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This week’s UN summit is at risk of failure not because there are faulty proposals on the table, but because member states will accept their dilution in the name of a norm that has come to cripple the General Assembly. 

As anyone who has ever been to a family event with young children will know, it is almost impossible to satisfy everyone at the same time, with most experiences treading a thin line between everyone’s respective needs or demands. This is exactly the situation that is facing the UN this week, as the very large “family” of 170 heads of state arrive to sign off on a series of reforms which could change the organisation and its role in the world for the better.

Annan’s proposal is ingenious, recognising the diversity of demands in the family. Developing countries want the UN more engaged in development, equalising conditions for world trade, relieving debt and getting the rich nations to honour their development assistance pledges. Developed countries want the UN to insist on a blitz on corruption, greater accountability, more private sector initiatives, better government and a stable partnership between rich and poor. Peace & security proposals include a peace-building commission to assist states in post-conflict, supporting a “responsibility to protect” to avoid the next Rwanda, and a definition on terrorism and use of force guidelines. All are noble and lofty aims for the organisation. 
Nevertheless, as we all know, young children can be unruly, and sometimes have sets of demands that will never be fully satisfied – the successful negotiator will either try to balance each child’s demands and search for a consensus, or chose some sort of system which will ensure representation and decision-making. And this is precisely the situation that currently faces the UN. Despite the fact that the General Assembly has already decided on the latter system (one vote per member state), and despite the fact that this system is subject to much criticism, this is the system that has been chosen for decision-making – democracy. One child, one vote. This all sounds well and good, but this system has been crippled by a norm that has emerged within the GA – the search for consensus. And in the GA, consensus is interpreted as unanimity. 

Indeed, consensus is an admirable aim, and wouldn’t the world be a wonderful place if this was always possible? But would anything actually get changed? The search for consensus intrinsically means placating a wider spectrum of parties, which have a wider range of ideas and interests – meaning that the final proposal that arrives at the table is quite often a shadow of its former self. Those original grand aspirations and ideas turn into meaningless pieces of paper. 

Annan himself summed up the problem in a recent interview: “We have tended to define consensus as unanimity. Where you have a large majority of members who want something, one should not allow a small minority to withhold their consent unreasonably. They should have the courage to vote and take decisions. But they tend to want to get consensus at all costs, and therefore you have 191 vetoes.”
 
This is nothing new for the delegates in the GA. Time and again they have seen meaningful resolutions come to the floor with a good chance of being passed by the two thirds majority, only to be diluted in the name of consensus. Instead of standing up to the unruly children and defending a position, resolutions have been modified and diluted to accommodate everyone in the name of consensus. Consensus is not unanimity.

Consensus can be good. Small changes can be good. Incremental steps can lead towards many meaningful and lasting reforms. Nevertheless, the watering-down of core reform proposals at a time when bold reform is needed will not help the UN this week, nor the member states within it. Member states are going to have differing opinions on issues; and this should be celebrated.

Whilst states will obviously seek to gain as much support as possible for resolutions, these resolutions will be meaningless if changed significantly in attempts to satisfy everyone. Resolutions should pass and fail, and member states should vote in favour or against, as was originally conceived at the creation of the Charter sixty years ago.  

Member states know this is a crucial moment for the organisation, and know that marked changes are needed for the UN to remain relevant. By working and voting in the GA as was originally intended – through the principle of democracy – meaningful change can be achieved. The core irony of this week’s summit may be that meaningful reform is not achieved, not due to lack of majority support in the GA, but because of the simple fact that member states won’t use the existing structures and principles as they should do.     
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