Presentation based on “Is the UN Role in Korea 1947-1953 the Model Being Repeated Today?”* 
Hello

This presentation is based on a paper I wrote with the title, “Is the UN Role in Korea 1947-1953 the Model Being Repeated Today?” I will first speak about the UN role in the election in 1948 that created a separate South Korea and in the Korean War. Then I will look briefly to see if the UN is still playing the same role in the recent Libyan and Syrian situations. One question is what prevents the UN from living up to its Charter?
After WWII, the question of the future of Korea was addressed internationally at the Moscow Conference of Foreign Ministers in Dec 1945. It was agreed that a US-Soviet Joint Commission would meet to assist in forming a provisional Korean government. There were no Koreans at the Moscow Conference or at any previous discussion by the allies about Korea. Apparently ignored in Moscow was the fact that the Korean nationalists and socialists had already formed a Korean People’s Republic based on Peoples Committees throughout the Peninsula. 
By the summer of 1947, it was clear that the bilateral Joint Commission set up by the Moscow Conference was failing. According to a plan it had been working on for a year, the US brought the “problem of Korean independence” to the UN. Not to the Security Council where a Soviet veto was possible but to the General Assembly, which has according to the Charter only the powers to “discuss” and “recommend”. 
The Soviet Union offered a counter proposal: Both sides remove their troops to allow “the Korean people itself the establishment of a national government.”
 But the US had made the strategic decision to involve the UN before it would remove its troops. The Soviet Union made known that it rejected the legitimacy of the General Assembly debating this question. The majority of the General Assembly members passed a resolution
 recognizing the “rightful claims of the people of Korea to independence” but also establishing a United Nations Temporary Commission on Korea (called UNTCOK) to travel, observe and hold consultations throughout Korea. The language of the resolution seemed to treat the Korean people as one nation and set as its purpose the independence of that nation. But the action of sending the commission could also be seen as an intervention in the internal affairs of the Korean people. 
When the UNTCOK commission arrived in Seoul it adopted a resolution “that the sphere of this Commission is the whole of Korea and not merely a section”.
 It immediately found two obstacles. First, the Soviet Union stood firm therefore UNTCOK could not consult or observe in the Soviet zone. Second, the social and political situation in the US zone meant UNTCOK could not consult with most leftist parties due to the suppression of left wing activity by the US military government. Despite the suppression, some leftists did convey to the Commission their opposition to creating a separate South Korean state.
After less than one month UNTCOK decided it could not observe a national election and should report this back to the General Assembly. For the US, the UN was crucial to its plans to be able to have a presence on the Asian mainland while also able to withdraw it troops from Korea. Many nations friendly to the US feared that what the US wanted “would actually result in permanent division and two hostile governments.” 
 Even after high level consultations, the US failed to convince Australia and Canada to drop their opposition. But UNTCOK was sent back to implement the program that had been meant for the whole peninsula but now only in the southern zone. 
Back in Korea, one half of the commissioners argued that elections in South Korea alone would contribute nothing to the unifying of Korea, so the United Nations has no right to participate in them.
 That included the Indian commissioner who stated that supporting an election only in the US zone was not legally sound. However, he was under instructions from his government to proceed with supporting the election. The General Assembly decision he was instructed was a political not a legal decision.
 With instructions from their governments which were under US economic and ideological pressure, all the commissioners aligned themselves with giving the US support for an election in its zone alone and thus the creation of a separate South Korean state. Legal questions or UN principles had been put aside. 
The 35 members of UNCTOK had the impossible task to observe an election among 20 million people living in the US zone. The US military government and right wing paramilitary groups controlled the entire election process. Most major political parties and politicians in southern Korea opposed the elections. There were strikes, demonstrations and protests against creating a separate South Korea. The repression of this opposition resulted in over 10,000 arrests and hundreds of deaths. 
The election was held on May 10, 1948. On the basis of its minimal observations, without giving significance to the overwhelming evidence of coercion and military control of the election process, the commission sent its report to the General Assembly calling the election “a valid expression of the free will of the electorate of those parts of Korea which were accessible to the Commission”
 From that time on, that election has been described in UN and US documents as “sanctioned’ or “supervised” by the UN despite the extremely limited and compromised role of UNTCOK in the election process. 
A rush of events followed the election, including the convening of an assembly in the south but calling itself a ‘National Assembly’ and the writing of a constitution for a ‘Republic of Korea’. The creation of the Republic of Korea (ROK) in the US zone was followed shortly by the creation of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) in the Soviet zone. UNTCOK had thus helped solidify a division of Korea which haunts the world until today. 
The UN role in the creation of the ROK in 1948 also set the basis to label the DPRK an aggressor across an international border two and one half years later. ----
When hostilities broke out at the 38th parallel on June 25, 1950, the US had a general plan ready: Request that the UN Security Council call for a cease fire. If the fighting does not stop immediately, request that the UN authorize military and other sanctions. 

