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BAN ON FIVE WAYS ECOSOC CAN PLAY ITS EXPANDED ROLE


By Martin Khor, Penang, 18 January 2007

 

The new United Nations Secretary General has told the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) at UN headquarters in New York of five ways in which it can play its leadership role, including in realizing its expanded mandate, according to UN documents and reports monitored from here.

 

Mr Ban Ki-Moon especially stressed the roles of two of the new processes established by ECOSOC last year - the Annual Ministerial Review (for political discussion on implementing the UN's development goals) and the Development Cooperation Forum (for dialogue among member states as well as with the Bretton Woods institutions and civil society on development issues).

 

Ban also indicated for the first time that he favourably viewed the report of the high-level Panel on UN system-wide coherence, set up by his predecessor Kofi Annan. Ban said ECOSOC should promote coherence and coordination of global development efforts, mentioning the "thoughtful recommendations" of the panel.

 

In a separate statement, Ban said he had called on the United States leaders he met in Washington to remove their spending cap on the UN's peacekeeping budget which would result in a $150-200 million shortfall that will hamper the UN's operations.

 

In his first address to ECOSOC, made on 17 January at UN headquarters in New York at the ceremony for the handover of the ECOSOC presidency (from Tunisian Ambassador Ali Hachani to Lithuania's Ambassador Dalius Eekuolis), Ban stressed that "development for all" is central to the UN's mission.

 

Ban said that ECOSOC has a crucial role to facilitate implementation by member states of the UN's development agenda that arose from the UN's global conferences and summits. He outlined five "critical areas" for ECOSOC to advance this role.

 

First, ECOSOC should be the forum for intergovernmental oversight and assessment of the implementation process.

 

Ban said this role can be played by the new Annual Ministerial Review, which is a "high-profile forum for political engagement, strengthening accountability for international commitments to the agreed development goals, and knowledge exchange". It can contribute to more unified implementation while addressing any implementation gaps.

 

Second, there is need for a broad-based dialogue on the policy issues affecting development cooperation, whether multilateral, North-South or South-South. Ban said the international development cooperation landscape has expanded dramatically, with new actors at national level that need to be involved at the policy level as well.

 

He said that ECOSOC's new Development Cooperation Forum provides a unique global platform to achieve that.

 

"It can bring the discussion on aid and aid effectiveness to a truly multilateral arena, drawing in a range of other stakeholders, from the Bretton Woods institutions and other international organizations, to representatives of civil society and the private sector. At the same time, the Forum can also strengthen partnerships between donor and developing countries."

 

The Secretary General went out of his way to highlight the role of civil society, saying: "Today, no UN development effort - whether advocacy for a broad cause or support for specific goals - can make real headway without support from civil society. ECOSOC remains our Organization's primary forum for engaging this essential constituency in our development work. Let me use this opportunity to express my deep appreciation to the many civil society and private sector organizations that promote the UN development agenda."

 

Third, said Ban, the Council should take a leading role in promoting coherence and coordination of global development efforts.

 

"We need to support Member States more effectively, while reducing overlap and duplication in our efforts. Here, I would like to single out the thoughtful recommendations of the High-level Panel on System-wide Coherence. Putting in place these changes will demand not only strong and sustained support from Member States, but also collective leadership and ownership within the UN system."

 

Fourth, ECOSOC is now able to respond to humanitarian emergencies by convening ad hoc sessions. It can use this new mandate to promote a more effective UN response to emergencies.

 

Ban said that finally, peace and security are inseparable from the UN Development Agenda and ECOSOC's experience and knowledge should benefit the work of the new Peace-building Commission. The two bodies should engage each other.

 

Ban said he believed that ECOSOC is on the "cusp of renewal" and the new leadership at both the Secretariat and the Council can work together to seize this moment.

 

On a separate issue, Ban told reporters that he had called on the US President and Congressional leaders during his visit to Washington to lift their spending cap on the UN's peacekeeping budget which could hamper the work of individual operations.

 

The US Congress has imposed a cap so that the US pays no more than 25% of expenses for peacekeeping operations. However, according to a scale of assessments agreed by UN member states in 2000, the US is required to pay about 27%.

 

Ban said the gap of 2 percentage points would result in a shortage of American contributions annually of $150-200 million, which will "create very difficult constraints in smoothly carrying our peacekeeping operations." He said he was assured by Bush and Congressional leaders that they would "discuss the issue." 
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