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CHAPTER 1 THE UN NEEDS CHINA AND CHINA NEEDS THE UN

CHAPTER 1

THE UN NEEDS CHINA AND
CHINA NEEDS THE UN

* This transcript is based on the recording of a speech by Ambassador

Chen Jian at the Wenhui Lecture Series on August 5, 2007. x*

First of all, I want to make clear today that I have retired from the UN
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs by the end of last month. So, my
speech today represents neither the UN nor the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs. All opinions expressed here are my personal experience and views,

and are for your reference only. I am going to talk about three issues.

The first issue is; What is the UN? Who can represent the UN? This
issue arises mainly because the former Secretary General of the United Na-
tions, Kofi Annan, often aired his opinions on important international is-

sues in front of the media in his ten-year tenure. So it was widely believed
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that he represented the UN and he was the spokesman for the UN. This
conception is not exactly accurate, because the UN is a plural body featu-
ring no sovereignty, so no agency or person in charge of it can comprehen-
sively and completely stand for the UN over all issues.

Why do I say the UN is a plural body? First, plurality is relative to
centralization. We Chinese people favor centralized leadership, but the UN
is not a centralized organization. Among the numerous UN agencies, there
are six principal organs listed on the Charter of the United Nations alone,
which are also called the “Charter Organs” , namely the General Assem-
bly, the Security Council, the Trusteeship Council, the Economic and
Social Council, the Secretariat and the Hague-based International Court of
Justice. As these six principal organs have subsidiary bodies, and they dif-
fer in membership, jurisdictional limits and decision-making processes,
they are parallel to each other.

I would like to illustrate this with two examples. One is the Hague-
based International Court of Justice. The International Court of Justice is
responsible for the jurisdiction of proceedings. That is to say, if two UN
member states voluntarily submit a dispute between them to the Internation-
al Court of Justice, and announce in advance their acceptance of the
Court’s ruling, it becomes a case. A recent case is a dispute between Ni-
geria and its neighbor Cameroon over an enclave between the two coun-
tries. There was no definite boundary. In the past, the two countries did
not care much about it and no one claimed its ownership, but recently oil
and gas were discovered in this land. We all know that there will be dis-
putes wherever oil and gas exist. So a dispute arose. Were it not for the
UN, the two countries would have just started to fight over ownership of
the land and ownership of the oil and gas resources. At this point, Kofi
Annan, then Secretary General of the United Nations, took advantages of
his position as the Secretary-General and his special identity as an African,

and started to mediate between them. Thanks to his mediation, these two
2



CHAPTER 1 THE UN NEEDS CHINA AND CHINA NEEDS THE UN

countries agreed to accept the Court’s ruling. After more than half a year,
the Grand Justices of the International Court of Justice reached a verdict
that the land belonged to Cameroon, and the two countries accepted the
verdict. Under the arrangement of the UN, these two countries have now
established a Border Demarcation Commission to demarcate the border be-
tween the two countries. The practice of the International Court of Justice is
distinct from that of other UN agencies | have mentioned, so is its jurisdic-
tion.

Another common example; if a draft resolution does not get passed in
the Security Council, it could be submitted to the General Assembly. This
is exemplified by the Middle East issue. When a draft resolution on the
Middle East involving criticism and condemnation of Israel is submitted to
the Security Council, it will surely be rejected by the US. Then this reso-
lution, remaining “intact” , will be submitted by the Arab countries to
the General Assembly. “Intact” means only few words are changed,
with the subject changed from *the Security Council” to the “UN Gener-
al Assembly” . Then it is put to the General Assembly for voting, and the
voting result usually shows over 100 affirmative votes, 4 negative votes
(by the US, Israel and two other nations, 1i. e. , a small country and an is-
land country) and abstentions by most European countries. Without doubt,
this draft resolution will be passed by an overwhelming majority. Here you
may wonder: which better represents the position of the UN, the Security
Council vetoing the draft resolution or the General Assembly’s passing it?

