
NITED States President 
Donald Trump is taking aim 
at the United Nations. Re-
shaping it is his next big for-
eign policy project.

Trump aims first to try to 
bend the UN to his will, cap-

ture it, and remake the world body in 
his image. If  he fails, he will try to dis-
credit the UN and destroy it. But de-
stroying the UN will be easier said than 
done. Notwithstanding its institutional 
rough edges—like the veto power for a 
few in the 15-nation UN Security Coun-
cil (UNSC)—the world body in its 
present form is the most democratic 
global institution that humankind has 
known. The one-country-one-vote func-
tional foundation of  the UN General 
Assembly (UNGA), “the main policy-
making organ” of  the UN, means 
2.02-sq-km Monaco has the same rights 
and privileges in the UNGA as the US, 
the sole superpower. India is credited 
with having contributed to the inscrip-
tion of  the one-member-one-vote prin-
ciple as Article 18 of  the UN Charter 
during negotiations in 1945 in San 
Francisco for its adoption.

How does the 47th US president 
plan to go about his designs for trans-
forming the UN? His first shot in this 
plan is likely to be fired at the end of  
this year, soon after the General As-
sembly president and the UNSC send 
a joint letter to all UN members invit-
ing nominations for the post of  the 
next UN secretary-general. It is one 
of  toughest diplomatic jobs in the 
world. By convention, incumbent sec-
retary-general António Guterres’s 
successor should be from Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean. Trump would 
like the post to go to a US national, 
someone with a mind like his. But 
any such attempt would be vetoed by 
Russia and China, probably by France 
as well. Then, Trump’s next step 
would be to induct a non-American 
who is sympathetic to his worldview.

Tracking Trump’s words and ac-
tions on the global stage so far in his 
second presidential term, it is increas-
ingly clear that he views the UN fa-
vourably now. That is the inverse of  
his attitude towards the UN when he 
was president from 2017 to 2021. With-
in days of  moving into the White 
House this year, Trump turned his 
back on the UN’s Human Rights Coun-
cil, its Educational, Scientific, and Cul-
tural Organization, and its Relief  and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 
in the Near East. Then he showed up 
at the UNGA on the opening day of  its 

annual General Debate on September 
23. He arrived at the UN headquarters 
with a scowl: seven years ago, when 
Trump addressed the General Debate, 
the delegates laughed at him. He was 
ridiculed for his fantasies, his ficti-
tious statements that did not bear fact-
checking. Trump did not know what to 
expect during his latest address.

To the US president’s great sur-
prise, there were no sniggers, no deri-
sion. The entire UNGA listened to 
him silently, in attention. Trump was 
given 15 minutes, but he spoke for 
about an hour. Nobody stopped him. 
The General Assembly president, who 
did not hide her true feelings for 
Trump in her previous job as Germa-
ny’s foreign minister, did not use her 
gavel to cut short the US president.

For Trump, this was more comfort-

ing than having to address the US Con-
gress, where the chamber is almost 
equally divided between his Republi-
can supporters and hostile Democrats 
who don’t listen in silence to the presi-
dent’s State of  the Union address. 
Trump clearly liked being at the UNGA 
this year. By all accounts, the contrast 
between how his speech was received 
at the UN two months ago and his hu-
miliation at the same venue in 2018 
was a turning point. Make America 
Great Again (MAGA) sources say its 
fallout on how Trump now sees the UN 
will unfold in the coming months.

On the 80th anniversary of  the UN 
Charter last month, Dorothy Shea, US 
deputy permanent representative to 
the UN, dropped a bombshell that in 
all probability dashed Latin America 
and the Caribbean’s hopes of  electing 

one of  their own as the next secre-
tary-general. “We believe the process 
for selection of  such an important po-
sition should be purely merit-based 
with as wide a pool of  candidates as 
possible… With this in mind, the US 
invites candidates from all regional 
groupings,” Shea said.

It is plausible that Trump discussed 
the selection of  a new secretary-gen-
eral during his many conversations 
with Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin. That may account for Russian per-
manent representative Vassily Neben-
zia’s statement the same day: “Latin 
Americans have all the moral reason 
to claim this term, but it does not pre-
vent candidates from other regions to 
step in if  they want to. My criterion is 
merit.” A Russia-US tango on Gu-
terres’s successor will be a formidable 
combination in the UNSC, which has 
enormous power to decide the succes-
sion. It is unlikely that America’s sec-
ond-most important diplomat at its 
UN mission would have made a policy 
statement of  this kind without explic-
it approval from the White House.

