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EDITOR’S COMMENT: Dear AAFICS friends. We 
are now close to the conclusion of one of the most 
momentous years experienced in Australia in 
peacetime. Since COVID-19 appeared on our 
horizon earlier in 2020 and began to ravage social, 
cultural and economic life across the nation and, 
indeed, the planet, we have lived through a period of 
complexity and concern. Despite the difficulties, 
Australians have, in the main, worked together to get 
through the pain and disruption caused by the 

coronavirus. Let’s look forward to a much better 2021. There were several rays of sunshine 
amidst the gloom of 2020, the brightest being news that the Nobel Peace Prize had been 
awarded to the UN’s World Food Programme. A great honour. Then, following the US 
Presidential election, came a commitment by President-elect Joe Biden that the USA would 
rejoin the World Health Organization (WHO). We have stories on these and other issues in 
this end-of-year edition of the Newsletter. Sincere thanks to all AAFICS members who have 
kindly written articles and have provided items of interest. 
Your Editor has also tweaked the masthead of the 
Newsletter and has changed the overall font to freshen-
up the look of the publication. Please let us know if you 
find the small changes acceptable to your tastes and that 
reading the Newsletter remains easy on the eye. Our 
next edition is in July 2021 and we look forward to 
contributions closer to the time. In the meantime, best 
wishes for the festive season and a happy New Year.  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------       



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
PRESIDENT’S REPORT:  JENNIFER ASHTON 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
The COVID crisis impacted on, among many other things, the worldwide postal system, 
which in turn affected our receipt of the annual Certificate of Entitlement (CoE).  UNJSPF 
has now made two post-outs of the 2020 CoE, the second in November-December only for 
those whose CoE was still not received in New York from the May mailing.  However, 
UNJSPF is mindful that there are still problems.  On their website, there are specific 
suggestions on how to get the CoE to them and/or to alert them to ongoing problems.  The 
link is https://www.unjspf.org/the-2020-certificate-of-entitlement-second-mailing. Their advice 
includes the following: 

“Retirees/Beneficiaries who have not received their hardcopy 2020 CoE form by end 
of November 2020 and who cannot download the CE from MSS are strongly 
encouraged to snail mail/special courier/pouch a letter to the Fund providing their full 
name, address, Pension Fund reference number (UID), as well as their original 
handwritten signature and the date. The Fund would exceptionally accept such a 
letter in lieu of the 2020 CE form.” 

I would add that you should also e-mail a copy of this letter to alert the Fund that you are 
really trying to get a letter to them 

And, as an added bonus, UNJSPF will bring forward its plans to offer digital CoEs (as an 
option) to all retirees next year. 

Mary Johnson and I had the distinct ‘pleasure’ of participating in the annual FAFICS Council.  
I finally had some sympathy for Scott Morrison’s ‘global negativity’ as the timing was geared 
to the majority of the participants who come from the Americas, Europe and Africa.  
Unfortunately, we in Australia were clocking in at midnight for a three-hour meeting for three 
nights in a row, while our Kiwi colleagues were logging in at 2am.  At least we had emphatic 
justification for urging that the meeting finish on time, including the New Zealanders stating 
that they were already watching the sunrise! A distinct advantage of the Zoom format is that 
far more countries participated than usual, there not being the barriers of health, visa or 
expense that have previously precluded them attending in person.  And, as an added bonus, 
the meeting was overjoyed to welcome Mary back. Mary’s contribution to the well-being of 
retired UN staff is recognised as much on the global stage as it is here. I began to feel like a 
film star’s PR shooing off the autograph hunters – “no Mary does not wish to become 
rapporteur, no Mary does not wish for the honorary title of President Emeritus”.   

However, there were still too many shots of the top of the President’s head and of the drying 
laundry in someone’s study.  And the horrible electronic noise emanating from connections 
in Ethiopia and Myanmar.  In other words, some participants needed to improve their Zoom 
skills. 

The Chief Executive of Pension Administration, UNJSPF presented an update to FAFICS, 
on the challenges facing staff who have mainly worked remotely since March.  Addressing 
concerns that we are familiar with from the www.unpension.blogspot.com,  she stated that 
over 90% of new pension cases are processed within 15 days.  Of the 3,496 deferred cases, 
only 3.6% are cases for payment.  80% have been deferred at the choice of the beneficiary 
(early retirement etc.). The average time that member organisations take to get separation 
documents to the Pension Fund has dropped from 30 weeks in 2018 to 6-10 weeks in 2020.  

https://www.unjspf.org/the-2020-certificate-of-entitlement-second-mailing
http://www.unpension.blogspot.com/


She also spoke of the modernisation of the Fund to a paperless one, innovation being driven 
by COVID.   

The RSG briefed us on the financial health of the Fund, which almost unbelievably is worth 
US$79 billion this month, up from a low of $60 billion in March.  For those of you who have 
heard of the derivative issue, the RSG confirmed that, yes, they had applied to the UN to use 
these. They would be for hedging purposes, which both the RSG and my financial advisor 
say is legitimate, as long as it is tightly and carefully controlled. 

As we count down to 2021, and as I return home from the Canberra Christmas lunch, 
beautifully organised by Lorraine, I wish all of you a happy New Year and here’s hoping that 
it is a much, much, much better year than 2020.  

Jennifer Ashton, President, AAFICS 

 

Former AAFICS President, Mary Johnson, who participated with Jennifer in the on-
line Council meeting, has the following additional background thoughts: 

"The CEPA of the Pension Fund, Rosemary Maclean, and the RSG for Investments, Pedro 
Guazo, were both appointed this year, so have had a difficult start to their duties.  Both seem 
reasonable, sensible people, for which we can be grateful after the ups and downs of past 
appointees.  They have challenges to face from the United Nations General Assembly and 
the Fifth Committee of the GA that deals with administrative issues, including the oversight 
of the Pension Fund.  It seems that the intention of the General Assembly is to greatly 
reduce the governance structure of the Pension Fund, cutting the number of Board members 
down from a heavy-weight thirty-three plus alternates, to a total of fifteen.  This will have a 
great impact on FAFICS representation on the Board of the Pension Fund.  There will be 
more news of this in the New Year." 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

THE WORLD AS IT IS 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

WFP AWARDED NOBEL PEACE PRIZE! 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

WFP Chief urges world to use its wealth to prevent famine in Nobel acceptance speech. 

Mr. David Beasley, Executive Director of the United Nations World Food Programme 
received the Nobel Peace Prize awarded to WFP in 2020. Ms. Lisa Pelletti Clark Co-

President, International Peace Bureau Nobel Peace Laureate 1910 delivered the prize on 
behalf of the Nobel Peace Prize Committee. Photo: WFP/Rein Skullerud 

 
Transcript as delivered of the speech given by UN World Food Programme Executive 

Director David Beasley during today’s Nobel Peace Prize acceptance ceremony. 

ROME: 

Waking up this morning (10th December 2020) in this beautiful city of Rome, it is hard to 
imagine that in about 400 AD this city experienced a massive famine, which ended up killing 
almost 90% of its population.  Now, students of history associate something else with that 
ancient date:  the beginning of the Fall of the Roman Empire.  Now, did the famine cause the 
Fall?  Or did the Fall cause the famine?  I think the answer is yes — both.  
  
Waking up in this wealthy, modern, technologically advanced world, it’s hard to imagine us 
going through a famine like that.  But my tragic duty today is to tell you: famine is at 
humanity’s doorstep.  For millions and millions of people on Earth. 
 
Failure to prevent famine in our day will destroy so many lives and cause the fall of much we 
hold dear. 
 



On behalf of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, Antonio Guterres, our Board, our 
sister agencies, our incredible partners and donors. And on behalf of 19,000 peacemakers at 
the World Food Programme, including those who came before us, and especially those who 
died in the line of duty and their families who carry on. And on behalf of the 100 million 
people we serve, to the Norwegian Nobel Committee, thank you, for this great honor. 
 
Also, thank you for acknowledging our work of using food to combat hunger, to mitigate 
against destabilization of nations, to prevent mass migration, to end conflict and… to create 
stability and peace. 
 
We believe food is the pathway to peace. 
 
I wish today that I could speak of how working together we could end world hunger for all the 
690 million people who go to bed hungry every night. But, today, we have a crisis at hand. 
 
This Nobel Peace Prize is more than a thank you. It is a call to action. Because of so many 
wars, climate change, the widespread use of hunger as a political and military weapon, and 
a global health pandemic that makes all of that exponentially worse — 270 million people are 
marching toward starvation.  Failure to address their needs will cause a hunger pandemic 
which will dwarf the impact of COVID.  
  
And if that’s not bad enough, out of that 270 million, 30 million depend on us 100% for their 
survival. 
 
How will humanity respond? 
 
Let me tell you why what we do at the World Food Programme works.   
 
First, food is sacred.  Anyone who has sat down to a Thanksgiving or a holiday meal, or 
taken Communion, attended a Seder, fasted for Ramadan or made a food offering at a 
Buddhist temple knows that.  
 
And every human, whether they are people of faith or not, knows the power of food not only 
to sustain us, but bring us together in our common humanity. 
 
Here’s the second reason the World Food Programme works: because what the 19,000 of 
us are doing is an act of love.  Dr. King, Nobel Laureate in 1964, said, “Love is the most 
durable power in the world.”  
 
And, like Dr. King, from a very young age, I learned this teaching from Jesus of Nazareth, as 
he taught from the Torah: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  I have come to understand that 
a better translation of what Jesus actually said is “Love your neighbor as your equal.” Think 
for a moment what that really means.  
 
Imagine every woman, man, girl and boy we share this planet with is our equal … and if we 
would just love them as such. Imagine what that would do to war, to conflict, to racism, to 
division, and to discrimination of every kind. 
 
What warms my heart is this: 100 million of my equals – my neighbors - received food from 
the World Food Programme this last year and we averted famine. 
 
But what tears me up inside is this: this coming year, millions and millions and millions of my 
equals – my neighbors, your neighbors - are marching to the brink of starvation. 
 



We stand at what may be the most ironic moment in modern history. On the one hand, after 
a century of massive strides in eliminating extreme poverty, today those 270 million of our 
neighbors are on the brink of starvation.  That’s more than the entire population of Western 
Europe. 
 
On the other hand, there is $400 trillion dollars of wealth in our world today.  Even at the 
height of the COVID pandemic, in just 90 days, an additional $2.7 trillion dollars of wealth 
was created. And we only need $5 billion dollars to save 30 million lives from famine. 
What am I missing here? 
 
A lot of my friends - and leaders around the world - have said to me: “You’ve got the greatest 
job in the world, saving the lives of millions of people.” 
 
Well, here is what I tell them: “I don’t go to bed at night thinking about the children we saved, 
I go to bed weeping over the children we could not save. And, when we don’t have enough 
money, nor the access we need, we have to decide which children eat and which children do 
not eat, which children live, which children die.  How would you like that job?”  
 
Please don’t ask us to choose who lives and who dies.   
 
In the spirit of Alfred Nobel, as inscribed on this medal - “peace and brotherhood” - let’s feed 
them all. 
 
Food is the pathway to peace. 
 
[The United Nations World Food Programme is the 2020 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate.  It is 
the world’s largest humanitarian organization, saving lives in emergencies and using food 
assistance to build a pathway to peace, stability and prosperity for people recovering from 
conflict, disasters and the impact of climate change.] 
 

 

 



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

WFP NOSTALGIA 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
For those AAFICS members who worked at WFP in Rome or visited the building, these 
photographs kindly supplied by AAFICS Victoria member and former FAO staffer, Peter 
Steele, might be somewhat nostalgic. Thank you, Peter, for these external and internal WFP 
images. 

 
 

 

 
 



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

NEWS FROM/ABOUT MEMBERS 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
FAMILY SENDS 70TH WEDDING ANNIVERARY WISHES TO JIM AND ODETTE 

Seventy years ago in Canberra, an elegant Parisian, Odette Koven, wed a debonair 
Melburnian, Jim Ingram. 

We are blessed that you have shown us what it means to: raise a secure and happy family 
together, grow together, care together, travel together, enjoy life's pleasures together, suffer 
life's setbacks together, and become one together. 

With deep gratitude and love for you both and the life you have given us, dear Nana and 
Papa, we congratulate you for your exemplary coupledom. 

Your children: Catherine, Philippe and Veronique. Your grandchildren: Christopher, Nicola 
and Holly. Your great grandchildren: Noah and Dan. 

[Editor’s note: Jim Ingram is a member of the ACT Branch of AAFICS and was the first 
Australian to head a UN agency. Former WFP staffer and Queensland State Coordinator, 
Mike Sackett, makes this comment “Jim was Executive Director, WFP from 1982 to 1992. 
Under his leadership WFP emerged from being a subsidiary of FAO to become a very 
largely, independently governed, autonomous agency of the UN. If any single individual 
deserves credit for the scope of WFP's humanitarian work today, it is Jim Ingram.”] 

 

****** 

PLANNING A MARRIAGE IN CORONAVIRUS TIMES 

AAFICS member, Paul Dobbie, usually resides in Tokyo, but returned to Australia for the 
marriage (in Victoria on 19th March 2020) of his daughter, Anika, to Ben. He writes: 
It was a wonderful day for us, even though we had to negotiate change of venues etc. part 
way through the event week owing to Coronavirus restrictions. Likewise, several of Anika's 
friends could not attend as they were prevented from 
moving from the USA and Europe. Furthermore, 
Anika's big sister, Jasmine, was stuck in Bali.  

 I was lucky to make it myself. I arrived in Australia a 
day before 'lockdown' commenced and I managed to 
get out (and back to Japan) without a problem by 
leaving a day earlier. I was obliged to re-route via 
Sydney.   

Stay safe and healthy. Best regards to all. 

Paul Dobbie    
       

                                                                                                 Proud father accompanies daughter. 
                                                                                                                                              . 



[Editor’s note: Paul was with 
UNPROFOR (War in the former 
Yugoslavia) 1994 - 96, Field 
Security Adviser;  1997 to 2004 
UNICTR, 'War Crimes 
Investigator', Rwanda; 2004 to 
2014, UNDSS Security Adviser 
in various locations in conflict, 
including Iraq (2 tours/3+years) 
and Burundi.]  

 
 

                   Family and friends join the happy couple. 

****** 

QUEENSLAND LEADER LAID LOW 

AAFICS Queensland Coordinator, Mike Sackett, is currently in recovery mode after suffering 
a nasty bout of shingles. Despite already having had the relevant vaccination against the 
virus, Mike still contracted the disease. (Medical advice is that the injection only decreases 
the effects of shingles but does not guarantee full immunity.)  Unfortunately, after organizing 
the annual AAFICS Queensland Branch end-of-year luncheon, neither he, nor his wife 
Eileen, were able to join the group for the occasion. However, from his sick-bed, Mike was 
able to react to the Brereton report on alleged SAS Special Operation military excesses in 
Afghanistan and penned this thoughtful letter to the Editor of The Australian newspaper: 

Dear Editor, 
 
I worked in Afghanistan from 1999 to 2002, initially as country director of the humanitarian 
World Food Programme and later as the UN Resident Coordinator. I am an unashamed 
Afghanophile admiring the people, with the exception of their abominable treatment of 
women and girls, together with the country's history and scenery. I applaud the generally 
excellent piece in the Weekend Australian by David Kilcullen. 
 
Looking back to the time when the Taliban were "defeated" in November 2001, Australia was 
in a no-win position. However well-intentioned, and imbued with whatever hearts and minds 
mentality, Australian forces were a culturally alien and unwelcome intruder. How would you 
feel if you had extravagantly resourced Korean or Turkish peacekeepers strutting around 
your neighbourhood? On the other hand, had the incoming US and Allied forces simply 
upped sticks shortly thereafter, chaos and disorder would have inevitably resulted. 
 
I worked and travelled again in Afghanistan in 2011 only to find a country that was infinitely 
more dangerous and insecure than at any point in my earlier sojourn. By all accounts, the 
situation since then has only worsened. 
 
Moving to the present time, I read with disbelief the Brereton proposal to pay monetary 
compensation to the families of Afghans foully slaughtered by rogue Special Ops individuals. 
While that may appear to Canberra to resolve the situation once and for all, it is fraught with 
difficulties. I would hate to be the Embassy official tasked with getting an appropriate amount 
of cash compensation into the hands of the actual bereaved family member. And even if 
successful, the recipient of the cash would be extremely vulnerable to exploitation. More 



fundamentally, cash is little consolation in a proud, warrior culture which demands an eye for 
an eye - you kill my son, I kill yours. 
 
The only realistic fix is a long-term commitment to support moderate Afghan leadership, and 
to assist technically and financially education and health programmes, which realistically 
may only bear fruit in a couple of generation's time. 
 
(sgd) Mike Sackett 
 
[Editor’s note: In passing, earlier in the year, Mike was active on a podcast concerning 
aspects of the performance of the share market in a time of the pandemic. His dulcet tones 
can be heard here:  AGM Watch - Flight Centre - Whooshkaa] 
 

****** 
 
TOMI PENS NEW TOMES 
 
We are retired, so it is time to write memoirs. Retired statesmen, famous singers and football 
players do so, so why not also us? 
 
My travels for FAO took me to a number of countries in order to assess what could be done 
for the improvement of their inland fisheries. Some were countries in Africa, where I spent 
nine years of my life before joining FAO, but mainly I concentrated on countries of Asia, the 
Pacific, and some countries of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. For one book, I 
selected some of the more interesting stories that happened during my travels. 
 
While visiting most of the reservoirs on Pakistan‘s five major rivers, I was taken by boat on 
the Kabul River to a largely autonomous tribal area not far from the border with Afghanistan. 
An elderly tribesman, standing on the bank and armed with an old rifle, looked at us a bit 
suspiciously, but let as through. The Warsak reservoir, where we were going, was of not of 
much use for fisheries, as within a very few years after the dam‘s completion it filled up with 
sediments. I formulated a couple of project proposals for dams on the Indus and Jhelum 
Rivers, and a project for Indian Kashmir.  They were later implemented. In Iran, I travelled 
from the Caspian Sea to the Persian Gulf. It was the peak of summer, during the war with 
Iraq. Apart from looking at diverse water resources for the possibility of developing fisheries, 
on the way back to Tehran we stopped for an hour at Persepolis, or whatever is left of it, as it 
was very enthusiastically destroyed by Alexander the Great. A project proposal for a lagoon 
close to the Caspian Sea was later implemented.  
 