Twelve hours after the start of hostilities in Korea, the US State Department called UN Secretary General Trygve Lie and read to him an edited version of the cable it received from the US Ambassador in Seoul. It hid from the Secretary General that the Ambassador was not yet clear how the hostilities started. Did the North attack the South or did the South attack the North which repelled the attack on then went on the offense? 

Later in the morning the US requested that the Security Council call an emergency meeting for that day. At the meeting, the Council president recognized the Secretary General as the first speaker. Trygve Lie said he believed the North Koreans had violated the UN Charter, was the aggressor and had breached the peace. That statement contradicted the report he had received from the UN commission in Korea which provided no evidence yet about how the hostilities began.
 The US then introduced its resolution condemning North Korea for a breach of the peace. To protest the non seating of the People’s Republic of China, the Soviet Union was boycotting Security Council meetings. The representative of Yugoslavia unsuccessfully offered an alternative resolution calling for a ceasefire and the invitation of North Korea to voice its complaint to the UN. He explained that “there seemed to be a lack of precise information that could enable the Council to pin responsibility”. This agreed with the recommendation from the UN commission in Korea that the Security Council urge mediation between the two sides to negotiate peace.
 

The US ordered its military to give air and sea support and all possible military aid to South Korea. Then the US offered a draft resolution calling for sanctions against North Korea. No mediation as advocated by the UN Commission was going to be tried. The resolution passed requiring that “members of the UN furnish such assistance to the ROK as may be necessary to repel the armed attack.” In a later resolution, the command of all operations was given to the United States under a Unified Command not subject in anyway to UN control or oversight. 
For this talk, the next relevant event was the decision the US made to send its military north across the 38th Parallel with a push toward the Yalu River and the eventual carpet fire bombing of all of North Korea. It can be argued that crossing the 38th Parallel and such bombing was an aggression in violation of the UN Charter and of the Security Council resolution “to restore international peace and security.” Even the Secretary Trygve Lie began more urgently to call for negotiations. 
Finally on July 27, 1953 an armistice was signed without the ROK. Until today there is yet to be a peace treaty. Korean is still divided at the 38th Parallel. US troops have been stationed in South Korea as a sign that the war-like situation continues. And as we saw in 2010 in the Cheonan and Yeonpyeong incidents a resumption of hostilities is always a possibility. 
58 years later the UN was involved in authorizing another war. This time in Libya. ---
The conflict in Libya broke out in mid February 2011. Two UN resolutions and NATO bombing internationalized the conflict. All 15 Security Council member states explained their votes as protection for Libyan civilians. None mentioned non- interference or other UN Charter principles.

Soon after the US started bombing Libya, US Congressman Dennis Kucinich gave a speech to the US Congress.
 I will use that speech to show parallels between the Korean and Libyan Wars. "Let us make no mistake about it," Kucinich told the Congress "dropping 2000 lb bombs and unleashing the massive firepower of our air force on the capital of a sovereign state is in fact an act of war." Up until the Korean War, every US president seeking to order the US military into major action followed the Constitution and asked Congress for a declaration of war. In the Korean case in 1950 and the Libyan in 2011, instead of Congress, the US president went to the UN Security Council for authorization of war.

In February 2011, the Security Council met to consider the crisis in Libya. Outside of all precedent, 2 defectors from the government of Libya were allowed into the consultation sessions with Council members. Their emotional appeals rather than any first hand report from UN personnel in Libya were taken as the basis for a resolution condemning Libya.
 Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon spoke after the votes. He too offered no evidence or Charter principles to justify military action against a sovereign state not threatening any other nation.
The no-fly zone authorized by the Security Council
 was immediately transgressed by US and the NATO missile and air strikes at all manner of targets and structures. Like in the Korean War so also in the NATO bombing of Libya, the UN exercised no political or other control over the military measures it authorized. 