In a situation where Trump cannot 
get his candidate chosen as the next 
secretary-general—whose term will 
begin January 1, 2027—he has already 
discussed with his aides a Plan B, ac-
cording to MAGA sources. This will 
be to get an American of  Trumpist 
persuasion as the General Assembly 
president before he leaves the White 
House. In the last 80 years, no Ameri-
can has been elected to preside over 
the General Assembly for a whole one-
year term. Big countries like Brazil, 
Canada, Australia, and India’s Vijaya 
Lakshmi Pandit have all had their 
turns at this job which comes with im-
mense authority. Expansion of  the 
UNSC, for instance, has inched for-
ward to its present crossroads mainly 
because of  General Assembly presi-
dents sympathetic to reform.

If  the Trump administration hoped 
to leverage its financial contributions 
to bend the UN to its will, China has 
put paid to such plans. UN’s Deputy 
Spokesperson Farhan Haq revealed 
last month that China has paid its UN 
budget dues in full. Beijing is now the 
second-biggest financial contributor 
to the world body. The US is the big-
gest defaulter and owes the UN $1.5 
billion out of  the $1.87 billion that is 
owed by the entire world. Many bat-
tles will be fought in the remainder of  
Trump’s term in office for control of  
this community of  193 nations.
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The US president’s push to recast the UN starts with the upcoming 
race to choose a new secretary-general. The influential post  

of General Assembly president is also in his view

ECI must address 
trust deficit with 

transparency

T
HE credibility of  India’s elections is the strength of  its 
democracy. Rahul Gandhi’s persistent assault on the im-
partiality of  the Election Commission of  India has man-
aged to sow a seed of  suspicion about the integrity of  one 
of  the principal pillars of  that credibility. As the Con-

gress leader continues with his campaign against alleged ‘vote 
chori’—something that became an issue at the just-concluded 
Bihar polls—the onus is squarely on the ECI to address the 
trust deficit. Mere dismissal of  the diligently-gathered accusa-
tions is utterly inadequate in countering the allegations of  
fraud and restoring the public’s trust in the electoral system. 

Rahul’s latest presentation was based on the 2024 Haryana 
assembly election, where he alleged the BJP won with the 
help of  25 lakh ‘fake votes’. While claiming that one in eight 
voters in the state was fake, he showed the picture of  one 
woman that allegedly appeared 223 times on the voter list; 
another woman, apparently a Brazilian model, appeared 22 
times under different names at 10 booths. At an age when 
election controllers around the world are considering ‘pre-
bunking’—publishing factual information before disinforma-
tion is aired—the ECI has chosen an ostrich-like posture. 

To the accusation Gandhi levelled in August citing data 
from Karnataka’s Mahadevapura, the ECI responded by ask-
ing him to register a formal complaint. This time, its de-
fence was that no appeal had been filed against the rolls and 
no multiple voting flagged during the election. Fair enough. 
But how does one explain 223 listings for one voter? Whether 
flagged in time or not, such gross anomalies punch holes  
in the touted impregnable fairness of  the election process. 
The ‘vote chori’ campaign may seem like a show with little 
political impact; however, the concerns raised deserve to be 
dispelled through sound answers and actions.

If  not satisfactorily addressed, it will remain an issue at 
the upcoming elections. A recent survey that flagged a sharp 
drop in public trust in the ECI underscores the need to  
protect the constitutional body’s image as an independent 
and impartial entity. That deficit is the reason the special 
intensive revisions, aimed at restoring the integrity of  elec-
toral rolls, have come under a shadow. The honour of  being 
the world’s largest democracy also comes with an enormous 
responsibility of  safeguarding the credibility of  the elec-
tion process. That task belongs mostly to the ECI. 

INDIAN FOOTBALL A MESS,  
PLAYERS IN TOUGH CORNER

T
here is no ambiguity that Indian football is in deep 
trouble. The Indian national team failed to qualify for 
the Asian Football Confederation Cup and plummeted 
to one of  the lowest world rankings in recent times. To 
make things worse, the Indian Super League—the coun-

try’s premier league that was touted as a game-changer just 
a decade ago—is staring at a bleak future. After two attempts 
in less than a month, the All India Football Federation, the 
sport’s custodian, has not received a single bid for the tour-
nament’s sponsorship. As the deadline expired on November 
7, so did the target of  hosting the competition in December.

If  the ISL is not held in time, the league may not finish 
by May, tripping the clubs’ hopes of  representation in 
Asian club championships. According to the last contract, 
which ends in December, the Football Sports Development 
Limited, AIFF’s commercial partner in charge of  ISL, was 
paying `50 crore a year for 15 years to the federation. The 
FSDL did not want to continue after the AIFF showed re-
luctance with some of  their demands, which included ‘No 
relegation’. In this request for proposal, the annual pay-
ment was reduced to `37.5 crore or 5 percent of  gross rev-
enue, whichever was higher; yet there were no takers.

This shows ISL’s decline in terms of  revenue generation and 
viewership. There is also a belief  that the ISL has not contrib-
uted much in lifting the football standards in the country. The 
way things are, the AIFF is treading a precarious precipice 
because they cannot go back to FSDL without agreeing to 
some of  their demands including no relegation, which could 
attract a penalty from the sport’s global governing bodies.

