real compromise becomes essen-
tial. Trade-offs must be achieved between minority and majority viewpoints,
involving the exchange and modification of tangible interests. That is why
the reform program budget decision-making process is so significant.159 

More bluntly, Assistant Secretary of State Alan Keyes cautioned that the
United States would consider further funding cuts down the road if the CPC
failed to maintain a consensus. In his words, “a failure to maintain the commit-
ment to consensus will put us back in this critical situation. That is going to
create a remarkable sense of moral and political pressure to avoid such complica-
tions.”160 As one unnamed US official phrased it, “[I]t is a system of checks and
balances. If Congress doesn’t come through, they won’t abide by consensus; if
they break consensus intentionally, we don’t hand over the checks.”161

The implementation of 41/213, not surprisingly, proved almost as problem-
atic as had its negotiation in the first place. The centerpiece of the 1985-1986
reform effort, the consensus-based budgeting process, was not fully operational
until the adoption of the 1990-1991 program budget in December 1989, a full
three years after its adoption.162 American officials, moreover, were concerned
when the Assembly chose in December 1987 to expand the CPC from 21 to 34
members.163 Despite these developments, the consensus-based budgeting
process has been adopted by almost all UN agencies and it has been respected
with a remarkable degree of consistency to this day, almost 15 years later. Those
reforms that were implementable by the Secretary-General unfolded more
quickly, including a reshuffling of some departments, reductions in staff travel
and consultants, and cuts in professional and clerical staff. However, lacking
either political guidance from the Member States or the means to provide an
incentive for early retirement for selected employees, the Secretary-General
largely sought to attain this target through an across-the-board hiring freeze and
attrition.164 Such an approach, while perhaps the most even-handed and politi-
cally the least painful option, did not take into account either individual per-
formance or whether particular departments and programs were understaffed or
overstaffed, whether their mandates were ebbing or flowing. It also complicated
efforts to bring in fresh blood and younger professionals.

The hesitant steps toward implementing the 1986 reforms were monitored
closely by Congress and the Reagan Administration. The week after the General
Assembly decided to expand the CPC, Congress enacted legislation placing new
conditions on US payments to the UN, this time geared to the implementation
of the provisions of 41/213.165 Though a range of assessments could be heard
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in Washington about the degree of progress being made in carrying out these
provisions, over the course of 1988 the Reagan Administration seemed to gain
greater confidence that UN reform, on balance, was moving forward. The
Secretary-General had not yet reached the 15 percent personnel cut targeted for
the end of 1989, but he appeared to be closing in on that goal.166 The 1988-
1989 budget estimates were revised modestly upwards, but with the United
States joining the consensus because the additional outlays related to UN peace-
keeping operations in Afghanistan and the Western Sahara, which the United
States strongly supported. These add-ons were termed by the US delegation as
ones that were “critically important” or would “strengthen the organization,”
unlike ones in earlier years that “were marginally useful, and, in some cases,
politically divisive.”167 Though the 41/213 procedures had not yet been fully
operationalized, the United States was pleased with the way the 1990-1991
budget outline had been developed and, again, joined in the consensus approval
of it.168 Though there were no breakthroughs on the secondment question, the
US administration could at least claim to have raised cognizance of the issue
both in the Secretariat and in national missions.

More fundamentally, the larger political context within which relations with
the United Nations had been viewed was changing in important ways. The
Soviet Union had agreed to withdraw its forces from Afghanistan, and Mikhail
Gorbachev was bringing “new thinking” to Soviet domestic and foreign policy.
The prospects and utility of UN peacekeeping operations were rising in
Washington’s strategic calculations. In the US presidential election campaign,
both candidates pledged to repay US arrears to the world body. President
Reagan launched an interagency review, headed by his National Security
Assistant, General Colin Powell, on US relations with the United Nations. On
the eve of the president’s final speech to the General Assembly, the White House
announced its decision to authorize the release of outstanding 1988 dues and to
develop a multiyear plan to pay back the accumulated arrears.169

These years of crisis in US-UN relations produced a number of intriguing
ironies and lessons for the process of UN reform and renewal. Most striking was
the metamorphosis in Reagan Administration attitudes towards and perceptions
of the United Nations. The question of reform played a major role in this trans-
formation, at first seeming to confirm the widely held assumption that the
Organization would never change and later, after 41/213, fueling a sense that
the world body had been somehow transformed into a far more effective and
promising vehicle. Positive developments in the larger political atmosphere mat-
tered a great deal in the end, boosting both reform and US-UN relations. By the
latter stages of the second Reagan term, US officials seemed inclined to see the
reform glass as half full, when earlier it appeared at best as half empty. The ulti-
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mate irony was that the Reagan team had left office and the United States was
committed to full funding and to repaying the arrears before the supposedly piv-
otal consensus-based budgeting mechanism was fully realized in December
1989.170 Ultimately, it required carrots, as well as sticks, to accomplish durable
fiscal reform.

