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UNCTAD MEMBERS DEBATE ITS “THREE PILLARS”

By Martin Khor, Geneva, 13 June 2006

UNCTAD's member states debated how to strengthen the "three pillars" of the organisation's activities when the Mid-Term Review of UNCTAD started in formal session on 12 June.

The Group of 77 and China said the role of UNCTAD as the UN's principle development organ has suffered over the past decade due not to external but to internal factors, and it was time to revitalize it as a strong player in international economic governance.

On the three pillars - research and analysis, consensus building and technical cooperation - many developing countries, besides the G77, stressed that research and analysis was the foundation of UNCTAD's work, and the two other pillars should base their activities on UNCTAD's research.

The European Union said it would not discourage UNCTAD from challenging conventional wisdom provided this is grounded in solid research and strong evidence. Both the EU and the United States stressed that UNCTAD should avoid duplicating the work done by other organizations.

The second meeting of the Mid-Term Review of UNCTAD XI is taking place on
12-15 June and is focusing on strengthening UNCTAD's three pillars. The first meeting (on implementation of UNCTAD XI) was held in May and the final
meeting will be in September.

The Group of 77 and China, represented by Ambassador Masood Khan of Pakistan, said that UNCTAD and the G-77 have a symbiotic relationship. Both were born at the same time. Masood Khan cited an extract from the Final Act of UNCTAD-I which he said captures the rationale of the genesis of this body.

UNCTAD was created, "in order to provide, by means of international cooperation, appropriate solution to the problems of world trade in the interests of all peoples and particularly to the urgent trade and development problems of developing countries".

Masood Khan added that UNCTAD was conceived as a pro-development, knowledge-based organization to facilitate successful integration of developing countries in the world economy by providing development and policy-oriented research and a forum for consensus building from a development perspective.

For the most part, over the last four decades, UNCTAD has been the world's development conscience, said Masood Khan. The G77 and China believe that UNCTAD is an important player in this age of globalization and interdependence.

He added: "With the universality of its membership, it is the principal organization in the UN system on all matters pertaining to trade and development and the related areas of investment, finance and technology.

"In practical terms, this role, however, has suffered over the last decade. This is not because of creation of some new organization or a change in the external environment, but because of internal factors. The development content in each of three pillars of UNCTAD needs to fully restored and strengthened."

The G77 coordinator said the MTR second meeting should revitalize UNCTAD as a strong player in international economic governance, by strengthening the three pillars from a development perspective and on an equal footing.

"The three pillars are interlinked. They lock in each other and feed into each other. They must be preserved and strengthened through a sequential approach," said Masood Khan.

Evidence-based research and analytical work must inform the consensus building which should in turn guide the technical assistance in a demand driven fashion.

The statement then covered the G77's view on strengthening each of the pillars. It stressed that research and analysis is the life line of UNCTAD.  Without this research and analytical work, the consensus building would be baseless and technical assistance pointless.

"UNCTAD draws its strength and relevance from the intellectual integrity of its research and analysis. Development orientation and independence of this research and analytical pillar is an imperative for the institutional revival of UNCTAD.

"From evolving the 0.7% of GDP as target for ODA to predicting the Asian financial crisis, the intellectual integrity of UNCTAD's research and analysis has accomplished a great deal over the last four decades.

"Research and analysis must not be politicized. UNCTAD must continue to grow in an atmosphere of intellectual integrity and independence to provide development oriented solutions to existing and emerging challenges faced by developing countries in the contemporary scheme of international economic relations.

"The development quotient of UNCTAD's research and analysis must not be reduced at any cost - even if it challenges conventional wisdom. The intellectual pluralism it promotes is critical to the sustainability of international economic system."



On the second pillar (consensus-building), Masood Khan said it was not so long ago when UNCTAD faced near extinction. This was mainly because of steady erosion and weakening of the consensus-building pillar.

The Sao Paulo Consensus not only saved UNCTAD but radiated energy that helped wrap up the July package in the WTO. This demonstrated the ability of UNCTAD to forge consensus and calls for strengthening the consensus-building pillar. This can be done through outcomes of expert meetings, commissions and the Trade and Development Board that go beyond chairman's summaries or agreed recommendations.

Consensus building need not be a four yearly ritual. It must be an on going process in the work of each tier. UNCTAD's proven competence should continue to be used to develop soft law to promote rule-making in WTO and other organizations.

"We believe UNCTAD's normative role as a catalyst for multilateral action from a comprehensive development perspective could advance consensus building in other forums. Ways and means of reviving the negotiations process in UNCTAD, strengthening the negotiations process and formulation of policy recommendations to the UN General Assembly must also be explored.

"The consensus building pillar should contribute more directly and meaningfully to deliberations of the General Assembly, particularly the Second Committee. Most important is the need to find a sustainable solution to the longstanding problem of financing of experts from developing countries."

