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Former Special Adviser on Haiti of the late Secretary-General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan
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“Kofi Annan’s legacy is weakened by his personal failings – and those of the institution he led.” That was the title of an August 23, 2018 article by Jonathan Gornall which appeared in The National[endnoteRef:1] shortly after Annan’s death.  [1:  Jonathan Gornall, “Kofi Annan’s Legacy is Weakened by his Personal Failings,” The National, 23 August 2018, 
https://www.thenational.ae/opinion/comment/kofi-annan-s-legacy-is-weakened-by-his-personal-failings-and-those-of-the-institution-he-led-1.762996] 

“Failing” is an emotive word, construed as a weakness, especially in character. How did Annan fit that description? Was he a spineless apparatchik, easily influenced? A congenitally indolent manager? A dissembling courtier slithering effortlessly from one flattery-dependent patron to another? Remarkably, the article does not say. It does however say that Annan’s “failures” (a different word with an altogether different meaning) should “not be laid solely at (his) door.” 
Nevertheless, what were Annan’s “failures” as Secretary-General? Three issues are the usual culprits.
First, and most important, the 1994 Rwanda genocide, in which over 800,000 people, mostly Tutsi, were slaughtered (in only 100 days!). The fact that Annan was not the Secretary-General at the time (Boutros Boutros-Ghali of Egypt was) is usually glossed over in the blanket criticism of him. He was however, the Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), and therefore the person to whom first questions had to be directed.
In his 2012 book Interventions,[endnoteRef:2] he confronts the matter. He accepts that the United Nations (UN) Force Commander in Rwanda, Romeo Dallaire, wanted to take what he saw as pre-emptive action, and that more UN troops were required on the ground. However, a UN Secretary-General, let alone an Under-Secretary-General, is not a free agent; he could not have told sovereign states, especially the five veto-wielding permanent members of the Security Council, what to do. Annan therefore first had to warn Dallaire that his contemplated action “would not be allowed by the…Council or [Dallaire’s] existing mandate…”[endnoteRef:3] [2:  Kofi Annan, Interventions: A Life in War and Peace (New York: Penguin, 2012).]  [3:  Annan, Interventions, 48.] 

Moreover, what happened when he approached the Council for military reinforcements? These are his words: “[N]ot one of the Council’s members was willing to provide troops. At DPKO,[endnoteRef:4] we spent endless days frantically lobbying more than a hundred governments around the world for troops. I called dozens myself, and the responses were all the same. We did not receive a single serious offer. It was one of the most shocking and deeply formative experiences of my entire career, laying bare the disjuncture between the public statements of alarm and concern for the suffering of other people on the one hand, and, on the other, the unwillingness to commit any of the necessary resources to take action. The world knew the scale of the killing in Rwanda, and yet we could not get anyone, from governments across the world, to do anything serious to help.”[endnoteRef:5] [4:  Department of Peacekeeping Operations. Its new name, as from January 1, 2019, is Department of Peace Operations.]  [5:  Annan, Interventions, 59.] 

Therefore, yes, Annan did “fail” on Rwanda. He failed to persuade the international community, which of course bears no responsibility, to live up to the ideals it so piously proclaims in the Preamble to the United Nations Charter.
Second, the 1995 massacre at Srebrenica, in the former Yugoslavia, of about 8,000 Bosnian Muslims by Bosnian Christian Serbs. Again, Annan was not yet Secretary-General and the Security Council dragged its heels, now not so much through unconcern as through bickering among members. Annan wrote that the UN Mission in the country had no “clear political objective”, that it was “deployed in a war situation where there [was] no peace to keep, [that as] a result, we now found ourselves obstructed, targeted, denied resupply, and restricted in our movements”, and that “agreement…frequently extended only to the need for action, not to the definition of what kind of action to take”.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  Annan, Interventions, 65, 68, 70.] 

However, Annan “failed” there, too, conventional wisdom has it. The Security Council, the body to take decisions and give him effective instructions, moved seamlessly on.
The third issue concerned Iraq. In February 1998, Annan, now Secretary-General, went to Baghdad to discuss with Saddam Hussein the situation of UN weapons inspectors in Iraq. He was satisfied he had made a breakthrough and was welcomed back at the United Nations New York headquarters like a rock star. Perhaps overwhelmed by the moment, he permitted himself an unaccustomed euphoria: Saddam, he said, was “a man [he could] do business with.” 
The trouble was that no one could “do business” with Saddam, unless it was in the context of enhancing his political power and financial assets. Even more narcissistic than Donald Trump (a notion many may find difficult to grasp), he was ruthless, murderous, corrupt, and untrustworthy. He could, and would, break his word more easily – and readily – than a fragile eggshell. The agreement Annan believed he had with him soon began to unravel.

