African Veto Demand Risks Security Council Reform
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UNITED NATIONS, Aug 9 (IPS) - The 53-nation African Union (AU), the largest single regional group at the United Nations, is exercising its political clout by refusing to back down on its demand for two permanent seats in the U.N. Security Council -- but with hard-to-get veto powers. 

With its unyielding stand, reinforced at a second summit meeting of African nations in the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa last week, the AU has undermined an intense bid by the Group of Four, namely Germany, Japan, India and Brazil, for new permanent seats minus the veto. 

All four countries, co-sponsors of a resolution for the expansion of the 15-member Security Council, dropped their demand for vetoes hoping it would help them overcome strong opposition from some or most of the five veto-wielding permanent members (P-5): the United States, France, Britain, China and Russia. 

The P-5 have been accused of wanting to hold onto their veto powers while denying the same powers to newcomers. 

But with the AU sticking to its guns, the proposal to add new veto-less permanent members to the Security Council has come to a virtual dead end -- once again. 

A draft resolution introduced by the AU says the new permanent members should be accorded ”the same prerogatives and privileges as those of the current permanent members, including the right to veto.” 

The resolution followed a decision taken at the first AU summit meeting of heads of state in Libya in early July. 

”The AU should continue to demand veto power,” says Bill Fletcher Jr, president of the Washington-based TransAfrica Forum, a non-governmental organisation (NGO) that is also a centre for activism focusing on conditions in the African world. 

He pointed out that the AU represents nearly one billion people ”who have little if no voice at the global table.” 

”Either participation in the Security Council means the same for all participants, or it should be treated as a farce,” Fletcher told IPS. 

Last month, one U.S. newspaper quoted unnamed U.S. administration officials as saying that the United States is opposed to giving new members veto powers ”out of concern that it might paralyse the Security Council” and also dilute U.S. power at the United Nations. 

”What is the point of Security Council reform if it leaves the fundamental power structures intact? The argument for expansion must not only be linked to equitable representation but also to formal power,” Kwame Akonor, director of the African Development Institute, told IPS. 

”The fact is that the veto power (of the Security Council) still is a key instrument of international politics,” he said. ”The African Union should therefore not compromise on its demands for immediate veto rights for any new permanent council members.” 

Akonor also pointed out that it is quite clear that the AU has neither P-5 support nor the two-thirds majority needed to sustain its position but sacrificing this principle (in any reform discussions) is a declaration by Africa of its willingness to remain a silent non-actor in world politics. 

”The point cannot be overemphasised, especially if we bear in mind the fact that over half of the Security Council's current agenda deals with Africa,” he added. 

At a press briefing last month, U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan described as ”utopian” attempts to either abolish the existing vetoes or create new permanent seats with veto powers. 

”It is utopian to think we can do it. Many member states would want to do that, but it is not possible. And they are not willing to create additional vetoes (either),” he added. 

What is important, Annan argued, is to have effective representation on the Security Council, and to make it more democratic, to ensure that voices of other regions are heard. 

”And I think that sort of change would not only make the decisions of the Council much more acceptable generally, but also the Council itself will gain in greater legitimacy. And I think that is enough of an achievement for us to be able to move forward and not insist that if we cannot withdraw the (existing) veto from the other Five, we keep the status quo. That is the option,” he said. 

Bill Pace, general secretary of the World Federalist Movement, says that the expansion of the Security Council is an important goal ”to revitalise the Council's representivity and legitimacy.” 

”My organisation, however, fiercely opposes adding more vetoes or more permanent members to the Council. Permanent membership has resulted in dysfunction and ineptitude. As the world becomes more democratic, this imperial anachronism must be discarded,” he added. 

According to an African diplomat, the Addis Ababa summit rejected a proposal by Nigeria, the current AU chair, ”on the need to show more flexibility towards forging a unified African stance on the expansion of Security Council membership.” 

He said the proposal had called for abandoning the veto right for Africa's bid to get two permanent seats on the Security Council. 

According to one published report, the majority of AU member states, including Egypt, Algeria, Libya, Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Congo and Mali, rejected the proposal for a compromise stressing that the AU should demand two permanent seats for Africa but with veto powers. 

Currently, the 15-member Security Council has five permanent members and 10 elected members rotating on a geographical basis. The AU wants it expanded to 26 members as against 25 by the Group of 4. 

But the two groups remain sharply divided on the issue of veto power, threatening to bring the reform process to a standstill.
 

