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SUPACHAI REVEALS EXPERT PANEL’S PROPOSALS ON UNCTAD

By Martin Khor, Geneva, 12 June 2006


The second meeting of the UNCTAD's mid-term review (MTR) of the Sao Paulo Consensus opened this morning with a statement by the UNCTAD Secretary General Dr Supachai Pantichpakdi in which he revealed some elements of the proposals made by a panel of eminent persons he had established on enhancing the role and impact of UNCTAD.

The opening plenary this morning also heard statements from the Group of 77 and China, regional groupings (including Asia, Africa, Latin America and Caribbean, the European Union and the transition economies) and some countries such as the United States, India, Iran, Egypt, Thailand, Tonga, Indonesia and the Philippines.

The G77 and China also tabled its proposed draft of the outcome document of the meeting, explaining that it was tabling this at the start of the meeting so that there would be enough time to consider it.

The G77 move is significant as the first meeting of the MTR process, in May, had considered a draft agreed outcome document that was put forward by the Chair of the meeting towards the end of the meeting.

The G77 had then proposed several amendments and additions, as it had found the draft to be not complete in articulating what it considered to be the conclusions of the meeting.

Inability to agree on the draft, and especially wrangling between the G77 and the United States over the issue of "policy space", resulted in the first MTR meeting ending without an agreed conclusion.

While the first MTR meeting focused on implementation of the Sao Paulo Consensus (the main outcome document of the UNCTAD's 11th conference in 2004), this second MTR meeting is focusing on the three pillars of UNCTAD's work (research and analysis, intergovernmental consensus-building, and technical cooperation).

In his statement, Supachai alluded to the failure of the first MTR meeting by saying that he believed "we all learned some lessons from part I last month, and I am confident we can apply them constructively to our work this week."

He made personal observations on the three pillars of UNCTAD's work, on the shape the secretariat would like them to take, and on his aspirations more
generally for UNCTAD, particularly at this time of UN systemwide reform and
uncertainty.

He said that firstly, development, and the development dimension of trade and economic growth, remains the defining trait of UNCTAD's work. The underlying, and overarching, objective of all of UNCTAD's activities is to help developing countries advance. That premise cannot be overstated.

"We are not, as some have feared, moving away from a focus on development, because development is what we are all about," he said. If we are beginning to explore new spheres of economic activity, it is because we are attempting to keep up with the rapidly changing patterns of in the world economy, in order to encompass them in our thinking on development.

Supachai added that UNCTAD is above all else, a knowledge-based institution and thus all of its work must be - has always been, and will continue to be - research and analysis.

It is this intellectual foundation that informs both our consensus-building and our technical cooperation, although there is also cross-fertilization or interdependence among the three pillars.

"Without research and analysis, we cannot deliver policy advice or provide useful technical cooperation," he said. As 54% of its outputs are delivered globally (and 29% nationally), UNCTAD's strength lies in what it does at headquarters, although the feedback from technical work ensures that research keeps up with the evolving concerns of member States.

These include, in particular, the work on coherence in economic policies at the global and national levels; the management of global macroeconomic imbalances; the need for adjustment to trade policy changes; and an analysis of the relationship among growth, trade and poverty reduction.

On UNCTAD's consensus-building work, Supachai said there is room for improvement. Both the structure and the reporting mechanism need work. Ways also have to be found to make the best use of the expertise in various meetings. And communications and outreach have to be beefed up.

An internal Task Force on Reform has completed its work, focusing especially on technical cooperation. It found major shortcomings in its delivery, compliance, reporting and fundraising practices. "Our old strategy has not worked," said Supachai. The Task Force called for stronger central coordination of our technical cooperation and for greater interaction between it and the other pillars of our work, as well as with other international efforts.

Supachai then referred to the Eminent Persons Panel to enhance UNCTAD's role and effectiveness (chaired by former Brazilian President, Henrique Cardoso).

He said the panel held final meeting in Helsinki last week, and the report will be ready soon. He said the Panel addressed UNCTAD's engagement in key emerging issues, the workings of the three pillars of UNCTAD, the strategic positioning of the institution, the implications of UN reform for UNCTAD, and its relationship with other international organizations.

Supachai summarised some of the panel's findings on "how to strengthen the three pillars of our work."

With regard to research and policy analysis, the Panel recommends that UNCTAD tap more systematically into the wealth of existing knowledge. It suggests that UNCTAD establish a global network of think tanks specialized in development policy advocacy and strategy-setting in different countries, to exchange views, experiences and best practices. This would enhance the relevance of UNCTAD's research and disseminate its policy analysis to high-level policy makers.

The Panel also believes UNCTAD can "improve the quality and coherence of our research and policy analysis by setting up an informal consultative group of eminent development economists to conduct a peer review of UNCTAD's key research products." It suggests that UNCTAD can strengthen its "flagship" research products, group publications into major study series, and limit the number of publications of lesser significance.

Supachai said the Panel also recommends that UNCTAD's intergovernmental machinery should provide pragmatic solutions to development problems. This could take the form of inventories of best practices; checklists and indicative guidelines; sets of criteria or principles - for example, to test the development-friendliness of international investment agreements; and model frameworks, e. g. for national ICT development strategies.

The Panel also suggested changing the format of expert meetings into that of standing expert groups, focusing on key development issues. That would establish a continuity in topics and create a cohort of experts associated with UNCTAD.

As to our commissions, the Panel feels they could work more effectively if they dealt with more focused issues. This could be done by consolidating the commissions themselves into two, dealing with investment and trade, with a possible third commission dealing with technology. The commissions would also provide guidance to the standing expert groups and review their final outcomes by endorsing the outcomes of those groups and considering their policy implications and implementation.

The Panel further suggests that the deliberations of the Trade and Development Board could be enriched by interaction with development think tanks and a multi-stakeholder dialogue. One idea is to set up a "Global Forum for Trade, Investment and Development", which would meet biennially.

The Panel thinks that the current arrangements for the quadrennial conferences should attract representation from ministerial portfolios other than trade. Another idea would be to hold the conferences biennially, each focusing on a different area of UNCTAD's work. Finally, the Panel suggests setting up a trust fund to finance developing countries' participation.

On technical cooperation, the Panel recommends that UNCTAD build on its technical excellence in economic policy issues, and consolidate its 400 or so projects into four or five major programmes centred on overarching themes.

The Panel suggests an advisory body for technical assistance composed of heads of development assistance agencies and of recipient agencies in developing countries to advise the UNCTAD Secretary-General on setting up institutional strategies for technical cooperation and review the impact of this type of work.

Supachai added the Panel's advances pragmatic ideas which he as SG and member states can pick and choose from. "The report is addressed to me, the Secretary-General of UNCTAD," he added. "While I might be able to implement some of its proposals immediately, others will require consultations with you or a decision by you."

Supachai also spoke about the UN reform process. "It is still too soon to speculate on what this will mean for us at UNCTAD. One thing, however, is not subject to change, and that is the centrality of trade and development to the work of the UN.

"UNCTAD has a clear mandate and an impressive record of achievements in this regard. But as the process unfolds, as the system evolves, we must ensure that ultimately, our work contributes to the overall objectives of the United Nations, especially in the areas of poverty reduction, sustainable development and the promise of a secure and peaceful world."