In the Libya crisis, the Russia Federation played the same role that the Soviet Union played in the Korean crisis. It did not veto the rush to intervene. What about China? Had the People’s Republic of China been on the Security Council as it deserved in 1950, could the UN sanction of a US-lead war against North Korea have been avoided? But even then, the US was prepared to use the General Assembly to authorize the war it wanted. And if we look at the invasion of Iraq, we see the US made its war even without UN sanction. Still the question needs to be raised, why did not China or Russia veto Resolution 1973 authorizing an air war against Libya? Is the world stuck with the division of Korea and instability in Libya because the UN can not be a force to challenge the US/Western European powers?  
This brings me to the case of the crisis in Syria which started in March 2011 and continues today. ---
During 2012 there are five members of NATO on the Security Council (UK, US, France, Germany and Portugal). Like in the Libyan case, the NATO Security Council members sought to bring resolutions for UN sanctioned intervention to change the government in Syria. But this time, China and Russia vetoed the resolutions. The US Ambassador expressed outrage that the tough sanctions and arms embargo needed she said to “protect the population” were not enacted.
 She was introducing a different principle, the Responsibility to Protect (often call, R2P) which is not in the Charter and she was faulting Russia and China for not abiding by it. But R2P is in conflict with the Charter principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of a sovereign nation.
 The representative of China emphasized this principle, saying any action the UN took should contribute to peace and stability and comply with the United Nations Charter principle of non-interference in internal affairs.
 
Not able to get UN backing from the Security Council, the forces seeking a change of the Syrian government turned to the General Assembly. Two meetings of the General Assembly were called. Both were outside normal procedure. Some General Assembly members protested, suggesting that the president of the General Assembly was using his office to further the political goals of his country. To balance the picture of the source of violence, several delegates referred to an Arab League Observer Mission Report which went a long way to confirm Syrian government claims about armed groups and terrorists operating in Syria.
 The Nicaraguan Ambassador stressed that there is “armed violence by irregular groups supported by foreign powers against the Syrian people.” She feared a Libya style UN solution. She urged that the General Assembly not allow Responsibility to Protect R2P “to become a devious argument to justify intervention in the domestic affairs of states.” 

The General Assembly passed a resolution for full support for regime change in Syria. But the General Assembly did not and could not call for member state action. The Charter reserves requiring action of member states for the Security Council. Based on the resolution a special envoy was appointed and the Security Council passed two resolutions establishing a United Nations Supervisory Mission in Syria called UNSMIS to monitor and report violations of a ceasefire.
In the Korean situation, the Soviet Union rejected the legitimacy of UNTCOK and UNTCOK ended up serving the interests of the US. In the Syrian situation, Russia welcomed UNSMIS as offering a chance to help stop the violence while avoiding external intervention. The US Ambassador greeted the UNSMIS with the warning, “Let there be no doubt, we, our allies and others in this body are planning and preparing for those actions that will be required of all of us….”
 
It is too soon to know what role UNSMIS and the UN will continue to play in the Syrian crisis. Russia and China have so far supported the UN Charter principles of respect for state sovereignty. Several member states of the UN oppose R2P and its justification of interference by external forces into internal strife and crises. But having helped the world to have a divided Korea and a ruined Libya is there any chance the UN’s role will lead Syria to a better fate?

To me the UN is a dilemma. It provides a forum for more than one side or just the major powers to be heard. It provides for the gathering of all nations and the possibility with its deliberations for compromises or new networks of nations to emerge. But still one of the world’s major powers, dominated the UN in the Korean situation and with its allies in the Libyan situation. In the Syrian crisis, Russia and China have so far challenged and resisted that dominance. The challenge is not just from those two states and several others. That challenge is also taken up by some very few journalists at the UN and by the much greater body of netizen journalists who have begun to analyze and circulate the voice of the challengers and add their own research and voice. The Syrian crisis leaves me with the question is it possible that the UN can shake off the Korean model of manipulated elections, wars and divisions? And if not this time, might it be possible in the future?
------------------------------------------------------------------------------            Jay Hauben    6/29/2012
*See the paper at: http://www.columbia.edu/~hauben/j-china2012-paper.doc
See this presentation at: http://www.columbia.edu/~hauben/j-china2012-presentation.doc
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