A Scientist Back at
the Helm of Unesco?

Support from leading members of the West’s scientific
community has helped secure the nomination of biochemist
Federico Mayor as the U.N. agency’s next divector-general

Paris

HE United Nations Educational, Sci-

I entific and Cultural Organization

(Unesco) is poised to appoint a sci-

entist as director-general, following last

week’s decision by the current director-gen-

eral, Amadou Mahtar M’Bow, to withdraw

his name from the nomination process in

favor of Spanish biochemist Federico May-

or. (British biologist Julian Huxley became

Unesco’s first director-general when the or-
ganization was founded in 1947.)

Mayor’s appointment, which has to be
approved by the organization’s general con-
ference early next month, is still not guaran-
teed. Following M’Bow’s withdrawal, May-
or obtained the approval of 30 out of the 50
members of Unesco’s Executive Board in
the last of five votes that took place in the
early hours of Sunday morning. However,
the other countries—M’Bow’s supporters
from Africa and Asia—voted explicitly
against his nomination, and this opposition
could surface again when the general confer-
ence votes on 7 November.

Mayor has several factors which his sup-
porters quote in his favor. One is that he is
seen as combining both scientific and politi-
cal experience; as well as being professor of
biochemistry at the Autonomous University
of Madrid, Mayor also spent a brief period
as Spain’s minister for education and sci-
ence, and has recently become a member of
the European Parliament. He was also depu-
ty director-general of Unesco between 1978
and 1981, giving him detailed inside knowl-
edge of the organization.

A second factor in Mayor’s favor is that a
renewed emphasis on science—which has
received considerably less criticism in the
past than some of Unesco’s other activities,
is widely seen as the best strategy for restor-
ing confidence in an organization that has
recently suffered from charges of excessive
politicization and intellectual mediocrity.

Shortly after his nomination, Mayor held
a press conference at which he said that he
hoped increased participation by both the
United States and the United Kingdom in
Unesco’s science programs would be the
first step toward persuading both countries
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to rejoin the organization. Without the lat- -+ +) "

ter, he has said, “any approach for reshaping
Unesco is devoid of meaning.”

Mayor has been campaigning as an unof-
ficial candidate for the Unesco position for
at least the past 2 years—some say since he
resigned in frustration as M’Bow’s deputy in
1981. He has, in particular, been one of a
small group of members of the Club of
Rome, founded in the late 1960s by Italian
industrialist Aurelio Peccei and currently
headed by Alexander King, former head of
the science office at the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development,
who have drawn up a strategy for giving a
“new start” to the agency in anticipation of
M’Bow’s withdrawal from the scene.

Last February, Mayor outlined some of
the details of this strategy in a talk on
“Restructuring Unesco” delivered at a con-
ference organized by the University of Cali-
fornia’s Institute on Global Conflict and
Cooperation. Priority, he said, should be
given to tighter management and greater
decentralization (the fact that 80% of Unes-
co’s staff work in its Paris headquarters was
strongly criticized by both the United States
and Britain prior to their withdrawal).

In the future, he said, Unesco should
place special emphasis on science and its
applications. The Paris-based International
Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) and
“other prestigious scientific institutions”
should be used as consultants to draw up
“large integrated programs,” while “the ap-
propriate international or regional organiza-
tions®—not necessarily Unesco itself—
should be charged with putting them into
practice.

Mayor’s proposals have received enthusi-
astic support from several leading members
of the U.S. scientific community, particular-
ly those who would like to see an enhanced
role for the International Council of Scien-
tific Unions, working in cooperation with
Unesco, as the voice of science on the
international stage. Indeed, many saw May-
or as a more realistic candidate than Abdus
Salam, whose name has been widely circu-
lated. Salam, director of the International
Center for Theoretical Physics in Trieste had

Frederico Mayor may bring a new
emphasis on science to Unesco.

the advantage of coming from the Third
World (Pakistan), but was felt by some to
lack the necessary political contacts and to
be too firmly identified with a single branch
of science.