One must also consider that the bidding process is being 
carried out under the Supreme Court’s supervision, with 
the bid evaluation committee led by former SC judge L Nag-
eswara Rao. The RFP—framed as per the AIFF constitution 
and in consultation with 11 ISL clubs—was drafted with 
help from a top business advisory body and monitored by 
the evaluation committee. None of  them could avoid the 
impasse. Now, all stakeholders must find a swift solution, as 
this will affect other leagues for men and women, too. Two 
ISL clubs have already stopped operations for now. Without 
leagues, ultimately, players will be the ones most affected. 

Q U I C K  TA K E

#RIPPrematureObits

WHAT’S it about human nature that continues to give 
fresh life to Mark Twain’s memorable repartee—
“Reports of  my death are greatly exaggerated”? Dhar-

mendra is the latest to suffer because itchy fingers were ready 
to prematurely pronounce a celebrity’s passing. At a time 
they are attending to the ailing actor, his family has to deflect 
an outpouring of  untimely grief. Oddly enough, premature 
obituaries are not as rare as they should be. From Jimmy 
Carter, Rowan Atkinson, and Noam Chomsky abroad to Som-
nath Chatterjee, Lata Mangeshkar, and Manna Dey at home—
many have been declared deceased publicly before their time. 
Today, such mispronouncements can multiply voluminously 
before the blink of  a cursor. Wait for confirmed news from 
credible sources and make #RIPPrematureObits trend.
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U Thant

Wars begin in the minds of men, and 
in those minds, love and compassion 
would have built the defences of peace

Fort breached
Ref: A blast that comes with a warning (Nov 
11). When even the capital’s most fortified 
precincts can be breached, it  suggests not 
strength, but troubling laxity beneath 
rhetoric. The site of attack by suspects 
reportedly from the Muslim community is 
striking. It’s now for the agencies to unravel 
the truth with professionalism, free of 
prejudice or political pressure.
M Jameel Ahmed, Mysore

Women’s burdens
Ref: Women hold up more than half of Bihar’s 
earth (Nov 11). Crucially, the social and 
emotional burdens on women left behind 
due to male migration remain unexplored. 
Vital dimensions like access to quality 
healthcare and girls’ education receive 
insufficient focus. Women’s holistic well-
being must be examined to truly understand 
them beyond electoral influence.
N R Jagannath, Chennai

Bihar assurances
Ref: Women hold up more than half of Bihar’s 
earth (Nov 11). Come elections and all 
politicians target women; Bihar can’t be  
an exception. Women voters, wise as  
they are, know pretty well that a bird in 
hand is worth two in the bush. The  
author ’s assumption on the alienation  
of caste votes may also come true.
G Nataraja Perumal, Tenkasi

Airport safety
Ref: Resilient airport infra needed (Nov 11). 
The GPS spoofing incident at the Delhi 
airport is a wake-up call. A layered defence—
combining ground-based backups, real-time 
monitoring, and pilot training—isn’t optional 
anymore. India must invest now, not react 
later, to secure its skies with foresight.
Avinashiappan Myilsami, Coimbatore 

Middle-income trap
Ref: R&D: A public & private challenge (Nov 
11). An economic growth driven only by mass 
production is bound to fall  into the middle-
income trap. South Korea and Japan broke 
through fast, but China was a lot like India 
two decades ago. India must invest in R&D 
to retain and reap the demographic dividend.  
Ankit Mishra, Jeypore

Patriotic fervour
Ref: Vande mataram (Nov 10). It’s 
unfortunate to see the song that enthused 
freedom fighters to march for the nation with 
aspiration is now seen through the lens of 
divison. The thinking of there being qualms 
about religiosity is outright politicking.
Jitendranath Guru, Padampur

K P Nayar Strategic analyst

SOURAV ROY

HIS October, the finance min-
ister launched the nationwide 
campaign ‘Your money, your 
right’. The objective is to make 
people aware of  unclaimed 
funds and assets of  up to `1.84 
lakh crore lying with various 

authorities. Coming after the GST and 
income tax incentives, unleashing such 
idle funds could further help private 
consumption and economic growth.

The expression ‘your money’ has 
three distinct dimensions. The first con-
cerns ‘unclaimed’ assets—belonging to 
rightful owners who are unaware of  
their holdings. The solution lies in fa-
cilitating the ‘claiming of  the unclaimed’ 
through greater awareness, accessibili-
ty, and procedural simplification. 

The second dimension concerns 
‘withheld’ assets, where the owners are 
aware of  their assets but have been un-
able to claim them, often despite repeat-
ed efforts. While the awareness cam-
paign is expected to increase the 
number of  claims, its real success will 
depend on the response of  the custodi-
ans of  such claims. It calls for an insti-
tutional commitment to ‘release the 
withheld’ promptly and efficiently.