Masood Khan said that technical assistance is an important pillar of UNCTAD's work, but it should not be allowed to become its flagship project. Firmly anchored in research and analysis and consensus building, it should work in tandem with the other two pillars.

"We should ensure that UNCTAD's technical cooperation activities are demand driven and correspond to the specific needs and priorities of recipients," said the G77 statement. Predictability of funding, transparency, efficiency and independence are essential to lending a demand driven orientation to the technical assistance and capacity building work of UNCTAD.

Masood Khan concluded that UNCTAD has a distinctly important mandate, based on the development perspective that guides the whole range of its activities. The future relevance and strength of UNCTAD would also be underwritten by this development orientation.

"The developing countries look up to the UN system and particularly to UNCTAD in this system to provide fresh thinking and suggest alternative and viable policy options and approaches to cope with the challenges posed to development."



Strengthening the three pillars would enable UNCTAD to play its role in promoting pro-development systemic coherence particularly between international monetary financial and trading systems. The role of UNCTAD in mainstreaming the development dimension is crucial to the stability and sustainability of the international economic system.

The G77 chairman commented on the summary of the thinking of the Eminent Persons Panel, as presented by UNCTAD secretary-general Dr Supachai Panitchpakdi. He said it appears the Panel has gone to the minutest technical details. "We will see the final version of its report before we can form our opinion or give our response, if the Group decides to do so," he added.

On the G77's meeting earlier this month with the UN Secretary General's High-level Panel on system-wide coherence, Masood Khan said: "Our central message to them was three-fold: (a) The decision making in the UN system must not be outsourced; (b) The mandate of UNCTAD should not be diluted; and ( c) The Panel should not be bogged down by minute technical details.

Ambassador Doris Bertrand of Austria, representing the European Union, said consensus for this meeting can be formed on a simple statement, that the MTR's objective is to "strengthen UNCTAD so it can better deliver to the benefit of all countries and most importantly developing countries, in areas of UNCTAD's recognized excellence and comparative advantage."

She said the MTR exercise should sharpen the focus of UNCTAD's activities in these areas of comparative advantage, referring to its being a focal point for the integrated treatment of trade and development and interrelated issues.

Elaborating on UNCTAD's areas of comparative advantage, the EU said they lie in "ahead of the curve" analysis in "interrelated areas such as macroeconomic analysis and debt analysis; mainstreaming trade into PRSPs and national development plans; South-South trade; social and environmental aspects of trade; supply side constraints; trade facilitation; commodities diversification; WTO accession and trade capacity building programmes; assistance to developing countries to make informed policy decisions in
investment, competition, procurement; and good governance and institution building to establish inclusive, sustainable nationally-owned policies."

The EU also remained concerned about the risk of marginalization of LDCs and other poor and vulnerable countries in the global economy.

On research, the EU said UNCTAD should be ahead of the curve, identifying areas that could pose challenges and proposing policy options. "We do not discourage UNCTAD from being courageous and if and when necessary to challenge conventional wisdom provided this is grounded in solid research and strong evidence and the UNCTAD membership is given a reasonable chance to discuss the ideas in question."

The EU said UNCTAD should be careful not to duplicate work done by other institutions, especially in areas of these organisations' clear mandates.

On consensus building, the EU said the TDB agenda should be more varied and topical, and the Commissions could address one or two major themes and a policy review on a regional basis.

On technical cooperation, the EU said it should be driven and shaped by demands of developing countries. It advocated a more centralised management of technical cooperation activities.

The US praised the secretariat paper on the three pillars, appreciating its "self-critical approach." UNCTAD's research should be targeted on trade's role in development. UNCTAD should focus on its area of expertise and avoid duplication in the UN.

More efficiency and the avoidance of redundancy makes the UN more effective.  On the three pillars, the US said this was not the time for sweeping change to UNCTAD's mandate but for a mid-term course correction.

China said that UNCTAD's reports are important references for government decision-making worldwide. It had helped developing countries during their WTO accession process and in the Doha talks. As part of UN reform, UNCTAD's role should be reaffirmed and in light of the changing world economic situation, UNCTAD should promote developing countries' trade and development in line with these changes.

There should also be increased flexibility and predictability of resources. It should play its role as a bridge between developed and developing countries.

The coordinators of the Asian, African and Latin American and Caribbean groupings also spoke, mainly in support of the G77 position. Individual countries, such as South Africa, Thailand, Indonesia, Tonga, India, the Philippines and Brazil also spoke.

Many of them reiterated that research and analysis was the basis of the work of the other two pillars. For example, Sri Lanka on behalf of the Asia group said that UNCTAD's work on research and analysis feeds into the other two pillars, which could not do their work in a vacuum.

The foundation of consensus building and technical cooperation is based on research and analysis, which focuses on development issues and contemporary issues, said Sri Lanka. The research work feeds into technical cooperation, and the latter should ensure that the services provided are demand driven and implemented in close cooperation with the recipient countries. 