Until 4 weeks ago Mayor’s candidacy
lacked a vital ingredient, namely the support
of his own government, partly due, it is
claimed, to his being identified with the
centrist Social Democrat party, which has
been in sullen opposition to the ruling So-
cialist Party since 1982, and is still hoping to
regain power in elections due in 1990.

One factor which appears to have con-
vinced the Spanish government to change its
mind was a statement of endorsement, put
together by Mayor’s supporters in Paris and
signed “without reservation” by 107 promi-
nent scientists, authors and intellectuals (in-
cluding 11 Nobel prizewinners), which re-
ceived wide publicity in the Spanish press.

The names on the list come from 29
different countries on all five continents.
Many are well-known scientists, like molec-
ular biologists Paul Berg, Arthur Kornberg,
and Max Perutz; others are slightly unex-
pected, such as American authors Arthur
Miller and Alvin Toffler and Mario Vargas
Llosa from Peru—participants with Mayor
in a forum on science and the arts organized
in the U.S.S.R. last year.

Almost three-quarters of the names, how-
ever, come from the scientific community.
Furthermore, four-fifths come from OECD
countries (North America, Western Europe,
and Japan) which together provide 74% of
Unesco’s funds.

Mayor insists that, after last weekend’s
vote, he no longer considers himself to be
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either the Spanish—or indeed the West’s—
candidate, but as the official nominee of the
whole Executive Board, including its Afri-
can members, and should thus be seen as a
consensus candidate.

Furthermore, Mayor owes his success in
Sunday’s vote to the four votes of the social-
ist bloc, lead by the Soviet Union, which
had up to that point been supporting the
Bulgarian historian Nikolai Todorov. If this
bloc had abstained to avoid alienating the
Third World countries, the result would
have been far more ambiguous, since Mayor
would only barely have received a majority;
the socialists’ support for Mayor as a “con-
sensus” candidate is seen as a reflection of a
new Soviet desire for both a restructuring of
Unesco, and the return of the United States
and Britain to the Unesco fold.

A major diplomatic task now facing the
organization is the need to heal the bitter
divisions left by the unprecedented five
rounds of voting spread over 10 days. These
divisions were deepened by M’Bow’s
charges in his letter of withdrawal on Satur-
day that he had been blackmailed by the
threats of several Western countries (includ-
ing Canada and West Germany) that they
would withdraw or delay their contributions
if he was reelected.

Whether Mayor, for all his well-placed
contacts, has sufficient weight to reestablish
the North-South ties within Unesco—or
whether a more established political figure,
such as Uruguayan foreign minister (and
well-known economist) Enrico Iglesias,
would be better placed—is already being
debated behind closed doors prior to the 7
November vote of the general conference.

Keen to build the necessary bridges, May-
or said on Sunday that one of his top
priorities will be “the problems of develop-
ment, particularly in Africa.” But some
questions are being raised in Paris over
whether he has the decisiveness to handle
the pressures that he will face.

U.S. officials are also being discrete about
the implications of Mayor’s nomination.
M’Bow’s departure, they say, will not itself
lead the U.S. to reconsider its decision to
resign, since this was based on concerns
about the organization’s activities that went
far beyond the much-criticized personal
management style of M’Bow.

Mayor himself said at the California meet-
ing last year that as an initial gesture towards
reform, “the director-general should be giv-
en special powers for 2 years in order to
bring into effect the necessary changes and
to draw up and put forward a new pro-
gram.” If he is appointed to the post next
month, his first moves toward implement-
ing this strategy will be watched with con-
siderable interest. m DAvVID DICKSON
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Engineers Hear a Competitive Parable

At the annual gathering of the National
Academy of Engineering in Washington,
D.C., four executives from American manu-
facturing firms told the audience a parable of
sorts, of how their once competitive compa-
nies had become lazy or greedy or stupid or
all three and how at the brink of disaster
their companies had been saved.