The progress of the late 1980s, while encouraging in some respects, hardly
satiated the financial reform agenda.171 The 1990s saw continued pressure from
the major donors to reduce posts and maintain budgetary discipline, even as the
Organization’s program mandates kept expanding. In his 1997 reform package,
Secretary-General Kofi Annan pledged to reduce the portion of the regular
budget devoted to administrative and other overhead costs from 38 to 25 per-
cent.172 He also called for the institution of results-based budgeting, which he
described as a shift from “input accounting to accountability for results” or from
“micro-management to macro-accountability.”173 While the Member States have
gradually come to accept this adjustment, they have rebuffed more firmly the
Secretary-General’s repeated calls for a sunset provision, i.e. for the General
Assembly to adopt the practice “that each initiative that involves new organiza-
tional structures and/or major commitments of funds be subjected to specific
time limits, by which it would be reviewed or renewed only by explicit action of
the Assembly.”174 This rule, strongly backed by the United States and other
major donors, would seek to redress the tendency of the Assembly to adopt new
programs and to create new structures without eliminating those that have out-
lived their usefulness.

Under threat of further congressionally mandated withholdings, the General
Assembly agreed in 1994 to establish the Office of Internal Oversight Services
(OIOS) to identify and investigate possible cases of inefficiencies or malfeasance
within the Organization. Headed by an Under-Secretary-General, OIOS is to
“exercise operational independence under the authority of the Secretary-
General” as it carries out its “responsibilities with regard to monitoring, internal
audit, inspection and evaluation and investigation.”175 Though the creation of
the OIOS was a sensitive matter for the Assembly, for existing auditing and
inspection units, and for the Office of the Secretary-General, the new office has
served to identify a number of areas for significant savings and has uncovered
several instances of management lapses.

Despite these forward steps, a number of skeptical and influential members of
Congress concluded both that more could be done to reform the United
Nations and that further unilateral US withholdings—their lesson from the
crisis of the late 1980s—would be the quickest and surest way to obtain their
vision of reform.176 In the spring of 1994, President Clinton signed legislation
placing a 25 percent ceiling on US peacekeeping payments to the world body,
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substantially less than the 31.7 percent then assessed by the United Nations.177

As a result of this and other withholdings, over the course of the 1990s US
arrears to the world body more than doubled to considerably more than $1 bil-
lion, plunging the United Nations into another deep financial crisis.178 So, as
the Organization reached its 50th birthday in 1995, it was deluged with a raft
of far-reaching suggestions for renovations from independent scholars and com-
missions, the convening of the five intergovernmental reform working groups
described earlier, and a sea of red ink.179 By the latter years of the decade, more-
over, the growth in US arrears came closer and closer to triggering the Article 19
penalty of loss of vote in the Assembly, something that all but the most strident
voices in Washington, D.C., wanted to avoid.

In an effort to break this counterproductive cycle, the Clinton Administration
sought to reach a “grand bargain” with congressional leaders: It would seek to
negotiate an ambitious package of reforms at the United Nations in return for
the legislators’ consent to pay off all or most of the arrears. The first step, in its
view, was to try to get Washington to speak with a single voice by entering into
a series of consultations with congressional leaders and staff about which reform
goals should be sought in New York. The key, it was felt, was to engage Senator
Jesse Helms (R-NC), Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
and a longtime skeptic of the United Nations. On the plus side, this strategy
encouraged a bipartisan effort by Senator Helms and the ranking minority
member of the Committee, Senator Joseph Biden (D-Del.), to craft a bill they
could both live with and that would embody the essence of the “grand bargain.”
On the downside, the House of Representatives was largely neglected in this
strategy, and it would later be in that chamber that the largest hurdles to com-
pleting this bargain would arise.

