Tbe UN is unique in its capacity to mobilize an international response to crises.
UNHCR is overseeing the organization of scores of camps like this one in Tanzania for the millions of Rwandan refugees who fled

thecountryin 1994.
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United Nations is, of course, not a business,in
that its purposesare commercial or profitBut in the broader sense the UN is the
centrepieceof the most important business of all that of ensuring that our global community provides
hospitable, peaceful and equitable conditions of life
for all of its people. It is surely therefore important,
indeed imperative, that the UN draws upon the best
of business practices and expertise in fulfilling its
global mission. This is especially so at a time when
that mission is becoming increasingly complex and
the resourcesavailable to the UN to fulfil it ever
more difficult to obtain.
Much has been said about the need to reform the
UN and to effect changesin its Charter. Indeed,the
50th anniversaryof the UN hasgiven rise to a plethora
of books, studies, seminarsand learnedpapersfocusing on the future of the UN and the reforms required
to prepareit for that future. Particularly valuable and
timely is the report of the Commission on Global
Governance chaired by Prime Minister Ingvar
Carlsson of Sweden and former Commonwealth
Secretary-GeneralSir Shridath Ramphal.
This processhas produced some thoughtful and
innovative proposalswhich will give governmentsa
rich body of analysis and a broad rangeof ideasfrom
which to draw in taking the decisions concerning
the future of the UN. It has concentratedlargely on
issuesof structure, of processand of Charter change.
There has beensome,but too little, attention paid to
the managementdimension of these changes,even
though the greatestand most immediate needin the
UN is for improvements in its management. This is
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not in any way to detract from the importance of the
structural and constitutional changesthat must be
made to enable the UN to function effectively
in a world very different from that which gave rise
to its creation half a century ago. In the meantime,
improvements in managementand the introduction
of relevant practices and methods developedin the
business world need not await structural and constitutional change.

managedprocessof internal changewould enhance
the UN's effectiveness in the areas in which its
servicesare most neededand most valued. The permanent staff of the UN is not excessive by the
standardsof governmentor other organizations,both
private and public. The permanent staff of the UN is
now at a level of some 10,609permanent staff and
a total of approximately 33,967 if the specialized
agencies, excepting the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund jlMF), are included.1 In

Many, perhaps most, of the necessarymanage- the aggregate,the costs of the UN and its agencies
ment improvements can be carried out within the amount to less than two dollars for each person in
existing mandateand authopty of the UN Secretary- the world as compared with $150 per person for
military expenditures. It represents0.0005 per cent
General,although it would be important for himfher
to have the broad support of member states if these of the world's grossdomestic product.2
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authorities are to be invoked fully and vigorously.
At the same time, improvement in the management
and cost-effectivenessof the UN would serve to
strengthenpolitical support for the kind of extended
mandate and accompanyingstructural and constitutional changesthat will be neededfor the UN of the
21st century. The current ijnancial crisis provides a
strong impetus for greater cost-efficiencywhich can
only be accomplishedthrough major improvementsin
management. The needfor such changesis likely to
become more acute as budgetary constraints faced
by virtually all member states point to even greater
pressureson the UN's finances and much tougher
requirements.by governmentsfor more efficient use
of UN resources.
A great deal can be done to make the UN more
efficient in its use of existing resources without
impairing its overall effectiveness. Indeed, a well-

While it is useful to bear in mind that the cost
of running the UN system represents only a very
modest proportion of the total cost of global governance,this is really not the point in making the case
for better managementof the UN. The caserests on
what governments actually get from their investment in the UN and what value they place on it
in relation to alternative uses of their resources.
Today all governments are facing severebudgetary
pressuresthat are requiring them to re-examinetheir
own priorities and provide much more rigorous and
cost-effective management of their finances. It
would be illusory to believe that the UN can be
exempt from this process. It would be much more
realistic to recognizethe reality that in few, if any,
nations doesthe UN have the kind of strong political
constituency that can support its claim on the
national budget against the competing claims of
domestic constituencies.