In China, I initiated a study of the over-harvested stock of the only commercial fish species in 
Lake Qinghai. At an altitude of almost 3300 m, in the middle of August we experienced a 
snowstorm. Not far away on the Yellow River I was unable to see their fish culture setup in a 
reservoir. The local staff could not find the key to unlock the padlocked boat we needed to 
get to the fish cages. A vast area of desert, a short distance upstream of the reservoir was 
covered with solar panels, having the capacity of a nuclear power station when the sun was 
shining. Its power production input into the net was coordinated with hydropower production, 
thus saving a lot of water for irrigation, which was not pushed through turbines when the sun 
was shining. In Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge were still very active around Lake Tonle Sap. I 
was alone in a boat with soldiers aiming a heavy machine gun. My feet rested on boxes of 
ammunition, and for my personal use I had at disposal a number of Kalashnikovs, just in 
case. When we discussed the result of our mission in the local fisheries office, the officer 
opened a cupboard to get a document, and on the bottom of the cupboard were boxes of 
ammunition and several Kalashnikovs. At that time the Khmer Rouge loved to kill 
government officials.  

https://player.whooshkaa.com/episode?id=750446


In the Ukraine, Latvia and Moscow I 
assisted in designing international training 
courses in fisheries. The purpose of my 
two visits was to assist in spending the 
non-convertible Russian rubles that the 
Soviet Union was paying to the UN. The 
hospitality was great, even though the 
Soviet Union was collapsing. My 
knowledge of Russian helped not only 
there, but also later during my visit to 
Mongolia. Even in Sumatra and Iranian 
Azerbaijan some specialists talked to me 
in Russian, as they spent time studying 
fisheries in the Soviet institutions. At 
Rome headquarters I was once asked to 
present a short review of Mongolian 
fisheries to a Mongolian delegation. I 
delivered it in Russian as Mongolians 
were at that time very close to the Soviet 
Union. When we met socially in the 
evening, one member of the delegation 
greeted me in Czech. For five years he 
studied agriculture at Brno university. His 
Czech language knowledge was as good 
as mine. I could have delivered my talk 

about Mongolian fisheries in Czech! 
 
These and many other fragments of reminiscences from other countries that I visited for 
FAO are in my book called Fishing without a Rod (it sounds better in Czech), published this 
year in Prague.  
 
This year, I also published a book in Prague about our fifteen-year stay in Rome, Years in 
Rome. I have to admit that I never learned to speak Italian very well. So, I sympathized with 
the famous singer Madonna, of Italian ancestry but born in the USA. When she visited 
Pacentro, an Italian village from where her parents emigrated, she talked with the locals in 
Italian. She had very good pronunciation but didn’t know enough words for fluent 
conversation.  My case exactly. I also have a good Italian pronunciation. When driving in 
Italy, sometimes we got lost and had to ask for directions. Mary had studied Italian and 
would ask. A chap would look at her, not quite comprehending the slightly Americanized 
pronunciation. I would repeat what she said in a brilliant Italian accent. The chap‘s eyes 
sparkled and his response was a torrent of words. I asked Mary: “what did he say?” In this 
way, we travelled through Italy without many deviations.  

 
In Rome, we lived on the top-floor of a non-descript apartment building. In summer it was 
very hot there, as the flat roof above us irradiated the accumulated summer heat, especially 
during the night. Air conditioning did not exist. In July and August, there were hardly any 
Romans in Rome, it was simply too hot. Only tourists staggered from shade to shade. We 
always stayed in Rome, using our biennial holiday for our home leave to Australia during the 
Australian summer.  

 
The Australian writer, George Negus, who spent a year in northern Italy, defined the 
priorities of Italians in the title of his book, Football, Food and Politics. Mary and I are not 
great fans of football, but we like Italian food, and in Italy we got our excitement from the 
Italian politics. Of course, we knew when Italy was playing soccer, as it is called in Australia. 
There was nobody on the streets, everybody was glued to their TV. Occasionally, we heard 



a shout of excitement, or a low-level moan depending on whether Italy was winning or not. 
When it was over, the streets either continued to be quiet, meaning Italy lost, or streets were 
full of cars, with flags waving and hooting. When Italy won the World Cup we did finally get 
drawn into the excitement and turned on our TV. 
  
For us foreigners who 
worked for FAO, life was 
easier than for ordinary 
Italians. The Italian 
administration in FAO took 
over much of the 
administrative burden from 
us. If it were not so, we 
would spend much of our 
stay in Italy queuing for 
permissions and documents. 
But we had to deal with car 
repairs and servicing, and 
shopping. For us foreigners, 
car services around FAO 
were overpriced and often 
the car was not properly 
serviced. Romans hate 
queues and whenever there 
is a chance, they jump 
ahead of you. Then there 
was the eternal frustration 
with child thieves. Many 
FAO visitors were robbed on 
Roman streets. And even 
short-term employees of 
FAO were subject to home 
break-ins. Genuine Romans 
took it as part of life, they 
rarely got excited about it. 
We were broken into twice. 
The damage was mainly the 
door, the second time it was beyond repair. Thieves didn’t have much luck with us, we had 
no gold, no fur coats, no jewelry. They just left a big mess and a very disturbed cat. A 
carpenter that we called to repair the door was an elderly man originally from southern Italy. 
When he found out that Mary was from America, his face lit up. He said he had been in an 
American detention camp during WWII and that it was good. One can only imagine how bad 
houses were like before the war. 
  
We did not fit into the local life as much as we had hoped. Our friends were mostly in FAO. 
The ‘lapsed Anglo-Saxon’, as the writer Tim Parks called himself, was married to an Italian 
and lived near Verona. He wrote “only after having children, were we accepted by the Italian 
community of the small town where we lived.” He mentioned an Italian woman who moved to 
the same town from another nearby town; she was not accepted even after twenty years. His 
explanation was “they didn’t need other people.” 
  
Rome was an attractive place to be. Its architecture provided us with a stage on which we 
lived. There were galleries, exhibitions, the Vatican. But our life as expatriates was different 
from that of the locals. This didn’t prevent me from putting the political highlights of Italy 
during the period 1980-1995 into the book. My book also contains many interesting moments 



from the life of our friends, colleagues and visitors. We were rarely alone. As the saying 
goes: All roads lead to Rome. Almost everybody wants to visit Rome at least once.  We put 
up our relatives and our expatriate diaspora friends, and also friends and relatives of our 
friends and relatives, some of whom we had never met. Somebody noted in our guest book: 
It is a pity that people are not smaller, you could put up more of them. Sometimes, thanks to 
delays with the Italian post, never too anxious to deliver letters on time, we got a phone call 
from somewhere in Europe that they are just about to board their flight to Rome. Their letter 
informing us about their planned visit came long time after they already left. So, when they 
arrived, we sometimes had other visitors. But it always worked out, even when they had to 
sleep on mattresses on the floor or on a camp bed. Rome is Rome. 
 
For us Rome was also an excellent base for our outings into the surrounding mountains. We 
have always like hiking, and we appreciated the emptiness of the Apennines, the numerous, 
but mostly poorly or non-marked trails that guided us to beautiful natural places that many 
people living in Rome never visited. I wrote another book about such walks in the 
Apennines. Old Etruscan sites, many in semi-wilderness, were also among our favourite 
places to visit.  
   
Tomi Petr, formerly FAO 
 
[Sincere thanks for these wonderful stories, Tomi, and congratulations on your books. And 
thank you and Mary too for attending the AAFICS Queensland Branch lunch from your home 
at Toowoomba. Good to see you both looking so fit and healthy. Editor.] 
 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

PETS AND TECHNOLOGY 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
 

 



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
LETTER TO THE EDITOR 

 

 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Martin Hadlow, 
Editor 
AAFICS Newsletter 
Dear Martin, 
I very much enjoyed reading your bumper December 2019 and July 2020 Newsletters. They 
were both very well put together, with some useful information as usual, and wonderful, 
interesting and stimulating contributions from members. Keep up the great work. A number 
of the articles, in particular in the December 2019 issue, prompted some rather random 
thoughts on my part. 
I thought that the rebuttal by Ramesh Shakur in December of the nonsensical remarks by 
Morrison on “negative globalism” was beautifully stated and very much spot-on. I distributed 
this article among my community and associates where I live, as compulsory reading to 
counter the wholly negative sentiments now coming from Canberra on our work. As Ramesh 
says, this rubbish will no doubt go down well with readers of The Australian, which in itself 
reflects the misinformation now doing the rounds of our media. Sadly, recently Morrison 
seems to have doubled down on his original views. Of course, he’s just following the Trump 
line, relentlessly pointing us to disaster. We fight an uphill battle, but one that we have to 
win, for the good of humanity. Then again, the other side of the coin is that it might be best to 
allow Trump and his ilk, plus COVID-19, to wipe out our species entirely and let the earth 
rebuild itself from scratch. 
The article, also in December, on the 100th anniversary of the ILO reminded me of an 
interesting by-product of its history. After the Secretariat had occupied temporary quarters in 
Paris and London following its establishment in 1919, the first Director of the ILO, Albert 
Thomas, with the support of the ILO Governing Body, made the more or less unilateral 
decision to move the Secretariat to Geneva. This occurred at the time when the founders of 
the League of Nations could not decide where the fledgling League would be based. As I 
understand it, the decision by ILO pretty much settled the question in favour of Geneva. 
Still on the ILO, I was a little miffed to see the claim that ILO was the second UN agency to 
be established after the Universal Postal Union (actually pre-UN agencies). My own 
Organization, the WMO, dates its origin to the First International Meteorological Congress, in 
Vienna, in 1873, which led directly to the formation of the non-Governmental International 
Meteorological Organization, the IMO. In fact, the first real international cooperation in 
meteorology came 20 years earlier, with the Brussels Maritime Conference of 1853, but 
that’s another story. The IMO established a very small Secretariat which moved around 
Europe a bit, spending most time in the Netherlands, until the looming threat of WWII caused 



it to be shifted to Lausanne in Switzerland in the 1930s, from where it eventually moved to its 
now permanent home in Geneva in the 1950s. Like some other pre-existing agencies and 
organizations, the original IMO decided to become Intergovernmental, and formally joined 
the UN family in 1950 as WMO. However, the new body retained all the existing internal 
structures and Secretariat of the IMO, and even today, the national Permanent 
Representatives to WMO are almost exclusively the heads of National Meteorological and 
Hydrological Services. WMO has celebrated its 70th anniversary as a UN agency this year, 
sadly restricted by COVID-19. 
The short note in December on ancestry by John Clements and his comment on the possible 
juicy information such research can unearth prompts me to relate just such a “scandal” from 
my own family history. My wife (Robyn Archer) is really into the ancestry stuff and has been 
subscribed to “ancestry.com” for many years. She has compiled massive trees for both her 
and my families and has put many DNA samples up online. My own DNA prompted a 
contact from a previously unknown person, saying that my DNA was a close (first cousin) 
match to his own. Without going too much into the gory details, using convincing 
circumstantial evidence we concluded that this person’s father was conceived by my 
maternal grandfather before he went off to WWI. So, I now have a previously unknown set of 
cousins. Even more interesting, this person’s father was the Headmaster of my High School 
at the time of my graduation in 1962, thus living in close proximity to his half-sister, my 
mother, but unbeknown to either. The moral of this story is to support the comments of John, 
that ancestry research, with DNA matching, can indeed turn up very interesting results. 
Many thanks to Jennifer for giving a plug for my talks to the U3A in Warrnambool, in 
particular on the UN System. Sadly, it seems that Jane was unable to get to talk to the 
Hobart U3A because of COVID-19. Hopefully, there’ll be an occasion in the future for this to 
happen and to get the reactions of U3A members regarding the UN and its work. 
Having much enjoyed reading the really interesting stories from AAFICS members over 
many Newsletter editions now, and after some email interaction with Jennifer and Martin, I’m 
tempted to suggest that we consider compiling a sort of anthology of the most interesting 
stories from members from their work in the UN System - “Stories from the Front Line of 
Helping the World”, maybe? With the 75th anniversary of the UN with us, perhaps this is a 
suitable stimulus. We could just publish such an anthology online, or through circulation to 
members, though I would like to think that it might have a broader appeal than just AAFICS 
members. At the same time, of course, our esteemed editor might not be all that happy with 
such a publication, potentially depriving him of great copy for future Newsletters! In any 
case, the thoughts of others on this suggestion would be appreciated. 
Peter Dexter, formerly WMO. 
[Thanks for your kind words, Peter. The anthology idea sounds excellent. Be assured that I 
would not mind if authors sent their stories there instead. Let’s hear from other members 
about the whole proposal. Editor.] 

****** 

 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

UN AT SEVENTY-FIVE 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Our distinguished former senior UN Secretariat colleague, Ramesh Thakur, has again 
published some erudite and thoughtful commentaries in various publications. For copyright 
reasons we cannot print the content, but we can aim you to the website where it is freely 
available for viewing: 
 



https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ethics-and-international-
affairs/article/united-nations-and-the-northsouth-partnership-connecting-the-past-
to-the-future/A8A5E6E1587E425997184ADE6011BBD9 
 
A summary of the content is as follows: 
 
As part of the special issue on “The United Nations at Seventy-Five: Looking Back to Look 
Forward,” this essay connects the past of the United Nations to its future from the 
perspective of the Global South. When the UN was created, most developing countries were 
colonies that played no role in writing the rules and designing the architecture of the post-
1945 UN-centric global multilateral order. Today, countries in the Global South command a 
majority of the UN membership, but still mostly function as norm takers and are severely 
underrepresented in the UN Security Council—which functions as the geopolitical cockpit—
and also in the senior ranks of the UN system, in the key posts in the Secretariat, and in the 
UN's funds and agencies. Gradually, however, these countries are using their numerical 
strength to give voice to their distinctive preferences, priorities, and values. This essay 
provides a broad-brush sketch of the changing nature of the North-South partnership on the 
UN's four overarching normative mandates of security, development, environment, and 
human rights. It includes a brief comment on the coronavirus pandemic within the framework 
of its main narrative of the continuing need for a UN-centric North-South partnership. 
 
Ramesh has also kindly referred readers to another of his interesting articles here: 
 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/10/30/commentary/japan-commentary/mobilizing-
world-behind-nuclear-weapons-ban-treaty/ 
 

 
 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ethics-and-international-affairs/article/united-nations-and-the-northsouth-partnership-connecting-the-past-to-the-future/A8A5E6E1587E425997184ADE6011BBD9
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ethics-and-international-affairs/article/united-nations-and-the-northsouth-partnership-connecting-the-past-to-the-future/A8A5E6E1587E425997184ADE6011BBD9
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ethics-and-international-affairs/article/united-nations-and-the-northsouth-partnership-connecting-the-past-to-the-future/A8A5E6E1587E425997184ADE6011BBD9
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/10/30/commentary/japan-commentary/mobilizing-world-behind-nuclear-weapons-ban-treaty/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/10/30/commentary/japan-commentary/mobilizing-world-behind-nuclear-weapons-ban-treaty/


-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

COOOEE! REPORTS FROM BRANCHES 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

VICTORIA 
 
Well, if we thought that 2019 was a poor year for AAFICS news from Victoria, try 2020. With 
Melbourne having been locked down and out since early in the year, there have been no 
meetings to report and nothing really of note happening except, thank goodness, toilet rolls 
are now back in stock; in some cases over-supplied.  

Our main issue for some members in Victoria has been the non-arrival of the Certificate of 
Entitlement (CoE). This has been the cause of much concern, given its importance to 
UNJSPF and the possibility of pension withdrawal if not signed and returned. It seems 
COVID-19 has been the culprit; a blight on our health as well as postal communications from 
far and wide. Whilst those on the US$ track can download their own CoEs, those of us on 
the two-track system cannot do so. However, UNJSPF seems to be aware of the problem 
and are trying to get a new IT system developed for future use. However, in the interim, it 
seems some members are left in limbo, which is most disturbing for them. It has always 
seemed archaic to me that probably the most important document responsible for ensuring 
continued pension payment has to rely on ‘snail mail’ for distribution and return. 

There have been some enquiries on dealing with the Australian Tax Office process of getting 
the Undeducted Purchase Price (UPP) given as a tax offset against our pensions. The 
important thing to remember here is that the ATO form – Request for a determination of the 
deductable amount of UPP of a foreign pension or annuity- (under item No. 16) asks if our 
UN pension is a reversionary one. It is not. It is a Defined Benefit Pension. If you incorrectly 
tick the reversionary box, the ATO want to know the age of your spouse to calculate your tax 
now, based on their life expectancy. In one member’s situation, their accountant mistakenly 
ticked the reversionary box, resulting in a severely reduced pension. 

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiVybT3qYfcAhWMwrwKHVhOC94QjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://atlantislsc.com/major-cities-in-australia-map/major-cities-in-australia-map-download-major-cities-in-australia-map/&psig=AOvVaw1npgfnX_PR-_8qxo3QeK6Z&ust=1530858337758258


The two booklets: ‘Before Your Demise (An AAFICS Handbook to Help You and Your Next 
of Kin)’ and ‘An Essential Checklist – Planning your return to Australia after service with the 
United Nations’ prepared by our sub-committee earlier, are still being assessed by AAFICS 
HQ and will hopefully be released to members and potential members in the New Year. 

As members age and often go into care, they usually forget or are unable to tell us where 
they have gone. This is particularly important if, for some reason, their signed CoE is not 
received by UNJSPF. To address this for new members, we ensured that a next-of-kin 
contact was recorded on the AAFICS membership application form. However, this has not 
been done for existing members. For that reason, a circular has been sent to all members 
asking them for this contact information with emphasis on some close, younger contact (e.g.  
son, daughter, niece, nephew etc.)  That information is now being collated.   

Well, that’s about it for the ex-troglodyte Melbourne members here having emerged into the 
daylight once again. Our members send their kindest regards to their fellow UN members in 
the other States and hope your Christmas and New Year celebrations with families and 
friends are most enjoyable and, above all, safe and free of COVID-19.  

Mike Patto, Victoria State Coordinator 

****** 

TASMANIA 

The Tasmania Branch of AAFICS enjoyed an Italian meal at the Don Camillo restaurant in 
Hobart, and we had our usual wide-ranging discussion. We are planning to get together 
twice a year in 2021. 
 

 
 

Members present (from left) - Belai Ghebreegzabiher, Jane Wilson, Robert Mister 
and Janet Cummins 

Jane S Wilson PhD, Tasmania State Coordinator 



QUEENSLAND 

Your Queensland correspondent is feeling a bit under par with a dose of shingles. It has 
already been hanging around for three weeks and caused me to miss the November 
AAFICS Sunshine Coast lunch and the opportunity to catch up with former UN friends. 
Adding insult to injury, I had had the vaccine about four years ago. A little online research 
suggests the vaccine available in Australia is only 70% effective. Digging further, I found 
that, coincidentally, Zostavax was withdrawn from use in the USA on the very day I received 
my diagnosis. There it has been replaced by the Shingrix vaccine said to be 97% effective. I 
wonder when we’ll get around to changing here? 

Since getting shingles, I’ve heard of several other folk who’ve had it after taking the vaccine. 
Dr Google tells us that it is the late adulthood emergence of the chickenpox virus which has 
lain latent in our systems since schooldays. Apparently, it strikes one in three adults, and 
usually only once. No sooner had I read that than I met several people who’ve had more 
than one dose. My advice is to get the shingles vaccine if you haven’t already had it, and 
hope that you’re one of the lucky 70%. 

Guess where I’m heading after those opening paragraphs? The world is currently pre-
occupied with COVID vaccines. Seemingly, amazing progress has been made in developing 
effective vaccines against the coronavirus. Then follows the daunting task of giving as many 
of the world’s almost 8 billion inhabitants as possible two doses of the vaccine. This leads to 
a number of questions. How effective will these vaccines be? When will the vaccines be 
rolled out in Australia? How the hell will such a mammoth task be accomplished globally? 
The answers to these questions will have a major impact on all our lives in 2021, and I’m 
sure the following years. 

There are of course other global preoccupations, which to some extent have been over-
shadowed by COVID. Anyone noticed that our relations with China are a touch on the frosty 
side at present? China has presented a log of 14 complaints against Australia – most of 
which seem to me to be a pretty reasonable indictment of our large and ambitious northern 
neighbour. It’s interesting how they find fault with our production of barley, timber and wine 
(dumping Penfolds – wow that really is imaginative!) but are perfectly happy to import 
mountains of the highly strategic iron ore at currently ridiculously high prices. Best case 
scenario is that once Biden gets his feet under the White House desk, a more constructive 
global mood begins to emerge. 

