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Kofi Annan castigated Security Council diplomats for taking so long to reach a resolution on Lebanon, but the United Nations itself is not above criticism
Beneath a garish Norwegian mural depicting a phoenix rising from the ashes, Kofi Annan, the UN Secretary General, addressed the weary diplomats who had been smiling and congratulating each other. Their grins froze as the Ghanaian began not by hailing the Security Council's achievement in securing a resolution on the Middle East crisis, but by admonishing them about the "dangers of allowing problems to fester" too long. 

 "I would be remiss if I did not tell you how profoundly disappointed I am that the council did not reach this point much, much earlier," Mr Annan said. "All members of this council must be aware that this inability to act sooner has badly shaken the world's faith in its authority and integrity."

Mr Annan is right: if ever there was a time for a decisive UN role, it is now. Supporters claim that the organisation's peacekeeping duties - some 70,000 troops deployed in 17 missions at a cost of approximately $5 billion a year - have led to a decline in the number of wars, genocides and human rights abuses over the past decade.

Its many critics, however, point to a long and growing list of failures, including not preventing the 1994 Rwandan genocide; not effectively intervening in the fighting in the Congo from 1998 to 2002, which left five million dead; not stopping the 1995 Srebrenica massacre, despite having designated the area a ''safe haven'' for refugees and assigning Dutch soldiers to protect it; and not successfully delivering food to the starving in Somalia in the early 1990s.

The UN's impotence was enhanced by its oil-for-food programme in Iraq, from which Saddam Hussein stole billions of dollars, and from which a Swiss company which had employed Kofi Annan's son profited. Its reputation has been further tarnished by UN peacekeepers sexually abusing and exploiting girls as young as eight in at least five countries, including Congo, Haiti and Liberia.

Lebanon is the UN's latest chance to prove it is not entirely ineffective. The prospects for success, however, are not good. Running to six pages, UN Resolution 1701 outlines, in tortuous detail, a Heath Robinson apparatus for solving the conflict that erupted more than a month ago when Hezbollah killed eight Israeli soldiers and kidnapped two others. 

"I can't pretend it is other than very complex," said Sir Emyr Jones Parry, the British ambassador to the UN. Boiled down, the resolution envisages 15,000 Lebanese Army troops, supplemented by 15,000 soldiers from a beefed-up and expanded UN Interim Force in Lebanon (Unifil), occupying a buffer zone in the south of the country. 

Simultaneously, Israeli troops would withdraw, a ceasefire would be declared and the Lebanese force, supported by Unifil, would oversee the disarmament of Hezbollah. Unfortunately, Hezbollah has given no indication that it intends to disarm, and neither the ineffectual Lebanese Army - poorly trained and equipped - or the Beirut government has shown that it has the will to compel it to. 

In the meantime, the resolution forbids Israel only from mounting "offensive" military operations - leaving room for interpretation if it views Hezbollah, sponsored by Iran and Syria, preparing for further violence. A central Israeli calculation in backing the resolution is that Hezbollah will not abide by it.

History may support that view. Security Council resolution 1559, adopted in 2004, also called on Lebanon to establish its sovereignty over all of its land and to disarm Hezbollah, overseen by a Unifil force of nearly 2,000. If the UN had ensured compliance in the past two years, Hezbollah attacks on Israel would have ended and the slaughter of the past month avoided. Instead, the non-compliance was ignored, and the UN's soldiers stood by as Hezbollah guerrillas set up and fired rockets into Israel from next to UN posts.

It is little wonder that many observers of Mr Annan's Friday night lecture to the Security Council about its credibility considered it to be belated and somewhat ironic. Secretary General since 1996, he is associated with some of the most ignominious episodes in the organisation's 61-year history.

Paul Volcker, investigating the oil-for-food scandal after Saddam's fall, said Mr Annan had "not been exonerated by any stretch of the imagination". And, on the eve of the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, when Hutus hacked to death 800,000 Tutsis, it was Mr Annan, then head of UN peacekeeping, who pulled out half of the UN's forces.

Mr Annan also stood by as the UN Human Rights Commission was headed by countries such as Libya, where torture was pervasive and its notorious People's Courts dispatched political opponents to death. The commission was last year turned into a council and Libya, along with Sudan and Zimbabwe, were removed. 

But China, Cuba and Saudi Arabia were allowed on the council - which was promptly boycotted by America. The US has also balked at a $1.6 billion plan to upgrade the UN's New York headquarters. America, which provides 22 per cent of the UN's annual budget of $1.3 billion, remains deeply suspicious of the organisation. 