Since the six principle organs of the UN are parallel to each other,
none of them could represent the UN on all issues at all time. So the resolu-
tions adopted by these organizations could not begin with “the United Na-
tions” , but only the names of the organs themselves. The Security Council
is just the Security Council, and the General Assembly is just the General
Assembly. Among all the UN documents, only the Charter of the United

Nations bears the “United Nations” title. In this sense, only the Charter
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of the United Nations can represent the UN.

Why does the UN have no sovereignty?

The UN is different from the EU in this respect. The member states do
not have to transfer any part of their state sovereignty to this international
organization. For this reason, the UN does not have any independent
rights. Then where do its rights come from? From the member states. There
are currently 192 member states, who are the bosses of the UN. Among
whom, the five permanent members in particular, are the big bosses. It is
they, the member states, who determine which institution, including the
Secretary General of the United Nations, can act and preside on an issue
on behalf of the UN.

The Charter of the United Nations has two general provisions on the
authority of the Secretary-General: For one, the Secretary-General is the
chief executive officer, which means the Secretary-General has executive
power; for another, the Secretary-General has the right to report to the
Security Council international issues that threaten world peace and securi-
ty. That is to say the Secretary-General has reporting power. According to
the UN Charter, the Secretary-General has executive power, reporting
power, but no decision-making power. The decision-making power lies in
the hands of the member states. So the Secretary-General does not have an
independent authority to speak and act on behalf of the UN. He is more
hamstrung by the member states than constrained by the UN Charter.

According to my observation, three out of the seven former Secretary-
Generals had strived for an independent status of the Secretary-Gener-
al. Among them, the seventh, Kofi Annan, had achieved a fair amount
of success.

The three Secretary-Generals are the second, Dag Hjalmar Agne Carl
Hammarskjold from Sweden, the sixth, Boutros Boutros-Ghali from E-
gypt, and the seventh, Kofi Annan. During Hammarskjsld’s tenure, he

was widely believed to be the first Secretary-General who had a clear un-
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derstanding of this post. He once said, “The Secretary-General has neither
military power nor financial means. The only thing the position entitles is
the international moral force. ” He took full advantage of the moral force,

especially in the Suez Canal Event in 1956. When Egypt declared the re-
sumption of sovereignty over the Suez Canal, the UK and France, both

being former colonialist powers, did not accept the declaration. They sub-
sequently dispatched troops to occupy the Suez Canal. This move provoked
discontent and opposition of the two superpowers—the US and the Soviet
Union. Hammarskjsld seized this opportunity to mediate, resulting in the
UK and France withdrawing their troops. And for the first time in the histo-
ry of the UN, peace-keepers were sent to and stationed on the Suez Ca-

nal. On the basis of this successful peace-keeping mission, Hammarskjold

put forward a set of peace-keeping principles, which are still in use to-
day. He played an independent role as the UN Secretary-General and made
his special contribution in this event. Therefore, his efforts were widely ac-
claimed as a successful trial in the history of the UN and he is believed to
be an accomplished Secretary-General. The UN Library, one of the three
buildings at the UN headquarters, is named after Hammarskjold. But his
next move was a failure. His intervention in Congo’s conflict directly or in-
directly caused the tragic death of Patrice Lumumba, Congo’s national he-

ro. Hammarskjold himself lost his life in a plane crash when he flew to
Congo to accomplish his task, leaving his ten-year tenure unfin-

ished. Generally speaking, a Secretary-General can serve another five
years after the first term, which means a Secretary-General can stay in of-

fice for up to ten years.

The second one who strives to take full advantage of the power entitled
by the UN Charter and achieve an independent status is Boutros Boutros-
Ghali. When Boutros Boutros-Ghali came into office, the ,COId War had
just ended. The Security Council started to function normally, and conv-

ened the first summit meeting. Peace-keeping became the top priority of the
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Security Council. The summit meeting passed the declaration of peace-
keeping, requiring that the Secretary-General formulate proposals regard-
ing peace-keeping. Boutros Boutros-Ghali indeed seized the historic oppor-
tunity to put forward agend as for peace and development. It should be
pointed out that he was ambitious and a little bit complacent about the sta-
tus. He once made a speech that sounded like this: “ As the Secretary-
General, I should assume more responsibility than my predecessors,
which requires me to keep my post independent and confront any member
state that hinders me from carrying out my duties. ” He made his declara-
tion of “confrontation” and practiced what he preached. First, he con-
fronted the US permanent representative Madeleine Albright, who later be-
came the Secretary of State of the US. As a result, the first thing she did
after being appointed as America’s Secretary of State was to prevent Boutros
Boutros-Ghali from serving a second term at any cost. So Boutros Boutros-
Ghali is up to now the first Secretary-General who was allowed to serve only
one term in the history of the UN.