The initial Helms-Biden bill included three dozen “benchmarks” that the
United Nations  would have to meet before the arrears would be paid. Though
it cleared both houses easily, President Clinton vetoed the bill in October 1998.
The president acted not because of the unilateral conditions placed on the pay-
ment of the arrears, but because of an unrelated provision attached by
Representative Christopher Smith (R-NJ) that deeply troubled constituencies
concerned about family planning and freedom of choice.180 Helms and Biden
then produced a slimmed-down version of their bill, with a mere two dozen
benchmarks and weaker family planning language. Duly signed by the presi-
dent, the Helms-Biden UN Reform Act of 1999 (Title IX Public Law 106-113)
offered to pay about two-thirds of the arrears in three tranches as certain condi-
tions were met.181 The rest of the money was to be relegated to a contested
arrears account that would not count against Washington’s Article 19 obliga-
tions. The first year’s benchmarks, largely pledging that the United Nations
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would not take steps to compromise American sovereignty, were relatively easy
to meet. The second year’s conditions, on which the largest arrears payments
would be based, however, were much harder for other Member States to swal-
low. In addition to the contested arrears account, which echoed the settlement
of the first Article 19 crisis, Helms-Biden called for reducing the US share of the
regular budget to 22 percent and of peacekeeping costs to 25 percent.

Not surprisingly, what followed was the most protracted and bitter struggle
over the scale of assessments yet. Assigned the completion of this package as his
top priority, newly confirmed US Permanent Representative Richard Holbrooke
doggedly worked Capitol Hill, the UN community, and foreign capitals for 14
months to put the pieces together.182 While some countries were prepared to
shoulder more of the burden if it would ease the UN financial crisis and

Who Pays? Assessments, Finance, and Budgeting 45

Senator Jesse Helmes (R-NC) visits the United Nations, 20 January 2000.
(UN Photo 202832)



improve US-UN relations, most US allies contended that the world’s richest
country was already getting a break under the current formula. Beyond ques-
tions of equity, there was universal resentment of Washington’s heavy-handed
employment of the kind of financial pressures it once abhorred. Though going
along with the final consensus to lower the ceiling, Penny Wensley, the
Permanent Representative of Australia, underlined that “the ceiling is a distor-
tion of the principle of capacity to pay, and this reduction a further distortion of
this important principle.”183 Seeking to build bridges between Turtle Bay and
Capitol Hill, Ambassador Holbrooke arranged to have Senator Helms speak in
the Security Council chamber, convinced him to convene the first-ever hearing
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in New York, and brought the
Permanent Representatives of key Member States to Washington.184

Congressional concerns were eased somewhat by a relatively positive GAO
assessment of the course of UN reform implementation.185

The wearying negotiations finally concluded in the early morning hours of
December 23, 2000, with a consensus on reducing the ceiling to 22 percent on
assessments for the regular budget and on revising the methodology for deter-
mining peacekeeping assessments. The latter left the United States with a peace-
keeping share of about 27 percent, a reduction of approximately 4 percent, but
some 2 percent short of the Helms-Biden benchmark. The United States also
agreed to pay the 3 percent increment for the regular budget that other Member
States would face for the first year, in order to ease their adjustment to the
higher burden and to sweeten the otherwise sour package. In an unusual
arrangement, a private citizen, media mogul Ted Turner, agreed to pay this one-
time charge of $34 million.186 Though jury-rigged, the compromise agreement
was greeted with relief, if not enthusiasm, by all sides. The Senate voted unani-
mously two months later to provide the substantial second payment of $582
million in arrears to the United Nations. The House, however, dragged its feet,
finding additional reasons for dissatisfaction with the United Nations, including
the loss of a US seat on the UN Commission on Human Rights. Indeed, it took
the terrorist attacks on the United States of September 11, 2001 and mounting
pressure from the Bush Administration for the House finally to vote for the
second arrears payment to the world body (and for the Senate to confirm John
Negroponte to be the next US Permanent Representative to the United
Nations).187 To those hoping for a promising new chapter in US-UN relations
or for an end to squabbles over dues and assessments, these developments could
not offer much encouragement. No one was in a position, of course, to guaran-
tee either that the United Nations would no longer need reform or that
Congress would not impose further conditions on payments down the road.
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As this historical review makes abundantly clear, the process of institu-
tional change at the United Nations works in subtle, complex, and
uneven ways. The dual phenomena of reform and adaptation have not

been widely studied and are not well understood.188 Some of the following les-
sons, drawn from this review, are consistent with prevalent assumptions, but
others seem counterintuitive.

