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Kofi A. Annan 

Our heritage and responsibilities 

What is truly extraordinary when a man of such exceptional humanity and wisdom passes away is 

that it leaves us stunned and challenged. We become altogether orphans and heirs. Heirs of an 

attitude, heirs of a wealth of common sense and unrivalled intelligence of the heart. Yet, more 

importantly, we are transformed into the keepers of an immense responsibility. 

Kofi Annan was a man of ingrained optimism. Yet, hasn’t he ever doubted? Hasn’t he ever shared 

with his close circle his desperation when facing the tragedies he had to witness, or when challenged 

with the endless immensity of his Sisyphean task? In an interview given in public for the BBC in 

Geneva in April 2018, he reaffirmed his optimism. However, he didn’t hide his concern for the fact 

we were in a «particularly messy world today without emerging leadership». Wasn’t it at this very 

moment that he handed over to us the responsibility, that he told us: «it’s now your turn to continue 

this combat »? But how should we do that? 

The world community and, within it, many communities it encompasses are, under our eyes and 

cameras, divided into hostile camps and dissolving. Passion and self-centered blind interests are its 

dominating engines. Trust and confidence are fast vanishing. Dialogue has been replaced by 

invective. Conversation is substituted by a gigantic media battle. War, the real one, the cause of 

millions of victims, which we vowed « never again» to tolerate, has become a real possibility as 

rearmament is the most tangible evidence. 

Kofi Annan had peace and consensus as his focal point. We should create the conditions of their 

reemergence by reinstalling, at all levels and as an absolute priority, the trust without which there 

can be no dialogue nor cooperation. This should be pursued through a series of tangible and 

accountable measures. The confidence building measures (CBM) process of the Conference on 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) suggests a methodology. What’s keeping us from using it 

as a source of inspiration at the global, regional and national levels? The idea of a digital Geneva 

Convention could also be implemented. Distrust, hatred, but above all mean interests of inflated 

egos and greedy warlords have, more often than not, overridden our common sense, none the least 

in Mr. Annan’s continent of origin, his constant concern. We should break out of such vicious circle. 

Yet this is only a first step. Kofi Annan shared with Amartya Kumar Sen and Muhammad Yunus the 

strong desire to eradicate poverty. Indeed, precariousness has never been more general. It causes 

despair and rebellion. It feeds these «springs» which are as many screams of helplessness. It 

contributes to protectionism and identity conflicts, to populism, fundamentalisms, terror and forced 

migrations. It is the source of instability and insecurity in societies. It contributes to an infringement 

on our liberties, human rights and ultimately on democracy. 

Combatting precariousness requires a large-scale effort of socio-economic development, sustainable 

and inclusive. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) suggest a wide range of objectives. They 

however lack a sense of priorities thus of urgency. 

To reduce precariousness demands to immediately focus on a vital purpose, economic development, 

unique provider of decent occupations generating incomes enabling tangible social progress for all. 

Creating masses of employments means restoring hope and suppressing for millions of human beings 

the fear about their future. 
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Such a development has to rest on the twin major pillars of entrepreneurship and construction of 

infrastructures, especially the existencial ones, namely access to water and energy. It requires an 

unusual collective effort and to get off the beaten track. Governments should provide the needed 

framework conditions. The next step, at least a major one, should be to implement public-private 

partnerships of an unusual number and size and gathering professional actors both at a national and 

international levels. Such partnerships should include public and private funders able to jointly invest 

tens of billions of dollars in innovative financial schemes with the guarantee of a return on 

investment and risks control. Funds ready to be invested are far from lacking. They can be counted in 

hundreds of billions.  

To secure this investment, a profitable market is required to absorb the goods and services provided 

by entrepreneurs and infrastructures. Without such market, the cost of the production factors are 

not to be covered, including workers’ wages and the required return on invested capital. If it intends 

to reduce precariousness, humanity cannot escape the imperative to think in economic terms.  

Huge challenges are facing us demanding unusual responses! Many will too easily dismiss them as 

utopian. What would be utopian would be precisely to avoid facing a task which will require audacity, 

imagination and acknowledging the change of paradigms which has already occurred, whether we 

like it or not. Consequences will be dramatic otherwise. 

Kofi Annan was aware of the poor state of democracy too often a mere appearance of what it should 

be. Improving the functioning of democracy is our third task ahead. We are to give back democracy - 

and the values it encompasses - a sense and to make it credible again for tens of millions of 

disillusioned citizens. Democracy has to deliver. This implies concrete steps rooted in transparency 

and accountability. An informed, educated and empowered citizen is more than ever necessary. 

Citizens should be given a central role in order to prevent any manipulation and corruption of this 

fundamental governance tool called democracy. 

Kofi Annan would never have been satisfied with mere eulogies. He left us a reference system and 

ultimately a mission. We now have an obligation to fulfill it concretely, with the determination, 

simplicity and humility he also bequeathed us. As for his ultimate elegance, I’m afraid it’s a luxury 

that belongs to another century… 
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