Then of course there’s Climate Change. After a low profile four years, UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterras came out strongly recently on the urgent need for action. The SG of course 
had the misfortune to take office at the same time as isolationist, anti-UN, Trump. It was 
good to hear the SG come out so strongly on this subject, paving the way for, hopefully, a 
successful forum in Glasgow next November. Which of course poses another question – 
what will the Australian Government do to avoid being embarrassingly left behind?  

My prediction for 2021?  A very big and demanding year for the United Nations. 

Not much Queensland content in the above. Let’s hope we’re not in line for an above-
average cyclone season. P.S.: Just consulted Google again. It informs me that a possible 
side effect of shingles is a ‘tendency to pontification’. Hopefully, normal service will be 
resumed by the Newsletter’s next edition. 

Mike Sackett, Queensland State Coordinator 



Despite the unfortunate absence of Mike and Eileen on medical grounds, the annual end-of-
year AAFICS Queensland Branch lunch went ahead in late-November with eighteen present. 
As in previous years, the event was held at King Ludwig’s German Restaurant and Bavarian 
Beer Bar located in the hills of the Sunshine Coast hinterland at Maleny. Under cool 
temperatures and rainy skies, fine German cuisine, traditional beer, wine and animated 
conversation were enjoyed by all. 

 
Queensland: beautiful one day, raining the next. (All photos by M. Hadlow) 

 

 

Keeping an eye on those who ordered the venison. 



 

As always, diners enjoyed the best of the wurst at the annual lunch, with the Bauernschmausmit 
Sauerkraut & Semmelknödl, not to mention the Jägerschnitzelmit Spätzle & Gemüse, being hard to 
pronounce, but going down a treat. 

Those present included Ian and Cathy Douglas (FAO), Mal Duthie and Maureen Yeats 
(WFP), Leik Boonwaat and Kham Noan (UNODC), Martin and Anne Hadlow (UNESCO), Ian 
and Monica Lynch (WHO), Tomi and Mary Petr (FAO), Gary and Pamela Taylor (DPKO), 
Phil and Sue Young (IFAD/UNDP/ADB), and Cheryl Williams and Tim Henry (ITU/UNRWA). 

In his absence, Mike had asked me to speak briefly to the gathering on his behalf and I was 
able to make a mumbling conveyance of his thoughts to the assembled multitude as the 
Apfeslstrudel was consumed. The next Queensland branch lunch will be held in mid-2021 
and we look forward to having Mike and Eileen back with us on that occasion. 

Martin Hadlow, formerly UNESCO    

****** 

CANBERRA 
The ACT branch of AAFICS is quite small and has only one formal activity each year. This is 
the annual Christmas lunch held at the Canberra Yacht Club on Lake Burley Griffin on a 
Sunday a couple of weeks before Christmas. This year, thirteen ACT members gathered for 
the event on Sunday 13th December 2020.  Fifteen members had signed up, although only 
13 actually made it.   

Regrets were received from Peter Stevens, Adam Gerrand and Valerie, Jim and Odette 
Ingram, Robert and Zydre Pember, Dmitiri and Ann de Wouytch, Nirmali Rathgama Guruge, 



JoAnne DiSano, Joahn and Sally Peacock, Ramesh Thakur, Thane Oke Kyaw Myint, 
Margaret O’Callaghan and Pam and Keith Hammond.   

Some interesting excuses were offered.  Ramesh earned some sympathy for having ‘done 
his back in,’ although he did not explain how and Thane Oke Kyaw Myint has also not been 
well.  Pam and Keith observed that it was the first lunch they have missed since the tradition 
began under Ralph and Jane Wingfield.  Bob Pember had a very seasonal excuse- he was 
to play Santa at the Cotter River on the day! I assume that was ‘at’ the river and not in it! 

 
On the day, the Wingfields were also unable to attend, leaving twelve of us (our National 
President Jennifer Ashton, Lorraine & Geoff Corner, Kate Gordon, Noel & Heather 
Karpinnen, Brian Moir and Geraldine, Elizabeth Reid, John & Kerry Reid and Janice 
Scrabolotto) to enjoy the rare treat of being the sole occupants of the Lotus Room.  Our long 
table faced directly onto the lake with an uninterrupted view of the Canberra crowd outside 
enjoying lakeside picnics just beneath our window while we enjoyed the delicious food, good 
wine and excellent service provided by the Southern Cross Club which now operates the 
Yacht Club restaurant.  

Vale Tony Fearnside OAM 

Sadly, Tony Fearnside OAM, partner of Janice Scarabottolo, passed away in April following 
a long struggle with Parkinson’s Disease. Tony was an active contributor to society on many 
levels and in several fields. His service to the community was recognized in January 2015 
when he was awarded the Order of Australia. Tony had a long and active career in forestry 
both in Australia and overseas (for details see 
https://www.anu.edu.au/alumni/ouralumni/spotlight/mr-anthony-fearnside-oam and 
https://tonyfearnside.com/about/). He was also an active sportsman through the UNI Norths 
OWLS rugby union club, where he captained the 1969 Second Grade Premiership team and 
coached the 1972 premiership 4ths team (http://owlsrugby.com/vale-tony-fearnside/). In later 

https://www.anu.edu.au/alumni/ouralumni/spotlight/mr-anthony-fearnside-oam


years, he was active in the Canberra Branch of the Theosophical Society and in the work of 
Parkinson’s ACT (https://www.facebook.com/austheos/posts/1955076504624304). He will 
be greatly missed by his family, friends and the broader Canberra community. 

A long and happy 70-year partnership 

Congratulations to members Jim, the former Executive Director of WFP, and Odette Ingram 
who recently celebrated their 70th wedding anniversary. Thanks to the website 

hercanberra.com.au we have some insight 
into the success of this long and happy 
marriage between a dashing, young (very!) 
diplomat and a beautiful Parisian secretary 
who met at a British High Commission party 
and were married at the Canberra Hyatt 
hotel. (Photo of the happy couple on their 
wedding day courtesy hercanberra.com.au).  

Jim represented Australia on the 
international stage for more than four 
decades and was the first Australian 
appointed to head a major United Nations 
body, the World Food Program, from 1982 
to 1992. Over his career, the family (which 
included two daughters and a son) were 
posted to Tel Aviv, Jakarta, Washington, 
Brussels, New York, Manila, Ottawa and 
Rome, among others. As I am sure other 

members will understand, postings were not always easy. On one occasion in Indonesia, 
they found that the house waiting for them had no lightbulbs, sheets or furniture. Also, in 
Indonesia towards the end of the Sukarno regime they were robbed, and feared for their 
safety. (Source: https://hercanberra.com.au/life/wedding/how-to-staymarried/)  

The joys of living in Canberra 

One of the great joys of life in Canberra is the easy access we have to the best art, music 
and culture in general at the best prices with the least hassles with distance, parking and 
time. We have long enjoyed Carl Rafferty’s concerts presenting classical music in ways that 
appeal to a general audience, including providing facilities for BYO food and drinks. COVID-
19 restrictions made it difficult to stage live concerts in the usual indoor venues, so creative 
Carl came up with an outdoor alternative in the form of a temporary stage erected outside 
the historic St. John’s Church in Reid. AAFICS members Jennifer Ashton and Margaret 
O’Callaghan joined Lorraine and Geoff Corner to enjoy this rather different approach. The 
evening began with a leisurely stroll through the cemetery in the church grounds, which was 
quite interesting as many old graves had received new gravestones providing updated 
information about the occupants. However, that part of the evening ended abruptly when we 
stumbled on a fire-ant nest and Lorraine had to beat a hasty retreat to remove the more 
aggressive invaders. At 6:30pm. picnic baskets and wine bottles were opened and the 
contents enjoyed against the background of a beautiful Canberra sunset and the antics of 
some Galahs which were elegantly sky diving or raucously squabbling around the church 
steeple. E-mails next morning from Margaret and Jennifer captured the unique atmosphere: 
“a really lovely evening, weather, Galahs, slow sunset, company, food, wine - and of course 

https://hercanberra.com.au/life/wedding/how-to-staymarried/


the music! It was delightful” wrote Margaret, while Jennifer’s read “I had never thought of 
Beethoven as short, ugly and irascible, (Carl usually provides an entertaining and 
knowledgeable commentary on the music) let alone accompanied by Galahs…not only did I 
learn something new, but I also enjoyed an excellent "picnic" in the tombs with wonderful 
company.” 

Lorraine Corner, ACT State Coordinator 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

REMEMBER FLYING IN THE 1970S? 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 



------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

TRACKING COVID-19: WHAT HELPED, WHAT DID NOT 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Queensland’s Chief Health Officer, Dr Jeannette Young, giving COVID-19 briefings and guidance 
while Queensland Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk looks on, approvingly 

The deadly virus COVID-19 has hit planet Earth as one of the greatest threats of our time. Its 
effects on the well-being of people and the economies of nations have been devastating and 
counting. In some parts of the world, the virus has driven people to destitution.  

Since 31 December 2019 and as of 01 November 2020, there were 46.0 million cases of 
COVID-19, including 1.2 million deaths.  

COVID-19 has affected each country on Earth. However, the virus’ spread, deaths etc. are 
somewhat uneven. In some countries, infections and deaths have been massive and raging, 
and yet in others, the spread, as well as fatalities, from the virus have been contained 
significantly.  

The regions that have done badly are the Americas, which with its 20.0 million confirmed 
cases tops the list, followed by Europe (10.0 million) and South-East Asia (9.0 million). In 
terms of individual countries, USA tops the list with 9.0 million confirmed cases, followed by 
India (8.0 million) and Brazil (5.0 million). Belgium has the highest number of per capita 
COVID-19 cases. 

Many also argue that the actual number of cases of infection and deaths of COVID-19 are 
much higher, especially in developing countries where neither ‘contact tracing’ nor reporting 
are at their best. 

Countries that have successfully contained the disease are China, Vietnam, Taiwan, 
Australia and New Zealand and what is remarkable is that in Australasia, the infection and 
death rates have now come down to single digits.  

So, given that scientists have duly warned of the dangers of the virus and advised us what to 
do, why then are some countries suffering more than others?   

The single most important factor that seems to have helped in containing the virus more 
successfully is leadership. Experiences from across the globe reveal that countries that have 



leaders who gave science priority over politics, focused on the well-being of people over the 
economy, showed courage in embracing pragmatism over populism, and made tough 
decisions with firmness, have done better and contained the spread and fatalities of the virus 
more successfully. However, the task was not easy, especially in democracies where  
citizens do not take policies that curtail individual freedom lightly. In these countries, leaders 
have had the most difficult task of convincing and motivating their citizens to abide by 
COVID-19 lifestyle guidelines that are quite restrictive. However, leaders such as Ms. 
Jacinta Arden, the Prime Minister of New Zealand, Ms. Mette Frederiksen, Prime Minister of 
Denmark, Dr. Angela Merkel, Chancellor of Germany and Ms. Tsai Ing-wen, the President of 
Taiwan and others rose to the occasion, made tough decisions, and made the difference.  

Examples of good leadership also include several sub-national leaders such as Mr. Pinarayi 
Vijayan, the Chief Minister of Kerala of India. In Australia, the role played by the State 
Premiers in controlling and managing the spread of the virus has also been outstanding.  

These leaders, both national and sub-national, have demonstrated that listening to the 
advice of the scientists about a problem which only science can inform best, and has the 
solution, is crucial. These leaders thus completely relied on science, took the political risk 
and made decisions that were hardly popular, but in the end paid dividends.  

In some cases, leaders also walked the talk. For example, in a show of empathy with the 
economic hardship the virus inflicted upon the people, the New Zealand Prime Minister 
Jacinta Ardern, her entire cabinet, the heads of government departments (including the 
Leader of the Opposition) took 20% salary cuts. This great show of solidarity touched the 
hearts of the New Zealanders and they stood solidly behind their leader and stringently 
complied with COVID-19 rules. This resulted in the containment of the virus in record time. 
New Zealanders appreciated what their leader Jacinta Ardern did for them and returned the 
favour by re-electing her and her party with a thumping victory in the recent election. 

Similarly, the Premier of Queensland, Annastacia Palaszczuk, who against all odds and 
threats followed the advice of her Chief Medical Officer, remained firm on COVID 
restrictions, and kept Queensland safe, also experienced a similar show of gratitude from  
fellow Queenslanders in the State election held on October 31 2020. Queenslanders 
overwhelmingly voted for her (she herself won her seat with 70% of votes) and her party (the 
Australia Labor Party) and rewarded Ms. Palaszczuk with a landslide victory. 

These are good and inspiring examples, but COVID-19 has also thrown up a few examples 
of bad leadership and demonstrated how bad leadership can mess things up completely. Mr. 
Donald Trump, the President of the United States of America, is a shining example of bad 
leadership.  

Mr. Trump, who combines the attributes of xenophobe, contempt and bravado in his 
persona, ignored science and addressed the COVID-19 crisis with what I call a 4D mindset  
– Demonization: instead of focusing on the virus, he invented a new term, ‘China Virus’ and 
used the term not so much to address the virus but to shift the blame and the responsibility 
to someone else; Denial: he laughed away the virus as flu, claiming that it would disappear 
soon; Delay: he delayed actions and even discouraged State governors to take action; and 
finally, Desperation: after plunging the country into utter disaster, his erratic actions have  
resulted in (as of October 2020) the rampant spread of the virus - 8.0 million infected and 
225,000 casualties. These death tolls have surpassed those of America’s Vietnam War and 
all other war casualties.  



However, these debacles did not dampen Mr. Trump’s spirit. With the US Presidential 
election campaigning going full steam, his cerebral disorder deteriorated more. Defying all 
medical sense, he, an immediate past COVID-19 patient himself, has been holding mass 
rallies, mostly without a mask, in the middle of the pandemic. He has also ridiculed his Chief 
Scientific Officer, Dr. Fauci, for his cautionary advice. The result is that the US is now 
witnessing another massive hike in infection. Furthermore, to add insult to the global effort to 
fight the global crisis, Mr. Trump has also withdrawn US funding from WHO, a decision 
roundly condemned right across the world. 

Another key lesson that has emerged from the US experience is that, thanks to over-
patronisation of neoliberalism (an economic policy that believes that the market is the 
ultimate solution to everything) this has, among other things, contributed to ceding vital 
public utility functions, such as health services, to the market. Thus, with all its resources, 
the US failed to provide affordable quality health services to its citizens when they needed it 
most. At the time I wrote this article, poll results in US have started to come in. The contest 
looks neck and neck, but should Mr. Trump win, we do have to acknowledge that Mr. Trump 
himself may not be the problem, America is. [Ed: see update note below.] 

US is not alone in poor leadership. There are others, and they all reveal certain similar 
character attributes. Without exception, these reckless leaders are ultra-right, xenophobic 
and divisive and are committed to neoliberalism. They laugh away the danger of COVID-19, 
prioritise economy over health, make fun of containment measures and, thanks to their over- 
reliance on the market for everything including health, their systems fail to provide access to 
affordable quality health services at a time when these are needed most. 

In summary, while successful containment of COVID-19 has occurred under democracies as 
well as in one party political systems such as in China, Vietnam etc., leadership and 
adherence to science-based policies have made the difference. However, in democracies, 
COVID-19 containment measures have come at a cost. The measures compromised a key 
element of democracy, freedom, indicating that in a crisis some sacrifice (freedom or 
whatever) is warranted and desirable.  

Successes with containment of COVID-19 have also occurred in both developed and in 
developing countries, which implies that resources are important, but the keys to success 
are leadership and science-guided policies. Equally important is the State’s capacity to 

deliver basic services, especially health services, to the community 
when they need them most. 

Dr. Adil Khan is an Honorary Professor at the School of Social 
Science, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia and 
former Branch Chief, UN Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs (UNDESA), New York, USA. 

 

[Since Dr. Khan contributed the article, the US election results have seen President Trump 
defeated. And in terms of COVID-19, as this Newsletter goes to press the USA has 18m 
cases and 322,000 deaths. Editor.] 

 

 



--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

AND TALKING OF COVID-19 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
ADVENTURES IN IRAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
What memories sit in a handful of years in Iran? 

What to say? Four and a half years anywhere other than your own familiar stamping ground 
have to leave indelible impressions. 

Mine, with my husband working for FAO [1972-77] under the Shah’s dominance (image 
below), are particularly strong as my first son was born in Teheran and beautifully cared for. 
My daughter was adopted from the Princess Ashraf Pahlavi Home (sister of the. Shah), and 
my second son was conceived there, eventually to be born in Italy after a long and arduous 
journey on a rocking train across Turkey with two small children, a Labrador and an 
emergency birthing kit for my husband to use if necessary. None of 
this tells you much about Iran, but it does jog my memory!  

My husband was a wildlife biologist/ecologist working with the 
Iranian government establishing National Parks across the country. 
As such, we traversed this large land many times, adding a child as 
necessary.   

We were particularly well looked after, being given the use of 
several Royal hunting lodges. In retrospect, I don’t quite know why we had such generosity 
of access, but I do know we spent some lovely weekends in a small lodge north of  Teheran, 
Aku, where the nightingales did sing and the game guards prepared the ‘bokhari’ (wood 
stove) which once exploded, scattering its black ashes over my precious newborn! 

Nice as all this was, one particular return journey was not quite so pleasant. It was winter 
and we had to navigate the Alborz mountainous passes. On a one car-width road, we came 



across the results of a recent avalanche which had tumbled from on high, across our road 
and into the valley below. We, the imprisoned ones, sat in an endless line of cars, unable to 
move forwards or backwards. All we could do was sit, semi-frozen, either looking down at 
the cars undoubtedly with their dead inhabitants in the valley below, or looking upwards 
anxiously wondering if any more of that snow would launch us to the same destination. One 
remembers these things. 

We also stayed in the Shah’s palatial lodge near Mashhad, a holy city. This sounds delightful 
and it might have been, except for a timing mishap.  We were ensconced in the equivalent of 
the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles, but by morning when I awoke, husband not there of course 
(biologist, remember) there seemed like an entire army outside, boots thudding, guns 
clanking etc. We made a rapid and inconspicuous departure. 

I seem to be describing physical events. Suffice it to say we also escaped a strong 
earthquake in the Persian Gulf where bits of the hotel fell off and the earth rippled under us. 
Some years later, we luckily missed by 30 minutes the Teheran airport roof falling in and 
killing about 500 people.  So much for the challenges. 

I suppose when one thinks of Iran, one thinks, as I said, of vast tracts of desert or scrub, and 
it is easy to imagine the camel caravans making their way sedately along with the  ‘desert 
foxes’ bobbing up along the roadside. The latter are still there, the former, I think not, though 
the remnants of caravanserais are. 

It is said that there is no place in Iran from where you cannot see mountains. This is because 
the air is so clear, the visibility so extensive. 

Iranians are very talented and dedicated to making beautiful oases in the midst of their vast   
tracts of desert. Usually, the mosques and burial sites are areas of utter peace and 
tranquility with the tell-tale signs of Cypresses surrounding the walled garden.  Nishapur on 
the desert road between Teheran and Mashhad, is the birthplace, and also the burial place, 
of Omar Khayyam, both mathematician and poet. His resting place is exquisite. 

