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Have the UN and its once-grand and utopian ideals been irredeemably lost?
IT'S time utopian dreamers set aside their romantic visions of the United Nations just long enough to confront the reality of what the organisation has become. The penultimate report of the Volcker inquiry into the Iraq oil-for-food scandal has lifted the lid on what can only be described as a cesspit of corruption, cynicism and incompetence.

If ever there was an indictment of the UN culture — and an argument for a wholesale clean-out — the 860-page bombshell that landed in the lap of the Security Council yesterday is surely it. The inquiry, headed by former US Federal Reserve chairman Paul Volcker, has identified "serious instances of illicit, unethical and corrupt" behaviour within the $A83 billion oil-for-food program run by the UN from 1996 to 2003.

The aim was to ease the impact of sanctions on Iraq by allowing Saddam Hussein's regime to sell oil in return for food, medicine and other essentials. In fact, it allowed Saddam to scam more than $A15 billion in illegal oil sales and kickbacks.

Some of this money built palaces. Some greased the palms of wheeler-dealers and spivs hired to buy Iraq influence.

But the most distressing accusation of all was that some of this slush fund found its way into the pockets of UN officials.

This latest report clears UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to the extent it finds no evidence he knew of the financial and other benefits sought or received by his son, Kojo, for lobbying on behalf of a prominent oil-for-food contractor. But the report documents how Saddam's regime had made provision for a $A1.3 million payment to Annan's predecessor, Boutros Boutros-Ghali, who was responsible for negotiating the protocols of the oil-for-food deal.

It also casts fresh light on the Security Council debates preceding the decision by the "coalition of the willing" in March 2003 to go to war in Iraq without explicit UN authority.

The Volcker report reveals how the major players most fiercely opposed to military intervention — Russia, France and China — were by far the biggest beneficiaries of Saddam's strategy of "playing favourites" in oil deals and supply contracts. Russian companies garnered more than $A25 billion in oil purchases; French companies $5.7 billion; Chinese companies $6.4 billion.

By May 1998, in contrast, most American oil companies had been blacklisted.

One exception was Coastal Corporation, and particularly an Iraqi-American consultant to the company by the name of Samir Vincent. In January this year, Vincent entered a guilty plea in New York to a criminal charge of conspiring to, and acting as, an unregistered agent of Saddam's regime, and of engaging in a prohibited financial transaction with Iraq.

Vincent has described under oath his role as a broker and middleman between Saddam's regime and "high-ranking UN officials" in back-channel negotiations leading up to the oil-for-food deal in May 1996. According to the report, Vincent, working in concert with a South Korean lobbyist, Tongsun Park (known to the Iraqis as simply "the Korean") had been promised several million dollars by the regime if they could negotiate a favourable deal for Iraq. The two commuted regularly between Baghdad and New York.

The report devotes more than 50 pages to unravelling a shadowy web of connections. The inquiry found that not only was Park a valued informal adviser of the former secretary-general, Boutros-Ghali, he also had business dealings with a former UN deputy, the Canadian Maurice Strong.

The Volcker inquiry finds that well over a million dollars was paid by Iraq to Vincent and Park, usually in large bundles of cash. According to Vincent, some was given to a UN official. The report quotes Saddam's oil minister, Amer Rashid, identifying the Egyptian diplomat, Boutros-Ghali, as that official.

In a letter to the inquiry, Boutros-Ghali denies receiving a bribe. The inquiry treads carefully: "The available evidence does not indicate that the former secretary-general received or agreed to receive any money paid by Iraq."

Sadly, however, this is not the first time Boutros-Ghali has been forced to deny impropriety. In a previous report, the inquiry accused Boutros-Ghali's brother-in-law and cousin of trading influence for barrels of oil. Investigators also questioned Boutros-Ghali about the selection of Banque Nationale de Paris as the oil-for-food banker.

These days, Boutros-Ghali spends much of his time in Geneva. His only official post-UN role has been as head of the Francophone Group of Nations. He was given that gig by an old mate, French President Jacques Chirac.

All of this would be bad enough if Boutros-Ghali were the only top official to come under scrutiny. But the inquiry has cited Benon Sevan, the man who ran oil-for-food, for soliciting oil allocations, along with another UN officer, Aleksandr Yakovlev. And Annan's former chief of staff, Iqbal Riza, resigned after the inquiry accused him of shredding documents.

The shadow of suspicion now extends to the entire UN procurement bureaucracy. Last week, federal prosecutors in the US launched an indictment against the head of the UN's budget oversight committee, Vladimir Kuznetsov, on charges of laundering thousands of dollars worth of bribes paid by companies seeking UN contracts. Investigations are exploring irregularities in the awarding of UN humanitarian contracts in East Timor, Liberia, Eritrea, Lebanon, Cyprus and Syria.

It is a debacle. It is a disgrace.

Next week, more than 170 world leaders will gather in New York for a summit marking the 60th anniversary of the United Nations. There is a significant reform agenda up for debate. And so there should be.

After perhaps the most sordid and shameful episode in the history of the world body, who could argue with the need for a dramatic turnaround? As the Volcker report notes, sombrely, the UN is facing serious questions about its integrity, its legitimacy: can it live up to its ideals?
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