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QUESTIONS ABOUND OVER UN COHERENCE REPORT AND PROCESS 

By Martin Khor, New York, 9 December 2006



Many questions and concerns surrounding the report of the panel on UN system-wide coherence are being discussed in diplomatic, UN staff and NGO circles in New York, with representatives of developing countries as well as UN agencies pondering over the implications for them if the proposals are implemented.

 

UN Secretary General Kofi Annan is expected to issue his own response to the report this week, as one of his last acts before retiring. A formal debate on the report is expected to be held only in early spring of next year.

 

Discussions with diplomats, UN staff and NGO representatives in New York last week revealed that the panel report and the "UN coherence" process are among the most talked about issues presently inside the UN system.

 

Also preoccupying UN circles is a set of changes in top personnel that are expected to take place when the new Secretary General, Ban Ki-moon of South Korea, takes office in the new year. A new Deputy Secretary General will be appointed to replace Mark Malloch-Brown, while some changes are also expected in the posts of Under-Secretary General.

 

The Secretary General's high-level panel on UN system-wide coherence, co-chaired by the Prime Ministers of Pakistan, Mozambique and Norway, was set up to prepare proposals to strengthen and better coordinate the UN's work in development, humanitarian assistance and the environment.

 

Its report, presented at the UN on 9 November, called for a unified UN at the country level, with a single UN office, resident coordinator, programme and budget. The new "one UN" model is proposed to be phased in, with five "pilot" countries to implement it in 2007, 20 other countries by 2009, 40 by 2010 and all the rest by 2012.

 

Other proposals include establishing a "global leaders' forum" comprising 27 heads-of-government level (or L7 in the report's term) chosen from ECOSOC members to meet annually; a new Sustainable Development Board of selected governments to supervise the activities and funding of the UN country offices; and a UN Development Policy and Operations Group (comprising the UN agencies and departments) which would coordinate the work of the agencies and service the Board.

 

The report proposed an overall leadership role for the UNDP, which would be in charge of the UN's country resident coordinators, and with its Administrator assuming the post of UN Development Coordinator (who would chair the Group and report to the Board). In exchange for obtaining this powerful role, the UNDP is asked to relinquish many of its sector-based policy work and programme activities to UN entities specialized in these areas.

 

On funding, the report proposes that each UN country office have a unified budget, and the system be supported by a new multi-year MDG Funding Mechanism to ensure predictable funding. Non-core funds now obtained by the different UN agencies will in future be placed in the MDG Fund to be supervised by the Board and the Development Group.

 

The report also proposed setting up a UN entity on gender issues (combining three existing gender entities, under a new UN Under-Secretary-General) and an upgraded role for UNEP (to have real authority as the environmental policy pillar of the UN).

 

The panel postponed a decision on the most controversial issue - whether and how the various UN funds, programmes, specialized agencies and regional entities should be constituted in future, with some to close, others to merge and with newly delineated mandates.

 

This issue, which had been pushed by several developed countries, was viewed with concern and even alarm by developing countries led by the Group of 77 which feared that the development work of the UN system would be reduced, in the guise of eliminating duplication.

 

The report proposed that the Secretary General set up a task force to look at this issue with "concrete recommendations for mergers and consolidation for early implementation." It is clear that the panel wanted to avoid controversy over this issue, jeopardizing the other proposals. But the issue is kept alive for a future panel to look at and to report within a year.

 

The panel report faces an uncertain future, especially since it was commissioned and received by one Secretary General, who will now give his own views, while the discussion on it by governments and the resolutions arising from that will be overseen by another Secretary General. Presumably, the new Secretary General will have his own views on the proposals, and will make these known in some way.

 

It is also too early to predict how the developing countries or the developed countries will react officially to the report.

 

According to UN officials involved in the process, Kofi Annan is scheduled this week to present his own views on the report. He is expected to support many of the recommendations, and will pass over to the new Secretary General some notes on implementation and a road map for the future process.

 

The General Assembly is only expected to discuss the report in early spring of next year.

 

More controversially, Annan is also expected to announce that he wants to initiate action immediately on 3 or 4 areas related to the report, before he leaves. These include the proposals on establishing a gender entity (led by an Under Secretary General); on "business practices" (or management aspects) of the UN; and on a review of the UN's Chief Executives Board. Annan is said to think that it is within his mandate to act on these areas.

 

But the wisdom of Annan in choosing to act before the panel report is discussed at the General Assembly is being questioned. The G77 has written to the Secretary General challenging his decision to submit a plan to the General Assembly's Fifth Committee to now approve changes in the UN's "gender architecture" and additional financial resources required, before the governments have had an opportunity to discuss and decide on the report of the coherence panel.

 

Annan's report on gender architecture requests the General Assembly to endorse the creation of an office on gender equality and advancement of women pending intergovernmental and inter-organisational consultations; to approve the establishment of a post of executive director at Under Secretary General level; and to appropriate $306,5000 to implement this.

 

Referring to this report, the G77 chairman, Ambassador Dumisani Kumalo of South Africa, wrote to Annan stating that it would be inappropriate for the Fifth Committee to consider the revised budget estimates until the governments have pronounced on these and other matters related to UN system-wide coherence and the gender architecture.

 

"It is important that the appropriate procedures are followed and the roles and mandates of the various inter-governmental bodies are respected throughout our consideration of the proposals emanating from the World Summit Outcome document. The G77 and China trusts that this matter will be resolved in order to avoid unnecessary procedural discussions that may detract from our consideration of the substance of [the] proposals," said the G77 Chairman's letter.