 
Mausoleum of Omar Khayyam, Nishapur 



Of course, the world knows Iran for the monumental remains of places like Persepolis 
[metropolis of Persia], once the seat of the mighty Persian Empire of 2,500 years ago sitting 
dramatically on a huge plain, ringed by mountains. Its enormity and extensive carvings rival 
that of Egypt and Babylon, the latter of course was part of the Persian Empire. Persepolis in 
all its son et lumiere glory (provided for the many visitors) was in 1973 interrupted loudly and 

incessantly by the 
wailing of my aforesaid 
precious infant. I do 
remember I left! 

There are many 
smaller sites of power. 
One that I cannot 
forget is Shushta, or 
Susa, in the west 
which lies in a fertile 
valley growing 
pomegranates, 
melons, oranges and 
lemons. The French 
museum there has 
artefacts going back 
over 5000 years. Quite 

stupendous.  My memory here is being left [again] under a tree in the afternoon sun.  Along 
came a group of women in highly coloured clothes with many layers, quite unlike the black 
chadors of most of Iran. The women were coming to wash clothes in the river, laughing 
chattering, bejewelled and beautiful. I on the contrary, representative of the ‘advanced’ west, 
sat in dirty jeans with hair pulled back - not a hugely favourable contrast, but one that makes 
me laugh. 

Cities like Esfahan, apart from being home to the Blue Mosque, was a vibrant city endlessly 
beating copper and silver, working on tiles and miniatures. It was also home to 50,000 Bell 
Helicopter personnel in my time, which certainly changed the feel of old Iran but left it as it 
was in 1979 when Khomeini arrived.  Shiraz, called the city of roses and home to the poets   
Hafez and Sadi, encapsulates the old cultural virtues.  It was near here I watched nomadic 
tribes on their summer migration to lusher pastures.  A sight it was. Not quite lock stock and 
barrel, but babies tied to donkeys, chickens tied to babies along with pots and pans, and 
bedding tied to both!   

I have purposely omitted politics as, of course, the country was under the Shah.  However, 
no criticism was tolerated and any foreigner doing so was speedily motorcaded out of the 
country. Dissident students were removed somehow. Photographs of the Shah were 
everywhere. Less obvious, but around, was Savak, the secret police.  The Shah actually did 
quite a lot of good. Tens of thousands of students were sent to Europe or the US for greater 
education. The health system was advanced by the sending of students around the country. 
When we arrived, the complete ownership by families of villages was being broken up. Akin 
to serfdom being abolished, I imagine. 

Wealth for some was enormous.  Mercedes vehicles lined many driveways! Vodka flowed 
and Beluga caviar was in abundance. A rather unusual (for me at least) aspect of this was 



my attendance at a Zofre, a religious ceremony. I entered a room of black-clad women 
sitting silently in a circle and took my place, not knowing what was happening.  One by one, 
silent women turned into hysterical screaming beings. Bedlam descended and I shrank into 
my chador. A Mullah arrived, as arranged, and recited the tale of the killing of Mohammed on 
the plain of  Karbala.  Once this was over, he left. Unbelievably, at this point, the chadors 
came off revealing Parisian clothes, bejeweled necks and fingers, and all sat down to eat the 
banquet, the remnants of which were given to the poor! The Zofre has more reason than one 
would think. The crying and screaming is cathartic and relates to the pain and suffering of 
their modern lives, rather than any religious history. Perhaps it’s all rather clever. 

Description of any country – physical, cultural, political - could be endless.  I’m sure you 
don’t want this to be the case, so I will stop.  My time in Iran was fascinating, but times have 
changed a little!            

Vanessa de Vos, AAFICS Queensland Branch, formerly FAO 

[Thank you, Vanessa. Great tales! Please write more on your experiences for future 
Newsletters. Your contribution again reminds us that, too often, the role of partners living in 
difficult posts is not recognized. Homemaking in such places takes special skills, not the 
least being able to find suitable family accommodation, to access food supplies, and to 
provide education and health services for children. While appreciating that both partners in 
the relationship are responsible, it is often one who bears the brunt of the load. Thank you, 
UN families, for your service. Editor.]   

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

ECOLOGY CORNER 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Thank you Jarah, grandson of Lorraine Corner, AAFICS ACT Coordinator, 
for providing this creative art-work…and the message. 



AAFICS ADMINISTRATIVE NOTE 

 

 A message about the UNJSP from our 
AAFICS President, Jennifer Ashton. 

 
Dear Members, 
 
A number of documents were presented by UNJSPF to our recent FAFICS meeting. The 
report of the Chief Executive of Pension Administration (CEPA) is here [click on the FAFICS 
Powerpoint below] and the report of the RSG on the financial health of the Pension Fund is 
shown in image form [see below].  
 

FAFICS.CEPA.Dec.20
20.Final (1).pptx  

 

 

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.lynnandbrown.com.au%2Fnetwork-ten-goes-into-voluntary-administration%2F&psig=AOvVaw3edRxq6mUjVkCYYU4Oebvo&ust=1597369598761000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCNjXmdSHl-sCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

‘HE IS WHO HE IS’: 

FOUR EXPERTS ASSESS THE RECORD OF THE UN’S ANTONIO GUTERRES 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
By Barbara Crossette on Dec 14, 2020 

Ever since the day in 1946 when the first secretary-general of the United Nations, Trygve Lie 
of Norway, took office, big powers have meddled in how the job is done. Most often, the 
United States has been the most intrusive. 

Lie resigned in 1953, before the end of his second, shortened term, with his global reputation 
damaged. The US had pressured him to open a Federal Bureau of Investigation office in the 
UN to ferret out imagined American “Communists sympathizers” in the organization, and Lie 
complied. Decades later, in 1996, the Clinton administration, running scared of a 
strengthened radical right-wing Congress, denied Boutros Boutros-Ghali, an Egyptian, a 
second term. He had antagonized the US and Israel on Middle East policies and other 
issues. 

Kofi Annan was harassed during the George W. Bush presidency by right-wing critics in 
Congress, echoed in the media (and later proved unfounded) for allegedly allowing violations 
of UN sanctions on Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Critics demanded Annan’s resignation. But 
when an 18-month investigation, led by Paul Volcker, a former US central bank chairman, 
revealed the guilty parties in what was known as the “oil for food” scandal, among them were 
dozens of companies beyond the reach of the UN, along with the Australian Wheat Board, a 
leading French diplomat and the head of India’s foreign ministry. 

António Guterres, a Socialist former prime minister of Portugal, has been spared such public 
assaults and accusations. But his term in office, which began in January 2017 (and ends on 
Dec. 31, 2021), has been shadowed by a broader campaign of destruction against the UN 
system and multilateralism generally by Donald Trump and his team of  isolationists. They 
have trampled on agreements and issues important to Guterres, such as climate change, 
universal human rights and equitable global public health services. Women’s rights, Guterres 
said, have been repressed globally by “stupid” patriarchies. 

The question now being raised by UN-watchers is whether the low-key Guterres, soon free 
of the malignant Trump presidency, will get a second chance, in another term, to pursue his 
agenda with more public vigor under an internationalist Joe Biden team. Guterres, who is 71, 
has repeatedly refused to say publicly whether he will run again. 

Lucia Mouat, in her book, “The United Nations’ Top Job: A Close Look at the Work of Eight 
Secretaries General,” suggests that surprises are possible. Dag Hammarskjold, who took 
over the job after Lie’s resignation, was a contemplative, intellectual Swede who seemed a 
safe choice endorsed by the big powers. In office, he turned out to be more assertive. 

https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=bda478ea75&e=42d0d88a88
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“In retrospect, Hammarskjold is considered  the most effective, innovative and admired of all 
secretaries-general,” Mouat, a former UN correspondent for The Christian Science Monitor, 
wrote. He became a global hero. Brian Urquhart, a legendary UN figure over decades, noted 
in an interview with Mouat, “You could go to Rio, New Delhi or Cape Town and the taxi driver 
would have heard of him and have an astonishingly clear idea of what he was trying to do.” 
Hammarskjold was killed in 1961 in a still-unsolved plane crash while on a risky diplomatic 
mission in Africa. 

 

Secretary-General António Guterres, speaking to the media at the UN on Nov. 20, 2020. PassBlue 
asked expert UN-watchers to opine on his tenure so far, which is entering its final year. His term has 
been shadowed by two radical upheavals: the Covid-19 pandemic and the Trump administration. Will 

he get a second term? 

Recently, PassBlue asked four experienced UN observers, from the US, Guatemala and 
Japan, to assess Guterres’s first four years of his five-year term. Here are their replies: 

Stephen Schlesinger is the author of “Act of Creation: The Founding of the United 
Nations,” and a frequent commentator on the UN. He wrote: 

“UN Secretary-General Guterres has been a competent manager of the United Nations. 
However, he has not been by any measure an inspirational figure in the grand tradition of 
former Secretaries-General Dag Hammarskjold or Kofi Annan. Guterres is a politician by 
vocation. He has shown himself to be a prudent administrator, careful not to offend anybody. 
His most pressing focus has been on the technical aspects of the job, where he is also least 
likely to upset the member-states — in the peacekeeping/political affairs reorganization, 
restructuring the UN development system and streamlining the management of the 
Secretariat. 

https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=471da32d1f&e=42d0d88a88


“Guterres’s attention to policy matters defaults to the safest outcomes. Thus, he has publicly 
identified himself with the Paris climate accord, the Sustainable Development Goals and a 
recent push to obtain cease-fires in conflicts around the planet during the Covid crisis. None 
of these positions are controversial for a secretary-general. Also, he has expanded female 
representation among the 180 senior leaders in the UN Secretariat. 

“He has eschewed controversial issues, notably in the field of human rights. He is 
particularly careful to avoid stepping on the toes of the five veto nations on the Security 
Council — Britain, China, France, Russia and the United States. After all, they determine 
whether he can get a second term or not and also contribute heavily to the UN’s annual 
budget. Hence, he sidesteps speaking out about the treatment of the Uighurs in China or 
repression in Russia or even the Jamal Khashoggi murder by Saudi Arabia. Generally, he 
has left human rights to the high commissioner for human rights [currently, Michelle 
Bachelet, a former president of Chile]. He has also avoided delving too much into the 
conflicts in Syria, Yemen, Ukraine, Iran and other hot spots. He leaves them to his special 
UN emissaries. 

“Guterres has had a bad hand to play. He has been in office during the era of Donald Trump, 
Xi of China and Putin of Russia. In the case of the United States, this means he has had to 
tolerate, without complaint, Trump’s bashing of the institution through his America First 
agenda, including withdrawal from the Human Rights Council, the Paris climate accord and 
the Iranian nuclear deal, among others — while at the same time he must try to cooperate 
enough with Trump to assure that the US, the largest UN donor (22 percent of the annual 
general budget) will continue to support the body financially. Basically, he has kept his head 
down. 

 



“He has been for the most part an invisible figure on the world stage. He does not deliver 
eloquent speeches; he has not linked himself with any grand plans or visionary global 
policies. Nor has he really used his position as a moral arbiter or sounding board. There is a 
certain bland, if dutiful, aspect to his tenure. He has generally articulated progressive views 
as the secretary-general. Still, he is fundamentally a technician. In being so low-key, he may 
have missed unique opportunities to promote the UN and himself. He failed to take 
advantage of the UN’s 75th anniversary to project its image around the world — and draw 
attention to his own leadership. Admittedly, the Covid pandemic crimped his abilities to put 
on a celebratory event. In the final analysis, he is who he is.” 

Yasuhiro Ueki is a professor in the department of global studies at Sophia University in 
Tokyo. He is a former political affairs officer and deputy spokesman for the UN who 
also worked in the UN mission in East Timor. He wrote: 

“There are a few basic things that the UN secretary-general must do if he (in this 
case) wants to be re-elected for the second term. First and foremost, he must not make an 
enemy out of the permanent members of the Security Council during his first term. Two UN 
secretaries-general failed in this regard: Trygve Lie, who upset the Soviet Union over the UN 
response to the Korean war; and Boutros Boutros-Ghali, who quarreled with the United 
States over policy issues. Other secretaries-general tended during their first terms to 
maintaining good working relations with the permanent members. Secondly, the secretary-
general must not make big mistakes politically. He does not have to have big successes, 
either. It is important for the secretary-general to maintain the house in order and to try not to 
politicize the UN. 

“A secretary-general must appear to be reforming the UN to appeal to the member states by 
trying to make it as efficient as possible. The UN is a publicly funded organization. 
Therefore, this is a natural corollary. It does not matter in real life whether the UN has 
become more effective or not. The UN is such a large organization. It is hard to evaluate its 
effectiveness. It is a matter of degree, after all. But appearance is important for the 
secretary-general. Finally, it is important for the secretary-general to have no challenger to 
his post at the end of his first term. 

“Just looking at the chances of Guterres getting re-elected from these standpoints, he has 
not made any enemy among the permanent members. He has been very careful in dealing 
with them. The most challenging was Trump. Guterres has maintained good distance from 
him. He met with Trump and impressed on him that he a was a reformer. Any money saved 
through reform would please Trump. Guterres did not contradict the US or other permanent 
members on most policy issues. No harm done. 

“What are Guterres’s political successes during his first term? There have been no ‘Guterres 
Plans’ that resolved major crises. He did not make any major political mistakes, either. 
Guterres instituted a major organizational reform, particularly bringing the UN’s resident 
coordinator system in missions under his office. It made sense logically, but its real impact is 
yet to be tested. Still, appearance of such an effort is politically very important to Guterres. 
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“Now we are entering Guterres’s last year in his first five-year mandate. Any challenger to 
him? No. Everybody assumes that he will serve two terms, as has been the case with his 
two predecessors. Why challenge him now? The next challengers will make their noises 
when an end to Guterres’s second term is in sight. They are likely to come from Latin 
America, and I am sure that many women will be vying for the post next time around.” 

Guterres in the UN Security Council with other diplomats, participating in an informal kick-off 
of the World Cup, June 2018, when Russia was coincidentally the rotating Council 
presidency that month and host of the soccer tournament. UN PHOTO  

Gert Rosenthal is a former foreign minister of Guatemala and Guatemalan ambassador 
to the UN. In recent years, he has taken on special assignments for the UN, including 
a critical 2019 report on the UN in Myanmar from 2010 to 2018. He replied to PassBlue 
through email exchanges, which have been condensed here: 

Latin America as a region has not figured much among the priorities of the UN or the 
secretary-general, in Rosenthal’s view. He noted that although all Latin American countries 
have been traditionally firm supporters of the organization, positions have varied from 
country to country and over time. “During António Guterres’s term, the countries that have 
figured most on the SG’s agenda are Colombia and, to a lesser degree, Haiti,” Rosenthal 
wrote. “Also, Brazil, historically a strong supporter of multilateralism, has taken a more 
nuanced position towards the UN under the Jair Bolsonaro administration.” 

“Guterres is known for his tact and caution in dealing with senior officials in member states of 
all stripes,” Rosenthal added. But from the Latin American perspective, one incident tested 
his diplomatic skills: a highly unusual confrontation provoked by the government of 
Guatemala in 2018 surrounding the International Commission Against Impunity in 
Guatemala. 

The Commission was created by the Guatemalan peace accords of 1996, after years of 
conflict, to address the concern of both ex-combatants and civil society that the Guatemalan 
judiciary was too weak to deal with the legacy of illicit security forces and clandestine 
organizations that acted with total impunity during the war. “The Commission turned out to 
be a very creative institutional arrangement between a member state and the United 
Nations,” Rosenthal said. It was conceived as a Guatemalan institution and sanctioned by 
the Guatemalan Congress, with the cooperation of the UN. Specifically important, he added, 
“was the critical matter of giving the secretary-general the right to designate the head of this 
hybrid arrangement.” 

The Commission began its work in September of 2007 — a decade before Guterres took 
office — with the full support of the government of Guatemala and enthusiastic assistance of 
a group of international donors. “It was quite successful in cases of human rights violations, 
proving to a skeptical population that impunity can be addressed,” Rosenthal said. But with 
time it became a victim of its success, he added, and garnered powerful detractors, including 
the organized crime cartels, numerous politicians and, ultimately, private sector 
organizations that were upset when some of their prominent members were charged with 
participating in corruption schemes. 
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The government of Jimmy Morales, who had been elected president in 2016, announced 
toward the end of 2017 that it intended to unilaterally terminate the Commission. Secretary-
General Guterres resisted, indicating that the agreement that created the Commission did 
not contemplate unilateral decisions of that sort. A rather protracted period of tensions 
developed between Guatemala and the UN, the former accusing the organization of 
intervening in the country’s domestic affairs. President Morales even took the floor of the 
general debate of the 73rd session of the General Assembly to deliver a blistering attack 
against the UN and a personal attack against the secretary-general. But during this whole 
period, Guterres held firm. “He took a principled stance and appeared on the right side of 
history,” Rosenthal emphasized. 

From a broader perspective, Guterres’s legacy from his first term will be remembered as a 
leader with a steady hand, who instituted rather profound internal reforms in the areas of 
peace and security, development and management, Rosenthal said, noting that Guterres 
had the misfortune of facing two major obstacles: first, the emergence of nationalist 
governments in different parts of the globe, and particularly in the United States, now highly 
skeptical of the organization it had been central in creating in 1945; and second, the Covid-
19 pandemic. Both affected the work of the organization adversely in multiple ways. 
Nevertheless, in Rosenthal’s view, in the substantive arena, the secretary-general’s legacy, 
while not delivering major achievements, is also devoid of major failings. “Perhaps under the 
circumstances, it is the most one could have expected,” he said. 

 

The International Center for Research on Women’s annual “Report Card” on Guterres: 

In 2016, when finding a successor to Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon topped the UN’s 
agenda, women became active in several outside campaigns to field a choice of mostly well-
qualified candidates to break the chain of male dominance and install a woman as the UN’s 
ninth secretary-general. The candidates — seven women and six men — went through a 
nearly yearlong vetting process, peppered with public appearances to make their cases. 
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The big powers, who traditionally make the choice in back rooms, selected a man. But the 
winner, António Guterres of Portugal, had been the UN’s high commissioner for refugees for 
a decade and a former politician. He seemed to sense the changing mood around the UN, 
and even more widely in global civil society. Women were on the move and on the rise. He 
made promises to women, and the International Center for Research on Women and 
its Feminist UN Campaign decided to grade his performance periodically. 

In Guterres’s first year in office, 2017, he was awarded a C+ based on six measures. He 
responded quickly, the authors of the report card said. They welcomed in particular his 
commitments to “publishing online more information about his efforts to advance gender 
equality [and] ensuring in his speeches to speak about women as active agents of change, 
not simply victims of discrimination and violence.” 

In the report cards for the second and third years, Guterres got a B-minus each time. But 
issues of a pushback or stalling of the secretary-general’s efforts were becoming apparent. 
“Guterres and his team have continued to make some progress, but much as we see 
enormous backlash against women’s rights defenders around the world, so too is his 
leadership in this area being hobbled by bureaucratic inertia, funding shortfalls and overt 
opposition internally,” Lyric Thompson, senior director of policy and advocacy at the ICRW, 
wrote in the third report card. 

A fourth one is being compiled to be released early next year, Spogmay Ahmed, the center’s 
global policy advocate, said in an interview with PassBlue. It will be a difficult year to cover, 
since the unexpected Covid-19 pandemic and the accompanying economic and social 
strains that affect women’s lives have introduced topics now engulfing the UN, such as the 
horrific rise in domestic violence against women and sex trafficking of girls. On April 5, 2020, 
Guterres released a video message worldwide, in which he said, while reminding listeners 
that he was calling for global cease-fires during the pandemic, “Violence is not confined to 
the battlefield.” 