Over the past 50 yearsthe UN Secretariathas grown
in responseto the evolving priorities of the community of nations it serves,as reflected in the agendas
and the resolutions of the General Assembly and
other UN deliberative bodies. But priorities have
changedand new issueshave emerged. These have
beenreflected only to a very limited degreeby corresponding changesin the deployment of secretariat
resources. New secretariat units have been created
while existing units have been retained to perform
functions overlapping those of other units and often
no longer accordedthe level of priority that gaverise
to their creation.
All organizations require periodic refonn and in
today's rapidly changingworld the processmust be a
continuing one. But although the world has altered
radically in the SOyears since the UN was established, changeswithin the UN have been minimal,
certainly not radical. The time has clearly come for
radical change. This changecan and should begin at
the managementlevel. Many of the needsfor change
which drive the growing pressuresfor structural and
constitutional refonn can be met to a large extent
through improvements in management. And while
basic structural and constitutional change is indispensable, it will not come quickly or easily and
would not in any event be effective without accompanying management changes. Such management
changes can and should precede, and would help
prepare the way for, basic structural and constitutional change.
A trimmed down UN
Secretary-GeneralBoutros Boutros-Ghali is to be
commended for initiating within the Secretariat a
processof changemore radical than that undertaken
by any of his predecessors.In consolidating the
departmental structure of the Secretariat, reducing
the number of officials reporting directly to the
Secretary-General and rationalizing the countrylevel representationof the UN, he has made a good
start. But it is only a start.
The processof managementchangemust be guided by an up-to-date evaluation of what each unit
within the Secretariat actually does, what it produces,to what extent this overlapswith what others
produce, how its products are actually used, how
they are valued by those who use them and how this

relates to their cost. This is routine in most businesses and other organizations that are run in a
businesslikemanner.
Some will argue that it is not feasible or appropriate to quantify the output of the UN Secretariat,
dea4ng as it does with major world issues which
simply cannot be measuredby the kind of quantitative standardwhich businessapplies. True, but only
to a degree. It is entirely feasible to make a reasonably accurate assessmentof the output of each unit
in the Secretariat,to determine its cost and to ascertain from those who actually use its products how
much they value them.
Such a process would undoubtedly reveal that
much of the Secretariat's work involving perhaps
half, or even more, of ~tsstaff membersis devotedto
areas and issues that are now accorded marginal
priority by member states or can be done better by
others either inside or outside the UN. It is likely
that a very large proportion of the UN Secretariat,
probably well over half, is now engagedin activities
that would fall into these categories. And in most
casesthis would not be a reflection on the quality or
performanceof the peopleperforming thesetasks. In
so many casesa very small, under-fundedsecretariat
unit is expectedto do meaningful work in areasin
which other organizationswith much larger budgets
and capacitiesand stronger mandatesare the prime
actors.
The UN need not and cannot do everything. Its
uniquenessand its comparativeadvantagelies in the
fact that it is global in its mandateand is universal in
its membership. Its resourcesshould be concentrated in those areasin which these distinctive qualities
enable it to perfonn for the international community, functions which other organizations are not
gearedto perform. But in doing so it should draw on
and utilize, to a much greater extent than it now
does, the capacities and contributions of other
organizations, inter-governmental and non-governmental, which have the specialized knowledge,
experience and constituencies which the UN does
not have. Often the primary role of the UN will be
to provide a global framework or context for actions
that must be taken on other levels - regional,
national or sectoral. It neednot and cannothavein the
Secretariatthe capacitiesto deal with theseissuesin

International development cooperation, the environment, buman rights and population are all are4S that the UN bas put firmly on tbe international
Unsafe barrels of waste, part of the trade in toxic waste that sends millions of contaminated barre1.~to the developing world

agenda.

their totality. Yet in all too many instancesthe UN
purports to do so, maintaining secretariat units to
deal with issues which it simply doesnot have the
capacity to deal with effectively. The result is a dispersion of UN resources and a dilution of its
effectiveness that has contributed significantly to
the unsatisfactoryperfonnanceof the UN in so many
areasand the reduction of confidencein it.
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The UN's track record
The experience of the UN's first 50 years surely
points to the main areasin which the UN is at its
best. There is no substitute for it asthe global forum
for leadership in identifying and legitimizing new
issues for the international agenda- as it did in
respect of international development cooperation,
human rights, the environment, population and
women's issues,to name but a few. It is also unique
in its capacity to mobilize the international response
to major peacekeeping,peacemaking and humanitarian needs and to provide the forum for the
development of international law and the negotiation and administration of treaties and conventions.
VirtUally all of these areas have in common that
the number of permanent secretariat members
involved is relatively small and their principal task
is to orchestrate and to service processesinvolving
specialized representatives of member states and
representativesand expertsfrom other organizations,
inter-governmental and non-governmental.
Three examples where the UN Secretariat has
done this are the UN Conference on the Human
Environment held in Stockholm in 1972, which
placed the environment on the international agenda;
the Office for Emergency Operations in Africa
(OEOA),which led and coordinatedthe international
responseto the great African famine emergencyof
1984-86 and the UN Conference on Environment
and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in
1992,which provided a broad global sanction for the
concept of sustainable development and agreement
on basic principles and actions to give effect to it.
In ~ch case, the central UN Secretariat unit was
very small in relation to the magnitude of the task it
was given - numbering from 20 to 30 people drawn
from the permanent Secretariat. But in all cases,too,
it engagedthe active support and involvement of
all parts of the UN system and a multiplicity of
other actors and sourcesof expertise, national and

