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ETHICS, ACCOUNTABILITY AND RESPONSIVENESS IN

THE UNITED NATIONS SECRETARIAT

(A Discussion Paper)

by

M.J. Balogun

1. By an inter-office memorandum dated 7 June 1993, the Under-

Secretary-General for Administration and Management, Ms. Melissa

Wells, sought the views of Heads of Department and Office on the

crucial subject of accountability and responsibility in the United

Nations Secretariat.

2. Although it is tempting to approach the topic from a narrow

(especially, purely financial) angle, the task before us clearly

goes beyond suggesting improved financial procedures or, for that

matter, redrawing the boundaries between hierarchial levels in the

Organisation.

3. Fortunately, the memo's intent is broad. The over-arching

nature of the subject is reflected in the USG's exhortation to the

Department Heads to "treat it (the subject) with cmnmss. and
Dp

confidence in our ability to enhance the quality of the various

procedures and attitudes that shape our response to the mandates

given by Member States". The USG further calls attention to

Articles 100 and 101 of the UN Charter which underscore the

responsibilities of staff members.
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4. The task before us therefore includes clarifying, and if

necessary, broadening, the concepts of accountability and

responsibility, with a view to Baking them fully operational within

the secretariat, and bearing in mind the challenges facing the UN

as it grapples with the contemporary global concerns about the

quality of governance. This task cannot be satisfactorily

undertaken unless we arrive at a common understanding on precisely

those issues which explain the political convulsions and social

upheavals in different parts of the world today, viz, , the

accountability, responsibility, transparency, responsiveness, and,

above all, the ethical basis of institutions of the modern state.

I. UN'S ROLE IN A FRAGILE WORLD

5. The USG's memo, could not have come at a more opportune

period. At least two major developments in today's world underline

the importance of the memo's theme. First, the deepening crisis of

governance currently facing a significant number of countries

places a special obligation on the United Nations to lend support

to efforts designed to stem the crisis, restore the credibility of

institutions, and promote peace and security. Secondly, and as a

consequence of the crisis, the Organization has acquired new

responsibilities which expose it to media, and by implication,

popular scrutiny.
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6. The most difficult challenge facing the United Nations today

is how to work with Member States in accelerating the on-going

democratisation process while at the same time ensuring that the

process does not get out of hand. To date, the results of the

global drives towards representative and accountable government are

mixed. in contrast to a few countries which appear to have

successfully managed the transition from authoritarian rule to

popular participation, attempts at political liberalization led to,,

tragic consequences in others. In Eastern Europe, Poland, the a

Czech and the Slovak Republics are examples of new democracies

which by normal standards seem to be doing well. The same can be

said of Burundi, Cape Verde and Zambia.

7. The situation in many other parts of the democratising world

is at best volatile, at worst, grim. Countries in which experience,

in democracy have proved traumatic include the former Yugoslavia^

Georgia, Azerbaijan (which is also at war with Armenia over

Nagorno-Karabakh), Angola, Liberia and Somalia. In most of these

countries, the conflict is either over territory or the legitimacy*-

of incumbent rulers, or both. In practically every case, the;

return to normalcy has been delayed by the fragility of, and lacfcs

of people's confidence in, government institutions. The weakness

of institutions has in turn contributed to the gradual withering

away of civil society.
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8. Preventing the various localised conflicts from engulfing the

rest of the world is undoubtedly the United Nations1 major pre

occupation today. The Organizations security and peace-keeping

role has consequently expanded in recent months. This is

illustrated by the steady increase in the number and cost of peace

keeping operations mounted by the Organization. Between 1945 and

1987 (i.e over a period of 42 years, and despite the grave threat

posed by the Cold War between the East and the West during the

period) the number of UN peace-keeping operations stood at a mere

13. Since 1987 - within 5 years - not less than 13 other

operations have been fielded. An estimated 528,000 military,

police and civilian personnel had served under the UN flag up to

January 1992. Over 800 of them (from 43 countries) have died in

the service of the Organisation.

9. The costs of the operations amounted to US$8.3 billion in 1992

and show no sign of either stabilizing or falling, as an additional

US$3 billion was approved for the subsequent fiscal year. It must

also be noted that while the UN's commitments in the security and

peace-keeping area continued to increase, contributions from Member

States were not always paid on schedule. As at January 1992 the

outstanding arrears stood at over US$800 million.

