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COHERENCE PANEL HEARS CONCERNS OF ECOSOC MEMBERS

By Martin Khor, Geneva, 5 July 2006

The Group of 77 and China and the European Union stated their concerns on the UN reform process relating to "system wide coherence" when ECOSOC members held a dialogue session with leaders and members of the high-level panel on UN system-wide coherence.

The Chair of the G77 and China, South Africa's Ambassador to the UN in New York, Dumisani Kumalo reaffirmed the group's earlier submissions to the panel. It supported the panel's work but expressed the Group's fears that the panel might recommend eliminating the UN's regional economic commissions (including the Economic Commission of Africa) as well as UNCTAD.

The European Union, represented by Finland, wanted the reform proposals to

be comprehensive (covering all funds and programmes, at field and headquarter levels). It proposed that UNEP should be upgraded to a "full fledged UN agency". It also wanted the UN to deliver at country level as "one office, one programme and one representative."

Meanwhile, Russia made pointed remarks that there should not be UN reform for its own sake, that it was unacceptable to merge the UN's various programmes and funds as this would lead to "politicization", that the fragmentation of the UN at country level should not be exaggerated, and that it did not support UNEP being  made into a specialized agency.

A major theme, stressed by the panel leaders as well as the G77 and its members and by Japan and others, was the need for a much strengthened ECOSOC to coordinate the UN's development work.

The feedback from ECOSOC member states was given to the panel's three co-chairs, the Prime Ministers of Pakistan (Shaukat Aziz), Mozambique (Luisa Diago) and Norway (Jens Stoltenberg), who also spoke, and other panel members.

Pakistan premier Shaukat Aziz said the panel members had visited countries and villages.  The UN is one of many stakeholders in the development process, there is need for better coordination and coherence with the Bretton Woods institutions and bilateral partners.

On humanitarian affairs, the panel supported a central fund set up by the Secretary General as it was important to be able to act urgently in emergencies.

He said that on the environment there was a proliferation of activities, the need to streamline them and strengthen UN bodies. "We believe in the UN and its role and the need to enhance its efficacy. We spoke about ECOSOC's role and we feel it is on the way to be a more empowered organization."

Mozambique Premier Luisa Diago said the panel had just discussed the gender issue. There was concern about fragmentation and the need for coherence and for the system to respond to countries' needs relating to gender.

Norwegian Premier Jens Stoltenberg said the reason for the panel was that

"we believe in a strong UN", and with more coherence there would be stronger

effects.  There is need to reform and change the UN as the world has changed and the

UN must change. There is need to ensure the UN uses funds better and this in

turn would mobilize more funds.

During the debate, Finland on behalf of the EU said the EU is committed to a

strong multilateral system with strong institutions and with the UN at its centre. It

was committed to reforming the UN to make it more accountable and transparent.

It expected the panel to make proposals on the UN's future operational system.

Finland said the EU encouraged the endeavour to cover all funds and programmes and action at field level, as well as governance at regional and international level.  "We want the UN to deliver as one office, one programme and one representative at national level," said Finland.

It added that the environment is of high importance, coherence between environment conventions is needed, all aimed at sustainable development and ensuring that growth does not threaten our survival. The environmental aspects must be better taken into account, by upgrading UNEP into a full fledged UN agency, said Finland.

It also stressed a rights-based approach, saying it is of utmost importance that gender equity should be strengthened. The panel should focus on the results of its proposals in developing countries and on the UN's comparative advantage vis-a-vis the Bretton Woods institutions, including with reference to aid  effectiveness.

South Africa's Ambassador Kumalo, on behalf of the G77 and China, said the group supported the panel's work.  It hoped the panel report would strengthen ECOSOC's role as a coordinating body and enable it to play the central role as envisaged in the UN Charter.  The panel must strengthen the multilateral system including development cooperation in the UN. The aim of the process should not be a cost cutting exercise.  He said "it is sad we had to deal with a budget cut that did not expect or survival."