1) Reform does not come easily to the UN system. The Secretary-General
has little leverage, the system is diffuse, and the Member States are rarely
united behind specific reform goals. Any number of reform initiatives have
fizzled because the sponsors lacked the time, patience, political capital, or
commitment to see the process through to the end.

2) On the other hand, the process of reform is a constant. Big waves of high-
visibility initiatives may only come every five to seven years, but less publi-
cized and less contentious tinkering closer to the surface never seems to
cease. In the United Nations, as the premier multilateral political entity, a
premium is put on consultative processes. At times, process seems more
important than results, while at other times process is the desired result.

3) Those unaware of the history of reform may indeed be condemned to
repeat it. Since conditions change, it may make sense to test the waters
again from time to time with proposals that have been tried before. But a
lot of time and aggravation can be saved by learning the history first, espe-
cially because the United Nations is such a precedent-dependent institu-
tion. Delegations that are uncertain or reluctant to press forward on a
particular initiative can be counted on to recite their version of the history
of past efforts and steps on that subject.

4) The key to UN reform, in that sense, may lie less in trying to be innova-
tive than in understanding why past initiatives have failed and how the
strategies and tactics for achieving them could be improved. Independent
scholars and commissions thus might utilize their time more productively
in thinking through how to advance existing proposals than in developing
new ones that have little chance of implementation.
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5) More study is needed of how independent scholars and commissions have
helped to shape the UN reform process.189 In a few of the cases addressed
here, such as the Jackson capacity study, the Gardner experts group, the
Group of 18, the Razali plan, and Kofi Annan’s July 1997 package, there
have been direct, creative, and productive interactions between idea pro-
ducers from civil society and the official reform processes. In each case, of
course, the independent voice is sought by those actors who believe that
this expert input will help to bolster their case for or against a particular
step. In turn, the perspectives, values, and positions of official actors may
well have been shaped to some extent by what scholars and blue ribbon
commissions had been saying and/or writing. At the same time, however,
it is striking how often the reform debates have proceeded with only
modest or marginal input from civil society, which is readily excluded
from these processes and which tends to gravitate to less technical and
tedious topics. Though they took place at the height of the clamor for
greater NGO access to UN proceedings, the five General Assembly work-
ing groups established during the mid-1990s largely operated behind
closed doors and interacted regularly with only a handful of enterprising
NGO representatives.

6) When it comes to moving an agenda for reform in the United Nations, it
is not always clear where power dwells (or who, if anyone, is in charge). In
the 1960s, none of the Five Permanent Members voted for the expansion
of both ECOSOC and the Security Council, yet all eventually found it
easier to go along with the tide for expansion. In the 1990s, by contrast,
their mere ambivalence helped to foster doubts and divisions among the
rest of the membership regarding enlarging the Security Council. Through
dues withholding, the United States has been able to achieve some of its
financial goals, but has less to show in terms of structural, institutional, or
programmatic change. And, to the extent that financial leverage matters,
the United States has worked hard to ensure that it has less and less of this
dwindling asset at the United Nations. Some Secretaries-General, more-
over, have been far more adept than others at playing their modest reform
cards.

7) Change happens even if reform doesn’t. The United Nations is highly
adaptable to changing world conditions. Sometimes formal reform follows
(it never leads). When reform fails to keep pace with changing needs or
conditions, entrepreneurial UN officials, Member States, and civil society
representatives are all adept at circumventing the rules and procedures to
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get things done. Given the often glacial pace of institutional reform, it is
not surprising that through the years more and more funding and pro-
grammatic initiatives have avoided the regular budget and scrutiny by the
Assembly, finding voluntary and ad hoc routes instead.

8) The course of reform tends to be decidedly unpredictable. Rarely does a
reform wave end up where its initiators expected. Sometimes the detour
takes place at the negotiating stage, sometimes during implementation.
Given the number and diversity of players in the UN community, as well
as the episodic nature of the engagement of national leaders in these mat-
ters, it is very difficult to map the political course reform initiatives are
likely to take. They invite free-riding, empty gestures, and playing to
domestic audiences along the way.

9) As this review has demonstrated, the temptation to mistake modest and
short-term adjustments for epochal change has proven irresistible time and
again. Unfortunately, such repeated overselling of reform accomplishments
has tended to undermine support for reform in two ways: It has led to
overly high expectations and resulting disillusionment with the whole
enterprise; and it has too often made the best the enemy of the good,
encouraging flashy proposals that squeeze out sound but incremental ones.

