Fury at Zimbabwe UN role

West outraged as African nations help elect key minister to head environmental body 
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A major rift between the West and Africa was exposed at the United Nations this weekend as Zimbabwe was controversially elected as head of the UN's main environment body. 

Diplomats from the European Union and the US had strongly objected to a country that has destroyed a once-thriving farming industry, has a failing economy, an appalling human rights record and a poor record of looking after its wildlife and national parks, holding the post. 

But in a secret ballot at the UN in New York, Zimbabwe was elected to lead the Commission on Sustainable Economic Development (CSD) by a 26-21 vote with three abstentions. It seems developing countries voted for Zimbabwe in a direct show of defiance against developed ones. EU nations led the objections to Zimbabwe's candidacy in a heated debate late on Friday. 

The CSD's entire two-week session had earlier come under attack for its scripted speeches and inability to find common targets for green policies. The conference was brought to an end with no consensus after the 25-member EU refused to approve a paper that included no concrete measures. 

The meetings then descended into further upset after the vote in favour of Zimbabwe's environment and tourism minister, Francis Nhema. 

The post rotates among regions and Nhema was Africa's choice to lead the commission for the next year. Nhema, as a member of President Robert Mugabe's government, is the subject of an EU travel ban, meaning he cannot travel to Europe to meet ministers on commission business. Nhema responded by saying Western nations had the 'right to their opinions'. 'At the end of the day the majority rules as democracy does,' he said. 

Many observers believe the result was an overwhelming snub to the US and the EU by developing nations, especially those in South America, who respected both the African block's decision and their refusal to be pushed around by former colonial masters. 

'When they tell the African group to change, it's an insult to our intelligence,' said Zimbawe's ambassador to the UN, Boniface Chidyausiku. 'It's our right (to hold the chair). We're members of the United Nations and we're members of CSD, and the Africa group did make a decision and endorsed Zimbabwe.' 

Germany's environment minister, Sigmar Gabriel, pointed out that the travel ban against Mugabe's government meant Nhema would be restricted in his contact with those countries. 

'It would not be possible for us to invite the chair, if it is from the government of Zimbabwe, or to have contacts with the chair,' said Gabriel, whose country holds EU's current presidency. 

Zimbabwe is suffering its worst economic crisis since independence in 1980 with inflation currently at 2,200 per cent and expected to rise. Mugabe's policies, including the seizure of white-held farms to resettle landless blacks and to give as gifts to his political allies - including Nhema, himself, who was given a 2,500 acre farm said to lie mostly idle - are blamed. 

There is increasing controversy over the nature of international relations with Zimbabwe - last week it was revealed by the country's state-controlled newspaper, the Herald, that the football governing body FIFA had given South Africa permission to allow visiting teams to base themselves in Zimbabwe during the 2010 World Cup, while Australians are debating whether the nation's cricket team should tour in Zimbabwe. The Australian government is considering legal action to prevent the cricket team from touring Zimbabwe in September. 

'Zimbabwe's election will be seen as an outrage by millions of people who look to the United Nations for help to escape from poverty,' the British minister for climate change and the environment, Ian Pearson, said in a statement. 'They will be asking how the body charged with promoting sustainable development will be able to maintain credibility while being chaired by a representative of a government whose failed policies have destroyed its own economy.' 

Minister for Africa Lord Triesman also stressed his opposition to the appointment, saying: 'For a Zimbabwean minister to chair the commission while his own people suffer the appalling consequences of his government's policies, is wholly inconsistent with the commission's aims. 

'It damages the credibility of the commission itself and its ability to deal with issues affecting the livelihoods of millions from the poorest countries.'