The third one who avails himself of the moral force of the UN Secretar-
y-General is Kofi Annan, who finished his ten-year tenure. During his ten-
year tenure, he accomplished three pioneering tasks that had an impact on
the world and the international community :

First, he initiated the so-called “ Millennium Development Goals” ,
making poverty elimination the common goal of the international communi-
ty. Through his efforts, the “Millennium Development Goals” were writ-
ten into the declaration of the UN Millennium Summit in the year 2000.

Second, he advocated human rights and placed the same emphasis on
it as security and development, making it one of the three pillars and the
three major tasks of the UN. Based on this, he put forward the “humani-
tarian intervention” theory, in the name of “Responsibility to Protect” .
After a long time, this was also written into the documents of the 60th UN

Anniversary Summit in 2005.
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Third, when US President George W. Bush waged the Iraq War, he
was opposed to the unilateral actions of the US without the authorization of
the Security Council. Moreover, he insisted that the UN solve disputes in a
peaceful way, which manifested his principle of independence.

As a result, he infuriated the US government, especially the conser-
vatives and the neo-conservatives, the latter of whom mounted a campaign
to discredit the UN and the Secretary-General. The campaign is called an
investigation of the “Oil-for-Food Scandal. ” Back then, the UN imposed
sanctions on Iraq. In order to protect the Iraqi people from the damage of
the sanctions, the UN allowed Iraq to export a fraction of its oil for money
to buy food and medicine for the people. The income of the oi] export came
under the UN control. In order to place blame on Kofi Annan, the US
seized the opportunity and scrutinized possible corruption in the pro-
ject. This is the so-called “Oil-for-Food Scandal. ” It turned out that there
was at most maladministration, and no serious corruption. In comparison
with the US corruption in the Iraq War, this is not even worth mentioning.

So, despite the US campaign to discredit the Secretary-General, Kofi
Annan’s farewell speech was frequently interrupted by applause. The
speech finished in a lengthy standing ovation. This showed the deep appre-
ciation of most member states for Kofi Annan’s ten-year tenure, and a
demonstration of opposition to the US. The media also heaped praises on
him, hailing him as the “secular Pope. ”

The question is why so far only three Secretary-Generals have taken
full advantage of the moral force of this post and achieved an independent
status, and only one has succeeded? There are two reasons according to
my first-hand observations: One is the external factor; the other is the in-
ternal factor, namely, the individual factor.

The so-called external factor is the current state of international af-
fairs. For the UN, it means whether the member states allow or need the

Secretary-General to play an independent role. In this regard, four of the
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seven Secretary-Generals are completely devoid of this kind of opportunity,
for their tenures were in the period of the Cold War when the US and the
Soviet Union sought supremacy and they would have run into trouble if they
had tried. So these four Secretary-Generals were wise enough to know what
was beyond their reach and let things take their own course. Boutros
Boutros-Ghali and Kofi Annan came into office at the best time in the histo-
ry of the UN when the Cold War finished and the UN could come into
play. In his short tenure, Hammarskjold from Sweden was lucky to have
this opportunity, for the US and the Soviet Union reached a consensus on
the issue of the Suez Canal. The rest of them were out of luck during their
tenure.

Two aspects matters when it comes to the individual factor; One is-
perspicacity ; the other is a sense of balance.

