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N-S DIFFERENCES IN ECOSOC PANEL ON S-S COOPERATION

By Riaz K Tayob, Geneva, 5 July 2007
 

Different perspectives about South-South cooperation emerged during a roundtable discussion at the ECOSOC High-Level Segment on Thursday afternoon.

 

The discussion took place as one of two simultaneous roundtables which were major parts of the new Development Cooperation Forum (DCF) which was launched by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon earlier in the morning. The DCF was established from the mandate given to ECOSOC by the 2005 World Summit.

 

The roundtable discussed trends in international cooperation on South-South and triangular cooperation.

 

During the discussion, some major developed countries expressed discomfort at the use of the term "South" which they inferred was anachronistic.

 

They appeared to want to establish differentiation among developing countries, an effort which some developing-country diplomats viewed as an attempt to "split the South."

 

In contrast, many developing countries articulated the need for a broad scope of issues to come within the scope of the DCF and for mechanisms to promote South-South cooperation.

 

The European Community said that talk about "South and North" has a "patronising tone" and it was uncomfortable to talk about the South as a "monolithic block."

 

In contrast, developing countries strongly supported the notion and concept of South-South cooperation, even while recognising the existence of diversity among developing countries.

 

They also advocated a broad agenda for the DCF which was necessary to deal with the imbalances in development.

 

Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, who chairs the G77 and China, said that South-South cooperation should be viewed from the perspective of political solidarity of the South, utilisation of complementarities between developing countries and direct cooperation between larger developing countries and other countries in the South.

 

Akram said that the share of South-South trade accounted for 40% of total world trade on a purchasing power parity (PPP) basis. He said that growth in the South is uneven with some dynamic economies, while a large number of countries that are most vulnerable who have been marginalised.

 

This divergence in economic performance is recognised, he said, and it has actually created opportunities and complementarities for increasing cooperation in the South.

 

Such cooperation, he said, can be viewed at three levels.  First, at the level of political solidarity of the South on issues of the world economy, as manifested in the work of the G77. The G77 has not fully evolved their positions on issues like the Doha Round, climate change, and energy, but a number of actions has been taken in this regard.

 

He said that the G77 was considering establishing an eminent persons group to assist the G77 on issues such as trade, reform of the international financial architecture, climate change and energy.

 

Secondly, he said, South-South cooperation can exploit the complementarities that have emerged as a natural function of divergence of the levels of development and capacities of developing countries. He said that technical and financial cooperation is already manifest in most regions between countries of the South.

 

Thirdly, Akram said that another dimension is direct South-South cooperation between the larger developing countries and other countries. This is not meant to replace or duplicate North-South cooperation.

 

On triangular cooperation, he said that there is great potential for cooperation using the human and technical resources of the South matched with the financial resources of the North.

 

Akram said that the G77 seeks to address how to promote synergies in the development cooperation of Southern countries. Perhaps, the G77 should consider a mechanism similar to the Development Assistance Committee of the OECD.

 

He said that the UN General Assembly High Level Committee on South-South Cooperation could give more attention to South initiatives. He said that the special unit for South-South cooperation housed at the UNDP could also be broadened and utilised in a more dynamic way.

 

Dr Supachai Panitchpakdi, Secretary-General of UNCTAD, said that it is ironic that developing countries pay 70% of their trade tariffs to fellow developing countries. He said that there must be progress in the negotiations on the General System of Trade Preferences (GSTP), as this would be the test of South-South cooperation. More countries should join in (only 35 are now in the negotiations) and a wide range of goods should be included.

 

Supachai also asked developing countries to forge an agreement on Mutual Recognition on standards, particularly on goods and agriculture.

 

Richard Manning, Chair of the OECD Development Assistance Committee, said that the value-added of the ECOSOC DCF was its participatory process and universal membership. He said that cooperation faces many risks and it is clear that recipients are asked to handle a more complex donor architecture.

 

China said that it is a supporter of South-South cooperation. It said that the DCF was a great opportunity to take a comprehensive view of the realities and problems facing developing countries and the number one problem was the imbalances in the levels of development in the world.

 

It said that there is momentum for South-South cooperation to increase and new mechanisms were needed to promote this. It said that there is a need to include issues of trade, finance, energy and security. China suggested a new mechanism within the UN for South-South cooperation that has good staying power.

 

Nigeria said that the DCF is the outcome of monumental decisions driven by good South-South collaboration and there is a need to focus the discussion on what we do not have - implementation. The South-South Cooperation unit in the UNDP should be strengthened.

 

Nigeria emphasised the need for a trade deal with focus on agricultural subsidies. It asked, when the North subsidises its producers, how can we expect Africa to compete? If international arrangements are about free trade, then we simply have to deal with agricultural subsidies.

 

Benin also said that the issue of subsidies should be considered within the DCF and we must call for their elimination. The high tariffs amongst developing countries was a result of production of similar rather than complementary products between them, a point that should be taken into account also in the GSTP.

 

Sudan said that South-South cooperation is not a substitute for North-South cooperation. However, the apparent failure of North-South cooperation has augmented the need for South-South cooperation.

 

Venezuela said that it along with Cuba, Bolivia and Nicaragua are carrying out experiments to promote South-South cooperation, with a number of arrangements to promote a Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas.

 

The European Union said that talk about the South and North has a patronising tone and it was uncomfortable to talk about the South as monolithic block. It stressed the need to recognise the differences amongst developing countries and these differences were seen in the WTO's Doha discussions.

 

It added that the biggest challenges are as much between the countries of the South themselves as between them and the industrialised countries.

 

It said that the most clear cleavage was between those developing countries reliant on post-colonial preferences and those other countries that wish to see economies put on a level playing field based on the most favoured nation principle. A successful conclusion of the Doha Round needs a major boost with openings in services markets and market opening in the advanced developing countries.

 

The EU said that its experience with negotiating free trade agreements showed that it was good to have a "pole country" as a focal point (for developing countries) in each region to promote successful initiatives.

 

The US supported the idea of having a pole country and said that this should be raised in the meetings of the Regional Commissions.

 

The US also supported the comments of the EU and said that it was uncomfortable with use of the term "South", the language of Buenos Aires Plan of Action era that was developed 30 years ago. It expressed the hope that we can "have a different dimension." 
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