[Editor’s note: the link to this PassBlue story was kindly provided by AAFICS member 
Margaret O’Callaghan.] 

****** 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

REMEMBRANCE 

PETER JOBBER, WPF – LONGTIME COLLEAGUE AND FRIEND 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

In recognition of the wonderful work of the UN’s World Food Program, it was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize for 2020. Across its 60-year history, the WFP owes this accolade to all 
the hardworking staff that worked in many difficult countries, bringing support to some of the 
most disadvantaged peoples in the world. Often under extreme conditions with significant 
stress and danger in overcoming logistical and political hurdles, WFP staff have tirelessly 

https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=8acb1f85ca&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=824781b860&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=d84c857a3f&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=2ba94d1838&e=42d0d88a88


worked on. Over those 60 years, we must pay tribute and not forget those whose 
contribution has resulted in this Nobel Prize but whom, sadly, are no longer with us. In this 
instance, I would like to pay a special tribute to my longtime colleague and friend, Peter 
Jobber. 

I first met Peter in 1966 when we were both new appointees to the Ministry of Overseas 
Development, Tropical Stored Products Centre in England. I was a Pesticide Chemist and 
Peter was an Applied Plant Pathologist. He was a great person, a good friend and well liked 
with a good sense of humour.  

In 1970 we lost contact since I emigrated to Australia. I had no idea he had then started his 
long career with WFP as the Project Officer in Botswana where he eventually met and 
married Sue and they had their two children, Stephen and Katherine. In 1975 Peter became 
the Director of Operations in Somalia for 4 years before moving to WFP Rome for a year as 
the Contingency Planning and Coordination Officer. 

In 1980, Peter was appointed as Director of Operations, Bangladesh. In 1985 he returned to 

Rome as the Chief, Project Programming for 3 years before moving to the Director of 
Operations, Sudan. In 1990 he was appointed as Director of Operations in the People’s 
Republic of China and in 1992 he became the Country Director, Pakistan.  

So, Peter’s country assignments with WFP were spread throughout Africa and Asia covering 
both development programming and complex emergency operations, including designing 
and managing Operation Lifeline Sudan, Afghan refugee assistance in Pakistan, and food 
aid planning and donor and NGO coordination for the first Kampuchea relief operation.              

In 1992, I was seconded by UNDP to work as a Chief Technical Officer (CTA) to the 
International Waterlogging and Salinity Research Institute in Lahore, Pakistan. Then Kismet 
stepped up in the form of a conference for all the UN CTAs held at Bhurban, northern 
Pakistan where to my absolute surprise, I saw that a ‘Peter Jobber’ was also present as one 
of the organisers. After working together 22 years before, we and our families amazingly 
made contact again and renewed our old friendship.  Peter left Pakistan in 1996 for Rome 
where his final assignment was to forecast the likely future role of WFP in the new 



millennium and set out the organizational and staffing implications in line with revised 
priorities and resources.  

After 26 years with WFP, Peter retired in December 1996 and set up his own consultancy. 
Sadly, on an assignment to Tajikistan in May1998, Peter met with a car accident that, shortly 
after, cut short his retirement. In Peter, I lost a true friend, and the UN a wealth of 
experience. I was unsurprised to hear that many of his colleagues came forward to report 
that he was an important figure in their lives and career development as well as being an 
excellent leader.  

It is important to recognize the great service Peter gave in WFP; one of dedication and 
inspiration to many throughout his time with the agency. Not only was he a great thinker, 
doer and wonderful personality, but also a great mentor to many that characterized him like 
few others. He made substantial contributions wherever he was and the importance of his 
work can be seen in the fact that most of what he designed and started still remains in place 
today. His legacy continues to the enormous benefit of literally millions of the poor and 
hungry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UN CTA Conference, Bhurban, Pakistan (Peter is 2nd row front, in green jumper) 

So, congratulations Peter, not forgetting the important and tremendous support of Sue, his 
wife (wives & partners are the unsung heroes, so often under-appreciated) and all those in 
WFP who are no longer with us. They have all helped WFP gain world recognition worthy of 
the prestigious Nobel Prize. Peter, you are not forgotten my friend. R.I.P. 
 

Mike Patto, AAFICS State Coordinator, Victoria 

[Thank you, Mike. So many fine UN people who did (and do) such good things. Editor.] 



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
MAURITIUS AND US 

THE MULTI-CULTURAL JEWEL IN THE INDIAN OCEAN 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
The beginning 
Many moons ago, in another life, I had just joined the research branch of the Bureau of 
Meteorology in Melbourne, where I was immediately struck by the number of Mauritian 
meteorologists, both there and in the Bureau more widely. I wondered if it was a requirement 
for a university degree in Mauritius to have studied meteorology! Then a little later, my 
partner, now wife, Robyn and I discovered a Mauritian restaurant in North Melbourne, which 
served such wonderful food – some combination of Indian, African with a touch of French 
class. We thought then that this was a place we should get to know better.  
 
Some scene setting 
However, our real love affair with Mauritius would have 
to wait another two decades, so first some background. 
The Republic of Mauritius is located in the central-
western part of the Indian Ocean, and geographically 
forms part of the Mascarene group of islands. Although 
there are suggestions that Arab sailors visited the 
island previously, it was uninhabited when the 

Portuguese were the 
first Europeans to 
visit there in 1507. 
They established a temporary base but had no real 
interest in the island and soon left again. The Dutch were 
the first to actually settle there, first visiting in 1598 and 
giving it the name Mauritius after a Dutch nobleman. They 
set up settlements there from 1638. However, they never 
had much success in establishing a viable colony and 

departed permanently in 1710. 
One sad by-product of the Portuguese and Dutch settlements, 
however, was the demise of the Dodo. A large (up to 23 kg) 
flightless bird, it had flourished on the island, and with no 
predators, had lost the ability to fly. The early Europeans found it a 
good source of food, and together with the introduction of new 
species like rats, pigs and monkeys, which ate the eggs, it quickly 
became extinct, with the last recorded specimen being killed in 
1681. It does still feature on the Mauritian coat of arms. 
The real history of Mauritius began with the arrival of the French in 
1715. France already controlled neighbouring La Reunion (then Ile Bourbon) and 
established a substantial presence through the French East India Company. The French 
Government took control from 1767 and maintained this until 1810, when it was captured by 
the British during the Napoleonic Wars. The French built infrastructure (roads and buildings), 
began agriculture, especially sugar cane farming, and established civil, administrative and 
legal structures. Unfortunately, they also imported large numbers of slaves from Africa and 
Madagascar to work the cane fields. 
 



Under the terms of surrender, the 
British allowed existing 
landholders to keep their 
holdings, and agreed that French 
civil and criminal laws should 
remain. However, all other 
administrative matters became 
effectively British. Slavery was 
finally abolished in Mauritius in 
1835, with compensation paid to 
landowners, who then set about 
importing very large numbers 

(order of half a million) of indentured labourers from the Indian subcontinent to work in 
industry and on the cane fields. These labourers were often poorly treated, but over the 
ensuing century working conditions and the economy gradually improved. Agitation for self-
government and independence began in earnest in the inter-war period and intensified after 
WWII. Eventually Mauritius gained independence in 1968, retaining the Queen as Head of 
State. It became a Republic in 1992, with a President as Head of State but with power 
continuing to reside with the Prime Minister. 
Around the time of independence and in subsequent years there was a period of sustained 
civil unrest, often dividing along ethnic and religious lines. This led many people to emigrate, 
including the wonderful meteorologists who came to the Bureau in Melbourne. However, 
Governments of the time worked hard to address the issues causing the unrest and 
recognized the need to implement a truly multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society, giving equal 
weight to all component communities. Ethnicity has not been recorded in a census since 
1972, but Mauritians derive from Indian, African, European (mostly French) and Chinese 
backgrounds. There is also no formal official language, although the de facto national and 
common languages are French and English, used for government, administration, legal and 
business activities. The most common language actually spoken is a French-based 
Mauritian Creole, though most Mauritians are multi-lingual.  
Almost 50% of the population follow the Hindu religion, some 30% are Christian (mostly 
Roman Catholic) and the remainder are mostly Muslim. The big plus from all this is that 
every religion and ethnic grouping is given equal weight, with all religious customs and 
holidays celebrated. Thus, Mauritius has arguably the most public holidays in the world, but 
it keeps everyone happy. 
Getting there 
Both of us were privileged to be able to work in Geneva for 20 years, myself in the 
Secretariat of the World Meteorological Organization managing the Marine Programme and 
Robyn for a major international school, the College du Leman, as Head of Mathematics. For 
me, working with marine people had the added advantages of usually convening scientific 
and technical meetings, a major part of my working life, in very pleasant environments by the 
sea! One of the bodies I served, the Management Committee for an intergovernmental 
technical commission, included a very clever and hard-working meteorologist from Mauritius, 
Sachooda Ragoonaden (Ragoo). In 1995 he suggested that we might like to have our 
regular meeting of this body in Mauritius. Needless to say, there was little hesitation in 
accepting this offer, and thus began our real interactions with the country. Unlike some of the 
places I had to visit and work in, Mauritius is definitely not a hardship post! 
First encounters 

Ragoo was an astute man 
and a great ambassador 
for his country – he knew 
how to get us hooked 



instantaneously. Our meeting was placed in an idyllic sprawling hotel complex right at the 
north-east tip of the island, in a locality called Grande Gaube. All our rooms were at ground 
level, leading out onto a lawn area sloping gently down to a sandy beach fronting a calm 
lagoon bounded by a coral reef. Our meeting room was a self-contained entity with views 
across to the water, and every evening we were treated to delicious Mauritian buffets and 
some form of local entertainment. It would have to be said that this meeting was completed 
in record time each day for its four-day duration, the chairman being most anxious that we 
should all benefit to the maximum from local hospitality. 
One of the members of the Committee was a retired British merchant navy captain, Gordon 
Mackie (to our young son, Benjamin, “The Pirate”), a wonderful Scotsman, who was heavily 
engaged in drafting technical regulations for a range of meteorological safety information for 
shipping, and also maintaining liaison with the International Maritime Organization in 
London. One afternoon during the meeting, at close of business, 
Gordon suggested to our Commission President and meeting 
chairman, Bob Shearman, that he could take Bob for a gentle 
cruise in a sailing dinghy, an offer accepted with enthusiasm. 
Unfortunately, 100 m or so offshore, Gordon managed to 
overturn the dinghy, to his everlasting shame. Fortunately, both 
intrepid sailors were returned safely to shore, with the once-
again upright dinghy. To my knowledge, this was the only 
example of a failed leadership coup in the Commission. 
Understandably, after all this excitement, Bob was keener than 
ever to get through the meeting, which we then finished in 
record time. Nor to mention that everyone there was anxious to 
have a final few hours wallowing in the warm sea and sunshine 
before heading north to a northern hemisphere winter. 
Just for fun 

For myself, the heavy cavalry then 
arrived, in the form of Robyn and Ben, so 
we could have a week’s holiday together 
in this earthly paradise. Apart from 
continuing to wallow in the sybaritic 
delights of the resort, including 
windsurfing and snorkelling on the coral 
reef just offshore from the resort, we took 
off to tour the island “au sauvage”. This is 
not difficult, as the roads are OK, and the island, although hilly mostly 
in the south-west, is not at all mountainous like its sibling La Reunion. 

Most of the burgeoning tourist resort complexes stretch around the coast from the north-
east, across the north and down the west coast. The higher ground is mostly in the south-
west, with some industry around the capital and port city Port Louis in the central west. 
Despite a relative decline in the role of sugar cane as the major industry in Mauritius, the 
cane fields still cover much of the island – which made me feel very at home, having been 
brought up in the Queensland cane town of Bundaberg, with the similarities extending even 
to the small tramway system to haul the cut cane around. 
There are many beautifully forested areas, especially in the hill 
country, not many indigenous animals but an abundance of 
beautiful bird life, which can all be seen as you wander through the 
forests. There are also spectacular coloured sand and sandstone 

banks up in the hills, a legacy 
of the volcanic past. The 
botanic gardens are surely 
worth a long visit, with a huge 



variety of indigenous and imported trees and other vegetation. Somewhat uniquely, there are 
no directions in the gardens and no labelling. This situation forces we foreign visitors to hire 
one of the local guides to get around. These local people are very knowledgeable, and there 
are advantages for both sides – the guides make a living and the visitors become closely 
acquainted with the gardens and get the guides’ life stories into the bargain. 
Very near the end of this trip, we visited a beautiful part of the coast on the east of the island. 
Of course swimming was obligatory, but unfortunately part of the local sea life, an oursin 
(sea urchin) decided that it was time to get one back on me for disturbing its tranquil life and 
inserted itself between myself and the sea bed. I then compounded this experience by taking 
my evening run as usual that day. By the time I finally made it home to France the pain had 
become inconveniently severe, necessitating a visit to my GP. While extracting the spines, 
all the time smiling broadly, he said: Monsieur Dexter, this is the first time ever I have had to 
extract oursin spines in mid-winter!  
Our impressions from this first visit were of a spectacular but gentle natural environment, 
wonderful friendly and welcoming people in a highly functioning community, and a multi-
cultural society which works. The only regret was not being able 
to truly sample the full range of the wonderful Mauritian food, 
since the resort was in an isolated position, far from towns and 
villages. Of course, this just whetted our appetites for further 
visits. 
Second time lucky 
The second visit a couple of years later was, in a sense, an 
entirely different affair. I was attending a major science 
conference, with no particular responsibility except to give a 
paper, so it was immediately more relaxing. This conference was 
held in a big hotel which formed a part of the hotel 
conglomeration at Grande Baie, in the north-west of the island, 
on the outskirts of a couple of local villages. Of course, this 
raised our expectations for some really good local food, so 
expeditions of discovery were immediately put in place. Before 
too long we uncovered a delightful mainly fish restaurant, 
upstairs in a back street, with a big balcony from which to gaze 
at the southern hemisphere sky and Indian Ocean in the 
background. And the food fulfilled our memories and 
expectations of everything good about Mauritian cuisine – great local ingredients, Indian 
spices, and French elegance. All this washed down with local beers and cocktails made from 
local rum. Although the menu was limited, we then went back there every evening and never 
tired of the delights presented, the charming owners and the general atmosphere. 
Apart from the hedonistic pleasures of the dining table, this second trip was notable for 
Robyn’s encounters and experience with the local school system. As mentioned, Robyn was 
head of mathematics at College du Leman, a major international school in Geneva.  In a 
previous life, she had been head of a Literacy and Numeracy Department in Melbourne and 
when Le Bocage International School in Mauritius asked for someone to help them set up a 
numeracy unit at their school, Robyn was very happy to oblige and therefore flew to 
Mauritius with me for her second experience of paradise. 

Set in the hills behind 
Port Louis, the school 
was excellent but had 
problems with the 
wide range of levels of 
mathematics with 
which the students 



arrived from different schools and backgrounds.  On the day of the visit, the whole school 
was involved in cooking the food and carrying out the ceremonies associated with one of the 
local holidays.  All the holidays of the different social and religious groups were celebrated 
like this in the school – truly international and inclusive.   
Since on this trip we were situated not too far from Port Louis, we were thus able to explore 
this a little. As well as being the only real port, Port Louis is where the government, 

bureaucracy, law, commerce and industry on Mauritius 
are mostly located. It’s not a particularly attractive city, 
though there are a few elegant early settlement buildings 
remaining. There’s one big undercover market (and 
some smaller ones), which as always was fascinating to 
explore. I had a commission from a Caribbean/Indian 
and sometime squash partner friend in Geneva, who had 
asked me to source a local pashmina for him. This was 
easier said than done on a sub-tropical island in 
summer. However, mission was accomplished with only 

a minimal amount of haggling over price. Sadly, the market is now geared to the tourist 
trade, so space to haggle is much curtailed. 
With great reluctance, we eventually had to leave again, the only other event of note being a 
speeding ticket I incurred with the local gendarmes. This was a bit surprising, as it was 
difficult to even attain the official speed limits on the roads on Mauritius, even on the one 
motorway. After some “friendly” discussions at the main Gendarmerie, I eventually paid up 
the fine. I hope that the local lads enjoyed my contribution to their Christmas party. 
Final affair 
My third and so far last visit to Mauritius was very much a 
working affair. We were trying to set up a major 
development project to enhance marine forecast services 
in the Western Indian Ocean region, and the meeting 
was designed to get all countries with a potential interest 
(East African and island nations like Seychelles, 
Madagascar, Mauritius, Reunion/France), informed of the 
project, and to prepare and hopefully agree a draft 
project development plan. The meeting was hosted by 
the Mauritian Meteorological Service in Quatre Bornes, a 
smaller city in the centre of the island where the Met Service is located. The meeting hotel, 
city and surrounds are much more modest than the tourist hubs on the coast, but also more 
indicative of the environment and lives of ordinary Mauritians.  Being in charge of the 
meeting and especially having, as usual, to guide participants down paths they had never 
envisaged before, sadly I had little time this visit for anything but work. However, I must 
remark on the wonderful hospitality of the Meteorological Service Director and his staff, not 
at all lavish, but friendly, caring, thoughtful and attentive. One of the big advantages of being 
a professional meteorologist is that you are part of a global family. Meteorological services 
exist in every country on earth, and wherever you are, if you rock up to the met service, 
you’ll be greeted just like a family member of theirs. Something I cherish. 
My good friend and colleague Ragoo eventually prepared an excellent project plan, but 
despite the Mauritian Meteorological Service agreeing to champion the project, sadly it did 
not find favour with funding agencies. However, the basic ideas and objectives have since 
been subsumed into other activities. 
What next, my love? 
Regrettably, this was my last official or unofficial visit to Mauritius. There was a window of 
opportunity in 2005, when the island hosted a major intergovernmental meeting as part of 



the process to set up an Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning and Mitigation System in the wake 
of the great Indian Ocean tsunami of Boxing Day 2004. I was involved both in Australia and 
with the IOC of UNESCO, in this process, but a trip to this did not work out. However, we 
remain optimistic of someday getting back there just for pleasure - when the world opens up 
again. In the meantime, we can only hope that the beauty and charm of this wonderful island 
nation and people are not spoilt by tourism overdevelopment and other disasters like the 
recent shipwreck and oil spill. 
Peter Dexter, formerly WMO, with Robyn Archer 
[Many thanks, Peter and Robyn, for another great travel tale. I agree that Mauritius is magic. 
AAFICS members should definitely think of a trip there, when international travel is again 
possible. Editor.] 
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SIGN OF THE TIMES 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
EXPERT VIEW: 