The so-called perspicacity means that the Secretary-General should
know he could not abuse his moral force and cross the line. From this point
of view, Kofi Annan, who climbed up his career ladder from within the
Secretariat, obviously knew the tolerance of the member states quite
well. However, Boutros Boutros-Ghali, who was Deputy Prime Minister
and Minister of Foreign Affairs of Egypt before directly becoming the Secre-
tary-General, failed to understand this point. As a result, he took a stance
of confrontation. However, Kofi Annan expressed the same meaning in a
different way: “Only when the Secretary-General doesn’t serve the narrow
interest of one country, could he take care of the interest of all
countries.

His words also mentioned independence but he kept a low profile. In a
sense, he had a begging rather than challenging tone. He meant that only
when he got independence could he offer his services, which was reasona-
ble and acceptable to everyone.

This does not mean that Annan’s knowledge of the tolerance would

prevent him from utilizing his power fully. In this aspect, 1 think the first
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two of the three achievements mentioned above showed that he took full ad-
vantage of the special influence the Secretary-General’s position entails.

The first is “the Millennium Development Goals” ( MDGs) men-
tioned above. Supporting MDGs was not the original intention of the US,
who had little interest in assisting developing countries. How did the Secre-
tary-General do it? He did it by first persuading American civil societies,
and seeking support from celebrities and high-profile entrepreneurs, . there-
by creating public opinion in the country and pushing their government to
accept the MDGs.

The second is the issue of human rights, on which a considerable
number of countries in the UN, especially African countries, had
doubts. Kofi Annan, shortly after taking office as Secretary-General, put
forward this issue first to the African countries while attending an African
Union summit. For the reason that he was the newly appointed Secretary-
General from Africa, African countries did not question this issue despite
their doubts. Then he slowly advanced this issue over the next six to seven
years and finally succeeded in writing it into the UN documents. This is the
aspect of perspicacity | mentioned. Annan’s perspicacity is reflected in the
following aspects: First, he realized that with the member states being his
boss, he should keep a low profile. But at the same time, he was aware of
the moral force he had and that through tenacity he could enable the state
members to accept things that he thought right.

Then, we will talk about his sense of balance. In this aspect, he is wi-
ser than Dag Hammarskjold. Inside the Secretariat of the UN, many people
would give Hammarskjold a higher approval rating than I would. Most of
them believe that Annan inherited the ideas of Hammarskjold and is a
loyal successor. But in my opinion, Annan is wiser, for Hammarskjold
did not have as good a sense of balance. When the Congo Crisis broke
out, the US and the Soviet Union took an opposite stance. Hammarskjosld

basically stood on the US side, and thus was criticized by the Soviet U-
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nion. Therefore, some even suspected that his death in the plane crash
was a plot by Soviet spies, which of course lacks evidence. But Annan,
on the contrary, has a better sense of balance. He once said that as the
Secretary-General, he should not only keep good relations with the US,
but also serve all the 190 member states ( there were only 190 at the
time) well. He practiced what he preached. Among all the former Secre-
tary-Generals, he was the one who frequented Washington the most. He
kept in touch with various circles in the US, including the business com-
munity, the media and celebrities besides the government. His charisma
was widely recognized among American celebrities. Even so, he never
spoke without balancing the interests of various players. In fact, he often
took into account the interest of all parties involved. There are many such
examples, but the most outstanding example in my view is his comment
on Ambassador John Bolton, an American permanent representative to
the UN.

Before the heads of state summit on the 60th anniversary of the UN,
the US government, taking advantage of the recess of the House and the
Senate, appointed John Bolton, a neo-conservatism figure, as the perma-
nent US representative to the UN. This person had kept a negative view of
the UN. Therefore his nomination already alarmed the UN. After taking of-
fice, the first thing he did was to propose over 170 draft amendments to
the virtually agreed documents of the summit meeting, which amounted to
almost a new start. This caused common resentment in the UN, including
even US allies. Under these circumstances, when Annan emerged from a
Security Council meeting, he was interviewed by a reporter about his view

“

on Bolton’s imposition of American views on the UN. He replied, “ Any
country’s permanent representative to the UN is here to advocate his nation-
al position. 7 This sentence was meant to give Bolton face. But then he
added, “Yet whether he could succeed depends on his ability to convince

other countries’ permanent representatives, and his willingness to listen to
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