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COHERE AROUND DEVELOPMENT, CSOS TELL UN COHERENCE PANEL
 

By Riaz K Tayob, Geneva, 3 July 2006


Members of the High Level Panel on United Nations System Wide Coherence, tasked with producing recommendations on improving coherence among UN agencies, held a one-day meeting on 2 July with 100 representatives from civil society.


Many of the CSOs stressed the coherence process should lead to a strengthened, and not weakened UN system, and that coherence should be based on and towards development principles and goals. They gave the example of the coherence driven by the Bretton Woods institutions and the WTO that had led to adverse results and asked the panel to ensure the same did not happen in the UN's coherence efforts.


Among the panel members present were former President of Chile Ricardo Lagos, the head of Canada's aid agency, the secretary of Norway's foreign ministry and the former chief of the Global Environment Facility Mohamed El Ashry.


Lagos said the meeting's aim was to exchange views and enhance the understanding of Panel Members on how to improve system wide coherence in the context of UN reform and the policies and measures needed in sustainable development, human rights and gender.


At the opening session, Martin Khor of the Third World Network, said there were well known crises in development as well as environment that required increased international cooperation based on multilateralism and people's participation. The UN is taken by the public as special as it was universal and had a better opportunity to address global issues in a more participatory way, when compared to the Bretton Woods Institutions (BWI) and WTO.


Khor said it was the nature of the reform undertaken that was important, and the principles that underlie the reform. He stressed that there was a need to strengthen the UN as compared to other institutions because the "disadvantaged majority is given a greater voice" in the system. He suggested it is the "bedrock of development principles" is the lens through which to see what kind of reform is needed in the agencies and the UN system.


He added that the System Wide Coherence process had to discuss coherence in relation to certain principles, which could lead to either positive or negative effects. There was thus need to cohere towards appropriate principles with positive effects. The development principles should be the yardstick by which to drive coherence.
It was important to identify areas where international action is needed but lacking, such as international financial regulation and the prevention of financial crises and instability. The panel could identify such areas for the UN system to take up.


Khor was concerned about proposals by some developed countries to use the system-wide coherence process to collapse about 36 UN institutions into just 3 giant agencies to deal with development, humanitarian affairs and the environment.


Proposals for this kind of centralisation are alarming, as it goes against diversity and eliminates "checks and balances" in the UN system. Such a plan is likely to weaken or eliminate many useful UN agencies, and make the system more bureaucratic. It was unrealistic also for the panel, which had only a few months to do its work, to consider such radical reform.


It was important for the UN to be strengthened so that it could take up leadership roles in coordinating development policies that the Bretton Woods institutions and the WTO could not because of their non-democratic structures and the appropriate premises of their principles and policies.


The panel should judge the importance and performance of UN institutions not according to the criterion of size (whereby big agencies take over smaller ones) but according to the development content of their work. Those that have deficiencies should be reformed, and those that are on the right development track should be strengthened.


For instance, he said, WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organisation)'s work was imbalanced and it had a development deficiency because of its "single goal of
intellectual property rights protection." The development agenda sought by developing countries to bring WIPO in line with UN development principles was not well received by the developed countries. The coherence process should encourage WIPO members and the secretariat to lead the organisation to be coherent with the international development goals, as in the case of other UN agencies.


At UNCTAD, a few members had questioned its mandate to undertake work on developing countries' need for national policy space. UNCTAD should be allowed  to expand its mandate into such areas and to be strengthened and not weakened or even eliminated, as some developed countries had proposed in their papers on system-wide coherence.

Khor suggested that agencies that had performed well from a development viewpoint, even though they may be small, should have their mandate and resources strengthened, mentioning UNIFEM in this context.


UNEP also needed strengthening, but it must be clarified that its environment work has to be in the context of the Rio principles, in which development and equity principles are at the centre of environment policies and activities. This would give it a better chance of being strengthened.
Khor added that funding was a critical issue. It was not proper if donor had the sole or dominating say over the level and channelling of UN development funds.  There should not be a concentration of power or a centralisation of how funds are spent.


He said the conditionalities that accompanied BWI loans had led to unfortunate  consequences. Research by these institutions themselves has indicated that there were wrong policies in several countries.


For the UN, a fair funding mechanism where both donees and donors have a say
was needed.


Khor added that ECOSOC was supposed to be coordinator of UN policies and activities in the social and economic areas, and also to receive reports from and comment on the BWIs. However it had not been up to the task. The panel should suggest ways to make it stronger and effective.


Ms. Lena Schumacher of the World Federalist Movement said the UN was unique
because of its wide membership of 192 countries. Its weakness, that of diluted and
prolonged outcomes, was also the organisation's greatest strength.