UNDERSTANDING A NOVEL CORONAVIRUS AND COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
The COVID-19 pandemic is now widely considered more infectious than other viral 
epidemics, such as the 1918 Spanish flu pandemic, the Asian flu of the late 1950s and Hong 
Kong flu of 1968. Elderly persons and people with other health issues, such as asthma, 
diabetes, etc. are more vulnerable, and likely to face complications which may cause deaths. 
Less deadly, but far worse 
The virus that causes COVID-19, SARS-CoV-2, is less deadly (lower ‘case fatality rate’ i.e., 
killing fewer people per number of cases) than SARS-CoV-1 in 2002–2003. It is also less 
infectious than the H1N1 virus (Swine flu). However, SARS-CoV-2 is far worse as it harms 
many more people.  
To understand this, think of two pathogens, X & Y. For every 1,000 people, both make 20 
people seriously ill and kills 2, but Pathogen Y, also infects 180 more people, only making 
them mildly ill (not killing).  So, the ‘case fatality’ rate for X is 10% (2 out of 20), whereas for 
Y it is 1% (2 out of 200). Therefore, the second pathogen, Y, may seem much milder; but in 
reality, it is far worse. 
The lower fatality rate makes it harder to control virus spread. When the fatality rate is high, 
such as in the case of Ebola, the transmission chain comes to an end with each death. But 
COVID-19’s transmission chains are less likely to be dead ends, making the virus easier to 
spread. This, too, is a reason for movement restrictions. 
More dangerous 
Several other factors also make SARS-CoV-2 more dangerous. First, its symptoms and 
consequences are rather varied and can be quite severe, varying with age. Those infected 
may also mistakenly attribute their symptoms to influenza or other health conditions.  
Second, as many as half the infected people may not show any symptom (asymptomatic). 
Some may suffer serious long-term health problems, affecting not only the respiratory 
system, but also the gastrointestinal and neurological systems (in some cases). 
Third is the “incubation period” - the period between becoming infected with a pathogen and 
showing symptoms. In the case of COVID-19 it ranges from 2 to 14 days (and hence the 
recommended 14-day quarantine), whereas for SARS, it’s 2-7 days.  
Fourth is the crucial “latent period”- the period between becoming infected and being able to 
spread. The incubation and latent periods for a virus may not be the same – the difference, 
known as, the “mismatch period”. A longer incubation period means more asymptomatic 
carriers – “walking wounded” – as with HIV. On the other hand, when the latent period is 
longer as in the case of smallpox, symptoms become visible before a person becomes 
infectious (able to spread).  
This is the reason why testing is so important in the case of SARS-CoV-2. A longer 
incubation period makes SARS-CoV-2 far more overwhelming than SARS-CoV-1. COVID-19 
patients take about 7 days from infection to showing symptoms, but can spread the disease 
2-4 days before. 
Fifth is transmissibility or “reproduction rate” (R0) – the number of new cases from each 
existing case. To understand this, consider two groups (A & B) of 100 people each. Group A 
is facing an epidemic of virus X and Group B an epidemic of virus Y – both with the same 
average R0 of 3. In Group A, each of 100 people can spread the disease to 3 people 
(average R0 = 3), reflecting no variation (called the kappa parameter, or K) in infectiousness 
of people – each is equally infectious. On the other hand, Group B with Y virus has one 



super spreader who can infect 300, and the rest 99 are not infectious at all (R0=300/100=3), 
reflecting a wide variation of infectiousness among the people.  
If a random person from A travels to another location, the likelihood of infection commencing 
and continuing there will be very high. But in the case of a random person travelling from 
Group B to another place, the pathogen will not spread in the new location 99 out of 100 
times. 
COVID-19 appears to have lower variation in R0 than SARS. Therefore, the chance for a 
random person to spread the virus from a COVID-19 hotspot to another location is likely to 
be higher. This is the reason why movement restrictions or lockdowns are imposed. Finally, 
research has shown that even infected individuals who show improvement can transmit the 
virus, causing a so-called “second wave of infections,” which make a continuous challenge 
to public health professionals. 
Transmission 
The virus can spread from persons to persons through close contact with an infectious 
person (including in the 48 hours before they had symptoms), contact with droplets from an 
infected person’s cough or sneeze, touching objects or surfaces (like doorknobs or tables) 
that have droplets from an infected person, and then touching one’s mouth or face. The virus 
is considered especially dangerous as infection, via mucous in the mouth, nose, and eyes, 
starts in the upper respiratory tract (throat, upper airways). This is the reason why mask-
wearing, physical distancing and hand-washing are recommended. 
Response measures  
Understanding these crucial characteristics of COVID-19 is critical for designing policy 
response to the current pandemic. The longer incubation period will require a longer period 
of quarantine or self-isolation. The combination of a longer incubation period and a shorter 
latent period (i.e. larger mismatch) means that countries need to urgently acquire the ability 
to implement rapid, reliable, but affordable testing with wide coverage. The lower variation of 
infectiousness among the population means that no one in the community can be left out 
from the preventative or containment measures and treatments. Its nature of spread means 
that face masks, physical distancing and hand hygiene play a vital role in containment. The 
dim prospect of long-term health impacts of COVID-19 means that the health and social 
protection systems should be prepared for managing them. 
People’s vaccine  
If and when an effective vaccine becomes available, there is still no guarantee that it will be 
affordable and available to all without a strong multilateral commitment to ensure that it 
quickly becomes universally accessible. Without such a shared commitment to universal 
access, it may be impossible to completely eradicate the COVID-19 threat or the SARS-
CoV-2 virus in the near or even foreseeable future. 
Thus, the UN Secretary-General António Guterres emphasised that because the virus 
“respects no borders”, a vaccine must be seen as “a global public good”, affordable and 
available to all. 

This article draws on Nicholas Christakis, “Fighting covid-19 by truly understanding the 
virus”, The Economist, 10 August, 2020. 

 
Dr. Anis (Anisuzzaman) Chowdhury, AAFICS NSW member, formerly UN-ESCAP and 
UN-DESA. 
 
[Thank you, Anis, for this very timely and important article. It should be on the front page of 
newspapers and compulsory reading for COVID-19 deniers. We look forward to reading 
more from your pen once the current COVID-19 vaccination cycle ramps up. Will the jabs 
work? How will the entire global community be vaccinated? Many questions. Editor.] 



 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

‘ONE UN PACIFIC’ WEBSITE LAUNCHED 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Virtual launch of the one UN Pacific website launch 

The United Nations Organisation and its agencies in the Pacific has launched the “One UN 
Pacific Website” via Zoom video teleconference. 

The video conference brought together journalists from the UN member countries in the 
region to witness the launching ahead of the UN’s 75th Anniversary.   

A statement from Fiji-based, UN Resident Coordinator, Sanaka Samarasinha, said the 
creation of the Website is a milestone for multilateralism communication in the region and a 
concrete step in that direction. 

Meanwhile, speaking during the Website launching, UN Resident Coordinator’s 
Communications & Advocacy Analyst, Sanya Renu Ruggiero highlights the key areas of the  
‘One UN Pacific’ Website. 



 “Some of the key areas we want to address through the UN in the Pacific Website is 
Awareness-raising, Advocacy, Alliance building, and Accountability to the people we serve in 
our member countries.” 

She said the goal is to highlight the most vulnerable groups In our communities.  

“The key issues affecting our Pacific Island Member States – whether that’s the climate 
crisis; greater efforts around disability inclusion; violence against women and girls; and many 
more.”  

Ms. Renu Ruggiero said, while several UN agencies operating in the Pacific have their 
websites, the ‘One UN’ website is a hub of centralized information around which UN 
agencies work in each of our ten member countries. 

” Through a storytelling approach, the website is also envisioned to be a home for engaging 
stories told through the eyes and lived experiences of our partners across Government, Civil 
Society, our donors, Youth, the private sector, and other key development partners.” 

The theme for the UN75 commemorations this year is “The future we want, the UN we 
need.” 

Reported by Charley Piringi, SIBC, Honiara. Solomon Islands. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

THE UN AT 75 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We are delighted to refer AAFICS members to another excellent piece about the UN on its 
75th anniversary. 

An erudite article by Professor John Langmore of the University of Melbourne is available 
here:  

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/celebrating-75-years-the-un-s-past-and-future 

Professor John Langmore AM is Professorial Fellow in the School of Social and Political 
Sciences. 

His recent publications include: 

John Langmore, et al, 2020, Security Through Sustainable Peace: Australian International 
Conflict Prevention and Peacebuilding, University of Melbourne 

John Langmore, 2020, ‘How To Start: Processes for Discerning Post-Viral Strategy’, Ch 3 in 
Emma Dawson and Janet McCalman, (Eds.) What Happens Next: Reconstructing Australia 
After Covid-19, Melbourne, MUP 

****** 

 

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/celebrating-75-years-the-un-s-past-and-future
https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/3495721/Security-Through-Sustainable-Peace-Report.pdf


-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

A FEW WORDS FROM THE EDITOR 
The Macquarie Dictionary’s official ‘word of the year’ in 2020 is ‘doomscrolling’, whatever 

that means. However, apparently, the ‘most used’ 
word has been ‘unprecedented’. We’ve all used it 
and, of course, this primarily relates to the COVID-
19 crisis and all the unexpected problems caused 
by that pandemic. However, it has also nudged out 
the word ‘bumper’ in our repertoire, a word which 
we used for the mid-year 2020 AAFICS 
Newsletter. This end-of-year edition of the 
Newsletter is really an unprecedented (in terms of 
size) publication. (OK, it’s also a bumper omnibus.) 
Seventy-seven pages of riveting reading from 
fellow AAFICS members to keep you company 

over the Christmas/New Year break and during your days on the sofa watching the Test 
cricket on TV. All the articles are outstanding, and they display the enormous talents and 
professional expertise displayed by Australians who worked for the UN. It makes us wonder 
why retired UN staffers are not used more as an information resource by the Australian 
Government. Hmmmm. As always, many thanks to AAFICS members who have submitted 
articles, photographs and stories for this end-of-year edition of the AAFICS Newsletter. Just 
an early reminder that our next Newsletter is due in July 2021. Let us have your 
contributions for that edition. We’ll send you a reminder closer to the date. All articles 
welcome! Christmas and New Year greetings to all.   

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 

THE CORONAVIRUS SAGA GOES ON… 

 

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjL5JKRitnjAhXUZSsKHXqZC80QjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http%3A%2F%2Farchive.abbotsfordtoday.ca%2Fwho-is-the-real-media%2F&psig=AOvVaw3Th7gtQ-pyh9nyKhQStUt4&ust=1564453623842514


------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

WHICH SIDE ARE YOU ON? 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Is the Trump administration using the pandemic to reorder the international landscape? 
Incompetence or conspiracy? As the old adage goes, the right answer is nearly always the 
former. Looking at the US response to Covid-19, you would have to think that they couldn’t 
do worse if they tried. 
 
But perhaps they did try? 
 
We know that Donald Trump’s economic adviser, Peter Navarro, circulated a memo on 29 
January accurately predicting the stark choice faced by the United States: a strategy of 
aggressive containment, with immediate economic costs, or a strategy of no containment, 
with the deaths of perhaps a million Americans and, down the track, trillions of dollars in lost 
economic activity. 

 

At the epicentre: funeral director Joe Neufeld Jr (left) and Ray Neufeld move a body onto a waiting 
transport truck in the Queens borough of New York last Monday. Anthony Behar/Sipa USA 

 
Navarro is the American administration’s leading China hawk. He has been pushing for the 
United States to “decouple” its economy from China’s and sever trade ties. His 2011 book 
with Greg Autry, Death by China, argues that the United States and China are on a path to 
armed conflict. His 2006 book, The Coming China Wars, does exactly what it says on the tin. 
The trajectory of the US administration’s Covid-19 response has been consistent with a 
calculated effort to ensure SARS-CoV-2 spreads as widely as possible across the country. 
Begin by denying the seriousness of the disease; shut borders only after sufficient cases 
have been seeded to ensure major community spread; make a show of an urgent medical 



response when hospitals become overwhelmed then push to reopen the economy well 
before the epidemiology warrants it. 
 
At the same time, the demonisation of China has ramped up. First came the administration’s 
insistence on using the term “Wuhan virus,” which was enough to scupper G20 summits and 
block the UN Security Council from agreeing to a resolution on the pandemic. Then came 
the scientifically implausible theory that the virus was engineered in the biosafety level 4 lab 
at the Wuhan Institute of Virology, amplified into a plank of US foreign policy by secretary of 
state Mike Pompeo. And then, most recently, came President Trump’s declaration that “the 
plague came over” from China and, in response, “We could cut off the whole relationship.” 
Has the calculation been made that an American workforce with herd immunity will win the 
economic contest with a China having to manage containment? Or does it even matter to the 
administration who wins the economic contest? Is decoupling — and the division of the world 
into a United States bloc and a Sinosphere — the sole end? 
 
Either way, the cost has been terrible. If this is a war between the United States and China, 
the body bags have already piled up. They are not being shipped back from some foreign 
battlefield; they are stacked in refrigerator trucks on New York backstreets or scheduled 
for hourly burial in rural Georgia. 
 
The world is certainly dividing into two camps, one where containment of Covid-19 is the 
strategy and the other where it is not. Look at the map of daily cases per million population 
and the divide is sharp. Countries like Australia (currently running at 0.67) are in the group 
below 1. Countries with more than fifty times this rate include the United States, Britain, 
Russia, Belarus, Brazil and Saudi Arabia. 
 
If this is the dividing line of a new global conflict, then Australia has already decided what 
side it is on. And China is on the same side. 
 
Times of great peril require great decisions. When will the John Curtin moment arrive as we 
face down this pandemic? As every Australian schoolchild ought to know, when the Pacific 
war broke out at the end of 1941, Prime Minister Curtin turned Australia’s war effort away 
from Europe and to this region. “Without any inhibitions of any kind,” he declared to the 
Australian population, “I make it clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to 
our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom.” 
 
This was a wrenching decision, horrifying to conservatives, but it was born of necessity. 
Should we have any pangs now in turning away from a belligerent “America First”? 
But the Sudetenland has not yet been invaded. De-escalation is still possible. 
 
Among the barriers to war are multilateral institutions, so it is no surprise that the United 
States has mounted a sustained attack on them, retreating from UNESCO, UNRWA (the 
agency for Palestinian refugees) and the UN Population Fund. It has crippled the World 
Trade Organization by refusing to allow appointments to the appeals body for resolving 
disputes, and this week, worn down by attrition, WTO director-general Roberto Azevêdo 
announced his departure a year before his term ends. 
 
The WTO’s cardinal sin may have been to try to bring e-commerce into its purview with the 
goal of reconciling different views on issues like taxing data flows and preserving privacy. 
Alphabet (Google’s parent company), Facebook and Amazon are worth a collective US$2.6 
trillion or so, around a tenth of the US economy. Even though the WTO has maintained a 
moratorium on tariffs on electronic transmission, the United States may reckon its advantage 
lies in a rules-free e-commerce world. 
 



You’d hope that health would be exempt from this trade warfare. Historian Heidi Tworek 
shows in her wonderful account of the forerunner of the World Health Organization, the 
League of Nations Health Organization, that its persistence during the 1930s, even as 
international tensions rose, reflected countries’ mutual interest in rapidly sharing verified and 
consistent technical information on disease outbreaks. 
 
So, it is dismaying that the WHO has been a target when vested interests in conflict or its 
avoidance are in play. The Australian Strategic Policy Institute criticises the WHO, and 
through the WHO, China, but this is hardly a surprise from an organisation set up by John 
Howard with much of its funding from the defence department and arms manufacturers. 
 
Can Australia play a role in deterring the weaponisation of this pandemic? It has been 
suggested that Australia punches above its weight in global health, but in my experience, 
Australia is a lightweight when it comes to the real decisions that shape global health 
responses. Sure, Australian practitioners have a long record of making major contributions 
on the international stage, but a truly global Australian vision has been hampered by the old 
tendency to seek protection under the wing of a big power. So Australian assertiveness has 
been limited to the immediate region, as we see now with the government’s defence of the 
WHO being couched in terms of its regional impact or its tiny Pacific office. 
 
Neither Australia nor the world will win from an escalation of conflict. In this case, conflict 
feeds on a false dichotomy: health or the economy. Opponents of lockdown and containment 
bemoan the economic losses compared with “before.” But a world without SARS-CoV-2 is 
the wrong counterfactual; policy choices are being made in the brute reality of a world where 
the virus exists. Even if governments abandon all restrictions on movement, people will still 
behave differently from how they behaved before Covid-19 because they want to keep 
themselves safe. Evidence from Google’s movement tracker showed significant reductions 
in US States well before lockdown orders were made. The right economic comparison is 
between economic activity under public health measures to minimise spread, and economic 
activity when people are fearful and deaths mount. 
 
Australia is among the countries learning what a containment strategy may mean when only 
a tiny fraction of the population has been exposed to Covid-19. Case detection will be 
central, so expect testing to become ubiquitous. Fortunately, it has turned out that testing 
saliva is even more reliable than the awkward throat and nasal swabs that are taken now. It 
is not hard to imagine a near future when going to work might mean not only swiping your 
electronic passcard but also swiping your mouth and awaiting the virus all-clear before 
proceeding into the building. 
 
Only an effective vaccine will decisively change the equation. At the pointy end of the rules-
based international order is how the scramble for vaccine access will be managed. But we 
shouldn’t get too far ahead of ourselves: back in 2003 I was involved in an exercise to 
quantify demand for an HIV vaccine and establish parameters for its distribution; it was felt 
better to get this work done in advance of vaccine discovery, which was probably true, but 
here in 2020 an HIV vaccine is still as far off as ever. 
 
While still formidable, the challenge of developing a vaccine for Covid-19 is probably less 
difficult than for HIV. What is beyond doubt is that demand will outstrip supply. 
 
On this front, there have already been preliminary skirmishes. Back in March, the United 
States was accused of trying to buy out German company CureVac to secure access to its 
vaccine work, and last week the chief executive of French drugs multinational Sanofi 
sparked outrage when he said that the US government has “the right to the largest pre-
order” of its vaccine under development “because it’s invested in taking the risk.” 
 



At the forefront of establishing global rules for equitable vaccine access is the European 
Union. These rules will be considered at this week’s closely watched meeting of the World 
Health Assembly, the governing body of the WHO. Meanwhile a galaxy of stars in the global 
international order, including the serving leaders of South Africa, Pakistan, Senegal and 
Ghana, together with dozens of former leaders, have issued a call for “a people’s vaccine,” 
demanding that all vaccines, treatments and tests be patent-free, mass-produced, 
distributed fairly and made available to all people, in all countries, free of charge. 
 
The tone was very different in the Rose Garden of the White House at last 
week’s announcement of “Operation Warp Speed,” the “America first” push for a vaccine. In 
a remark at once revealing and inaccurate, Trump asserted that the United States would 
cooperate with other countries, but not on equal terms: “We’re all working very closely 
together, and they’re viewing us as the leader, and we are — the relationship with other 
countries on solving this problem has been incredible.” 
 
But there was no doubt that the vaccine would be for Americans only, and remarkably, for 
the launch of a vaccine development initiative, Trump mentioned the military at least ten 
times. “We have the mightiest military in the long history of humankind,” he said. “We have 
the best and most devoted workers ever to walk the face of the Earth. And now we’re 
combining all of these amazing strengths for the most aggressive vaccine project in history. 
There’s never been a vaccine project anywhere in history like this.” There may be malice in 
this warlike posture, or it may just be braggadocio to cover up the very real difficulties of 
coherence and coordination from an administration elected for its skill in polarisation. 
 
It is a strange moral universe we live in, where the assumption of systematic incompetence 
is more palatable than the alternative: the pure evil of a calculated jettisoning of half a million 
lives for the sake of a game of selective economic advancement.  
 
Michael Bartos is an Honorary Associate Professor in the Department of Sociology at 
ANU. He spent seventeen years as a senior United Nations official, including serving 
as UNAIDS Representative in Zimbabwe from 2013 to 2016. 
 
[Editor’s note: thank you to Michael for allowing us to use this essay first published on the 
18th May 2020. He writes on a variety of subjects, this story being here: 
https://insidestory.org.au/which-side-are-you-on/ More essays are available on the website.] 