Criticisms of Annan

The year 1998 would not turn out to be a good year for Annan. In May, he visited Rwanda to face the music on the charge of UN’s inaction during the 1994 ethnic cleansing of Tutsis. It was a courageous thing to do, but what he heard was certainly not music to his ears: the Rwandans savaged him and the UN. The next year, 1999, they would rightly consider themselves vindicated by the finding of an independent investigation that the UN had indeed failed them five years earlier.
Annan’s opponents and critics were now wallowing in self-righteousness. For them, he had been repeatedly proven wrong, and was thus unfit for high office – nice fellow, but really not up to it. A February 1999 article by David Rieff in The New Republic was contemptuous: “His gift is not for moral candour or moral leadership. It is merely a diplomatic gift, which is to reconcile seemingly irreconcilable positions…Annan is the perfect representative of [the UN’s] insular, apologetic culture of self-justification and self-exoneration.”[endnoteRef:7] Worse was to come. The spectre of Iraq, which had never gone away, acquired new and menacing dimensions. [7:  David Rieff, “The Indecent Decent Man”, The New Republic, New York, 1 February 1999, 22. ] 


Iraq again

In February 2003, the US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, sought to persuade the UN General Assembly that Saddam was a danger to the world because he possessed weapons of mass destruction. Directly after, in March, came the United States-led invasion of Iraq by the so-called “coalition of the willing”, then the discovery that Saddam possessed nothing of the sort. Powell’s UN performance had been – to distort slightly a phrase from the late Rex Nettleford of The University of the West Indies – a matchless weapon of mass distraction. Even worse was to come.
The next year, Annan publicly criticised the Iraq invasion, declaring it “illegal”: the UN had not sanctioned it. Instantly howls for his head from United States (US) conservatives could be heard all over the world. Who was this bureaucrat – this black, Third World bureaucrat – to lecture us? After all, was not the US – to use the triumphalist Albrightian phrase – “the indispensable nation”? And was not being in the right (not to mention) a prime characteristic of indispensability? Yet, worse was to come.
Also in 2004, Annan’s son, Kojo, and others were accused of having illicitly benefitted from the Iraq “oil-for-food” programme, under which Iraqi oil was sold under UN auspices to finance the purchase of humanitarian goods for the Iraqi people. Annan was said to have facilitated Kojo in the alleged fraud. It was open season on Annan. No longer a “nice fellow” (though still “ineffectual”), but now vilified as a moral deficient and a crook, he established an independent investigating committee under Paul Volcker, a former US Federal Reserve Chairman. In its 2005 report, the committee said it had found “no evidence that the selection of Cotecna[endnoteRef:8] in 1998 was subject to any affirmative or improper influence of the Secretary-General in the bidding or selection process.”[endnoteRef:9] It however added, “His behaviour has not been exonerated by any stretch of the imagination.”[endnoteRef:10] It was a reference to the UN’s mismanagement of the programme, but it obviously was not a lusty endorsement of Annan. Robert Mueller’s restrained findings on Donald Trump spring to mind. [8:  Cotecna was a Swiss company contracted to conduct inspections of humanitarian goods entering Iraq under the Programme. Kojo Annan had previously worked for the company, which was still paying him. He had not informed his father of this.]  [9:  Independent Inquiry Committee into the United Nations Oil-for-Food Programme, 2005. Second Interim Report. The 1998 Procurement of the Humanitarian Goods Inspection Contract. Other Conduct of United Nations Officials, https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/10578/doc_10608_290_en.pdf]  [10:  Colum Lynch, “Oil-For-Food Panel Rebukes Annan, Cites Corruption,” The Washington Post, 8 September 2005, para.6, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2005/09/08/oil-for-food-panel-rebukes-annan-cites-corruption/08aaeb81-9cbc-488a-814d-27a629f51893/] 

While not calling openly for it, the Bush administration left no doubt that it felt that Annan’s departure would be a welcome move as public demands from US hardliners for him to go were reaching a crescendo: “The flagship of international diplomacy ran aground while Kofi Annan was at the helm,” sneered one Republican Congressman. Others were not too far behind. Yet Annan has also been widely praised as a “peacemaker extraordinaire”. How do all the negatives about him mesh with so incomparable a positive?