Ambassador Kumalo added he would be "less than candid" if he did not alert the panel on the concerns of the G77 including in statements by the G77 Ministers and by the heads of state of some G77 members about the aims of the coherence  process.  The African Union's heads of state a few days previously passed a resolution to reaffirm that Africa wants to see that the regional economic commissions will remain (referring especially to the Economic Commission of Africa) and there was a fear the panel would propose getting rid of the regional commissions.

There was also a fear by the G77 that the coherence exercise will eliminate UNCTAD that was founded by the G77. "I know you didn't say that, as there is no report yet," Kumalo told the panel members. He added that he could not expect that Pakistan, Mozambique or Chile represented at the panel could suggest that.

"We'd rather wait and engage further when the report is issued," he said, concluding that "we think the panel's work is serious, but please understand our fears on what will happen to the regional economic commissions and to UNCTAD."

Brazil said it was a good idea to revisit the spirit of the UN Charter, as there is need for improved coordination of international institutions, and not just those in the UN system. There is need to reflect on the roles of each institution and its experience. It is good to strengthen ECOSOC, as it is a main body and with a  fundamental role.

Russia said there should not be UN reform for itself.  The resident coordinators belong to the UN and their role should be based on "collegeability." It did not  think that making resident coordinators subordinated to the Secretariat is the best way to go. Predictable funds to the resident coordinators is important.

Russia added that the UN funds and programmes have each their own clear mandate and some of them have successfully mobilized their own funds. It is not acceptable to merge the UN programmes and funds as this would lead to politicization and adversely affect impartiality.

The fragmentation of the UN at country level should not be exaggerated.  There have been successful examples of agencies such as UNICEF and World Food  Programme cooperating with one another. This could improve cooperation without  threatening the independence of the agencies. Russia also did not support the EU suggestion to make UNEP a specialized agency.

Colombia also supported the call to strengthen ECOSOC's coordination role which was recognised in the UN Charter. It suggested that an inter-governmental committee could be set up to exercise the coordination role of ECOSOC.

Ghana said that change should be gradually built into the system and should not come as a shock to the system. It was hard to comment on the panel's work as the panel had not given information. It called for the strengthening of ECOSOC which the panel should give due attention to.

On the role of resident coordinators, the problem is to define the mandate and functions in the field, the problem is not with the resident coordinators.  In the past  the UNDP had no problems with funding at country level but when the funds were diverted to the Bretton Woods institutions, there were little funds to the UNDP and the problem emerged.

Ghana also said that UNCTAD was a very useful body for LDCs, landlocked countries and small island states. In 2001 it was weakened when its LDC function was transferred to the UN in New York. UNCTAD's role in this area should be strengthened.

Australia said the UN system is in need of reform as there is too much overlap and competition between agencies for funds, as well as inconsistent governance structures.  It suggested that the panel focus on the following:  that any restructuring should not do away with the strengths of the system; build on work already done and strengthen the resident coordinator system; and take on a Litmus test on recommendations - can it deliver results on the ground?

Burkino Faso said that recent meetings among international organizations in Africa had recommended strengthened interaction between the Economic Commission of Africa and the African Development Bank, and the governors of both organizations had asked the UN Secretary General to strengthen the ECA and reposition it. The African heads of state had endorsed this. The survival of the ECA is essential.

Japan said UN reform is vital, and the panel should identify the comparative advantage of the UN (including its neutrality and universality) and especially the role of ECOSOC. To bring effects to the communities, country ownership is important.  Japan said that ECOSOC must be strengthened and promoting ECOSOC reform is part of the coherence exercise.

China supported the G77 statement. It said the panel should pay attention to the country situation, there should not be a unilateral or uniform approach in assisting the countries but adapt to each beneficiary country and leave enough space for the countries.

China added that the panel should be pragmatic. The UN had been undertaking reforms for years. The panel should not try to do everything at once, or be too speedy, so that the suggestions can be better received.

Lebanon said the process should be undertaken carefully so as to safeguard the agencies and commissions such as the Economic and Social Commission of West Asia, whose mandate should be safeguarded.

At the close of the session, the Pakistan premier responded that the panel would be sensitive to the comments.  "We are committed to a stronger UN which includes that all its bodies function to meet the challenges of today and not yesterday. If we can bequeath a UN system that is more effective, and is faster in reacting to emergencies, the world will remember us."
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