Where do these lessons leave us in terms of future prospects?  If the energies
of the late-1990s reform drive—the most comprehensive and inclusive yet
undertaken—have largely subsided, where will the enthusiasms and agendas
come from for the next round?  And what dangers lie ahead?

In terms of historical lessons, perhaps the most important is also the most
obvious: UN reform has an unusually full and rich history. The impulse to
improve the workings of the world body has been with us since San Francisco. It
ebbs and flows, of course, but it keeps coming back. The tensions, divisions,
and distasteful compromises of the last reform drive have left delegations, offi-
cials, specialists, and even private foundations with a mighty anti-reform hang-
over. In UN circles, congressional withholdings have given reform a bad name.
But a lot of parties have also been left with a sense of incomplete agendas and
unfulfilled ambitions. Very few delegations, in particular, got what they wanted
out of the last reform campaign.

As this review documents, the pace of UN reform has become markedly
skewed. There have been repeated incremental refinements to the United
Nations’ response to the question, “Who implements?” The ongoing 2002
Secretariat-led reform may add another step or two. Likewise, the struggle over
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“Who pays?” never ends. The most disgruntled party, the United States, has
been forcing its will on the rest and getting results. Others are deeply resentful
of its tactics, but can live with the results. There has been no new answer, how-
ever, to the core question of “Who decides?” for the past three decades. The
ongoing debate about Security Council reform, in particular, increasingly
revolves around complaints about the inequity of the current system.

The rhetoric of injustice and inequity sounds a lot like that of the early 1960s,
the last and only time the Security Council was enlarged. But should the same
tactics be employed this round?  In the 1960s, the developing countries in
essence used their overwhelming numbers in the Assembly to compel the per-
manent members to accept expansion of the Security Council and ECOSOC as
a virtual fait accompli. The rapid growth of UN membership gave them a strong
rationale and the Cold War gave them political leverage. Today, their case is
weaker and the political situation is more dynamic and possibly more volatile.
Unlike the 1960s, today all the permanent members agree that some expansion
of nonpermanent membership on the Security Council is justified, as well as
some increase in permanent membership, though not necessarily with the veto
power. Moreover, there is little evidence that the developing countries could
present a united front behind a single formula for expansion at this point, par-
ticularly when the matters of permanent membership and the veto are included.

The Razali plan recognized that deciding on the size and shape of the Council
and on the names that would be new permanent members are two quite differ-
ent challenges.  It therefore proposed that they be handled in stages. First the
Member States would need to decide on the aggregate size of the Council and
on the number and regions of the new permanent members, as well as on the
sensitive question of who would or would not have the veto. The next step, once
these matters were settled, would be to give the Member States a specified
period of time to come up with the country names to fill in the blanks.
Presumably this would be decided regionally, initially, and then approved by the
whole Assembly, though there are a number of ways this could be done.
Tellingly, the primary opposition to the Razali plan, centered around the so-
called “coffee club,” came from middle powers that felt that they would be
somewhat disenfranchised under a plan that would elevate certain large develop-
ing countries to permanent member status without reducing the current number
of permanent members. The P-5, in other words, may pose one set of obstacles
to Security Council reform, but an equally difficult hurdle - so far an insur-
mountable one - derives from profound differences both within regions and
within the ranks of the 186 Member States that are not permanent members. So
there is every reason to expect that the skewed character of UN reform progress
will be with us for the foreseeable future.
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The question of  “Who decides?” raises a related dilemma: Should the goal of
UN reform be to make its decision-making processes more reflective of the
membership as a whole or more in line with the prevailing balance of power and
capacity outside of its halls?  Clearly, most Member States, in calling for democ-
ratization, equity, and transparency, have the former in mind. The founders, as
noted earlier, recognized this dilemma and sought, in the creation of an
Assembly and a Council, to have it both ways. Today, however, the question is
more pointed because of the growing imbalance of power in the real world out-
side. The United States has not only built an unrivaled power position, includ-
ing importantly in the projection of military force, but has also shown a
growing willingness to go it alone on a number of issues of great concern to the
rest of the membership. The latter, in turn, have begun to see multilateral
organization as a way of discouraging or even countering America’s unilateral
instincts. It is frequently said, as well, that the United Nations is an organization
for smaller countries and should be restructured to reflect this. So the bulk of
reform proposals put forward by Member States—and often by NGOs as well—
would have the intentional or unintentional effect of trying to reduce US influ-
ence in the Organization. The United States, for its part, as seen in the struggle
over the assessment scale, would like to have its cake and eat it too: to scale back
its financial commitment, while gaining a role in decision making in the
Organization more reflective of its power position outside. The competition
between these opposing and largely incompatible visions of reform is likely to
define the terms of the reform struggle even more in the coming years than it
did in the turbulent 1990s. The question of US power and influence within the
world body, it seems, will become the sub-text for much of the debate about
what kind of a United Nations the world will need in the future: one that con-
strains or multiplies US power?

