Annan at Odds with Washington

The UN Secretary General has fallen seriously foul of the new Bush administration and the American right, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat 
 
Relations between UN Secretary General Kofi Annan and the U.S. administration have deteriorated remarkably quickly; so much so that questions are being asked about why Annan is coming under sustained attack, particularly by the American right wing, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.
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UNANSWERED QUESTIONS: While some people think that nothing more sinister than a misunderstanding is the reason behind worsening relations between U.S. and UN, others believe that what is taking place is the result of a deliberate policy designed to incite Americans against the United Nations, whether Annan were secretary-general or not.
 Some might say that differences between the secretary-general and the Bush administration are so fundamental—especially concerning Iraq—that other UN member states cannot but back Annan in his confrontation with the Americans.
 Yet there are others who point out that because Annan had extended many services to the U.S. administration—services for which he was bitterly criticized—he should be left to face his current problems on his own.
 But whichever point of view one adopts, several questions remain unanswered: What does the U.S. administration want from Annan and the UN? Is Annan ready to do Washington’s bidding? And what if he decides not to, especially since his term still has two years to run?
 Annan committed his first major error after flying back from Iraq in what was to prove his only trip to try and avert war. In a news conference he held in New York, the secretary general described Saddam Hussein as ‘a man I can do business with.’
 This at a time when U.S. policy was doing its utmost to demonize the Iraqi leader. Annan’s ‘slip of the tongue’ has made him a criminal in America’s eyes ever since. For his part, the secretary general has been very careful about what he says about Iraq—a country he has never set foot in since.
 But Annan’s tongue has apparently developed a penchant for ‘slipping’: In an interview with the BBC a few months ago, the UN secretary general used the term ‘illegal’ to describe the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq, an invasion that lacked Security Council authorization. While Annan had often described the Iraq war as being in violation of UN norms, he had never couched his criticisms in terms as undiplomatic as ‘illegal.’
 What really angered the Bush administration however was the message Annan reportedly sent to the U.S. president, British Prime Minister Blair, and interim Iraqi Prime Minister Iyad ‘Allawi. According to American sources, the way the message was sent angered the White House almost as much as its content. For it was faxed rather than being delivered by hand. American diplomats saw this as a deliberate insult, while Washington politicians viewed its timing—just before the U.S. presidential election—as ‘suicidal.’
 It was what the message said however, that really angered the Americans; for the secretary general openly called on Washington not to proceed with the attack on Fallujah, but to exhaust all political efforts before launching military action. American diplomats (and a number for foreign diplomats as well) believe that Annan overstepped his authority be sending such a message.
 Annan’s defenders however adopted a totally opposite stance, saying that that was not the first time the United Nations differed with the United States on Iraq.
 There is increasing talk nowadays about individuals in Annan’s immediate circle being directly targeted especially by neoconservatives in the Bush administration. One UN official coming under fire is Annan’s special adviser Lakhdar Ibrahimi, who Washington pleaded with to play a role in forming an interim administration in Iraq. Ibrahimi agreed only to discover that the U.S. had already had its own Iraqi interim government figured out. Seeing that his advice was ignored, Ibrahimi bowed out.
 But some Washington officials believe that Ibrahimi inspired Annan’s latest message on Fallujah, and that is why he is under attack now. In neoconservative eyes, the Algerian ex-foreign minister is an Arab nationalist—a grave sin in their book. In addition, the United States and Israel are uncomfortable at the fact that the UN secretary-general has an Arab to advise him—especially an Arab with Brahimi’s credentials.
 American and Israeli hawks have another high-profile Arab official in their sights: IAEA chairman Mohammad ElBaradei, who committed the grave error of talking about Israel’s nuclear capability. His direct problem with the Bush administration however arose during the presidential election campaign, when the IAEA revealed that American forces in Iraq failed to secure ammunition dumps, which led to huge amounts of explosives falling into insurgent and terrorist hands.
 
 UNFORGIVABLE SIN: The issue was used incessantly and to great effect by Democratic candidate John Kerry, so much so that it almost tilted the race in his favor—until al-Jazeera came along with Bin Laden’s infamous message. Scared of al-Qa’ida, American voters flocked back to Bush.
 According to many senior figures in the Bush administration therefore, Ibrahimi and ElBaradei had interfered in the presidential election in Kerry’s favor—an unforgivable sin.
 The Bush administration is particularly sensitive to anyone it believes supported Kerry. Even Annan’s appointment of an American friend of ex-ambassador Richard Holbrook to a senior UN post during the election campaign angered the Republicans because Holbrook was acting as Kerry’s adviser at the time. It is therefore not unlikely that the U.S. government would demand that Annan get rid of these two individuals because of their positions and because they are Arabs. But American demands will not stop there.
 The main American objective is to subjugate the United Nations completely, any UN position seen to contradict U.S. policy is reason enough for the UN to be castigated and punished. Since the U.S. is the UN’s biggest benefactor by far, the Bush administration is threatening to cut off funding unless the UN does what it is told—especially in the three areas of Iraq, Palestine-Israel, and Sudan.
 While it is true that the UN and U.S. have had their differences in the past, this is the first time such differences have ideological underpinnings. The religious-ideological background of the current U.S. administration has added a new element to the equation.
 But Kofi Annan is careful not enter into an ideological showdown with the Bush administration. Remember that Annan was America’s choice for UN secretary-general, after the previous Democratic administration fell out with his predecessor Butros Butros Ghali.
 Kofi Annan is confused as to why he has so suddenly fallen from grace in Washington; after all, it was not too long ago that Bush insisted that he call him ‘Dubya’ as a mark of familiarity. But it seems that Annan’s cautiousness is an unwanted trait in today’s White House in which people and nations are seen either to be ‘with us or against us.’ It is simply not possible—according to Washington hawks and neoconservatives—for anyone to be cautious on Iraq; what they demand—and expect—is total and unreserved support.
 In other words, it is unacceptable for Annan to hesitate while the United States is engaged in one of its most difficult adventures ever in Iraq. Washington expects the secretary-general to extend all the help he can so that the Iraqi elections could go ahead as planned next January. He should never criticize U.S. military action in Iraq, and should not talk about ‘using disproportionate force.’ In short, Annan must not shoot his mouth off and do as he is told.
 
 Annan’s navigation—which has landed him in trouble with the U.S. administration—has also cost him a lot with other nations. But he is discovering that audacity is even costlier.
 
 Kofi Annan would responsible for cases of sexual harassment committed by senior UN officials should he not prosecute them; he is  responsible for UN corruption should it be proven that the organization was indeed corrupt when handling the Iraq oil-for-food deal. The secretary-general is guilty of some maladministration at the UN and for failing to correctly address UN employees who have come to expect more of him than from his predecessors since he rose from their ranks. He is also guilty of not standing up solidly to confront all countries which violate international and humanitarian laws and conventions.
 
 The concentrated pressure campaign Kofi Annan is receiving from the United States must remind him of what he underwent with Israel earlier. He had been of great service to both and never thought they would turn on him so suddenly after all he has done for them in the not too distant past. 
 
 Annan has two more years and he has to figure out how best to serve as UN secretary general during this time. Navigation did not serve him well. Forthrightness created problems for him. Hiding behind his spokesmen's statements did not gain a lot of popularity around the world.
 
 Kofi Annan is adrift—at least until he figures out a way to deal with the U.S. campaign against him and the demands the Americans are making of him. 
 
We are all ears in anticipation.
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