The moral to the story fits snugly into the
14 October meeting’s theme, “Responding
to the Competitive Challenge: The Techno-
logical Dimension.” The lesson was that
becoming competitive again in manufactur-
ing is not a complicated or esoteric affair.
Rather, the industrial captains said, it re-
quires such old-fashioned things as attention
to detail, pride in workmanship, giving cus-
tomers what they want, and firing enough
workers. This simple message did not just
roll off the assembly line, of course, but the
executives say it needs to be relearned, even
by industrial giants.

Until they saw the errors of their ways,

. the executives said their once fat and suc-

cessful businesses had become slipshod op-
erations. “Our factories were in disarray,”
said Thomas Blunt of General Electric Ap-
pliances. “We had illusions of grandeur,”
said Barry Bebb of Xerox. “We were an F-
minus manufacturer,” said Richard Teerlink
of Harley-Davidson Motorcycles. “We
thought the U.S. could no longer compete
in the small car business,” said Mark Hogan
of New United Motor Manufacturing, a
joint venture between Toyota and General
Motors.

There were plummeting profit margins
and loss of market share, particularly to the
Japanese, which substituted nicely for the
big bad wolf in most of the stories. Xerox,
for example, went from selling 95% of all
copiers to selling about 20%. GM noticed
that foreign manufacturers held 28% of the
U.S. small car market. Harley-Davidson was
on the brink of ruin, with even hard-core
fans of the superheavyweight bikes opting
for the sleeker, betterbuilt Hondas and Ka-
wasakis.

How the companies returned to a state of
competitiveness also contained similarities.
Usually, workers went out the door. At
Xerox’s 20 manufacturing facilities world-
wide, the company dropped from 19,300
employees in 1981 to 9,000 workers in
1987. Better engineering, Bebb said, cut the
number of required workers. In a more
radical move, GE Appliances decided to
automate and thereby take most humans out
of the loop completely. At the company’s
$100-million facility in Columbia, Tennes-
see, where GE makes rotary compressors for

refrigerators, only six employees per shift
actually touch parts on the shop floor. The
other 70 seem to spend most of their time
fiddling with the computers that run the
operation. The factory, Blunt said, could
operate in the dark, but it was “cheaper to
leave the lights on than give the technicians
flashlights.”

Vendors also got the boot. Harley-David-
son cut suppliers by 50%. Xerox cut back
tfrom 3000 vendors in 1981 to less than 300
today. The companies also demanded higher
quality. In the old days, Bebb said, Xerox
used percentage figures to determine “line
fall out,” meaning that if 97% of a vendor’s
parts were good, only 3% were unusable in
the assembly line. Then Xerox realized that a
3% line fallout equaled 30,000 bad parts per
million. That’s a lot of bad parts, said Bebb.
Today the company insists on no more than
300 bad parts per million, a figure Bebb
admitted was still higher than Xerox’s Japa-
nese competitors.

For those vendors and employees left after
the purges, the companies decided they
would treat them better. The vendors were
treated more like business partners than
interchangeable providers of parts. The
workers, the executives learned, also had
something to contribute to management.
Xerox formed quality circles. After spending
years hitting labor over the head, Teerlink
said Harley-Davidson gathered all its people
together and told the hourly employees:
“You don’t have to wear a white shirt and tie
to be smart.”

Probably the biggest change for employ-
ees occurred at New United Motor Manu-
facturing’s car plant in Freemont, California.
The factory makes both Toyotas and Chevy
subcompacts. GM is responsible for sales,
service, and parts. Toyota does manufactur-
ing layout, product design, and engineering.
(In themselves, these are telling job assign-
ments.) Though Hogan stressed the plant is
“a very standard operation,” what is not
standard are the concepts introduced by the
Japanese. Among the new words to learn:
kaizen, the search for continuous improve-
ment, meaning workers are consulted, and
Jidoka, the quality principal, which gave
every worker in the plant the ability to stop
the assembly line. Jidoka, said Hogan, ini-
tially made GM management very nervous.
They worried for nought. According to
Hogan, the Freemont plant is the most
productive automotive plant in North
America. The grievance load is down from
5000 cases to 30. Some stories do have
happy endings, or middles, at least. m
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