international, governmental and non-governmental.
What the UN provided was the leadership, the
capacity for mobilization and orchestration of the
contributions of other participants and the framework within which they could operate in a
collaborative manner towards common goals and
objectives.
An important feature of each of these examples
is that the organizations responsible were ad hoc in
nature and each was phased out after the task for
which it was set up was completed.

All of the UN's peacekeepingoperations are by
their nature ad hoc responsesto particular crisis
situations. All are managedand orchestrated by a
permanent UN headquarters staff that has never
exceededmore than 314 professionals,evennow that
the UN is managing 16 peacekeepingand peacemaking operations involving a total of approximately
74,600temporary personnelin the field.3 The same
has been true of virtually all humanitarian operations, global conferences and treaty negotiations.
The point here is that many of the UN's most
important and successfulvalue-addedactivities have
involved relatively small numbers of its permanent
staff and correspondinglymodest contributions from
regular budgetary resources. At the same time, the
successful launching and management of such

The UN Earth Summit in 1992 sketched out a global accord for
dealing with environmental destruction.
A representative of the world's indigenous people at the Earth

Summit's Global Forum.

initiatives requires a permanent secretariat complement with special qualities of leadership and
management,and the capacity to identify and command the respect and cooperation of the principal
actors concerned both within and outside the UN
system. Yet it is a quality that is not sufficiently
valued, nurtured and supported by present UN
personnelpolicies and practices.
The kind of managementimprovements the UN
so clearly needs require significant changes in
personnel policies, particularly through reduced
politicization and improved professionalization of
the staff appointments process. Recruitment, career
development and training practices should be
oriented towards producing within the Secretariat
professionals with the integrative, mobilizing and
orchestrating skills required to deal with issuesthat
are increasingly complex and systemic in nature
and involve a multiplicity of actors, disciplines
and sectors. One way of improving the leadership
capacities of the UN Secretariat would be to have
an independentboard review the professionalqualifications of those being considered for senior
appointments.The Secretary-General
would, of course,
retain final decision-making in respect of such
appointments but his selections would be made
from amongst those whose professional qualifications met certain objectively applied standards.
One of the principal challenges the UN faced
in its early years was that of facilitating the transition of former colonies in the developing world
to independence,supporting the establishment of
their governmentsand launching them on the pathway to national development. The technical
assistanceoffered by the UN and the development
assistanceit mobilized and helped to deploy made
a critically important contribution to the emergence
of thesenewly independentnations asfull and influential participants in the community of nations.
But the situation and the needs of developing
countries have changedimmensely during the past
few decades.Developing countries, which comprise
some three-quartersof the world's population, now
representa similar proportion of the membership of
the UN. It has become their principal international
forum, the place where their voices can be most
heard and heeded and their influence most fully
brought to bear.
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Yet the resourcesof the UN Secretariat have not vicious circle in which the lack of adequatefunding
been redeployedsufficiently to ~ke account of the for development sets the stage for even greater
major changesin the needsand itlterests of develop- humanitarian needsin the future.
ing countries, and the proportion of their external
Against this background,it is imperative that the
funding requirements provided by the UN has been
reducedsubstantially. Economic and social develop- UN makes the best possible use of its financial and
ment is and must be one of the highest priority tasks human resourcesin respondingto both the humanof the UN. Yet it is one in which the UN is a itarian and development priorities of developing
great deal less effective than it could be and should countries. There is a great potential for doing this
be, despite the large proportion of the Secretariat through improved managementpracticesand greater
cost-efficiency. And, in doing this, the UN will also
ostensibly devotedto it.
convince both donors and developingcountries that
In a global economy in which knowledge is it providesthe most efficient and effective systemfor
the principal sourceof added-valueand competitive- channelling resources to developing countries for
ness,developingcountries, and particularly the least both humanitarian and developmentpurposes.
developed, are disadvantaged by a lack of the
The UN must gear itself to become to a much
resources required to develop their scientific and
greater
extent a mobilizer and not just a dispenser
technological capabilities, their institutional infraof
resources
in the developmentfield, as it has done
structure and educational systems. Many of them
lack the policy research capabilities required to so successfully in the humanitarian field. During:
assert and protect their own interests in a rapidly the 1984-86famine in Sub-SaharanAfrica, the UN
changing international policy and negotiating took the lead in mobilizing and deploying over four
environment. Supporting developing countries in billion dollars of humanitarian assistance,only a
modest portion of which was dispenseddirectly by
development and strengthening their capacities in
the UN. Yet the UN was not nearly so effective in
these areasis, for most of them, their most critical
meeting
the process of mobilizing the increased
need and highest priority. The UN Development
resources
required for rchabilitation and long-term
Programme IUNDP), through its Capacity 21 and
Sustainable Development Network initiatives, is
giving special attention to mobilizing resourcesfor
these purposes. But so far the responsehas been
disap~inting.
The UN's funding challenge
Funding for the UN's development programmesis
hard to get and is likely to be even harder to come by
in future. At the sametime, the proportion of funds
made available for emergency assistancehas been
growing, much of it at the expenseof development
funding. The recent experienceof the UN Children's
Fund (UNICEF)is a casein point. The proportion of
its budget devoted te emergency,as distinct from
development,programmeshas grown from just over
five per cent to 28 per cent in the past 10 years.
No one would argue with the need to meet humanitarian needs which are usually of a highly urgent
and critical nature in terms of the immediate need
to relieve human suffering and save lives. But
when this is done at the expense of long-term
development, which is the best means of ensuring
against future humanitarian crises, it becomes a