10. In any case, the challenge facing the UN today dictates a

critical appraisal not only of the Organisation's programme

delivery capability but also the competence and attitudes of staff
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members, as well as the ethical basis and cost-effectiveness of

their decisions.

11. The professional and managerial attributes required in meeting

the on-going and the traditional challenges are relatively easy to

specify. In the area of peace and security, the Secretary-

General's Agenda for Peace provides an adequate guide to the type

of skills that are essential to the success of policy coordination

and field operations, viz., strategic planning, general and

operations management, diplomatic negotiation, and communications/

public relations skills, to mention a few. According to the S-G,

the aims of the UN during this critical period must be:

(i) to seek to identify at the earliest possible stage,

situations that could produce conflict, and to try

through diplomacy to remove the sources of danger

before violence erupts;

(ii) where conflict erupts, to engage in peace-keeping

aimed at resolving the issues that led to conflict;

(iii) through peace-keeping, to work to preserve peace,

however fragile, where fighting has been halted,

and to assist in implementing agreements achieved

by the peace-makers;
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(iv) to stand ready to assist in peace-building in its

differing contexts: rebuilding the institutions and

infrastructures of nations torn by civil war and

strife; and

(v) to address the deepest causes of conflict: economic

despair, social injustice and political oppression.

13. To stress the important role of the UN in the peace-keeping

and humanitarian field is not to conclude that the Organization's

traditional responsibilities have been suspended. The UN is still

very active in the field of economic and social development, and it

remains a major factor in disarmament, the promotion of justice and

human rights, decolonization, election monitoring, and support of

efforts towards smooth transition to democracy. Its specialized

agencies have earned the commendation of the world community for

the useful contributions they made in assisting the less-developed

countries, and in managing various programmes.

The New Ethical Focus

14. Important as professional and managerial skills are to meeting

the new demands on the UN, they do not substitute for a code of

acceptable conduct which the circumstances prevailing in the world

today require of those serving the United Nations. Besides the

consideration that the recipients of the Organization's services
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and programmes (i.e. the Member States) are themselves anxious to

promote and sustain a code of justice and decency within and among

States, it behoves a world body which is at the centre of the

efforts to observe this code in the organization and conduct of its

activities.

15. The UN's expanded role in recent years - particularly in the

field of peace and humanitarian operations - has placed additional

obligations on the Organization to be accountable to its growing

clientele. As it gets drawn into theatres of war, the UN loses

much of the anonymity that characterized its role even at the

height of the Cold War. Gone are the days when lapses and

omissions could be explained in terse press releases and then

considered forgotten. Today, UN personnel are under pressure to

answer - sometimes on television and in the full view of the world

- questions relating to the Organisation's position on some

sensitive and controversial issues.

16. The media exposure has heightened the chances of the role of

the UN or the character of its staff members being publicly

evaluated. It is not uncommon these days to come across newspaper

articles or watch television programmes assessing the effectiveness

of some UN operations, the competence of a particular agency, or

the neutrality of staff members in handling certain issues.
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17. The increased human, material, and financial resources now

controlled by the UN further provide an opportunity for the world

community to evaluate the Organization and its various

instrumentalities. The judicious allocation of the resources, the

discipline and integrity of the officials allocating the resources,

and the results or outcomes of resource allocation decisions -

these and the related issues of ethics, accountability,

transparency and responsiveness are now routinely discussed along

with the emerging role of the UN. The time is therefore ripe to

confront the issues in addition to those of professional and

managerial competence.

18. However, while the professional and managerial components of

the UN's new and traditional role can be easily identified, the

ethical responsibilities are much more difficult to define and to

be sketched into formal job descriptions. The next section

examines the key terms with a view to providing operational

definitions.

