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FIA Foundation interview with UN Secretary General Kofi Annan 

United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan was interviewed on behalf of the FIA Foundation by Richard Stanley at UN Headquarters, New York, on January 7th 2004. The following is an edited transcript of the interview: 
 


Question: Will you talk about your concern on the impact that road accidents are having on the world community?

Kofi Annan: I think it is a major problem, but I am not sure that people are aware that annually 1.2 million people are killed by road accidents and between 20 and fifty million more are disabled by them. I think this is a major problem that we all need to focus on.

Q: Why do you feel the problem is so low on the international agenda and doesn’t receive the attention that those figures suggest it should?

KA: These accidents often occur one by one and it’s sort of a personal and individual tragedy, I’m not sure if people are aware of the kind of numbers that I discussed with you and if they were to look at in those terms it will have an impact and it will raise awareness. Perhaps we shouldn’t use the word accident and really talk about crashes, collision, major disasters, because if it is an accident people tend to be fatalistic about it: “What could I have done. An accident is an accident.” We should perhaps even change our language and of course education.

Q: Road Traffic injuries also have a disproportionate effect on the developing world, I wonder if you would address both the terrible personal tragedies to individuals and also the major economic impact?

KA: I think that 90% of the people killed are between the ages of fifteen and forty, which are the most productive years in most countries. Apart from the personal tragedies for the families it has a real economic impact and it is also affecting children disproportionately, about 96% of the 180,000 children killed a year are in the South and quite apart from that we need to take steps to protect innocent people who use these roads who get killed, it’s usually the bicycle riders, motor-bicycle riders, mopeds or pedestrians. So we have to take precautionary measures to ensure that they can use the roads without being at risk.


Q: What do you think can be done to raise this on the political agenda? What needs to be done with key decision makers and politicians?

KA: I think first of all they need to recognize that there is a problem at the national level and also to understand that it is not an issue for the Ministry of Transport alone and it does effect the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Health, Education, Justice and the police. They also should come up with a national plan to declare road casualties and governments have done this. France did this very recently with President Chirac himself leading the process and I would urge other leaders to see this as a major problem and to play their leadership role. I believe at the international level also we need to do certain things better. Today we don’t have a single agency that has a responsibility for road safety and perhaps we need to identify one individual unit that will come up with an action plan which will be useful not only at an international level but for individual national governments that will find it extremely useful where they don’t have the capacity or don’t know how to develop one on their own.

Q: Would you address the question of the United Nation’s role, particularly in relation to World Health Day.

KA: I think the World Health Day is an occasion for us to highlight the problem and also to get across the impact of these ‘accidents’ and here I use quotation marks. 

I think the UN has to get governments to acknowledge that this is a real problem and I think we can use the World Health Day to highlight the impact and also to underscore the fact that these are avoidable, they are not just accidents, they are human errors which with proper governmental policy can be dealt with and I hope we can also use that day to reflect on what each individual government and each of us in leadership, what role we can play. And I think the UN has a voice, it has a convenient power and I think this is an area where we should do much more about and I intend to work on this with the World Health Organization and the other agencies. You know twice a year we meet, all the heads of the UN agencies, and this is an issue that I will raise with them to see how collectively we can pool our efforts to have an impact.

Q: Can I ask you to talk about the issue of involving the private sector and civil society and the need for agencies and organizations to work together?

KA: I am one of those who believes firmly in working in partnership. Let me start with the private sector and the car manufacturers, I think they have a role to play. They have a role to play in ensuring that cars that do not meet standards in the North should not be sold in the South either and the same safety requirements are needed in the South. I think apart from what governments can do NGOs and civil organizations can become involved in the whole education campaign, in educating the youth.. not just the youth but people not to just jump behind the wheel and drive because it is much more likely to lead to a crash and I think by bringing the whole society together to participate, you can take much faster strides in containing this epidemic, if I may say, because it is likely to go on unless we take effective action.

Q: The FIA Foundation in particular is working with governments to highlight the use of seatbelts as a major thrust of their campaign. I wonder if you were able to acknowledge the work that the FIA Foundation and governments are doing together on this crucial issue?

KA: I support that. I think that we should press on, on individuals and governments to introduce legislation that will require that cars should have seatbelts and that people should wear them, you may even go further and talk about seats for children, since quite a lot of the crashes lead to the deaths of young people. So I do support that effort and if there is anything that I can personally do to support them, I will be prepared to do that.

Q: Looking to the future and the serious implications of growing car ownership increasing the urgency of this issue. Will you address the dangers of what will happen unless action is taken?

KA: You have the question of the number of cars on the road and the ways the roads are constructed. Some, particularly in the developing world, sometimes without any safety consideration. So you need to ensure that the cars have the safety requirements, the proper brakes and are properly inspected and also to ensure that the roads are built with safety in mind, because if they do not do that the kinds of figures that we see now could increase by about sixty percent and nobody would want to see that. And therefore we need to really take these safety measures, co-operate with education, to ensure that we reduce crashes and collisions.

Q: The problem of these big statistics is that people lose sight of the individual tragedies and there is a real need for people to recognize the appalling suffering that this causes.

KA: I think it is extremely important that we put the individual at the centre of this and whether it’s someone we know or not, that personal and human tragedy should affect us and should make us much more sensitive. This is a real problem, There is a tendency sometimes to think one person died in this crash, but for that one death the impact and implications for that family and society is quite large. We need to really focus on that because if you give them the big numbers they tend to throw out their arms: “Millions. What can I do about this?” So we have to start with the individual and respond to their tragedy and the tragedies of their families and do whatever we can to avoid seeing individuals in those situations.

Q: This interview will be included as part of the publicity for World Health Day. Will you include your message as to why this day is of such significance? 

KA: I think World Health Day should offer all of us an opportunity to reflect on our lives, the way we live, what we eat, what we drink, how we protect ourselves and our children and the messages we should take to make our societies a healthier one. And to work with our governments to ensure that we have the right mechanisms and legislation to protect the future generations, not just in the area of car safety but all across the board, we are tackling the issue of the HIV epidemic, we all need to come on board and it requires the complete mobilization of society from the head of state down to the street organizations, women’s organizations and there are many other areas of health where we can all contribute.  But there is good news, we are about to eliminate polio, added to the elimination of smallpox and I think this is very good news, but there are other diseases where with co-operation between governments, NGO’s and individuals and international organizations we are making good progress on containing and eliminating them and there are major challenges ahead from malaria to tuberculoses that we all need to come together and I would like to make one final appeal for the Global Fund for AIDS Malaria and Tuberculoses, we need help, we need billions to be able to carry on our fight and whatever can be done by governments, by foundations, by corporations and by individuals every bit of contribution helps, your health is important, mine is important, everyone’s health is important. So we are in this together.

Q: Do you welcome the fact that road safety has been included in the World Health Day as the main focus?

KA: Absolutely. I think it is long overdue. 

Q: I wonder if you would address your feeling about the FIA Foundation and their initiatives? 

KA: I think we must be grateful to the FIA Foundation for its role in the initiative it has taken and helping us contain and combat this problem and I would want to be able to do whatever I can to support their effort and I also applaud their leadership and the initiative they have taken here.
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