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PARIS — After almost two years of debate and hand-wringing, the executive board of Unesco approved a scientific award on Thursday sponsored by a repressive West African dictator, despite the pleadings of Western nations and a finding by the organization’s lawyers that the prize would violate internal bylaws. 

But there was one notable change. While the prize originally bore the name of the sponsor, Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo, who has ruled over oil-rich Equatorial Guinea since 1979, the award will now be called the Unesco-Equatorial Guinea International Prize for Research in the Life Sciences. 

The wrangling over the award exposed the rift within the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization between Western states, which worry that it will mar the agency’s reputation — if it has not done so already — and African member nations, several of which argued Thursday that the prize would serve as an element of pride for the African continent. 

“We believe that the decision we’ve just taken will send a very important message,” said Zimbabwe’s representative to Unesco, David Hamadziripi. “That a lot of good comes out of Africa, and that Africa can and does contribute in international cooperation and is not just a recipient of the good will of others.” 

Western diplomats, scientists and human rights groups charge that Mr. Obiang is simply seeking publicity. They have repeatedly denounced widespread human rights violations in Equatorial Guinea under his rule. 

There are also uncertainties regarding the provenance of the prize’s $3 million endowment. While the official statutes of the award say that the money came from a foundation bearing Mr. Obiang’s name and dedicated to “the preservation of life,” Equatorial Guinea’s education and science minister last month informed Unesco that the money had in fact been drawn from the country’s public coffers, according to an internal Unesco document provided to reporters. 

In that memo, Unesco’s legal director, Maria Vicien-Milburn, said the statutes “as currently drafted are no longer implementable.” But the organization appears to be bound by the executive board’s decision nonetheless. Irina Bokova, the director general of Unesco, said Thursday that she would seek further legal counsel. 

Human rights groups have long accused Mr. Obiang of using state money to pay for his family’s lavish lifestyle, and the French authorities are investigating him in connection with suspected money laundering in France. As part of that case, the police have twice raided the stately Paris residence of Mr. Obiang’s son — a government minister and the recently appointed permanent assistant delegate to Unesco — seizing assets reportedly worth several tens of millions of dollars, including a fleet of luxury sports cars. 

“With this vote, a majority of Unesco’s board has chosen to promote the image of President Obiang rather than uphold basic standards of human rights, financial integrity and good governance,” said Lisa Misol, a senior researcher at Human Rights Watch. 

Ms. Bokova asked last year that Mr. Obiang withdraw the prize and spare the organization a diplomatic imbroglio that would damage its reputation. 

On Thursday, she told the board’s 58 members: “It is my responsibility to alert you to risks that might do harm to that reputation. That is the case today.” 

The prize was approved by a vote of 33 to 18, with 7 abstentions. African nations, joined by delegations from Arab states as well as China, India, Brazil, Russia and others, supported the award. Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Spain, France and several other European nations opposed, along with the United States and others. Formal ratification is expected Friday. 

The board also failed to exclude Syria from two committees involved in human rights, as had been the hope of several Western delegations, though it did approve a resolution condemning the “violent repression” in that country. 

There had been early hopes for a resolution to unseat Syria from those panels, but Arab and African delegations proved strongly resistant, fearing that such a measure might set a precedent of exclusion for member states that violate human rights. 
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