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Washington (dpa) - The United States wants the hard-won cap on United Nations spending to be extended on June 30 in its push to bring about reform in the 60-year-old international organization, a top diplomat said Thursday. 

John Bolton, who represents the US at the UN, told a US Senate panel that the move - which does not yet have wide support in New York - would "give us more time to show progress on the reform front." 

The strategy is aimed at breaking down a "whip organisation" of developing countries in the General Assembly that have been blocking attempts to give more power to the secretary general and to cut down on the number of UN-funded mandates, according to Bolton's testimony. 

The US, the organisation's largest contributor, has led reform pressure in the wake of corruption scandals, notably in the former oil-for-food programme for Iraq. Secretary-General Kofi Annan has also been out in front in advocating for reforms. 

The United States, Japan and Germany contribute the largest amounts to the UN's $1 billion-plus budget every year. 

Japan, which carries 19.5% of the UN budget and wants a permanent seat on the Security Council, is so frustrated by the situation that it "might well consider" cutting its contributions to 14 or 15% of the total, Bolton told Congress. 

Bolton described the increasing efforts of 50 countries that contribute 87% of the UN budget - loosely organised under the "unlikely name" of JUSKCANZ - to wrestle with anti-reform moves by a larger group of nonaligned countries. The JUSKCANZ group includes the US, the European Union, Japan and almost all of Eastern Europe, including applicants to the EU. Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Korea, Turkey and Israel are also in the group. 

The developing countries, called the G-77, command the loyalty of about 132 countries plus China, who insist on having the final say about management and oppose cutting any of the 9,000 UN mandates being eyed for reform, the Senate panel heard. 

"I will tell you, their whip organisation is pretty good," Bolton said. "Breaking through that is just something we're going to have to work a lot harder at." 

The spending limits were first adopted in December in a last-ditch deal to allow passage of the UN budget. The deal, drafted by the US, Japan, Canada and other wealthy nations, set a $950 million spending cap for the first six months of 2006, with additional spending tied to progress on reform. 

With the second half of the year looming, Bolton suggested a similar lid, with the prospect of lifting it by September 30 if the General Assembly goes along with more reforms. 

"We're not asking for anything in exchange for doing this," Bolton insisted. "We're simply saying this would be something to consider to give us more time to show progress on the reform front." 

Bolton said the US should not make the tension "into a north-south confrontation" and outlined the strategy by the JUSKCANZ countries to "build a broader coalition for reform." 

But Bolton also acknowledged that the "road ahead on management reform remains difficult." 

The reform discussions are particularly important as Annan enters the final six months in the job and the UN searches for his replacement. 

Senator Richard Lugar, the Republican who chairs the Senate foreign relations committee, said the "predicament" appeared to be "extremely serious" and that reform was not going to occur "very rapidly." 

"Demagogues could take hold and things could move the other way," Lugar said. 

In addition to the $430 million the US contributes to the UN administration every year, it spends another roughly $2.5 billion on peacekeeping and other programmes. 

The US has already withheld some budget contributions in retaliation for intransigence by the General Assembly on budgetary issues over the years, and is in arrears with its dues.
