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UNCTAD TO MEET AGAIN ON HOW TO DEAL WITH EMINENT PERSONS REPORT 
 
By Riaz K Tayob, Geneva, 14 December 2006


A special UNCTAD meeting to consider the recommendations of an expert panel on the role of UNCTAD saw some differences of view on whether some of the proposals could be implemented already, or whether all the proposals should be considered carefully by the UNCTAD membership before deciding how to proceed with them.

 

At the start of the meeting, UNCTAD Secretary General Dr Supachai Panitchpakdi presented a plan by which the panel's proposals could be separated according to three categories - those that could be implemented by the Secretary-General, by the member states, and by the UN system.

 

He indicated that the first category of proposals - including establishing a network of think-tanks and a group of eminent development economists - could already be implemented by the Secretariat.

 

However, the G77 and China, supported by various regional groupings of developing countries, indicated that the proposals of the panel should be each considered on merit and that this consideration should be done by the inter-governmental process at an appropriate time.

 

The review of the panel report recommendations should be undertaken in light of the outcome of the UNCTAD Mid-Term Review (that was finished earlier this year) and this should be part of the preparations for UNCTAD XII (to be held in Ghana next April), said the G77.

 

The European Union said however that it supported the Secretary General to implement recommendations pertaining to his purview, stating that members need not "micro-manage."

 

Late on Thursday afternoon, the meeting concluded with an agreement that an informal meeting will be held early in January 2007 to discuss the procedure to be followed, and on how to consider the recommendations of the Panel report. The meeting will be open ended and transparent and is also intended to deal with how to follow up on the Mid-term Review.

 

Thursday's meeting was officially held as the 40th Executive Session of the Trade and Development Board to discuss the Report of the Panel of Eminent Persons, "Enhancing the Development Role and Impact of UNCTAD" (UNCTAD/OSG/2006/1).

 

The Panel was established by Supachai to advise on the role and impact of UNCTAD. Its report was first presented in June.

 

The meeting was opened by former President of Tanzania, Benjamin Mkapa, who was also a member of the Panel. He said that unlike the developing countries in Asia, trade has not been a key driver of growth in Africa and Africa's share of trade has collapsed. If UNCTAD did not exist today, it would have to be invented. Mkapa said he was proud to affirm that the mission and raison d'etre of UNCTAD remains vital, as the problem of development persists.

 

Mkapa said that the Panel had neither a hidden nor a personal agenda, and its report is neither wholly holistic nor exhaustive. It addresses a number of challenges facing UNCTAD and the new environment facing the globalised world.

 

Supachai then presented a paper on his reflections on the panel's recommendations (TD/B/EX(40)/2). In addition, a loose-leaf sheet titled, "Follow Up to the Recommendations of the Eminent Persons Report on 'Enhancing the Development Role and Impact of UNCTAD" was also distributed.

 

This document has a table enumerating the recommendations of the panel and categorising them into columns according to those addressed to the Secretary General, to Member States and to UN Secretary General.

 

Supachai said that the objective of the Panel was to give a road map or guideline to enhance the development role of UNCTAD. And since the reform of the UN system was bound to affect UNCTAD, "we wanted to come up with our own initiative."

 

He said the proposals can be grouped by the kind of involvements that need to engage different entities.

 

The first group are those recommendations that refer to the UN-wide reform effort. We need to find a way to work with and influence the process so that UNCTAD stays relevant, he said.

 

The second group are those under the UNCTAD Secretary General's purview and the proposals are addressed to him, added Supachai. For those areas that are "early harvest", that are agreed to in the UNCTAD Mid-term review, he would not hesitate to put in practice. The third group are proposals for consideration of the member states.

 

Supachai said that recommendation 18 calls for UNCTAD to increase participation at the country level. He said UNCTAD does not have presence in countries and the member states will have to help in addressing these issues.

 

Supachai made remarks on some recommendations that he said were within his purview, including establishing a global network of development think tanks (recommendation 7), establishing a consultative group of eminent development economists (rec. 8), strengthening flagship products and reducing marginal publications (rec. 9), consolidating technical cooperation exercises (rec. 19). He said that some of the proposals have already been in process of implementation, under his guidance.

 

He said guidance was needed from member states on issues 1 (providing leadership on emerging issues to advocate pragmatic solutions), 4 (position UNCTAD strategically based on its comparative advantages, differentiation and complementarity, and strategic and catalytic interventions), 10 (overcome confrontational attitudes, build trust and nurture a spirit of development partnership), 11 (maintain and flexibly handle the Group system in intergovernmental deliberations), 15 (rationalise the commissions to a Trade Commission and an Investment Commission with a possible third commission) and 16 (enrich TDB deliberations by an interactive session with think tanks on economic development, its high level segment should be replaced by a multi-stakeholder dialogue or by a "Global Forum for Trade, Investment and Development").

 

He said ,"We have always been bogged down, and impeded by a lack of easy agreement." The report has given useful guidance in recommendations that might be outcomes in the way of soft agreement that not take any interest away from any delegations, he said.