developmentin Africa following the famine. This is
in part explainedby the fact that during emergencies
public and political pressuresdrive a coordination
that has not been possible to achieve in development.
There is a promising step in the right direction
in the Secretary-General's'recent initiative creating
a closer link between the policy and the funding
functions of the UN and the broadresponsibilities he
has given to UN Administrator JamesGustaveSpeth
for development and coordination. It would be
important to the effectivenessof, and confidencein,
this new framework for coordination that policies
and priorities set by member governmentsdrive and
guide funding, rather than the reverse. The time has
come to bring all the UN funding functions within a
common administrative framework, which would
logically be provided by UND P. This would produce
significant savings in personnel and administrative
costs. And, in consolidating the administration of
funds in UNDP, the distinctiveness required to
maintain the support of specialized constituencies
can be preservedby maintaining separate'windows'.
Thus, for example,the fund of the UN Environment
Programme (UNEP) would, for administrative
purposes,become part of UNDP, while a separate
window would be maintained at UNEP headquarters
in Nairobi to respond to the specialized funding
needsof UNEP's programmes. This would have the
further benefit of ensuring the close coordination of
UNEP's programmes with the growing amount
of UNDP's development funding which has an
environment dimension and can benefit from
UNEP input.
There is a great potential for cost-effectivenessin
rationalizing the UN's administrative and budgetary
processesand developing a much more coherent
systemof programme-budgeting.Substantialsavings
and improved effectivenesscould also be achieved
through a greater degreeof rationalization of secretariat and administrative resourcesas between the
headquarters,the regional commissions and country-level missions. This three-tier administrative

71Ie 16 current peacekeeping operations are orchestrated
by a pennanent staff of 314 people.

UN peacekeepers
board a plane in Mozambique.
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structure is one of the reasonsfor the high overhead
costs of the UN in the economic and social development field in relation to the amount of funding it
dispensesto developingcountries.
Virtually all governments are at or near the
limits of what they can do to meet the needs and
expectations of their people and what their people
are prepared to pay in taxes. Thus, the multiplicity of
non-governmental
actors that make up civil
society are inevitably
playing a much larger
role, both in developing
social policy directions
and in mobilizing

and

deploying resources to
meet particular societal
needs and interests. In
many areas their capacities today exceed those
of governments.