****** 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

REFLECTIONS DURING COVID-19 SELF-ISOLATION 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
I am fascinated by the range of thoughts and feelings experienced during this period of ‘stay-
at-home’ isolation, a consequence of the COVID-19 Pandemic.  

Most frequently we have reflected on how fortunate we are to be isolated on a five-acre rural 
property, with a forest in which to wander and still be at home, enjoying quite remarkable 
autumn weather, part of which is a greenness that comes from good rain after an extremely 
dry summer. Many plants are behaving as if it was spring. During that very dry time, with its 
extremely hot days and fires burning all-round us (not literally, but feeling as if that is the 
case), the numbers of birds were reduced. Birds have now returned in their abundance. We 
have had days in which 30 rainbow lorikeets came by, other days with up to 20 white-
headed pigeons and a dozen or so magpies, on the ground, fossicking for food.  

 
What this period has meant for us, a retired couple in their seventies, has been opportunity 
for some sorting of old photographs and papers, some scanning of photos we had forgotten 
we had, some reading of books that waited to be read, some baking, some dealing with 
weeds and walking in our forest, adding to our exercise regimes, connecting on-line with 
different groups and with family members, making thoughtful use of social media and 
increasing the frequency of phone contact with family members.  

The calls our sons are making by phone and videolink, to check on our wellbeing, are full of 
rich conversations. We have several meals on Zoom with family members. We have also 
updated our list headed ‘checklist for action to take when one of us passes’, the heading of 
which may be a little “tongue in cheek”, while the intent is serious, as we are both in the age 
group that are considered to be at risk from the consequences of the coronavirus. I have 
enjoyed researching my grandfather’s role in the 1918 Influenza Pandemic, as the GP in 
Port Augusta and Medical Officer for the District and for the recently opened 
Transcontinental Railway.  We have appreciated home deliveries from local merchants and 
the kindness of neighbours and friends.  

Sorting papers, finding letters and photographs we had sent to our parents over the years, 
has reminded us of the rich and varied lives we have enjoyed and some of the adventures 
we have undertaken. We have enjoyed wonderful conversations, including those ‘what if?’ 
discussions we had not yet had. Doing this has been like making a deposit in our emotional 
bank account.  How good it is to have had that opportunity, and timely too, should I happen 
to get ill from Covid-19 and succumb. 

However, one thing that has concerned me is the extent to which I hear people complaining 
about the difficulties they face because of isolation, dwelling on how terrible it is, and the 
inconveniences they are forced to endure. My feeling is that by focusing on what they 



haven’t got, these people are making the situation bleaker than it really is. During the South 
Coast bushfire emergency, which challenged us in the months before the coronavirus 
pandemic, I wrote about “action I could take”, responding to my concern about the people 
who were revving each other up with stories that were sure to increase anxiety, stories that 
were alarmist, stories that were probably untrue, stories that focused on the melancholy of 
those days. I wrote that such things would ‘stop with me’ and that I would do my best to 
inject some balance into the narrative by sharing and promoting stories that were about 
more positive things.  

What I meant was to focus on things that actually exist, rather than things that do not exist. 
During the COVID-19 isolation I have done this by purposefully, taking my camera with me 
as I have worked in, or walked through our forest, capturing pictures of vistas, of light on 
leaves, of flowers, fruit and seeds and the rich bird life we have here, then posting the 
pictures on social media, occasionally with the invitation to “come on a virtual walk with me”. 
Many have come. Many have enjoyed. 

I wonder what would happen if we all were to focus on what we have, rather than what we 
have not. Maybe if we did this, we could make use of what we have, and as a result enable 
ourselves to make the most out of each moment of this period of isolation.  Perhaps this is 
part of resilience. Resilience is talked about as the ability to bounce back. Perhaps it is also 
the ability to make the most of the situation in which one finds oneself. Perhaps resilience is 
the capacity to look at the things you already have and use them as resources for the next 
step.  

This would surely be an alternative to the stories that many are telling on the TV and in the 
media, a narrative that “this is all very difficult”. Clearly many things that are beyond our 
control are making daily life quite challenging and for some creating real hardship, including 
the coronavirus isolation itself and its effect on jobs and workplaces. Even so, if people were 
to focus more on what they have, they would see that we have a national system of 
healthcare that serves us better than do the national health services in many countries, an 
administration which is focusing on protection and prevention to an  extent which is better 
than in many other countries, and a “flattening of the curve” of new virus infections, which is 
happening more effectively than in most other countries.  

If these were considered as positives, as 
assets in hand, we might then have more 
energy to look at what is happening within 
our own households, and in doing so use 
this energy to make the most of the time 
we have. This would include making 
better use of phone calls, better use of 
social media and the Internet, to share 
ideas, thoughts, feelings and stories and 
to be connected and encourage 
connectedness. I recalled, from books I 
had read, passages about “that to which we give our thoughts, we also give our energy” and 
“our energy is what makes things happen” (or not). I reflected that such had been my 
experience.  

Perhaps if we simply change the way we describe a situation in which we find ourselves, we 
can transform that situation.  I am reminded here of the principles espoused in “Asset Based 



Community Development”, ABCD, which I had come across in my work with Landcare, in 
which attention is paid to the ‘assets that exist within the situation being explored’ rather than 
a focus on ‘problems which need to be solved’. Such assets include the people, their energy, 
their experience and their capacity. The way we look at things and the language we use also 
function to enable or disable, to empower or deny. I remember attending a conference on 
the “Health Aspects of Post-conflict Situations”.  One of the presentations was by a 
sociologist from Sri Lanka. My ‘take home’ from his paper was his story of the difference it 
made to the way they worked when they replaced a “strengths and weaknesses” perspective 
with an approach which looked at “vulnerabilities and resilience”. It transformed the way they 
worked with their people. 

I also remember, my working life, the many people who were prone to worry about what was 
not there, rather than think about what is there.  How different, I thought, the world would be 
if we promoted the capacity to build on what we have, to identify the strengths and the 
resiliencies within a situation in which we find ourselves, in order to respond to it, as an 
alternative to just listing all the problems and describing how bleak and challenging is that 
situation. We might even reach a situation where, instead of trying to outdo each other with 
the awfulness of our own narrative, we inadvertently begin to compete with stories about 
how well off we are as we make use of whatever it is that we have. 

 
For me, it is not just a matter of the difference between seeing the glass half full or half 
empty. It is about when the glass is only ¼ full, not letting the ¾ emptiness overwhelm me 
and disable me from seeing the quarter fullness. This might be so much more significant if 
the glass is metaphorically only 1/16th full and 15/16th empty. That degree of emptiness could 
well depress one, and being able to see even the 1/16th that is there might enable us to look 
at the whole differently, see what is there and be empowered to move on, or at least keep 
breathing.   Nor is a matter of either/or.  Both aspects exist, but choosing which one to focus 
on might materially affect the outcome. 

One lesson I take from this is that nothing will be gained from focusing on what is not there, 
whereas much might be gained from focusing on what is there, even if it is not what we 
wanted, or is not what is traditionally regarded as valid material with which to work. 

Many are saying that we must not return to our old ways and must seek to create a “new 
normal”. The examples of kindness, the examples of compassion, the examples of people 
connecting with each other in unique ways, are all examples of behaviours that are serving 
people well during this “shut down” phase coronavirus pandemic. Such behaviours might 
well be encouraged and developed once this situation is over. My great fear is that we 
simply retreat to the status quo, with its selfishness, with its greed, with its inequality and its 
failure to respect the humanness of the different actors within life’s drama.  

One outcome may well be that members of any community learn how to help each other 
collaborate, help each other be compassionate, help each other use a filter of resilience and 



together make better use of the many opportunities and resources that arise within each 
situation.  

Gratitude and connectedness are important outcomes of this whole experience. This 
experience of gratitude and connectedness may be something of which we can make better 
use. Maybe this can enable us to be more compassionate and more collaborative. 

And be grateful for what we have. 

Bill Pigott, formerly WHO. 

 

[Editor’s note: Lovely piece Bill. Nice photos too. Thank you. Bill was with WHO for 21 years. 
He blogs regularly on his own site, with this story being first published in June 2020. 
Additional musings are available on his blog pages and this story is also at: 
https://billpigott.net/2020/06/21/reflections-during-covid-19-self-isolation-june-2020/] 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

ON YER BIKE! 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Former DFS/DPKO staffer, Klaus Zillner, takes us on a motocycle experience: 
 
Earlier this year, we moved from Brisbane to the Fraser Coast (i.e. Urangan, which is part of 
Hervey Bay) and are avid motorcycle riders (amongst other things.) We always wanted to 
take part in the annual Distinguished Gentleman’s Ride (details below) and we missed out in 
2019. So, we were looking forward to the 2020 ride but when COVID-19 struck, things 
changed. Regardless we were determined to make our contribution, and this is how the story 
unfolded. 
 
No doubt most motorcycle riders (and even non-riders) are familiar with the annual 
Distinguished Gentleman’s Ride (DGR) when “dapper gentlefolk” ride united for a purpose - 
to change the face of men’s health alongside “Movember”. As the DGR website states:  
 
“The Distinguished Gentleman’s Ride unites classic and vintage style motorcycle riders all 
over the world to raise funds and awareness for prostate cancer research and men’s mental 
health. The Distinguished Gentleman’s Ride was founded in Sydney, Australia, by Mark 
Hawwa. It was inspired by a photo of TV Show Mad Men’s Don Draper astride a classic bike 
and wearing his finest suit. Mark decided a themed ride would be a great way of connecting 
niche motorcycle enthusiasts and communities while raising funds to support the men in our 
lives.” 
 
Now more than ever, it is important that we ride for the physical and mental wellbeing of the 
men (and women, one may add) in our lives. “Movember” has already funded over 1200 
men’s health projects globally and invested an impressive AUD$ 21.5 million in prostate 
cancer research and mental health initiatives since 2016. This year saw the creation of a 
brand new AUD$ 1.15 million DGR Social Connections Challenge 
(https://www.gentlemansride.com/) to help tackle social isolation and poor mental health 
within the motorcycle community. The founding members are also finalizing a new multi-
million-dollar program to help first responders and military veterans in our community.  
 

https://billpigott.net/2020/06/21/reflections-during-covid-19-self-isolation-june-2020/
https://www.gentlemansride.com/


 
Klaus (in white hat) and fellow riders. 

 

This year’s DGR ride was held on Sunday 27 September (worldwide) with classic and 
vintage style motorcycles riding for the aforesaid cause. What was different this year was the 
dreaded Covid Pandemic forcing the organizers to announce “solo rides” instead, in line with 
local social distancing rules and other restrictions: 
 
“The 2020 ride will be a solo event to comply with all local social distancing restrictions and 
will take an adjusted format to connect every rider to the cause from around the world no 
matter their social distancing regulations. We are maintaining a consistent global message 
that there will be no mass-participation event, but just because we're not riding in groups 
doesn't mean we're not dressing dapper and riding! 2020 is our year to prove how connected 
and caring we are. We will be riding on the same day and for the same cause, but it will be 
solo. Socially distanced, but globally connected.“ 
 
We were indeed very fortunate in Queensland that we were able to ride in groups and we 
looked around for an organized DGR event in the Wide Bay Area. In the absence of such, I 
decided to initiate a ride in Hervey Bay myself, promoting the cause (via social media etc) 
amongst our friends, family and fellow riders. At the same time I launched a fundraiser 
asking for donations via my DGR profile site (https://gfolk.me/KlausZillner380563).  
Surprisingly I did manage to raise just over AUD$400.00- earning me a DGR badge! 
 
For some reason Hervey Bay (HB) was not on the list of towns of hosted rides in 
Queensland (the closest place was Bundaberg) so we decided to host our own instead. For 
starters our bike (a BMW adventure style machine) is neither a classic nor a vintage bike but 
that would not deter us. I also approached the local Triumph dealer (Triumph is a major DGR 
sponsor) for a more appropriate steed (just on loan for the weekend) but they showed little 
interest. So, we spread the word amongst fellow HB riders (there are weekly informal 
‘morning coffee rides’ to Burrum Heads and other places a little way up north) and managed 
to gather some interest. 
 
The more difficult part was to look the part, but we dusted off some “dapper outfits” and got 
ready for the Sunday ride. The plan was to meet at a popular coffee shop in the HB suburb 

https://gfolk.me/KlausZillner380563


of Point Vernon on Sunday morning, ride along the seafront Esplanade to the other side of 
town, ending the ride at the eastern tip of Dayman Park.  
 

 
 
 
Quite surprisingly a number of bikers showed up as word of mouth had gone around, with an 
interesting mix of bikes. Apart from my BMW we had a vintage AJS (British), a Vespa [!], 
Yamaha, Triumph and Moto Guzzi forming up for the DGR, with all riders & pillions looking 
rather smart and dapper (although someone commented that it was hard to distinguish 
between gentleman and pimp in certain cases!). I had also organized for some DGR 
armbands and pins to show purpose and cause - which triggered some interest from the 
public with people cheering us on. The weather was picture perfect and we made our way 
down the Esplanade, stopped for a few photo shoots along the way and ended up at 
Dayman Park which overlooks the channel towards Fraser Island.  
 

 
 



All in all a short and slow ride (15 km in 2 hours) but a great day out and extremely 
enjoyable. Quite a few curious onlookers along the way and people coming up to us 
wondering what we were up to (I guess some thought we were a little mad.) Fellow (non-
DGR) riders gave us a wave and perhaps (?) regretted not taking part in our little ride.  
 
Anyway, with “Movember” around the corner there is yet more opportunity to contribute to 
the cause (see website and link provided). We are looking forward to the DGR in 2021 
(hopefully in a more “normal” environment) and in the meantime we display our DGR 
stickers on the bike with pride as we ride through the community in the knowledge that we 
have helped change the face of men’s health. 
 
 

 
Kerry in centre, Klaus at left. 

 
Best of health to all fellow riders (men & women!)! 
Klaus & Kerry 
 
Both Klaus and Kerry were formerly with DFS/DPKO 
 

 



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
LEADERSHIP OF UN MISSIONS: HALTING PROGRESS 

ON THE ROAD TO GENDER PARITY 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

By Foteini Papagioti and Paul von Chamier on Sep 30, 2020 

It has been a banner year for the long-overdue push to appoint women to the notoriously 
male-dominated leadership ranks of United Nations peacekeeping and political missions. 
Five out of six mission-leadership jobs in the first half of 2020 went to women. That includes 
all-female leadership teams not only in Cyprus but also in Iraq, defying assumptions that 
women are unfit for — or unwilling to assume — service in the toughest countries. 

Credit goes to the UN’s 2017 Systemwide Strategy on Gender Parity and to Secretary-
General António Guterres, who is working to correct a stubborn gender imbalance at political 
and peacekeeping missions, aggravated by institutional barriers, biases and increasing 
politicization of appointments. 

A joint initiative, led by Paige Arthur of the New York University Center on International 
Cooperation and Anne Marie Goetz of the NYU Center for Global Affairs, has been 
independently tracking these changes and is about to launch a UN Senior Appointments 
Dashboard. It will enable easy navigation and data retrieval for, say, a quick look at how 
many women from a country or region have been appointed in a given year or over the past 
quarter century. 

 

Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert, who is from the Netherlands, has led the UN political mission in Iraq for 
nearly two years. The mission includes two women deputies, one from Britain and the other from 
Germany. A new academic dashboard will track the UN’s executive appointments overall. UNAMI 

https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=36b237fc0c&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=fdae75bad7&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=18e857014b&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=f0afa1be9a&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=f0afa1be9a&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=d31f898b53&e=42d0d88a88


As researchers for the initiative, we have been collecting data from UN press releases on the 
appointments of special representatives of the secretary-general (called SRSGs) and deputy 
special representatives (DSRSGs), from 1996 to the present. The goal is to identify trends 
and demographic patterns in the UN’s senior appointments, with a focus on the UN’s peace 
and security institutions. 

Our data show that since 1996, 78 percent of all special and deputy representative 
appointments have gone to men. Women have held a similarly low number of the top- and 
middle-management positions that act as a vital pipeline to mission leadership. As the 
gender parity strategy soberly observed in 2017, at the slowly changing rate it would take 
703 years to reach parity at the director level of UN mission leadership, and without pre-
emptive measures, the gender gap in civilian peace operations would get even worse. 

Findings like these have triggered fast-track recruitment efforts. In 2017 a global call for 
SRSGs/DSRSGs led to about 700 nominations from 126 nationalities, with 41 percent going 
to women. But only four of the nominations resulted in actual appointments — and 
frustratingly, the UN does not indicate how many were women. 

The picture improved in 2018, when the number of female SRSG/DSRSG appointments 
outnumbered those of men for the first time. The chart below, tracking appointments by the 
respective terms of recent secretaries-general, shows the impact of the Guterres strategy. 

Concrete action may have helped enlarge a pool of female candidates that had been 
constrained by institutional barriers, such as the implicit expectation that midlevel 
professionals in the UN’s political and peacekeeping departments complete at least two 
tours of duty in nonfamily stations in order to be considered for a promotion (let alone a 
mission leadership appointment). Although men and women alike work away from their 
families to progress in their careers, this may be less viable for women at certain stages of 
their lives. 

 

https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=13b4dca8e3&e=42d0d88a88
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UN professionals who are women and older than 40 have fewer children and higher rates of 
divorce, and are more likely to be unmarried. In our dataset, only one-quarter of women 
special representatives report their marital status in the press releases announcing their 
appointments, compared with two-thirds of men. At the time of their appointment, men on 
average are slightly older than women (59 vs. 56 years). Men also tend to have slightly 
larger families (2.8 children vs. 2.2 children). 

As Karin Landgren, a former UN special representative to Liberia, points out, UN press 
releases on their own can be an unsatisfactory, archaic source of information. 

“Only married appointees have their status spelled out in a UN press release,” she said. “We 
never read that an appointee is single, divorced, widowed or in a civil partnership. There is 
an implicit value judgment here — which also illustrates how ludicrously outmoded this 
practice is.” 

Biased assumptions about women’s leadership abilities are shared by UN member states 
and may be contributing to and worsened by the politicization of senior appointments. 
Although ostensibly supportive of the gender parity strategy (the UN’s Group of Friends of 
Gender Parity is the largest of such groups), some member states have been known to 
interfere with these high-level appointments, sometimes pressuring the secretary-general to 
bypass diversity initiatives and instead install people who are considered palatable to the 
receiving government. 

Beyond the problem of political interference, UN missions’ downsizing, a higher mandated 
retirement age and budget cuts have intensified competition for the crucial middle-
management pipeline positions, and male-dominated staff unions have resisted affirmative 
action reforms. So administrative steps alone are not enough. 

The rise of women who lead political and peacekeeping missions has been anything but 
even. The momentum of 2018 — when female appointments to SRSG and DSRSG surged 
30 points, to 77 percent — stalled in 2019, with women representing only 29 percent of 
appointees, before jumping to 83 percent so far this year. 

Our data also provide a more nuanced picture of how well the UN is addressing the 
complementary priority of regional diversity. Although over the past three years, 
appointments of men have been slightly more skewed toward the Western Europe and 
Others Group region (known as Weog), countries outside it nevertheless represent 57 
percent in male appointees. These numbers are down slightly from 60 percent from 1996 to 
2016, owing largely to appointments from African countries. 