Its decisions "bear a unique legitimacy, moral weight and political authority, having been reached despite such extreme differences... the democratic principle is at the core of the UN. It is its purpose and must be its fate. In order for the UN's strengths to outweigh its weaknesses, its institutions and decision-making processes must democratize further," she said.


Schumacher said during the Cold War the UN had to deal with the East and West
"mortal confrontations." Now it faces an even more dangerous challenge between
"North and South." Schumacher pointed out that the wealthy countries are "using economic bargaining power" over the UN budget to tie in "substantial management reforms" at the UN. Developing countries were concerned that these reform proposals give the Secretary-General more authority at the expense of the General Assembly.


She applauded the creation of the Human Rights Council. "Council members must not allow trade to trump human rights, as has been the case throughout the history of the Commission. Not only in the defence of human rights but also in the interest of coherence must governments hold the human rights violators accountable, irrespectively of their bilateral trade balance."


The WFM regarded the voluntary funding of an important issue like the environment a "moral and legal travesty." Gender has been incorporated into the UN system, but only at the normative level. Implementation is lacking. The present ad hoc engagement of NGOs needs to be enhanced. The Peacebuilding Commission she pointed out recognises the importance of national ownership but lacks an NGO engagement structure. It is an "uphill battle" that obliges NGOs to "invent the wheel over and over again."

Shumacher reiterated that "the issue of coherence cannot be de-linked from the issue of intentional lack of coherence in how the major powers - North and South – have organized the international legal order." She concluded, "Underlying these debates will be two  questions - where will the big and other powers locate global governance and will global governance institutions be based on the veto and power principles of decision making or on democratic principles?


Ms Charlotte Bunch of the Centre for Women's Global Leadership said the UN is a
symbol of multilateralism. The UN has comparative advantages because of government authority and built in legitimacy.  She said the UN had done well in international standard setting, creating a critical body of work that serves as a normative framework for discussion and values of human rights. The challenge is to move to the "greater level of implementation." Norms created under CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women) and the integration of gender into other treaties are important.


Mainstreaming gender at the level of implementation is a problem. The tendency is
to depend on the goodwill of people within the UN system. There is a need to institutionalise this as "common," and not a "matter of goodwill." She proposed the setting up of a strong and specific gender agency with system wide responsibility.


During the open discussion session Renate Bloom of the Conference of NGOs
(CONGO) said it supported the development agenda in the UN and stressed the importance of NGOs, asking that the diversity of NGOs had to be appreciated and
taken account of.


Victoria Tauli-Copuz of Tebtebba Foundation (Philippines) and also Chair of the
UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues said there is a need to reinforce
the role of CSOs in the UN. The UN needs to address inequality between peoples
and countries and allow a voice for the powerless, the invisible and the excluded.
Norms in the UN, she said, are important because this meant the existence of a
framework that fostered better dialogue.


She said the adoption of the Declaration on Indigenous Rights at the Human Rights Council was a historic achievement for the Council at its very first session as well as for indigenous people, whose fight for their rights would be strengthened.


Gemma Adabe of the ICFTU agreed that coherence had to be based on the appropriate principles. The BWIs and the WTO are driving a coherence agenda  that undermines the social pillar and causes conflict, and they must be made accountable. She mentioned the NAMA proposals at the WTO as having the potential to be socially disruptive. She said a much stronger ECOSOC was needed, and that the BWIs and WTO should report to it on whether their policies are in line with UN norms and standards.


Meena Raman of Third World Network stated that the environment must be given
higher priority in the UN system. UNEP should be strengthened, and its strengthened mandate has to be in line with sustainable development, underpinned by the two Rio principles of common but differentiated responsibilities and the precautionary principle.


The multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) also have to be strengthened, with a faster pace of negotiations and better implementation. There are also many areas of sustainable development where action and implementation are lacking, she said. New MEAs should be established in these areas, for example, sustainable agriculture; sustainable consumption; and corporate social and environmental responsibility.


On gender issues, Stephen Lewis said a "fully fledged agency" was needed to "whip the UN family into shape".  He said when it comes to money for gender issues, "western governments cry poverty".


At the end of the overview session, Lagos made some conclusions. He said the NGOs had considered the Human Rights Council and its first meeting an advance.


There was need to ensure that the norm setting activities of the UN are followed up with actions and implementation that are now lacking.


He concluded also that there was a strong advocacy for strengthening the role of
ECOSOC. He commented that ECOSOC had been established to undertake reconstruction and development vis-a-vis security issues of the Security Council. The BWIs were supposed to report to ECOSOC once a year, with the original idea that they are under ECOSOC.


On funding, Lagos said the meeting voiced the view that both donors and donees must have a say and it cannot be that only one of them decides. There was also a feeling that there had been advances on human rights but not similarly on gender and the environment. The question of whether there should be an environment agency had also been raised.
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