U.N. Freeloaders
Congressman J.D. Hayworth
In the run-up to the war against Saddam Hussein, we saw all too clearly the real goal of France in obstructing and sabotaging U.S. policy - to challenge U.S. global leadership and set itself up as the leader of a competing coalition.  

By itself, France is incapable of countering or competing with the U.S. militarily or economically, and that situation will only grow worse as France faces a demographically-driven decline.  The key to France’s strategic ambition is therefore based solely on its permanent membership on the UN Security Council (UNSC) and, most importantly, the veto power that goes with it.  Without its veto, France would lose its chief claim to geopolitical relevance, which is why it attaches so much prestige to its leading position at the U.N.  (On its U.N. web page, the French government states that its “prominent role [in the world body] places important responsibilities on France.”)

But France was added as a permanent UNSC member not because that country played a leading role defeating Nazi Germany (it didn’t), but as a sop to Charles DeGaulle.  (George Will <http://www.townhall.com/columnists/georgewill/archive.shtml> called France’s post-war admission to the U.N.’s veto club, “psychotherapy for a crisis of self-esteem brought on by bad behavior.”)   France’s permanent UNSC membership gives it power it did not earn and does not merit.  It is an anachronism.  But it’s not going away.

I don’t mean to pick on France, but its recent actions make it an easy target.  The truth is, the entire Security Council regularly obstructs our foreign policy goals and permanent members regularly vote the opposite of the U.S.  

According to the State Department’s Voting Practices in the United Nations 2002, on votes important to U.S. interests, France and the U.K. voted with us just 50 percent of the time, Russia 22 percent, and China 20 percent.  Overall, the General Assembly voted the U.S. position only 32 percent of the time on important issues.  Areas of specific disagreement include the Middle East, nuclear disarmament, some human rights issues, and the International Criminal Court.  

Perhaps most revealing is the fact that even at a paltry 50 percent, the U.K. and France are among the top ten in voting coincidence with the U. S.  And the trend is going down, not up.  Who are our biggest supporters at the U.N.?  Palau (100 percent), the Marshall Islands (89 percent), and Israel (85 percent).

What makes all this even more galling is that even though the U.S. has no more power on the Security Council than any of the other four permanent members, it pays the lion’s share of the U.N. budget.  

Indeed, even though the combined GDP of the other permanent members nearly equals that of the U.S., the U.S. contributes about $115 million dollars more to the U.N. regular budget than those four countries combined.  

What’s more, U.N. dues are supposed to be based on ability to pay.  Yet there are a dozen countries that in 2003 will pay more in dues than China’s $24 million even though it now has the world’s second largest economy.  The Chinese are clearly getting a lot of bang for their U.N. buck.  So are the Russians.  Their 2003 assessment is a paltry $19 million, less than Canada, Holland, Australia, and tiny Switzerland.  

I am therefore introducing legislation in the House that would limit the U.S. contribution to the regular U.N. budget to no more than the highest amount paid by any other permanent UNSC member.  The rationale is simple:  Our veto power should cost us no more than what China, France, Russia, or the U.K. pay for theirs.

The U.S.’s 2003 assessment for the U.N. regular budget is $341 million.  Under my bill, we would pay no more than France, which has been assessed the second-highest amount, or $100 million.  This proposal would not affect U.S. payments to the U.N. for peacekeeping operations, voluntary programs, or membership organizations.  It would only affect the U.N. regular budget.  Even at this reduced amount the U.S. would still contribute over $1.4 billion to various U.N. programs, far more than any other country. 

Aside from simple equity, enactment of my bill would hopefully lead to a reconsideration of how U.N. dues are assessed among permanent members. China and Russia are now essentially getting a free ride at our expense.  The solution would be for all permanent members to pay equal amounts of the regular budget because of their veto power.  France and the U.K. would have to pay a little more, Russia and China a lot more, the U.S. a lot less.

A debate over dues could also prompt a broader discussion on U.N. reform.  The outrages are not limited to the meltdown over Iraq.  Cuba began its recent crackdown on dissidents as the U.N.’s Human Rights Commission was holding its annual meeting in Geneva.  It promptly elected Cuba to another three-year term, an act author Carl Hiaasen wrote was “a little like naming a necktie after the Boston Strangler.”  The commission is headed by Libya and includes some of the worst abusers of human rights in the world, including Vietnam, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and Zimbabwe.

If the U.N. does not reform itself, it risks becoming, in the words of Mexican Foreign Minister Luis Ernesto Derbez, another “Red Cross.”  The U.N. can become relevant again, but whether it does so will ultimately rest on the goodwill and magnanimity of the five permanent UNSC members who can block any reform with a veto.  

As we have learned, U.N. reform takes time.  Ronald Reagan pulled the U.S. out of UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, in 1984.  It took 18 years for UNESCO to implement sufficient reforms for the U.S. to return (some even question whether the reforms were enough).  More fundamental reform could take even longer.

In the meantime, if the French aspire to greatness, let them pay a little more for it.
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