The third dimension concerns the 
flow of  such assets, ‘serve the claimed’. 
Custodians must proactively identify, 
trace, and return assets to their owners 
before they become unclaimed. This 
forward-looking approach will give full 
effect to the campaign’s principle. 

The Reserve Bank seems to have be-
come active on all three dimensions since 
launching the unified database for un-
claimed deposits or UDGAM portal in Au-
gust 2023. Further, this September 26, it 
issued directions simplifying procedures 
for settling accounts of  deceased deposi-
tors to nominees or to legal heirs. Shortly 
thereafter, it introduced an innovative, 
incentive-based scheme to reduce the 
stock of  unclaimed deposits in the De-
positor Education and Awareness Fund.  

The Insurance Regulatory and Devel-
opment Authority has made tangible 
progress since 2022 in strengthening its 
Bima Bharosa portal, an integrated 
grievance redress system to facilitate 
claim settlements. The Securities and Ex-
change Board has operationalised the 
Mutual Funds Investment Tracing and 
Retrieval Assistant or MITRA, while the 
Pension Fund Regulatory and Develop-
ment Authority has introduced a facility 
enabling subscribers to claim refunds.

A key to address all three dimensions 

lies in honouring the claims in time rath-
er than rejecting them on technical or 
procedural grounds. Consider the case 
of  the Investor Education and Protection 
Fund, which reportedly holds unclaimed 
assets about `1.1 lakh crore, comprising 
roughly ̀ 9,000 crore in unpaid dividends 
and about `150-crore unclaimed securi-
ties. These assets accumulated because 
companies and their registrars and 
transfer agents failed to disburse them 
to the rightful owners for several years.

An authority was established in 2016 
to facilitate the refund of  unclaimed as-
sets. However, its track record of  re-
funds is yet to be inspiring. During 2023-
24, while about 17,000 applications were 
approved, nearly 34,000 were rejected. 

Most of  the unclaimed or withheld 
money represents amounts individuals 
voluntarily deposited or invested. How-
ever, the situation is perhaps worse where 
they are mandatory, like subscriptions to 
pension or provident funds. The Employ-
ees Provident Fund Organisation (EPFO) 
is a glaring example of  the challenges in 
ensuring ‘Your Money, Your Right’.

A statutory body with 73 years of  expe-
rience, it manages over `28 lakh crore in 
funds for some 8 crore active members. 
The EPFO primarily serves the lowest 

rungs of  the working class, who require 
special support on their savings-to-pen-
sion journey. As both an empowered reg-
ulator and service provider, it should 
have been a model of  efficiency. 

However, the reality is different. The 
claim that there’s only `8,500 crore in un-
claimed funds, even if  correct, masks the 
deeper problems. EPFO’s annual report 
for 2023-24 shows that overall, 25.5 percent 
of  claims were rejected. Delays compound 
the problem, with 40 percent percent of  
claims taking more than 10 days to settle. 

On paper, the reasons for rejection ap-
pear reasonable. However, anecdotal expe-
riences tell a different story. Of  rejection 
on account of  ‘inadequate balance’ at the 
age of  65, ‘multiple unique account num-
bers’, ‘need to recheck of  retirement rules 
of  the organisation’; Issues with the dig-
ital interface turns out to be an obstacle 
race with multiple checkposts and desk of-
ficials, each one dismissing casually. There 
is also a deep disconnect between the  
system genie and humans, leaving even a 
few well-intentioned officials helpless, 
making citizens trapped in endless loops.

Our experience made us recall the hor-
ror story of  a subscriber in Kochi who 
committed suicide after nine years of  
pursuing his PF claims. Not surprisingly, 
this has spanned a parallel ecosystem of  
brokers who charge up to 20 percent to 
help people access their funds, since it 
takes ‘25 steps to withdraw your own 
money’. Hope, EPFO 3.0 will reduce the 
disconnects between humans and ma-
chines, and the incentive problems.

Semi-functional processes and apps 
without application of  mind are a dis-
service to our people. Systems must en-
able subscribers/rightful owners to real-
ise their assets, like digital bank account 
transactions. While all systems must be 
efficient and customer-friendly, compul-
sory systems must be perfect. Only per-
fect systems can make your money your 
right. If  that cannot be guaranteed by 
their custodians, such schemes should 
shift to a voluntary mode so that their us-
ers need not crush their heads in single-
window routes to prolonged traps. 

� (Views are personal)

T
FOR DUE DILIGENCE ON PF DUES

When honouring claims is 
inefficient and rejection rates high, 
getting your rightful dues can be a 
nightmare. In the spirit of the govt 
campaign ‘Your money, your right’, 
particular attention should be paid 
to EPFO, most of whose subscribers 
need help with the claims process
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