 

Another attempt to "jump the gun" before the coherence panel report is even discussed is the implementation of "pilot programmes" for bringing together all the UN agencies at country level into a single office.

 

A few countries, including Vietnam, have already volunteered to be "pilot countries", and Annan is expected to encourage or endorse the introduction of such initial programmes in his report.

 

Diplomats from some developing countries commented that it is too early for such "pilot programmes" to be established when the General Assembly has not endorsed the rather controversial proposal to combine all UN agencies into a single office, nor on the criteria for choosing "pilot countries", even if the proposal is endorsed.

 

"This is an attempt to put the cart before the horse," said the Ambassador of a developing country. "How can pilot countries implement pilot programmes when there is no agreement yet generally to adopt the proposed one-UN plan. This would be pre-empting the General Assembly's role in considering the panel's proposals."

 

Other questions on the panel report were raised at a lunchtime meeting involving 35 diplomats, NGOs and UN staff, held in New York on 6 December.

 

The meeting, organized by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation and the UN Non-Governmental Liaison Service, was briefed on the panel report by Adnan Amin, the former Executive Director of the high-level panel's secretariat, and then heard comments by several NGOs and diplomats of developed and developing countries.

 

Some NGOs present raised several concerns. They remarked that the report seemed to reduce the UN's economic and social affairs to "development", while this development issue was further reduced to only aid. Thus, the report focused almost solely on how donor aid could be channeled in a different way to finance the UN agencies' activities, especially at country level.

 

The panel proposals also lead to a concentration of power away from the many UN agencies towards the new Sustainable Development Board and the Development Policy and Operations Council, said the NGOs. This concentration is made more enforceable by having a single Millennium Fund replacing the many present channels by which donor countries presently choose which agency to fund and how much.

 

This concentration of power, especially in a Development Coordinator and in the UNDP, would reduce the diversity that now exists among the many different UN agencies and departments. This increases the risk of the UN not being as effective as before. While a "good leader" could be more effective in such an "apex system", the whole system would be negatively affected if there is a "bad leader" at the apex.

 

The NGOs also raised the problem that many new layers of bureaucracy and decision-making would have to be involved before funds are approved for a specific activity or programme, since the non-core funds would now be concentrated in a single Fund. This is unlike the present system in which donor countries are channeling funds to agencies and activities they choose to cooperate with.

 

The NGOs commented that the proposals to have a L27 (leaders' group) and a Sustainable Development Board have the potential to strengthen ECOSOC and the UN system. If undertaken well, this could raise the global policy profile of the UN system.

 

However, there are questions in such details as how the countries are to be elected or selected to these proposed institutions. For example, would the election/appointment system of ECOSOC be applied, or will the major countries insist on being permanent or near-permanent members, and if they do not have this status, will they agree to the establishment of these institutions and to take them seriously.

 

On the gender issue, an NGO involved in women's issues commented that one key question is the relationship between the UN country team and the UN organizations at headquarters level. It is implementation that is crucial to ensure strengthening of the UN's gender work, which should affect all countries and not just developing countries. It predicted that the changes will not go forward quickly as there is opposition to fast-tracking the creation of the new position on gender.

 

A diplomat from a European country said that he had a very positive view of the report. He said that donor earmarking of funds had led to fragmentation at the country level, and donors should improve their behaviour and had the chance to do so through responding to the panel report.

 

He added that in the proposed new system, donors can still earmark their funds to countries and UN agencies, but would have to do so now inside the agreed one-country programme, based on the country's PRSP (poverty reduction strategy paper). He added that his country would attempt to give funds through multi-year funding.

 

Another European diplomat disagreed with the views of some NGOs that there is a risk that in following the report, the breadth of the UN's work on economic and social affairs would be reduced to development and then to aid. On the proposals, he said the more politicised the context, the less could be done. The UN must be competitive with the Bretton Woods institutions.

 

At the conclusion of the meeting, it was agreed by many that in considering the panel report, "the devil lies in the details".

 

A UN official agreed that a key issue was "whether we are talking about development or only about aid." While the developed countries tend to think of themselves as donors and are more interested in aid and its effectiveness, the developing countries under the G77 want to consider development more broadly especially in its policy aspect, and they want the UN's work to affect all countries and not just developing countries.

 

The value of the UN is its legitimacy among the developing countries, which have much more trust in the UN than in the Bretton Woods institutions which impose conditionality. The report should lead to more benefit for developing countries, according to their own understanding of this.

 

It was pointed out that the panel had deliberately not specified how many members there would be in the proposed Sustainable Development Board, nor how they would be selected. It would be up to the member states to discuss and determine this. The Board was meant to enable more participation by developing countries than exist in the boards of the UNDP or UNICEF at present.

 

It was also explained that the Leaders' Forum was meant to fill in the gap in the policy work of the UN which has declined in recent years. Many developing countries had been unhappy with how weak the UN's profile is in global policy making and the Leaders' Forum was proposed to be set up under the ECOSOC framework as a means to increase the UN's policy significance.

 

The 6 December lunchtime meeting provided a glimpse of the diversity of views on the panel report, and showed that at this stage there are probably more questions than set positions.

 

While there is agreement that there were laudable objectives of establishing the panel - how to strengthen the UN's development, humanitarian and environment work - the "devil is in the details" of the panel's proposals, as many of the meeting's participants remarked.

 

The over-riding key issue is whether the proposals will overall strengthen or weaken the UN system's activities and effects on development, in both policy and operations. To answer that, the definition of what this development work involves, and what "development" means have first to be agreed on. 
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