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From “Public Hot Air” to “Public Strength”
Dr. Saw Lwin

Listening to a remake of the 1970s song “Don’t Come and Give Me Potatoes” on the “Rock and
Rap Forever” CD in Burmese, | got nostalgic about my youth; the days when | shouted that song
at the top of my lungs. I enjoyed the way the new version had been mixed, and when 1 listened to
it again from the beginning | broke into laughter upon hearing the young singers explain that the
title was the same as the original and then comment that it was unusual to use the term
“potatoes”. The generation gap was obvious, as the expression “potatoes” was very well-known
amongst our generation and used to label someone who talks too much without doing anything
(“full of hot air”).

There are always people who talk a lot but do very little, although terms to label them may differ
with each generation. There are also people who do much but talk little. In order to improve
health services, we need more people who work harder rather than those who talk a lot. It is not
unusual, however, to see people who talk a lot (“public hot air”) holding positions higher than
those who work a lot. | too have to remind myself at times to work harder and talk less because |
have had days in which I talked more than I did for people.

Differences between talk and action

The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) is a vocal agency that advocates
tirelessly around the world to promote community participation, human rights and fair practices.
While UNAIDS has been promoting country and regional participation for quite some time, one
of the organization’s practices seems not to follow what is preached as in 2007, only two of
fifteen UNAIDS Country Coordinators (UCC) in Asia are Asians.

| fully support the premise that selection of UCC should not depend on country of origin, gender,
religion, skin color or sexual orientation but rather on candidate qualification and experience.
However, questions should be raised about the above statistic when there are many capable and
qualified Asians available to take UCC positions. Consideration should also be given to the
perceptions that some Western UCCs are viewed as ineffective, lacking in understanding of local
norms and seeking to please superiors in order to keep their jobs. I think it is a weakness of the
top leadership of UNAIDS to talk about the importance of UCC positions while not encouraging,
promoting or selecting qualified Asians to be UCCs in Asia.

The World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) have been criticized for their, “Do as |
say, not as | do” approach. People who have either worked or associated with the two agencies
have written books and articles on the inefficiencies and mistakes of these organizations. Stephen
Lewis, a senior official who worked with United Nations (UN) agencies for more than two
decades, describes in his book “Race Against Time” how the World Bank and IMF have caused
damage in Africa while “trying to help” African countries.

Another critique of these multi-lateral agencies is that the “low-interest” loans from the World
Bank and the IMF usually provide benefits to the rich, while the burden of repaying the loans and
interest most greatly impact the poor. UNICEF’s 1989 “State of the World’s Children Annual



Report” states, “In short, it is hardly too brutal an oversimplification to say that the rich got the
loan and the poor got the debt.”

It is extremely sad to hear jokes being made about the annual costs (i.e., travel expenses,
accommodation costs, participant per diems, compiling and publishing reports, etc.) incurred by
these agencies for organizing and running meetings on “poverty reduction” being enough to feed
thousands of poor families for many years.

The above are just a few examples of the “talk and action gaps” by many international agencies
with multi-million dollar annual budgets entrusted to serve the people of the world. Among the
numerous agencies and thousands of staff members in the UN and other public international
agencies, there are surely principled and dedicated people who walk the talk (“public strength™).
However, there are also too many who just talk a lot, do little and take benefits (“public air”)
from those agencies.

Country leadership and reform of the UN

A key task of the UN is to collaborate and coordinate effectively and diplomatically with member
countries to discuss, make decisions, and implement the recommendations through the
bureaucracy of the UN. Over time, however, the UN appears to have become more focused on
running its bureaucracy “smoothly” than on achieving its primary purpose of working for peace
and development in the world. Among and within UN agencies, there is more back-stabbing,
increased competition and vigorous positioning for power and resources. Since the intensity of
such situations has become recognized, there have been attempts to reform the UN to focus its
attention for the sake of the world. In fact, these attempts have been supported by subsequent UN
Secretary Generals.

In December 2006, Vietnam declared it would pilot a “One U.N.” approach, as part of the UN
reform. The first of eight countries to undertake this new move, Vietnam will attempt to
consolidate UN agencies in one location to cut costs and ‘red-tape’ and to improve coordination
among UN agencies and the country. We must applaud the people of Vietnam with respect and
pride for their efforts, and send our best wishes and support for the success of their approach.

Don’t swipe everything with a broad brush

I am writing this article not because | loathe the UN. On the contrary, I am writing out of
frustration and because of my love, respect and expectations for the UN. When | was a young
boy, | looked up to the UN as an international body that would represent and advocate for peace
and development of all countries. | hoped and naively believed that the UN would facilitate to
bring health and social improvements without any bias against developing countries. | was
especially encouraged by the UN’s successful conduct and interventions in the 1960s, and the
selection of a Burmese, my fellow country person, as UN Secretary General.

Within the UN and other related international agencies, there have been many dedicated people
from different countries and backgrounds who have sacrificed their well-being, even their lives,
while dutifully fulfilling their responsibilities. One example of such dedication is Dr. Carlo
Urbani, an Italian doctor who worked diligently in Vietnam and contributed much to our



understanding of investigating and controlling SARS. Dr Urbani passed away after contracting
SARS himself while working tirelessly and courageously during the initial SARS outbreak in
Vietnam where it was controlled successfully. There have been many other brave and dutiful
people who have sacrificed their lives or personal well-being while doing their best for the
betterment of the international community through UN missions, and there will be more people
like them.

For the sake of countries needing effective international support, it would be a mistake to say “all
is good and well” at the UN and give it a blank check without monitoring and evaluating the
impacts of its agencies or, on the other hand, to write off the UN as a useless and irreparable
organization. Such expressions of indifference are harmful to all, and if they continue, the whole
world will continue to have to bear the costs (both opportunity costs and actual costs) of the UN’s
wasteful conduct.

Take a look at yourself

Ridiculing and blaming international agencies and foreigners is easy but not helpful. People
everywhere, in every country, must take the responsibility not only for constructively critiquing
the UN’s conduct and impacts but also for actively taking part in the search for solutions,
providing advice and contributing towards improvement of the UN’s performance. In this
process, we have to take a good look at ourselves to discover the limitations of our own conduct,
and change accordingly, if we have enough courage and goodwill. We cannot make fun of other
people for having ‘sleep in their eyes’ if we have not cleared the sleep from our own eyes and
washed our faces. Not doing our duty for our own country is worse than others not doing their
duty for our country.

China and Vietnam have taken the approach to critique international agencies constructively as
well as to support their national staff to enable them to provide services more effectively for the
development of their countries. They have also been working hard to find ways to encourage all
citizens to share their impressions, experiences and suggestions related to the conduct of
international agencies in their countries.

At this moment in time, people everywhere need to rely on and support each other more. Unity is
much needed to prevent the UN from being bullied and taken advantage of by some developed
countries through their influence with financial and military resources. We wish for an
international body that can effectively facilitate peace and the development of every country,
including those countries that are considered as “bullies”. As a former staff member, | have my
own reasonable doubts about the UN’s ability to be reformed, however, | promise that | will do
whatever | can, and urge all to do whatever we can (including providing blunt and correct
critiques) to make the UN a respected international body that can facilitate the betterment of the
whole world.



