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Ambassador T.P. Sreenivasan, Moderator, introduced                   Gen. Nambiar as a distinguished Officer of the Indian Army, who rose to the level of Deputy Chief of the Army and won several decorations including a Vir Chakra. After his appointment as the Force Commander of the UN forces in former Yugoslavia, he became one of the foremost experts in UN peacekeeping matters, in recognition of which he was appointed to the UN Secretary General’s High Level Panel. It was a rare privilege to have General Nambiar at the Amity Centre to speak on UN Reform.

He traced the background of the establishment of the Secretary General’s High Level Panel. He recalled how India, together with the other nonaligned countries, had inscribed an item on the agenda of the General Assembly in 1979 on an expansion of the Security Council and how, in a rare moment of solidarity, the permanent members opposed the idea. They made joint demarches in Delhi and other capitals to discourage the move and the item lay dormant till the end of the cold war. The item was discussed every year and action postponed till next year. The proposal at that time was only to expand the non-permanent membership, but the opposition to it from the permanent members was very strong.

In the early nineties, the proposal was revived by India after some indications were received about a greater receptivity to the idea of an expansion. A procedural resolution, seeking the views of the member states was adopted in 1992 and another resolution was adopted in 1993 to set up a working group to study the views. Apart from an expansion of the Security Council, a number of other aspects of reform were introduced into the working group and some limited progress was made in greater transparency in the working methods of the Security Council. India and others put forward candidatures at this stage, but it became evident that the proposal was only to induct Germany and Japan as permanent members. India played a prominent role in preventing such a limited expansion or “quick fix”, as it came to be called. The motivation to include Japan and Germany was to reduce the peacekeeping costs that accrued to the permanent members. A number of proposals, including the two options put forward by the High Level Panel were discussed in the working group and rejected. There was an impasse in the working group, even though there was general agreement that the Council should be expanded. The terrorist attacks of Sept 11, 2001 and the second Iraq war brought new challenges to the attention of the world and it was against this backdrop that the Panel was appointed.

Gen. Nambiar said that it was a great privilege for him to serve on the Panel, composed of a galaxy of people from different walks of life, many of them, who had reached high positions in public life. The Panel submitted its report on Dec 1, 2004 and the SG used the report, together with the Millennium Development Goals, to produce his own package of proposals, entitled “In Larger Freedom.”

He said that he served on the Panel in his personal capacity, but he was conscious of the possible impact of the Panel’s recommendations on India. The Panel was tasked to address maintenance of international peace and security, in the context of the Iraq war, which had torn the Security Council into shreds. But it also had the possibility of discussing organizational matters, including the composition of the Security Council. The Panel reviewed the whole range of activities of the UN, but Security Council reform became the focus of attention. The Panel met six times in different parts of the globe and also held regional workshops and interactions. A wide spectrum of opinions was presented to the Panel. Nearly 35 Foreign Ministers presented their views.

There was no difference of opinion on the need for an expansion of the Security Council except for the United States, which was indifferent to the whole issue. Left to themselves, they would favour a one nation Security Council and so they did not care to interact with the Panel.

Gen. Nambiar said that throughout the discussions, there was recognition of a certain place for India in the emerging world order, though the specific nature of its role remained unclear. Russia, France and the UK were generally supportive of India assuming greater responsibilities in the Council. The opposition came strongly from the “Coffee Club”, a group of nearly 40 countries led by Italy and Pakistan. DPRK was against Japan and Italy was against Germany. 

The Panel veered round to the view towards the end that the only way was for it to recommend 4 year renewable terms for certain countries, which eventually became Option B of the report. A report was leaked to the Economist that the Panel would favour a rotational formula. Gen. Nambiar said that at the final meeting, he insisted that he would not sign on to such a formula and that he would favour inclusion of additional permanent members. Germany was not represented on the Panel and the Japanese and Brazilian representatives were not prepared to put forward their countries’ perspective and, therefore, there was pressure on him to acquiesce in Option B. But the readiness of the Secretary General to have more than one option in the report and the agreement in the Panel that two African countries could be included as permanent members broke the impasse and the Option A was included. There was no support for the veto being extended to the permanent members and the general view was that the veto should be eventually eliminated altogether. Additional veto would paralyze the Council, it was argued. Gen. Nambiar felt that both the options would be considered in the coming months and it was unclear as to which option would be eventually adopted. He guessed that smaller countries would favour Option B.

Gen.Nambiar said that the other important issues on which the Panel reached agreement were use of force, definition of terrorism (no cause, however worthy, would justify killing of innocent people), peacekeeping (standing force was not favoured even by the SG) and the role of regional organizations. The recommendations made by the Panel, if adopted, would make the UN more effective and responsive.

In answer to questions, Gen. Nambiar said that the position of the United States was crucial in securing permanent membership for India. There were greater expectations of India in other countries than in our own. Our capabilities were most recently demonstrated when we handled the tsunami relief work. India should endeavour to get the US on board. He said that he could not think of anything that we had done recently for which the US would be grateful to us. On the other hand, the perception was that Pakistan had done a marvelous job in the fight against terrorism. India should acquire greater economic strength and begin to play a more active role in keeping the peace in our region. Our usefulness to the US in keeping the peace in the world would be a crucial factor in their thinking about India’s legitimate place in the world. Asked about China’s position on the Security Council reform, Gen.Nambiar said that China would not oppose India’s inclusion, if there was general agreement in its favour.

The moderator noted Gen. Nambiar’s significant contribution to the work of the Panel by insisting on the inclusion of Option A. If that was not done, Option B would have been a fait accompli by now. India had taken a tactical position that the new permanent members should have the veto, but it was clear that this was not likely to be conceded. India had a good chance of becoming a permanent member if Option A were to be adopted. But the adoption of Option A was far from certain, he said.

He also observed that sufficient attention was not being given to the advantages and disadvantages of being a permanent member. Would we be asked to share a greater financial burden? Would we not be under pressure to take positions on every issue, without adequate information or expertise? Would there be any advantage in being a permanent member without the veto? He suggested that these aspects should also be examined.

The moderator thanked Gen. Nambiar for leading the roundtable and the others for participating in the discussions.
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