Annan’s initiatives

Following the setbacks, he suffered in the years immediately preceding and following his arrival at the UN Secretary-Generalship in 1997, Annan struck back in a rapid series of bold, pioneering actions, and began, in essence, to change the world. In 1999, he announced the Global Compact, designed to encourage businesses everywhere to work with UN agencies and civil society in the areas of human rights, labour, the environment and anti-corruption.[endnoteRef:11] [11:  United Nations Global Compact, “The Ten Principles of the Global Compact,”  https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles ] 

Also in 1999, he challenged UN member states to “find common ground…in defence of common humanity.” He threw down the gauntlet again in 2000: “If humanitarian intervention is, indeed, an unacceptable assault on sovereignty, how should we respond to a Rwanda, a Srebrenica, to gross and systematic violations of human rights that offend every precept of our common humanity?” A question has not yet been satisfactorily answered.
He had been severely diminished by the ethnic cleansings of Rwanda and Srebrenica, especially the former, and by the accusation that he had failed in his duty. It was the defining period of his lengthy UN commitment. In 2004, on the tenth anniversary of the Rwanda massacre, Annan would say this: “I believed at that time that I was doing my best. But I realised after the genocide that there was more I could and should have done to sound the alarm and rally support. This painful memory, along with that of Bosnia and Herzegovina, has influenced much of my thinking, and many of my actions, as Secretary-General.”[endnoteRef:12] [12:  United Nations, “Rwanda Genocide ‘Must Leave us Always with a Sense of Bitter Regret and Abiding Sorrow’, Says Secretary-General to New York Memorial Conference.”  SG/SM/9223-AFR/870-HQ/631, 26 March 2004, para. 5, https://www.un.org/press/en/2004/sgsm9223.doc.htm ] 

Although he shouldered personal blame, he was shattered by the sloth and indifference of the international community. He frontally assailed its “complicity with evil” in the early 1990s: it had stood by “in full knowledge of the horrors on the ground that it had the power to stop. Notwithstanding the inherent limitations on what force alone can achieve, there were clearly times when [it] could, and should, decisively intervene.”[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Annan, Interventions, 78.] 

The above is true, but the world is a selfish and imperfect place. The United Nations, to which Annan devoted nearly all his professional life, and which he headed from 1997 to 2006, is an agglomeration of sovereign states. Every one of those states, however disadvantaged, is jealous of its sovereignty: it has its own embassies, envoys, and its own vote in regional and international forums. Each has its own imperatives, which generally take priority over its wider obligations; the tradition of giving primacy to your own country is an old and hallowed one, long predating the pronouncements of the current tweeter-in-chief. The cold, and often distressing, fact is that the UN is not so much an amalgam of cooperatively beneficent elements as it is a theatre of bitterly contending political interests, among which the Secretary-General is often no more than a busy arbiter. We speak of “the international community”. The word “community” suggests collaboration and coherence, but too often those concepts are – in the tormented Hamlet’s words – a consummation devoutly to be wished. Navel-gazing in the post-Covid19 world is likely to be even more intense than at present.
Annan’s experience of the UN’s cynical inaction largely accounted both for his appeal to humanitarianism and the groundbreaking principle the appeal eventually engendered: the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). A UN document, explains: “[The] primary responsibility for the protection of its people [rests] first and foremost with the state itself. However, a ‘residual responsibility’ also [lies] with the broader community of states… [This is] activated when a particular state is clearly either unwilling or unable to fulfil its responsibility to protect or is itself the actual perpetrator of crimes or atrocities.” [endnoteRef:14] Despite its mixed success over the years,[endnoteRef:15] Louise Arbour, now the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General for International Migration, has called the R2P “the most important and imaginative doctrine to emerge on the international scene for decades.”[endnoteRef:16] Today, South Sudan is crying out for its application. [14:  UN Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect, “Responsibility to Protect,” 2005, para.3,
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/about-responsibility-to-protect.shtml. ]  [15:  It cohabits uneasily with the incessantly affirmed, incessantly violated, dogma of non-intervention in the internal affairs of states. But when he introduced it, Annan knew that would happen.]  [16:  Giorgio Spagnol, “Responsibility to Protect (R2P): Panacea or Trojan horse for Intervention? Institut Europeen Des Relations Internationales (IERI), para. 30, http://www.ieri.be/en/publications/wp/2015/june/responsibility-protect-r2p] 

In 2000, world leaders, with Annan’s guidance, adopted eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with a fifteen-year period[endnoteRef:17] for execution. Seventeen Sustainable Development Goals have now succeeded these[endnoteRef:18] for the period 2015 to 2030. Much progress was made on the MDGs, in the areas of education, gender equality, and maternal health among others. However, much remains to be done.  [17:  United Nations, “We can End Poverty.  Millennium Development Goals and beyond 2015,” https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals ]  [18:  United Nations, “Sustainable Development Goals,” https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org ] 