Pedro Sanjuan, who worked as a US official there for a decade, said a strong UN would be in American interests, but that moves towards reform were always "tons of verbiage amounting to nothing". John Bolton, the US ambassador to the UN, once remarked that the UN secretariat could lose 10 of its 39 storeys and no one would notice any difference.

Without reform, some believe alternatives should be looked at. Kim Holmes, a US assistant secretary of state until last year, is in favour of promoting the Council of Democracies, launched in 2000 with a membership of 106 democratic governments. "It would be good if the UN had some competition," he said.

Dore Gold, a former Israeli ambassador to the UN, is resigned to it remaining, but contemptuous of its role. "I don't see its building being turned into condominiums. I don't believe in reforming the UN. I believe in going around it." 

Joshua Muravchik, of the conservative American Enterprise Institute, which is close to the Bush Administration, views Mr Annan as a "strident partisan" and the UN as a "tawdry organisation", but said that it could still be a useful forum for diplomacy. As it stands, the UN was, he said, constantly undermined by endemic "anti-Israel agitation" in the 192-member General Assembly because of the influence that the 

Arab-Muslim bloc wields. "As a player in its own right, the UN is weak and discredited," he said.

Resolution 1701 may provide further ammunition for this view. The expanded Unifil force, likely to be French-led, falls short of the US and Israeli proposal for up to 20,000 troops with powers to enforce the disarmament of Hezbollah. 

The expansion of Unifil from its current 1,991 men could take weeks and it may well turn out to be unable to provide the backbone that the Lebanese Army, whose ranks contain many Hezbollah supporters, needs. 

There is also the danger of a direct conflict with Hezbollah, which may subvert the resolution. Memories still linger of the 1983 suicide bombings, when Hezbollah killed 241 

US servicemen and 58 French paratroopers stationed in Beirut to maintain security. Since Unifil first deployed in Lebanon in 1978, 250 of its troops have been killed.

Under the new resolution, Mr Annan must negotiate the timing of a ceasefire, broker a deal over the disputed Shebaa Farms sliver of land, and oversee a "long-term solution" agreed by Lebanon and Israel. It is a tall order, although Mr Annan perhaps hopes that the mission will crown his long UN career as it edges towards a close at the end of this year.

While Mr Annan's reputation might be on the line, for UN troops on the ground the stakes are much higher. Their plight was illustrated two weeks ago, when four Unifil soldiers were killed by an Israeli air strike at their isolated Patrol Base Khiam. Unarmed and hiding in their bunkers, the "observers" had been unable to observe anything or take any action to defend themselves or civilians.

Overlooking the Blue Line border between Lebanon and Israel, the two lieutenant colonels from China and Finland and two majors from Canada and Austria had become increasingly frantic as Israeli bombs landed closer and closer. They logged 21 explosions nearby, 12 of them within 100 yards and five actually hitting the base area, and radioed an Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) liaison officer south of the border, urging a ceasefire. Then came the direct hit.

Mr Annan said he was "shocked and deeply distressed by the apparently deliberate targeting by Israeli Defence Forces". Israel protested that the four deaths were "accidental", but was globally condemned. 

Then new information emerged. A week before his death, Major Hess von Krudener, 44, the Canadian, had sent a group email back home describing exactly what had been happening at Khiam. Situated on a ridge with commanding views, he could see IDF positions on the Golan Heights, he said, as well as "most of the Hezbollah static positions in and around our patrol base". The "lion's share of fighting" had taken place in the vicinity and it was so dangerous that UN patrolling had ceased. 

He reported that "the closest artillery has landed within two metres of our position", but he did not blame the Israelis. "This has not been deliberate targeting, but has rather been due to tactical necessity. Please understand the nature of my job here is to be impartial and to report violations from both sides without bias. As an Unarmed Military Observer, this is my raison d'être."

Major Gen Lewis MacKenzie, a distinguished Canadian soldier and one of the email recipients, said that Major von Krudener was using veiled language: "What he is saying translates roughly as: 'We have Hezbollah fighters all over our position engaging the IDF and using us as shields.' " 

Stephen Harper, the Canadian prime minister, demanded to know why the post was attacked but also, pointedly, "why it remained manned during what is now, more or less, a war". Despite ordnance having landed around the position for more than a week, it took a catastrophe to prompt the UN to withdraw its forces from the area. 

This sorry episode encapsulates the almost impossible position in which the United Nations finds itself in the Lebanon conflict, caught between all sides - and falling tragically short of the noble expectations of its founders in 1945, who set it up to "save succeeding generations from the scourge of war".