II. DEFINITIONS OF ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES

Overcoming the Barrier to Understanding

19. The major barriers to understanding in the field of ethics lie

in its goal and method. Like philosophy, ethics almost frequently
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embarks on the impossible mission of resolving paradoxes. In the

process (of seeking to reconcile the irreconcilable) ethics, in the

view of skeptics, employs "the understanding in a field where it

cannot profitably venture", and confounds the situation by

disregarding all rules of language and grammar.!/

20. Nothing illustrates the futility of resolving ethical disputes

with the help of an automatic technique or a universally recognized

expertise than the recently concluded Vienna Conference on Human

Rights. Delegates at the Conference were almost evenly divided on

the proposal to promulgate a code of human rights and establish a

high-powered ombudsman to enforce the code world-wide. While, as

insisted by the US Secretary of State, Mr. Warren Christopher, it

is plausible that "cultural relativism" is nothing more than a

pretext for wanton violation of human rights, it is also possible

to argue that where such rights are defined by deep-seated values

and viewed in emotional terms, efforts at a consensus will run into

impassable road-blocks.

21. As an institution staffed with individuals from different

societies, the United Nations faces a special problem as it seeks

to enact and enforce a code of ethics which accords with its new

and expanding role. Indeed, the differences in the backgrounds of

the UN staff members may be cited as a major factor explaining the

1/ A.J. Ayer, T.anauaae, Truth and Logic, Penguin, 1976.
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Organization's unique "management culture" - a culture which, if

truth be told, exhibits the best and the worst characteristics.

With their divergent starting points, the staff members are likely

to conduct themselves differently when faced with a particular

situation. What is right for some may be wrong for others. A

staff member's idea of proper comportment may be considered

repugnant to another person's notion of "justice, equity and good

conscience". The circumstances under which one is taught about

"right" and "wrong" are therefore of crucial importance to our

understanding of ethics.

22. If empirism fails us in our search for a universally

enforceable code of ethics, can we turn to rationalism and expect

to be released from the trap of language and meaning?

Specifically, is human "reason" a reliable guide to impeccable

behaviour? This is a question which philosophers - among them,

Plato, Benedict de Spinoza and A.J. Ayer in the west, Imam Al-

Ghazalli, in the Middle East, and Lao-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu in the

East - have sought to answer.

23. centuries after the topic was mooted, the debate over the

scope and limit of the human mind is far from being concluded. Even

a semblance of consensus has been obstructed by the intrusion of

religious, cultural, and political (or, until recently,

ideological) values.
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24. As a practical measure, and the differences in values

notwithstanding, the future of the human race may be said to depend

on socio-political and administrative systems heeding the

philosophical counsel that we "disperse emotion with reason" -

limited as human reason may be in the final analysis. It is by so

doing that we can begin to move towards a form of agreement on some

of the contemporary ethical issues - e.g. the need for civil

society and organised government; the nature of justice, fairness

and equality; the scope and limits of law, power, authority and

rules, and the relationship between secularism and faith.

25. The rationalist option proposed in this document has far-

reaching implications for the United Nations. While the

Organization is not like a sovereign state, and some of the ethical

concerns frequently raised at the Member State level are not

directly applicable to it (e.g. legitimacy of rulers,

accountability of officials to a popularly elected legislature, and

responsiveness to the demands of an electorate) it will have to

evolve a new management culture anchored on a strong ethical

foundation. For the avoidance of doubt, such a management culture

would have to incorporate the following elements:

(i) respect for human rights and the rule of law;

(ii) acknowledgement of equality of rights and the

reciprocity of rights and obligations;
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(iii) sanctions against the basic ethical violations

(bribery, conflict of interest, inflation of

contract prices, falsification of records, biased

interpretation/enforcement of rules, abuse of 'due

process1, manipulation of rules, nepotism,

favouritism, and sexual harassment or entrapment,

to mention a few) ;

(iv) strengthening of the institutional mechanism for

accountability, responsibility, transparency and

responsiveness (as defined in the subsequent

paragraphs).

Accountability

26. As a concept, accountability is consistent with the doctrine

of popular sovereignty. It does for the public official what the

market forces do for private entrepreneurs. It is an

organisation^ quality control device which enables the management

to determine not only what is wrong but also who should answer for

lapses and omissions. In effect, therefore, an institutional

mechanism for accountability should make it possible to establish

a parallel relationship between action and responsibility. between

acceptable and reprehensible behaviour, and, above all, between

accomplishments and rewards.
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27. It is tempting to view accountability in purely financial

terms. Compliance with legislative directives on resource

allocation and the cost-effectiveness of allocative decisions are

the primary concerns of auditors. Yet, while compliance and value-

for-money auditing reinforces the system of accountability, it

(auditing) by itself does not complete the cycle of accountability.