Annan’s audacious initiatives were manifestly conducive to a much better world, and in 2001, he and the UN received the Nobel Peace Prize. The Nobel Committee praised him for “bringing new life to the [UN]” and for “[emphasizing] its obligations [on] human rights… [He] has made clear that sovereignty cannot be a shield behind which member states conceal their violations.” Was David Rieff listening? 
The year 2002 brought the establishment of the Global Fund against HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis, which he had strongly advocated.[endnoteRef:19] The Fund is a partnership of governments, civil society, the private sector, and people affected by the diseases. It is estimated to have so far saved more than 27 million lives. [19:  The Global Fund, “Global Fund Overview,” https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/overview    ] 

However, Annan’s ill-wishers were unrelenting, and it was on the 2003/2005 Iraq issues that they convinced themselves they finally had him on the run. They were wrong again. In 2005, he unveiled yet another innovation: a Peacebuilding Commission (“peacebuilding” is very different from “peacekeeping”).[endnoteRef:20] That same year he produced the report, In Larger Freedom,[endnoteRef:21] and in April 2006, a few months before he left office, he published recommendations for a global counter-terrorism strategy.[endnoteRef:22] [20:  United Nations, “United Nations Peacebuilding,” https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/ ]  [21:  United Nations, In Larger Freedom: towards development, security and human rights for all, Kofi Annan, A/59/2005, New York: United Nations, 21 March 2005, https://undocs.org/A/59/2005.]  [22:  United Nations, “Uniting against Terrorism: Recommendations for a Global Counter-terrorism Strategy,” Kofi Annan, New York: United Nations, A/60/825, 27 April 2006, section V, https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/Terr%20A60%20825.pdf ] 

In Larger Freedom is an excellent instance of Annan’s forward-looking, yet pragmatic approach to ensuring global security.[endnoteRef:23] In his March 2005 submission to the UN General Assembly, he said, “I have resisted the temptation to include all areas in which progress is important or desirable. I have limited myself to items on which I believe action is both vital and achievable in the coming months.” He went on: “[N]ew circumstances demand that we revitalize consensus on key challenges and priorities and convert that consensus into collective action.”[endnoteRef:24] [23:  Walden Bello, “On Secretary General Annan’s Vision of ‘Freedom from Fear,’” Focus on the Global South, 14 September 2005, para.2, https://focusweb.org/on-secretary-general-annans-vision-of-freedom-from-fear-2/]  [24:  United Nations, “In Larger Freedom,” 4, https://undocs.org/A/59/2005.] 

Then, drawing on his professional bible, the UN Charter, he deliberately reminded the General Assembly of the undertaking that the peoples of the UN gave in the preamble to that document – “to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom.” His intention was not only “to stress the enduring relevance of the Charter” but also “to emphasize that its purposes must be advanced in the lives of individual men and women. The notion of larger freedom also encapsulates the idea that development, security and human rights go hand in hand.”[endnoteRef:25] [25:  United Nations, “In Larger Freedom,” 5, https://undocs.org/A/59/2005.] 

He focused an unblinking gaze on what he saw as the eventual prize: “In this new millennium, the work of the United Nations must move our world closer to the day when all people have the freedom to choose the kind of lives they would like to live, the access to the resources that would make those choices meaningful and the security to ensure that they can be enjoyed in peace.”[endnoteRef:26] It is unlikely that we will ever reach that day, but Annan had already substantially moved us in that direction when he wrote those words. [26:  United Nations, “In Larger Freedom,” 6, https://undocs.org/A/59/2005.] 


Annan’s approach to peace-making 

Kofi Annan was supremely, an internationalist, even-tempered and soft-spoken, courtly and dignified, extremely intelligent and shrewd. An excellent listener, he was someone who did not rush to judgment. Many Americans, always anxious to seem quickly decisive (it is the American way), saw this as wimpishness. Nothing could have been further from the truth. A weakling standing up to the US Congress and administration! Imagine that.
Annan listened carefully before acting; perhaps he listened too much to too many, but that was his way. He writes in Interventions:

Sitting down with leaders such as Saddam – or Bashir of Sudan or Gadhafi of Libya – is a responsibility you cannot shirk. You need to deal with those who can make a difference, those who can stop the bloodshed…If you don’t try it you won’t ever know. You have to test it. The stakes are so high that you do not have the luxury of saying, ‘I’m not going to talk to this guy. I’m not going to shake his hand.’ By doing that you may be condemning thousands and millions to their deaths or further persecution. I’m trying to get them to do the right thing. I may fail – but I have a responsibility to try, to test it.[endnoteRef:27] [27:  Annan, Interventions, 329.] 