The geographic distribution of women appointees, on the other hand, may have improved by 
4 percent since 2017 (with non-Weog appointments increasing from 37 to 41 percent), but 
the share of women appointees from countries outside the Western Europe grouping is still 
below half, indicating that the UN has more work to do to diversify female mission 
leadership. (In the chart below, Grulac refers to the Group of Latin America and Caribbean 
Countries.) 

https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=1066caa508&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=0cb1771523&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=6ecfd4a223&e=42d0d88a88
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By consistently making gender equality a priority, Guterres can claim some success for 
carrying out measures toward parity within the UN. It remains to be seen whether these 
reforms — which include affirmative action elements and special training for women leaders 
— will become an established component of planning and recruiting for UN missions. 

 

The new UN Senior Appointments Dashboard is scheduled for release during the annual 
women, peace and security debate in the Security Council, in late October. Our hope is that 
this interactive tool will enable real-time monitoring of the commitment to the gender parity 
strategy at the most senior levels of the UN, while also providing much-needed fuel for 
discussions about the UN leadership’s diversity. 
[Editor’s note: thank you to AAFICS member Margaret O’Callaghan for alerting us to this 
PassBlue commentary on-line.]   
 
 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

FOLLOWING NATO INTO KOSOVO 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
This story describes the novel experience of sharing the work of the reconstruction teams 
that followed NATO forces into Kosovo after the cessation of hostilities between the Serbian 
military and the majority Albanian population twenty years ago. The largely one-sided 
wanton destruction and killings had evoked international reaction that eventually led to 
peace and the co-existence of the belligerents. A declaration of independence subsequently 
followed that was not accepted by the Serbian government. Therein lies the history, legends 
and stories that are handed down the centuries between people/neighbours/families/factions 
that continue to form the basis for future wars. Three missions to Albania and Kosovo 
provided sufficient background with which to prepare a project in support of farming 
communities in Kosovo. Of the order of US$1M of donor funding was eventually directed into 
the rehabilitation of farm tractors and combine harvesters across the state. 
 
Yugoslavia 
First, some background. The Central European country of Yugoslavia enjoyed an 
independent entity for just 74 years. It was established in the aftermath of World War I taking 
remnants of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Ottoman Empire – neither of which 

https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=71c63b33d3&e=42d0d88a88
https://passblue.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d5693a8f1af2d4b6cb3160e8&id=71c63b33d3&e=42d0d88a88


survived the reconstruction of the continent that followed. The concept of Yugoslavia as a 
collection of southern Slavic peoples had arisen 200 years earlier - a neat solution that met 
some of the many complex issues of self-determination of the similar, but frequently 
opposing, aspirations of the many different national/tribal groups. The name ‘Yugoslavia’ 
provides that discrete national descriptor: ‘jug’ (south) and ‘Slaveni’ (Slavs). The Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia was first recognised internationally in 1922. 
 

 
Leaving Tirana Airport for the short hop to Kukes in Albania and the refugee camps. 

 
The invasion and occupation of Yugoslavia by the Axis Powers during World War II 
stimulated the rise of a partisan movement within which the leadership of Josip Broz Tito 
evolved. On a rising tide of popularity, Tito was elected Prime Minister of the newly liberated 
country. He subsequently became President through to his death in 1980. Force of 
character, an ability to keep Stalin’s Russia at arm’s length and, not least, one of the largest 
standing armies in Europe helped maintain peace across the Balkan Peninsula. The country 
enjoyed what came to be called: ‘Communism with liberal leanings.’ 
 
With the death of Tito, the Yugoslav Federation began to unravel along ethnic lines – 
internecine fighting, destruction, ethnic cleansing and warfare followed. This belied the 
modern civilizing example of the European nations co-existing, re-modelling and recreating 
the European Union that has slowly evolved since WWII.* 
 

 
Arriving at Kukes in Albania – tented refugee camp from the air. 



Kosovo War 
Between 1998 and 1999, a war of succession was fought in the southern Serbian state of 
Kosovo between the Federal Government of the Former Yugoslavia and the majority ethnic 
Albanian population. It was a vicious and highly destructive civil war which split along 
religious lines with the Serbian minority largely entrenching into fortified communities or 
fleeing to the border lands between Kosovo and Serbia, and the Albanians streaming across 
the neighbouring border of the independent state of Albania. Fully 90% of the population of 
the state was displaced (>1.5M people). Destruction of Albanian towns, villages, commercial 
centres, religious buildings, infrastructure and more by Serbian forces was widespread. 
 
The war was more than simply a war of secession and harked back to the invasions of 
Europe by the Ottoman people in the Middle Ages – awakening the ancient enmities that 
existed across much of Europe wherein historical stories of inequality, subversion and 
exploitation continue to feature in much of popular rhetoric. Modern political movements 
continue to promote and exploit ethnic divisions within national populations as means of 
marshalling people and their resources. 
 
The one-sided nature of the conflict – conventional Serbian Army vs the lightly armed 
Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) – brought a call for international intervention if only for 
immediate humanitarian purposes. The failure of the Contact Group – US, Russia, Europe – 
led to the intervention of NATO forces. The uneven nature of the conflict that followed 
quickly forced the Serbian military back across the border and the Serbian government to 
the negotiating table. Fighting ceased with the peace accord of 1999. More than 20 years 
later, however, Serbia has neither accepted the loss of the state nor the declaration of 
Kosovo independence in 2008. 
 

 
Briefing visitors at the refugee camp Kukes in Albania. 

 



Humanitarian Assistance 
Living just 40 minutes flying time from Pristina in Kosovo, those of us on the side-lines were 
aghast that what appeared to be a remnant of World War II in our midst – this was Europe, 
the original birthplace of modern civilization. The UN called for volunteers to travel to the 
country to help investigate, plan and re-build the damaged communities in Kosovo. In the 
event I shared/enjoyed three missions – one to Albania and the others to Kosovo. 
A house was rented in Tirana – the capital city of Albania – pending the cessation of 
hostilities in Kosovo and the essential security sweeps that followed once the fighting had 
stopped. 
 
Albania provided a logical starting point for the Agencies and the international NGOs, and 
where better to start than with the refugees themselves. Many hundreds of thousands of 
refugees had been channelled into well-organized camps along the Albanian side of the 
border between the two states. My brief was a novel and an original one – to explore the 
opportunities for purchasing the tractors/trailers on which the majority refugees had travelled. 
The equipment would be renovated and then turned over to the Albanian State - thereby 
providing a mechanization/modernizing boost to local agricultural practices. Someone had 
thought that one up…imaginative, but there were clear reservations, and not least from the 
Kosovo Albanian side. 
 

 
Wanton destruction of civilian infrastructure by Serbian military forces. 

 
Here’s an aside on Albania. The country had been isolated from mainstream Europe for 
some 40 years under the communist dictatorship of Enver Hoxha – the last of the WWII 
leaders. This had resulted in an agricultural backwater with people living/farming in the age 
of draught animals, traditional crops and livestock and 19th century technologies. Following 
Enver Hoxha’s death in 1985, everything changed with the country making every effort to 
catch up. 



Mission #1 – Checking out the refugees 
Checking the refugees comprised the first of three missions. NATO forces had taken over 
the main airport at Tirana – standings were lined with military freight planes, helicopters, 
trucks, equipment, supplies and more; the place looked like one of those televised images of 
the Vietnam war of 30 years earlier wherein the military loadmasters/logistical teams 
remained supreme. 
 
I joined an ad hoc group of technical assistance people one morning for the short flight to the 
regional NE town of Kukes about 20 km inside the Kosovo/Albania border on the main road 
to Prizren in Kosovo. The Italian Guardie had provided the UNHCR helicopter and we were 
informed – in a mix of Italian and English - that we would fly defensively in case someone 
shot at us. The voice over the headphones suggested that there was not a great deal of 
difference between the bandits on the one side of the border and the soldiers on the other. It 
was novel sweeping into and along the high, narrow river valleys with the peaks on either 
side and with the large sliding doors open on both sides – everyone strapped in tight. No one 
shot at us. 
 

 
Me and my Centurion tank – providing security for a Serbian farmer harvesting cereals. 

 
Kukes provided those first real images of war and, equally, the displaced people that 
represent the outcome of modern warfare – in the classic images of lines of white tents with 
their respective UN logos, service centres, water points and latrines. There were corrals of 
trucks, tractors and trailers everywhere. It was early autumn, the weather was benign and 
there was none of the insecurity of Kosovo as the Serbian military has not ventured into 
Albania. It was like being on one of those adventurous military-style holidays that attracts a 
certain kind of traveller. 
 



From the refugee centre, you could see the airstrip at Kukas that had clearly become a 
military staging post into Kosovo; large twin rotor Chinooks - like giant insects - were landing 
and taking off on supply and evacuation missions. At times, the entire sky seemed to be full 
of helicopters. The fixed wing aircraft responsible for bombing the Serbia homeland had 
come from airbases in Italy and offshore aircraft carriers. The noise of aircraft was constant. 
The evening sky was light up with brilliant flashes of light – like sheet lightning. 
 
And finding those Kosovan Albanians with tractor/trailer units who were willing to exchange 
their equipment for a handful of US dollars? And we had around US$1M available from a 
collection of donors – Luxembourg, the UK and others. What we did not have was a working 
project document. That would come. 
 
Wandering from group to group with my friendly interpreter, it quickly became obvious that 
the willing tractor/trailer owner did not exist. No one, no one, was willing to take the risk. And, 
looking back over the years, who can blame them. Imagine being asked to exchange your 
transport, home, mobility and security for a promissory note with a bunch of figures in US 
dollars in the ‘promise to pay’ column. No one growing up in the Balkans trusts those 
connected to the government agencies and particularly in times of civil war. Not for nothing 
do the agencies come up with all kinds of novel ideas – the miracle is that sometimes they 
work too. 
 

 
Friendly moment shared with the Serbian harvesting team, British tank crew and international 

workers. 
 
Mission #2 – Kosovo at ground level – renovating tractors 
A couple of weeks later – still pleasant autumn weather – the second mission took me round 
the entire state; about 10,000 km2 - an area the size of Greater Melbourne. Working from an 
agricultural desk attached to the lead UN agency in Pristina, I got to know many of the key 



people and the reconstruction work that was starting. By coincidence, I travelled the country 
by hitching rides with a couple of friendly Australian NGOs, staying over in their rented 
accommodation and, crucially, sharing an exchange of ideas. 
 
And so it was that the investment funds available were eventually channelled into a program 
of activities to renovate local agricultural equipment that had been started by a European 
NGO – re-equipping tractors and combine harvesters with new tyres, batteries and other 
easy to fit peripherals such as mufflers. The small-scale project established by the NGO was 
rapidly replicated in other parts of the state on a first-come, first-serve basis - with tractors 
you could literally fit the replacement parts while the owner waited. Combine harvesters 
followed as the state population of renovated tractors grew. 
 
One million US dollars on the basis of a reasonable and easy-to-implement idea and one 
that would have immediate impact upon the agricultural economy of the state…a project 
made to succeed. Sure, there were probably ways and means to cheat the system, but it 
never seemed to arise – feedback described people who were pleased with their re-shod 
tractors. Never has a project document been so brief – little more than a couple of pages 
and the trust between the NGO implementing the project on the ground and the reputation of 
a lead agricultural agency, for professional integrity. One chalked up for that ‘feel good’ 
impact that comes from work of this kind. 
 
Memories that stand out from the mission? First - the country was awash with damaged 
and/or broken military vehicles – it had become a turkey shoot in an ill-judged war once 
NATO with its superiority air cover became involved. Buildings, bridges, etc. everywhere had 
been severely damaged; the wanton destruction of entire communities by Serbian tanks that 
had slowly worked their way along the streets putting a shell into each house. Pristine 
Alpine-like villages had been razed. 
 
Military briefings warned the newcomers to stay away from abandoned war vehicles and 
damaged buildings, given the potential for booby traps that would kill or injure the unwary. 
 
And, secondly, coming across a British Centurion tank and crew belonging to KFOR 
hunkered down in a cereal crop in one corner of a paddock and minding a Serbian farmer 
and his team harvesting a poor crop with an elderly combine harvester. Kosovan Serbians 
who did not flee with the retreating Serbian military were sometimes subject to the most 
hateful retributions – and not always justified. 
 
Tank crew, farmer and field workers could not have been more friendly - we got to explore 
inside the tank (to push the handles/wheels around as-it-were) and to make a couple of 
circuits of the paddock on the harvester. Smiles and handshakes. Novel. 
 
And, finally, one additional memory…fielding a request from the Swiss Embassy in Belgrade 
for the delivery of 500 head of dairy cattle as a ‘gesture towards the people of Kosovo’. The 
gift had featured in a recent newspaper report back home, and they wanted to follow through 
with delivery and distribution. It was passed back to Rome for action. Winter approaching 
and there was insufficient stored feed, grazing and shelter available to handle the livestock. 
Spring delivery next year would be better. It was. 
 
Mission #3 – Grain silos 
A large concrete grain handling, treatment and storage plant had been damaged by the 
Serbian military. What was the extent of the damage; was the plant still in working order; 
what repairs would be required; what costs?  Sure, you can make some reasonable first-time 
assessment and if only to prepare the Terms of Reference required for the Consultant 
Agricultural/Structural Engineer required to undertake specialist work of this kind. 
 



 
One million US dollars buys a lot of tractor renovation – people, services, spare parts & more. 

 
 

 
And when the tractors are finished, let’s start on the combine harvesters. 

 
 
Back in the country again as autumn shifted into early winter, together with a British 
consultant we spent the best part of a week poring over the structure, checking out the 
handling equipment and meeting with people in the commercial sector who already knew the 
structure; those who would perhaps undertake the repair work required. 
 



Memories? The consultant and I on our first visit together being taken to the plant in a KFOR 
Italian armoured car. It was the closest that I have ever been to participating in real war 
games. 
 
* Read Jared Diamond’s book ‘Guns, Germs and Steel’ (1997) of how geographical 
determinism impacts the way in which societies/societal development impact similar people; 
how the constant fighting between neighbouring peoples/lands in Europe lead to the global 
dominance of this relatively insignificant continent from the Middle Ages through to the 20th 
Century. 

Peter Steele, AAFICS Victoria member, formerly FAO 
[Another reminder, Peter, of the courage, tenacity and professionalism of UN personnel. 
Thank you for your efforts in very difficult circumstances. Editor.] 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

MY TIME WITH WFP 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

We’re book-ending this edition of the Newsletter with contributions which mark the 
momentous achievement of the World Food Programme in being awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize. We commenced with a presentation by the Executive Director and conclude with a 

piece from a staffer in the Rome office. 

         
 

Along with my WFP colleagues here I was so pleased to hear the news of 
the Nobel Prize award, as I don’t feel that there are enough positive vibes 
for the UN here in Australia.  
  
My time with WFP Rome extended to just over 4 years (2002-2006) in 

Information and Communications Technology (ITC). It was a very interesting time. I was 
surprised to learn, after I joined, that WFP was responsible, at that time, for providing 
telecommunications, including voice, email, and internet access, to any new sites that were 
established for each new emergency. So, the ICT responsibilities in Rome were twofold: to 
keep the Global ICT infrastructure running, and to plan and coordinate provisioning of new 
remote sites. The implementation was shared among our Rome team, FITTEST, a dedicated 
ICT support group based in Dubai, and various Country Office ICT support staff. 
 
In that period we had some major successes. We established a satellite based global private 
network into more than 80 countries, built a new data centre in Rome, standardised a 
number of ICT processes and products, and introduced a 24/7 global support service. 
 
All of this came with its fair share of stress, re-organisations, and budget constraints, as in 
any large dynamic organisation. 
 
Much of the WFP publicity shows the distribution of food in remote places. To achieve this, 
WFP conducts one of the most complex forward planning logistics operations in the world, 
as well as extensive nutrition planning, project monitoring, and fund-raising activities. I am 
very pleased that I was a part of that. 
 
Lynne Fairservice, AAFICS Victoria member, formerly WFP 
 



-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
THE LAST WORD 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Teaching Africa at the U3A. 

Elizabeth Reid and I are long-standing members of a film study group through the Canberra 
U3A.  When the group convenor was to be hospitalised, Elizabeth stepped in to present a 
mini Africa film festival and I volunteered to help her.  Another AAFICS member, Margaret 
O’Callaghan, lent us a large wall map of Africa and we were up and running.  We started in 

November and it was very exciting because 
we could finally meet in person again. 

The only rule for film selection was that it 
had to be a film by an African director about 
Africa.  We made two exceptions – Raoul 
Peck (Haiti) who grew up in the Congo and 
Claire Dennis (France) whose father was a 

colonial administrator in West Africa.  As there was very little knowledge of Africa – most of 
the 50 participants knew far more about Europe and Asia – it was also a chance to introduce 
history, geography, culture and music of this richly varied continent. 

It wasn’t the most cheerful of courses as we showed Chocolat (director Claire Dennis – 
colonialism in Cameroon), Timbuktu (director Abderrahmane Sissako- the impact of jihadists 
in Mali), Moolaade (director Ousmane Sembene - female genital mutilation in Burkina Faso), 
Lumumba (director Raoul Peck – the short life of the first president of Zaire, assassinated by 
the CIA), Sometimes in April (director Raoul Peck – genocide in Rwanda) and Yesterday 
(director  Darrell James Roodt– HIV in the rural areas of South Africa).  Each of these films 
showed us though the resilience of the human spirit and was inspirational in its own way. 

Elizabeth and I had to try and answer many and varied questions abut everything from the 
wild life of Burkina Faso to agricultural practices in Mali.   A recurring theme though was 
colonialism, independence and the role of the UN in peacekeeping and development.  The 
latter was challenging in relation to Lumumba and to Rwanda.  But at farewell drinks there 
was much appreciation that we had brought the continent and its diversity to life for 
participants. 

Jennifer Ashton, AAFICS President 
 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
STOP PRESS 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
News just in about a 2021 UNAA event which might be of interest: 
 
UN-Australia Sustainable Partnerships Forum 2021 – 15 and 16 April 2021, MCG (unaa.org.au) 
 
 
 
 

http://partnershipsforum.unaa.org.au/
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ABOUT US 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
The AAFICS Newsletter is an informal communications tool designed to keep former UN 
staff members residing in Australia in touch with each other and their Association’s activities. 
Editorial responsibility for articles is held by the individual contributor. The Editor appreciates 
any stories or articles of interest and thanks all who have contributed to this edition. 
Photographs are either supplied or taken from public Internet sources for non-commercial, 
private use. Please send any articles via the office of the President at 
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of June 2021 at the latest.    
 
AAFICS OFFICE HOLDERS  
 
President: Jennifer Ashton OAM. jenniferlashton@gmail.com  
Treasurer: Tom Joel. tjoel3@outlook.com  
ACT Coordinators: Lorraine Corner. lorraine@helkorn.com; and  
Margaret O’Callaghan. Margaret@ocallaghan.id.au  
NSW Coordinator:  Maurice Critchley. mauricecritchley@yahoo.com 
QLD Coordinator: Mike Sackett. msktt@yahoo.com  
SA Coordinator: Christine Elstob. christineelstob@hotmail.com  
TAS Coordinator: Jane Wilson. wilsojane@gmail.com  
VIC Coordinator: Mike Patto. mpatto30@gmail.com 
WA Coordinator: Monina Magallanes. msmag19@bigpond.com  
Newsletter Editor: Martin Hadlow. mhtravelling@yahoo.com 

 
 
 
 

******* 
 

 

 

mailto:jenniferlashton@gmail.com



