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PANEL ON SYSTEM-WIDE COHERENCE MEETS IN GENEVA

By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 2 June 2006

The high-level panel on UN system-wide coherence set up by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan as part of the on-going UN reform process has held its second session here on 1-2 June. Panel members have also been meeting with delegations (including of the Group of
77 and China) and with officials from Geneva-based UN organizations such as
UNCTAD.

The High-level Panel on United Nations System-wide Coherence in the Areas of Development, Humanitarian Assistance and the Environment held its first meeting in April in New York.

It is tasked with producing a report on how to bring about better coherence and performance of the UN and its agencies in the areas of development, humanitarian assistance and the environment.

The 15-member panel is co-chaired by Luisa Diogo, Prime Minister of Mozambique; Jens Stoltenberg, Prime Minister of Norway; and Shaukat Aziz, Prime Minister of Pakistan.

In addition to the three co-chairs, the panel is composed of amongst others Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown (UK), former President of Chile Ricardo Lagos, EU Commissioner for Development and Humanitarian Aid Louis Michel (Belgium), and former President of Tanzania Benjamin Mkapa.

Kofi Annan set up the panel following the 2005 World Summit which asked the Secretary-General to take measures towards better system-wide coherence in
the UN.

Although the stated aim of the process is to achieve greater coherence among the agencies and activities of the UN system, G77 countries have raised concerns that some developed countries are trying to make use of the exercise to erode the capacity of some UN development agencies such as UNCTAD, by having them closed down or merged with other agencies.

In New York and at a recent G77 Ministerial meeting in Malaysia, the G77 has called for the system-wide coherence exercise to strengthen rather than weaken the UN's development role.

The panel members met for a day and a half among themselves and also met with heads of Geneva-based UN agencies in order to get their perspectives on UN reform. They also held a brief meeting with members of the G77 and China on Friday afternoon.

The panel is expected to complete its work by September, and a debate on its report is expected at the UN General Assembly session starting in September.

At a press briefing Friday, panel co-chair Norwegian Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg said the panel was discussing how to make the UN a better and stronger tool to reach the Millennium Development Goals. The better the UN system is functioning, the easier it will be to mobilise financial and political support for the United Nations.

He added that the panel is also going to focus on the structures to make the UN better-equipped to reach the goals in these three areas of development, humanitarian assistance and environment, and that the panel has not reached any conclusions yet.

Among the issues discussed is how to improve coherence and the governance of the United Nations and its agencies, as well as improving coordination between the UN agencies, both at headquarter and country levels.

Underlining the importance of coherence and coordination in the UN system, Stoltenberg pointed out that there are currently twenty different UN organizations working on the issue of clean water. Also, many countries have different levels of coordination with different UN agencies; for example, there are 14 UN agencies in Ghana.

Many of the agencies there have small budgets of around $2 million and hence there is the danger of there being too much overhead costs and too little coordination between the agencies.

He said that the panel will also look at the issue of finance -- how much finance can be provided, what kind of finance and mechanisms for raising funds. The panel will look into the different kinds of mechanisms to raise more predictable finances for different UN activities, Stoltenberg said.

Measuring and monitoring the MDGs will also be an important part of how to make the UN become a more efficient tool. To reach the Goals, ''we have to be able to monitor and measure to what extent we are able to reach them and to what extent different strategies are working,'' he said. 
 