Rudyard Kipling said of Lord Beaverbrook, the British newspaper magnate,[endnoteRef:28] that he had “power without responsibility”. A UN Secretary-General faces the reverse phenomenon: he has great responsibility, and very little actual power of command. But if he adheres – and is seen to adhere, whatever brickbats are hurled at him – to the core precepts of the organisation, he will earn the respect of the vast majority of the world, and that respect spawns a stronger moral power. [28:  He was known as “the Baron of Fleet Street”.] 

Annan may therefore be forgiven an unusual immodesty when he writes, “I…saw…what my interventionist approach to the role of the Secretary-General had done; even though I was the servant of the Council, the reality around the world was that my voice in some quarters would now carry more weight in this moment of crisis” – he was speaking about Iraq – “than the statements and resolutions of a distant and impersonal club of great powers in the form of a Security Council.” [endnoteRef:29] The conviction of his responsibility, whatever the deficiencies of the “international community,” was paramount, and that factor, together with his unremitting dedication to dialogue, to finding solutions, to thinking creatively in the quest for international good governance, to the fundamental principles of the UN, and to his duty as Secretary-General, locates him in a special category of foresight and achievement. [29:  Annan, Interventions, 332.] 

His New York Times obituary spoke the truth: Kofi Annan “redefined the UN.”[endnoteRef:30] Both peacemaker and peacebuilder extraordinaire, he was its most visionary Secretary-General bar none. Yes, he made mistakes, but he drew enlightenment from them. The quiet man from Ghana “transformed and protected us,” as his close collaborator and friend, Jeffrey Sachs, put it. “He taught us the inestimable value of diplomacy, the art of finding common ground by listening to and respecting others. There was no finer practitioner of such exalted diplomacy in our time.”[endnoteRef:31] [30:  Alan Cowell, “Kofi Annan, who Redefined the UN, Dies at 80”, The New York Times, 18 August 2018. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/18/obituaries/kofi-annan-dead.html]  [31:  Jeffrey D. Sachs, “Kofi Annan Protected us from our Worst Instincts”, CNN, 20 August 2018, para. 17, https://edition.cnn.com/2018/08/18/opinions/kofi-annan-protected-us-sachs/index.html] 

I applaud Sachs, but we must just the same be wary about that reference to diplomacy; it could remind us of the bilious David Rieff. The fact is that there must first be an issue or situation on the resolution of which diplomacy could be brought to bear. Many such occasions automatically emerge from events. It was to Annan’s everlasting credit that he was not only prescient enough to identify, and act upon, possibilities and developments that could flow from existing circumstances – the Global Compact, the Millennium Development Goals, and In Larger Freedom are examples. He was also reflective and probing enough to draw lessons from and turn to world humanitarian advantage, horrific occurrences of the past – peacebuilding and the R2P stand out.

 Annan’s legacy

Annan set the bar high above policy pedestrianism. It has been for his successors and others to seek to emulate his acuity, his far-sightedness, his willingness and capacity to soar, his negotiating skills, and his courage. Roberto Savio, co-founder and President Emeritus of Inter Press Service, is sceptical.  He asked, on 14 September 2018, “Is it reasonable to remark that those who are missing are the Kofi Annans, those who place values and ideals above all else, shunning personal interests and not interested in holding on to their positions, in order to invite citizens to a debate of ideas by those who dare to resist in this era of sleepwalking.”[endnoteRef:32]   [32:  Roberto Savio, “Kofi Annan, the last UN Secretary-General, who Paid for his Independence”, Inter Press Service News Agency, 14 September 2018, para.19, http://www.ipsnews.net/2018/09/kofi-annan-last-un-secretary-general-paid-independence/

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTOR
Reginald Dumas joined the Trinidad and Tobago Foreign Service in 1962 and served in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean and North America. In 1988, he left the Foreign Service and became Permanent Secretary to the Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago and Head of his country’s Public Service. He has also represented the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) extensively. In 2004 the then Secretary-General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, appointed him as his Special Adviser on Haiti which served as a catalyst for the establishment of the Medianet Haiti Relief Fund, of which he is the Chairman. He is a frequent commentator on current affairs and has published four books. He studied at Cambridge University and the Institut Universitaire de Hautes Etudes Internationales (Graduate Institute of International Studies), Geneva, Switzerland. He holds an Honorary Doctorate of Laws from The University of the West Indies. Email: krureggie@gmail.com
] 

Well beyond narrow “institutionalism”, and the blinkered “patriotism” of which we hear so much these days, the world must build on Annan’s considerable legacy of international peace, cooperation and development. 
Whatever his unexplained “personal failings.”
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