The

same is true at the international level where
today more humanitarian
and development
resources are
channelled to developing countries through

resources is improving.
Meanwhile the least
developed countries, particularly those of SubSaharan Africa, remain heavily dependent on
Official Development Assistance (ODAI. And the
countries in transition in Eastern Europe and the
former Soviet Union require specialized technical
policy support as well as infusions of private and
public capital to help them rebuild and restructure
their economies. The UN must therefore be in a
position to provide a
mQre.diverse range of
support targeted to
the particular needs
and interests of each
of these categories of
countries.
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non-governmental organizations (NGOs) than
through the UN. Thus
the UN has a primary
role
in
providing
credible, objective and well-infom1ed leadership
and a coherent framework for mobilization and
deployment of international
resources from a
variety of sources around particular objectives. It
must learn to play this role much more effectively.

The UN needsto adaptto the sea-changethat has
taken place in the flow of resourcesto developing
countries. Private inv~tment has become by far
the principal source of! external financing for the
rapidly growing econQmies of Asia and Latin
America, which are al~o generating substantially
growing earnings from 'their export trade. While
these rapidly developing countries continue to
require external support in meeting their social
needs, their capacity to do this from their own

The UN itself is
not likely to become
a channel for substantially increased flows
of funds to developing
countries. But it has
the unique capacity,
which needs to be
vastly strengthened,to
provide a forum in
which the interests of
developing countries
~
can 'be defended and
championed, to mobilize support for developing those countries'
own institutional
capabilities, and to supplement their individual
capacitiesfor protecting and assertingtheir interests
in the multiplicity of international negotiations
in areas where their lack of adequate
institutional and policy expertise puts them at a
disadvantage.It is also in the best position to create
the leadership and cooperative framework for
mobilizing and deploying the resources of the
entire international community, including nongovernmental actors, around particular needs and
objectives. This would mean building the new
UN around the best experiencesof its past while
shedding much of the costly and bureaucratic
baggage that has developed over the years and
which is now more an impediment than a
contributor to the UN's effectiveness.

An indispensablekey to the UN's successin undertaking this role in leading and catalyzing action by
the entire world community is for it to becomethe
primary sourceof objective, credible information on
major global trends and issues. The basis and tools
for such leadershipwould be the advancesmade in
recent yearsin information sciencesand telecommunications, combined with the confidenceand respect
earned over the years by the Statistical Division of
the UN Department of Economic and Social
Information and Policy Analysis as one of the UN's
quietest but most consistently valuable performers.
But it will require strong leadership, mandated
directly by the Secretary-General,to rationalize the
current conglomeration of information services
within the UN which, despite the high quality of
some of them, has so far defied any attempt at
coordination, consistencyand common focus. Here,
too, the potential for improved cost-effectiveness
is so great that it is likely that the kind of leadership and strategic purposes foreseen for the UN
in this field could be achieved within existing
budgets.
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targeted to the people most in need. It was' the key
to the central role played by the UN in helping some
30 million people whose lives were at risk to survive
the famine.

The UN could achieve even greater efficiency in
the use and the effectivenessof secretariatresources
if governments were to agree on consolidating and

Funds are increosingly being channelled into emergency relief at the
expense of development programmes.
In the past 10 years, UNICEF',~ emergency relief programme has grown

from five per cent to 28 per cent of its total expenditure.
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When human crises erupt, the world needs a UN that can provide increasingly fa.~t,
efficient and well coordinated intervention
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rationalizing the work and meetings of the various
committees, commissions, conferencesand governing bodieswhich haveproliferated over the yearsand
contribute significantly
to the dispersion of the
efforts of the Secretariat,
as well as of governments
themselves. A good deal
of such rationalization
could be accomplishedby
the decision of member
states in the General
Assembly and other UN
bodies without Charter
change.
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Introducing buainesslike management principles and practices into
the UN may seem somewhat mundane in light of
the broad global purposes
the UN was established
to serve and the ideals
enshrined in its Charter.
But asthe UN hasreached
the important milestone
of its 50th anniversary,
it must prepare itself to
make radical changes in
the manner in which it
manages its awesome
responsibilities if it is
to meet the challengesof
the much more demanding, complex and interdependent world of the
21st century. Indeed,it is
precisely becauseits task
as the centrepiece of an
effective global system of
governance is so vitally
important to the human
future that it requires the
very best of management

and should settle for

~

nothing less. After all, no business is more
important than the business with which the UN
is entrusted.

During the 1984-86 famine in Sub-Saharan Africa,
the drought combined with conflict was a deadly
combination for millions in Ethiopia.

Food distribution

at Nyacyonga Camp in Rwanda.
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