 

Ambassador Masood Khan, Permanent Representative of Pakistan, speaking for the Group of 77 and China, said that the task today must build on the outcomes of the Mid-term Review and their implementation.

 

He clarified that in considering how to approach the recommendations from the perspective of potential early harvest, "there is a need to clarify that decision making and implementation should not be confused." Thus a strong intergovernmental mandate was needed to ensure that all the outcomes of this process have the strong backing of the member states, particularly UNCTAD's core constituency (i. e. the developing countries).

 

Masood Khan said that as the process of UNCTAD XII is initiated, the meeting can provide clarity, clarity of principles, objectives and process. A major principle should be that UNCTAD should be the key UN body that situates development at the heart of global trade and economy. The process should rooted in the Mid-term Review agreement.

 

On clarity of process, he said, steps taken by the Secretary General and member states must feed into each other with a higher degree of clarity of what falls into whose purview. Ambiguity will not be helpful. Complementarity rather than tension should be created.

 

The consideration of panel recommendations should be firmly rooted in the substantive preparations for UNCTAD XXII, he said. Any agreement on specific recommendations must be consistent with discussions on UNCTAD XII, he said.

 

Masood Khan added that the G77 and China are ready to discuss the individual recommendations on merit at the right time. [This implied that the present meeting was not the time to discuss them]. The meeting today should clarify a roadmap to discuss all the recommendations, he added.

 

The G77 chair also sounded a note of caution with regard to the panel's proposal on a "new elaborate and cross cutting institutional architecture." Masood Khan remarked: "Its setting up could affect the operational mechanism and the balance among the three pillars of UNCTAD. This may well weaken UNCTAD's links with its core constituency and may severely undermine they traditional support it has received from developing countries. Therefore no recommendation should tend to dilute UNCTAD's accountability to member states".

 

He also said the existing inter-governmental negotiation machinery based on the group system has worked well in the past.

 

G77 sources indicated that these remarks were aimed at the panel recommendation to remove the group representation system in some of UNCTAD's future work, and at the proposal to reorganise the present 3 commissions of UNCTAD.

 

Khalil Nasri of Afghanistan on behalf of the Asian group said the group associated itself with the G77 and China. Nasri said that there are some areas where it should be possible to work for early harvests. These are issues on which member states have already agreed upon during the Mid-term Review.

 

He added that in order to make progress, the modalities need to be clearly specified. The preparation for UNCTAD XXII entails a coherent and transparent preparatory process, which includes consideration of the Panel's recommendations.

 

Ambassador Arcanjo do Nascimento of Angola, on behalf of the Africa Group, associated the group with the G77 and China statement. The eminent persons' report has provided some food for thought to engage through an intergovernmental mandate for the adoption and implementation of those recommendations. This process of consultation will enable member states to establish a platform for discussion at UNCTAD XXII.

 

Finland on behalf of the European Union said that it supported the Secretary General to implement the Secretary General recommendations and we do not need to micro-manage. It gave the green light to those recommendations on internal management or those agreed to in Sao Paolo (UNCTAD XI) or Bangkok (UNCTAD X). It said that UNCTAD should explore ways of structuring meetings that guide consultation rather than repeating rhetorical debates.

 

The United Kingdom, on behalf of Group B, said that the Secretariat has decided on 3 baskets or 3 sets of recommendations. The are recommendations that members need to discuss, for Secretary General consideration and others for further consideration. These are sets of recommendations that can be pursued in parallel. It said that member states need to agree on the process we want to follow.

 

It said that recommendation 10 (overcome confrontational attitudes and nurtures a spirit of development partnership) was a recommendation for early harvest.

 

Nicaragua, on behalf of the Group of Latin America and Caribbean countries, said that revitalising UNCTAD is not synonymous with a change in its mandate. Revitalisation requires careful thought, discussion with member states and the secretariat.

 

It said that UNCTAD's research and analysis work is the cornerstone of its work and it must be improved as it sometimes defies conventional knowledge and wisdom. Two characteristics it said must be maintained, keeping full independence and intellectual honesty, and keeping a good overview of trade and development.

 

It suggested to the Secretary General to set up an intergovernmental working group with open composition. This Working Group must be trusted with the task of examining the content of the Panel's recommendations. The results should be included in the report on institutional issues for discussion at UNCTAD XXII.

 

South Africa said the steady erosion of UNCTAD's budget is a matter of concern and deserves further attention.

 

Yash Tandon, Director of the South Centre, said that it saw UNCTAD as a primary forum for multilateral North-South intergovernmental dialogue and consensus building on trade, finance and development. This leads to policy-setting and rule making, with respect to both soft and hard law.

 

Elaborating on the difference between UNCTAD and the WTO (World Trade Organisation),he said that on trade it is the function primarily of WTO to try and build consensus. On the other hand UNCTAD's consensus building role is in the area of development.

 

Since trade is not an end in itself but a means to development, in terms of a hierarchy of values, institutionally UNCTAD is at a higher level than the WTO. 

 

PAGE  
5