In other words, ferreting for information on the legality and

productivity of expenditures is a necessary but not sufficient

condition for accountability.

28. In the classical sense, accountability means answering for the

duties, responsibilities, processes, and attitudes specific to a

particular position, be it that of Department Head, Finance

Assistant, or Messenger. So it is that where a system of

"accountable management" is operated, it should be possible to

identify who is responsible for what. The main elements of such a

system are:

(i) formulation of a strategic plan;

(ii) preparation of programme budget (based on the plan);

(iii) establishment of accountable units and Key Results Areas;

(iv) drafting and constant up-dating of individual mission

statements;
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(v) appointment to positions (based on merit)

(vi) installation of internal reporting/control and internal

audit units.

29. The strength of accountable management lies in its enhancing

the opportunities for Internal self-evaluation before an

organisation faces external investigators (the general public, the

electorate, customers/clients, the public hearing committees of the

legislature, the judiciary, external auditors and the ombudsman).

30. The concept of responsibility is closely related to that of

accountability. In fact, to some analysts, both are inter

changeable. However, some fine distinctions may be made between

responsibility and accountability. While the latter refers to the

duties, responsibilities and "manner of behaviour" for which the

incumbent of a job - any job - is answerable, the former is

basically a policy and managerial concept. Responsibility is that

"extra" condition that the incumbent of a post has to fulfil to be

deemed successful in his/her management of human, material and

financial resources.

31. It is obvious that the "size" of a person's responsibility is

proportional to the importance of his/her job to the organisation.
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What is not always obvious is that a responsibility which is

exercised by a higher-level job cannot, in times of crisis, be

"delegated" to, or "abdicated" in favour of, a lower-level one.

The buck necessarily stops at the immediate supervisor's office.

What this means is that it is the responsibility of supervisors to

detect errors before they get out of control or become a source of

embarrassment to the organisation. A superior official who waits

until the press and the public are up in arms against the

organisation over a subordinate's indiscretion is as good as

g*\ culpable.

32. The contention that the boss is responsible for the conduct of

his/her subordinates presupposes that the boss is vested with

authority that is commensurate with the responsibility. The

formula of executive responsibility breaks down where that

responsibility is not backed by authority.

33. The doctrine of "collective responsibility" also affects the

_ construction of our formula. Where a subordinate officer advises

0
the boss - particularly in writing - to embark on a course of

action, the boss's responsibility for the outcomes of the decision

will be shared by the subordinate. The same principle applies to

all those who take part in collective decisions - notably, cabinet,

board of management, tendering committee, or appointment and

promotion board/committee decisions. The only way for a

participant to escape culpability is to insist that his/her
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dissenting - the so-called "minority" - view be recorded in the

minutes. There is no room for innocent by-standers, as silence is

presumed to mean consent.

Transparency

34. Both accountability and responsibility thrive on openness.

Where a code of secrecy is rigidly enforced by a few, or an oath of

silence is religiously observed by many, it will be difficult, if

not impossible, to establish accountability for some specific deeds

or determine the responsibility (culpability) of individuals.

35. It must be stressed that transparency goes beyond committing

decisions/directives into writing. It means simplifying methods

and process to facilitate access to information. It also entails

presenting data in a straight-forward, rather than complicated,

way.

Responsiveness

3 6. In contrast to the evaluative and, some would add,

inquisitional, thrusts of the preceding concepts, "responsiveness"

places emphasis on rectification and restitution. An accountable

unit reports its achievements and explains its shortcomings over a



'W+ju^^

17

period. A responsive organisation takes instant action to correct

mistakes and redress grievances.

Strategic Planning Weakness

37. If the definitions offered in the previous section provide

adequate criteria of meaning, it should be possible to assess the

ethical problems facing the UK.

38. There is no doubt that the Organization is fully committed to

the basic ethical principles, especially those of human rights, the

rule of law, and the sanctity of human life. However, the

management culture prevailing within the Organization would appear

to be in need of drastic reform.

39. Until recently when resource constraints warranted a re

ordering of priorities and the introduction of programme budgeting

system, accountable management was an alien concept. To some

extent, the age-old contempt for productivity and results lingers,

thus emasculating the benefits of programme budgeting. In any

case, the medium-term plan up on which the programme budget is

based tends to be formulated with unseemly haste. Little time is
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available to undertake a serious analysis of the environment,

assess the relevance and feasibility of programmes, and integrate

short-term projects into medium-and long-term plans.