People, however, will also matter. Kofi Annan, perhaps because of his 30-plus
years in the Secretariat, has been more attentive to reform issues than his prede-
cessors. As chronicled above, he has taken a number of steps to improve the
inner-workings of the central United Nations and its relations with other multi-
lateral institutions. Not insignificantly, he has been perceived in Washington as a
major force for management reform. While the actual accomplishments of
recent reforms have been less revolutionary than boosters would suggest, the
overall record has been relatively consistent and positive under Annan’s tenure.
Now that he is well into his second term, however, the question of how this
momentum can best be assured under his successor—whoever he or she may
be—needs to be addressed. Potential candidates for the post may be reluctant to
run on a reform platform (except in Washington and a few other major donor
capitals, of course), given the hangover from the last big round of reforms and
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worries others have of US dominance. In terms of the “Who implements?”
issues, the only ones over which the Secretary-General can exercise decisive influ-
ence, the possibility of slippage is always present. So too are pressures to create
new posts and increase spending, especially after so many years of relative auster-
ity. The next Secretary-General will have big shoes to fill, since it is never easy to
succeed a popular leader. The political dilemmas noted above, moreover, suggest
that the dual tasks of political management and institutional management will
be merged in a most challenging way. But, after all, in the United Nations,
reform has always been about politics. That is what its history teaches us.
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• What does the UN Charter say about amending the Charter? Was it envi-
sioned at the time of its writing that it would be amended? What were some
of the controversies in 1945 that displeased some of the founders?

• Why is it difficult to amend the Charter and what is the role of the five per-
manent members in that process? Are there reforms that can take place with-
out amending the Charter?

• Why is there such an impulse to reform the United Nations? Discuss what
areas of the UN get the most attention for reform. What evidence over the
years demonstrate this preoccupation with UN reform?

• Discuss the decision making bodies in the UN, what their tasks are, and
how they have been reformed over the years. Have these reforms affected
their ability to perform their duties? If so, in what way? How have the poli-
tics of the day played into these reforms?

• Discuss some of the major debates on reforming the Security Council. Why
did the UN founders give the veto power to the five permanent members
and how does the veto both affect Security Council reform and play into the
debate on expansion?

• How has the end of the Cold War affected the UN reform debate?  

• Discuss some of the several proposals to reform the membership of the
Security Council. What are some of the problems and advantages of each
approach? What is your opinion on which proposal is best? Should the
Security Council be reformed, or not?

• What are some of the criticisms of management and coordination within the
UN system? What efforts have been made to correct some of these problems?
What are some of the major obstacles to improving the ability of the UN to
do its job? What were some of Sir Robert Jackson's recommendations?

• How does the political will of member states impact on the functioning of
the United Nations?

• What UN body decides the budget for the Organization and how is the
budget determined? What did the founders anticipate the debates over the
budget would be like? What is the most highly charged issue?
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74 Suggested Research Topics and Exam Questions

• What principle are UN assessments based upon? How have rates of assess-
ments altered over the years and what have been some of the political
debates surrounding that controversy? What rate was the US supposed to
pay in the first years of the UN? How has that changed?

• How did UN peacekeeping upset the financial system at the UN? What
happened when Russia and France refused to pay?

• How have various US administrations used the withholding of payment of
assessed dues to extract UN reforms? What effect has the withholding of
dues had on the Organization?

• What scale of assessment is used today and who pays what? What portion of
the total US annual budget is paid to the UN in the form of regular dues?
Do you think that US arguments over UN dues is a financial question or a
political question?

• What reforms were undertaken by the UN in the 1990s? What additional
reforms were enacted by Kofi Annan? How has the US responded and what
has been the role of the US Congress and Congressional leaders like Jesse
Helmes?

• How would you assess the history of UN reform? What are some of the
most important reforms that the UN should undertake? What should it not
do? Do you think that the pressure on the UN to reform has always been
fair? What lessons can be learned by what has gone on before?

• Has the UN adequately adapted to the changing world environment even
though the Charter has rarely been amended? In what ways has that hap-
pened or not happened?


