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Unofficial translation from Russian

INTERVIEW
by Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov

to the Newspaper “Rossiiskaya Gazeta” on the Threshold of the
Anniversary Session of the UN General Assembly
Moscow, September 14, 2005
Question: Sergey Viktorovich, do you think the United Nations' role in world affairs is going to increase over time or a period of stagnation awaits the Organization in its 61st year, especially in critical situations where differences exist in points of view among its member countries? Should the so called security component of the UN be adapted to the present new realities?

Foreign Minister Lavrov: At various turning points of history, the question would arise whether there was a future for the United Nations Organization. Skeptics, to whom one may, in a certain sense, assign the opponents of the tenets of collective action in world politics, used to predict the decline of the UN's role, while realists, aware that nothing could be achieved by inaction, were doing all they could to strengthen it. 

Of course, there were difficult times in the development of the world body. One of the most complex and intricate challenges that the Organization encountered in previous stages was the fact that some states took to dealing with world problems by unilateral methods in circumvention of the fundamental norms of the Charter of the United Nations and the prerogatives of the Security Council. In other words, attempts were being made to pursue their arbitrarily laid-down rules of the game in international relations, ignoring the interests and concerns of other members of the international community. 

It is enough to recall military actions first at the end of the 1990s in Yugoslavia, and then in 2003 – in Iraq. Without exaggeration, those actions shocked the world and gave rise to doubts about the ability of the UN and its Security Council to effectively perform the functions laid upon them by the UN Charter, of maintaining international peace and security. But the subsequent development of events again refuted this kind of forecasts of a decadent future. History proved that the countries which had got deflected to unilateral actions were in the end compelled to return to the UN and ask the Security Council for support in resolving the situation both in Yugoslavia and in Iraq. 

It is from this, unfortunately, sad but real experience that I build my confidence in the viability of the UN and its huge potential as a unique coordinating center of world politics. 

As to the so called security component of the UN you mentioned, an intensive polemic is currently going on among states on the question of use of force in international relations. We are convinced that the UN Charter arms us with sufficient powers to adopt a broad spectrum of decisions in order to resolve crisis situations. The UN Secretary General's report "In Larger Freedom – Towards Development, Security and Human Rights for All" contains proposals for working out the criteria for use of force in accordance with the UN Charter. This is a very important question and we are ready to participate in working it through. At the same time even the availability of this kind of criteria does not at all presuppose a mechanical approach towards various conflicts, each of which requires a separate examination and the consideration of its specifics, and only then the adoption of decisions by the UN Security Council. 

Use of force in accordance with international law is possible only in two exceptional cases: for purposes of individual or collective self-defense or by a decision of the Security Council. I shall especially stress that the contemporary understanding of the right to self-defense, reflected in Article 51 of the UN Charter, also includes the right of states to self-defense in the case of a large-scale terrorist attack on them from the outside by non-state actors. In the relevant cases coercive measures can be used also to ensure the observance of the rules of international law in the field of human rights protection, when it comes to the prevention and suppression of massive and gross violations of human rights - such as, for example, genocide and a crime against humanity. But it is important to note that force can be used in this case solely by a decision of the UN Security Council. 

Question: At the upcoming anniversary session of the General Assembly one of the most important themes will be the reformation of the UN. When, from your perspective, will it be possible to say that UN reform has indeed got under way and that specific steps are being carried out in this direction? What are Russia's approaches to the reform of the UN Security Council? 

Foreign Minister Lavrov: All these years the UN did not live in a frozen condition. It continuously evolved, adapting itself to the new challenges of the times. One of the most indicative examples in this field is the efforts undertaken to improve peacekeeping activities, for which the demand increased substantially after the end of the Cold War. It is not a stretch to say that the appropriate measures, agreed upon within the framework of the Millennium Assembly, constituted a vivid proof of a successful UN reform in a concrete sector of its efforts. 

Of course, transformations in the UN must continue so the Organization is able to keep pace with the times. But carrying out reforms cannot be a momentary one-off action. To an equal degree, it would be erroneous to fix any timeframe for that or reduce the reform to one entirely specific problem, such as, for example, expanding the Security Council. 

A reform of the Council is by no means an end in itself. It is called upon to make the Council more efficient and effective and enhance the promptitude of its decisions on fundamental issues of peace and security. In questions of the reformation of the Security Council Russia's position is based on the inadmissibility of an erosion of the present status of the Permanent Five, including the immutability of the veto power they have in accordance with the UN Charter. We are convinced that a decision on the creation of new seats on the Council has to come from the broadest possible consensus among the UN member states so as not to jeopardize the unity of the Organization. Such fundamental problems as reforming the UN Security Council cannot be tackled without the broadest support from the UN member states. 

In any case, the initiatives and proposals now being put forward within the UN, even if they require additional negotiation, do reflect the sincere interest of member states in strengthening this unique international forum, in which worldwide legitimacy is embodied. I am certain that this keenness will enable us to overcome the existing differences and together solve the task of a comprehensive strengthening of the UN system. 

Question: This spring, at Russia's initiative, the UN General Assembly passed the International Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism, yet the UN member states are still unable to agree on a Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism. What is the outlook for it? 

Foreign Minister Lavrov: The passing of the "nuclear" antiterrorist convention is indeed a great achievement, the result of enterprising and energetic work, primarily by Russia. It is a unique treaty which will become the thirteenth global antiterrorist international-legal instrument. 

Russia will be the first to sign this major document in New York. But the signing of the document is only the start of a journey. We will be working in favor of its entry into force as soon as possible and, most importantly, the universal and full implementation of its provisions, designed to reliably bar access for terrorists to WMD and related materials. 

All this, incidentally, is a convincing illustration of the fact that it is precisely the United Nations that can do a great deal in the interests of the struggle against international terrorism. It is also a good answer to the skeptics trying to cast doubt upon its effectiveness. 

Of course, differences do exist regarding the draft of the comprehensive convention. A chief stumbling block is the disagreement over a universal, generally acceptable definition of terrorism. The possibilities of a productive consummation of the negotiating efforts exist nevertheless. Very encouraging is the fact that the discussions are intensive and keen – the success of the "nuclear" convention has imparted a strong impetus to this work. 

Question: What will Russia insist on at Summit 2005? 

Foreign Minister Lavrov: Russian diplomacy will carry on its line on enhancing the role and effectiveness of the UN in the contemporary world. I am convinced that only by joint actions through the UN institutions and mechanisms can the international community give an adequate answer to new challenges and threats. The UN remains an invaluable possession of all mankind, which we have no right to risk.