Bias Towards Hierarchical Accountability

40. If the UN's strategic planning framework is hazy on objectives

so is the bureaucratic organisation. The latter is supposed to

facilitate not only hierarchical accountability but also

accountability for costs in relation to benefits - inputs in

relation to outputs. However, time and again, investigations

reveal that the classification (possibly, the creation) of posts is

rarely preceded with

"work-load analysis, measurement of productivity and a

precise relationship with the programme of work" (Report

of the Committee for Programme and Coordination on the

Work of its Thirty-First Session,A/46/16, 24 June 1991.)

Human Resource Management Lapses

41. Recruitment into UN positions is another subject in need of

close examination. The Charter is unequivocally in favour of

professionalism in, and the ethical sustenance of, the

Organisation. Article 8 insists that nothing be done to place



19

"restrictions on the eligibility of men and women to

participate in any capacity and under conditions of

equality in its principal and subsidiary organs."

42. Article 101 (paragraph 3) adds that:

"The paramount consideration in the employment of staff

and in the determination of the conditions of service

shall be the necessity of securing the highest standards

of efficiency, competence and integrity".

43. However, and for justifiable reasons, the UN Staff Rules

contain provisions on the geographical distinction of posts while

accommodating the Charter's emphasis on merit.

44. The interesting question is which factor will prevail when

selection panels are confronted with issues of quota and of

competence. In practice, it is the former that wins the day. Yet,

the challenges currently facing the UN are such that the question

of merit cannot be considered as closed.

45. In the meantime, the UN has to face up to the increasing

dissatisfaction with the management of human resources. Indeed,

grievances over the handling of personnel cases constitute a major

ethical problem-area. Individuals within the Organization - at

times, at the behest of, or in collusion with those without - have
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been accused of systematic and widespread manipulation of personnel

rules.

Responsiveness to Grievances

46. The UN rules make adequate provision , for aggrieved staff

members to appeal against decisions they consider unfair, or

prejudicial to their interest or welfare. However, outsiders (i.e.

non-staff members) have no access to these appellate bodies.

Besides, the composition of the grievance panels and the failure of

the existing performance evaluation instruments to be specific on

performance and measurable outputs - both of these factors will

tend to militate against verdicts based on objective assessment of

evidence.

Financial Accountability

47. Cases of fraud involving UN staff member have been reported.

The allegations range from smuggling, through falsification of

documents, and padding of bills, to outright;xembezzlement of funds

and collusion with outside parties to defraud the Organization.

While such cases are still isolated, it is essential that steps be

taken to curb malpractices before the credibility of the UN is

destroyed.



48. To equip the UN for the on-going and new challenges, it is

necessary to evolve a management culture which, while acknowledging

the diversity in the composition of the Organisation, enhances the

professional competence and integrity of staff members, as well as

the ethical standards prevailing in the Secretariat and its

specialized agencies.

Management Improvement Priorities

49. The following priority actions are essential to the emergence

of the new culture:

(i) Strengthening the UN's strategic planning capacity (by

allowing Departments and Field offices sufficient time

for data gathering, analysis and projections, and by

improving the staff complements of planning units);

(ii) simplification of programme budgeting formats (to

facilitate the accountability of agencies);

(iii) Establishment of accountable units (including

specification of programme performance standards,

definition of the scope and levels of authority, and
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designation of Key Results Areas and Performance

Indicators);

(iv) Revision of Individual Performance Statements;

(v) Rationalization of human resource management system (to

facilitate the recruitment and retention of competent

personnel);

(vi) Installation or strengthening of internal control and

supervisory capacity, and establishment of internal audit

units.

Ethical Priorities

50. In addition to the structural and managerial changes proposed

above, it is essential that the following measures be instituted:

(i) Planning and organisation of a series of seminars and

workshops on Ethics and Accountability in the UN

(targeted to all levels and based on a survey of "ethical

training needs");

(ii) Appointment of a Task Force to prepare a draft code of

ethics for UN personnel;
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(iii) Establishment of the office of Ombudsman (to handle

grievances from within the system and without, and report

directly to the General Assembly or the Secretary-

General) .


