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 The great United Nations conferences of the last decade of the twentieth century were 
milestones in human history. Not only did they break records for numbers of national leaders 
gathered at the same place and time, but they also articulated the widespread dissatisfactions 
with the trajectory of human development and the yearning for peaceful and socially just 
alternatives. And they made commitments to change direction. These conferences were global 
political forums at which wide differences of interests, philosophy and perception were 
addressed and compromises reached which are influencing global, national and local policies 
and action. 
 
 Yet preparation for them consumed huge amounts of time; the plethora of conferences 
made mission staff heavily overburdened; preoccupation with conferences deflated the 
importance of permanent UN fora; some of the compromises made at the conferences were so 
weak as to be of little value; there was considerable overlap in conference outcomes; 
implementation of decisions and recommendations has been uneven; and many of the 
problems which were discussed have continued to intensify, suggesting that the actions so far 
undertaken have been inadequate. The review by this Ad Hoc Group is therefore a natural and 
proper response. 
 
 The ILO has a serious interest in these issues because the United Nations is the 
political heart of the international system and constant effort to improve its effectiveness is 
worthwhile in order to lead in the clarification of goals, priorities, strategies and action. There 
are also personal reasons for concern: the Director-General inspired and led the preparation 
for the Social Summit and I also was involved in that process and in preparation for the 
special session on social development held in Geneva in June 2000. The World Commission 
on the Social Dimension of Globalization is discussing the issues being addressed by this 
Group, and its report, which is expected towards the end of the year, will certainly take 
detailed account of the Ad Hoc Group’s recommendations. 
 
 It is clear to all of us that implementation of the conference outcomes has been 
inadequate. Each of us knows well the inadequacies of such implementation by our own 
countries and organizations. It is essential to keep the pressure on every part of the 
international system and all countries to implement the spirit and the letter of the agreements 
reached by the major conferences during the last decade. Each part of the international system 
has a role and a duty in reviewing and reporting on its own actions in this respect. So it would 
be logical for one of the strongest comments from the Group to be about the centrality of 
comprehensive and coherent implementation of the conference outcomes. 
 

One recommendation that the Group could make would be to strengthen the 
reporting expectations by countries and international organizations in relation to 
implementation of, and follow up to, the conferences. Perhaps intergovernmental forums, 
such as one of the functional commissions, could request countries and relevant parts of the 
UN system, including specialized agencies, to report on their efforts and progress so far in 
implementing commitments made at particular conferences. They could also be asked to 
recommend additional policies and actions that could contribute to achievement of the goals.  
 

It is important at this point, to note that there has been some success. Considerable 
progress has been made for example, in implementing the decisions of the Copenhagen Social 
Summit and the Geneva Special Session of the General Assembly. Since the Social Summit, 
much more attention has been given to the importance of employment growth and poverty 
eradication. In the four years after the Summit about 80 developing countries prepared 



poverty reduction strategies or added that goal and related policies to their national strategies. 
The European Union launched the European Employment Strategy at its jobs summit in 
Luxembourg in 1997, which includes preparation of annual national action plans based on 
European Commission guidelines and a joint employment report. The core labour standards 
which were identified by the Social Summit were embodied in the ILO Declaration on 
fundamental principles and rights at work. Also the ILO has prepared a Global Employment 
Agenda in response to the request from the special session of the General Assembly for an 
international employment strategy. The World Bank and to some extent the IMF and the 
regional development banks report that they have eased and diversified their previously tight, 
uniform structural adjustment policies. Employment growth also has a more prominent place 
in some national Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers.  

 
The reaction against conference overload and fatigue has been so strong that some 

commentators have suggested ending the holding of special global conferences. Yet surely 
these conferences proved their worth, especially as means of lifting issues more prominently 
into public attention. At these major political forums we were all forced to take the issues 
being addressed more seriously: they often brought crucial but neglected issues onto the 
international political agenda. It would seem destructive to abandon the potential benefits of 
global conferences entirely, when there are still many important issues that have not been 
adequately discussed before and many others on which far too little action has been agreed or 
taken. New and cross cutting issues on which global conferences could be of great value 
include, amongst many possibilities: migration; containing the growth of inequities; 
globalization and work; improving technological capacity; and many aspects of global 
governance. 

 
There were many common themes of the global conferences and there may well be 

ways of identifying those and holding conferences around them. This is in effect what 
happened at the International Conference on Finance for Development, since external 
financial support for developing countries was a theme in every conference. For other themes 
it is essential that they not be too limited in number or scope, that they be more than the 
lowest common denominator and that they should try to capture not only common elements 
but also the added value of each conference. Policies agreed so far, including those in the 
Millennium Declaration, are steps in a long process and additional policies, including 
evolution of existing national and international policies, are going to be essential to achieve 
the goals agreed at the global conferences. Some goals agreed at the major conferences were 
not included in the Millennium Declaration and the MDGs and it is essential that they be 
sustained and reiterated. These themes must involve systematic discussion of national and 
international policies that are necessary to their achievement.  

 
Another means of keeping the issues raised politically alive and countries and 

international organizations engaged, is to increase attention to them at the regional level. 
Regional follow-up conferences have been held on many issues and the Group could well 
recommend that this approach be adopted generally.  

 
Therefore a second recommendation of this Group’s work could appropriately be 

to continue to hold global conferences, albeit on a more selective and clearly focussed 
basis on new, pressing or cross-cutting issues. At the same time, regional conferences 
could examine the state of implementation of commitments made at global conferences 
that have already been held. The global follow up process might then take place at 
longer intervals than every five years, perhaps every decade or two, to assess progress, 



including in regional implementation, to highlight any changes in the issues and to 
consider what additional initiatives might be taken in order to achieve goals.  

 
The enormity of the remaining issues that need global consideration scarcely needs 

reiterating. For example, at the end of 2002, 180 million people were openly unemployed. In 
addition about 550 million male and female workers were unable to earn enough to keep 
themselves and their families above the US $1 a day poverty line. Over the next eight years 
there will be some 400 million new, young job seekers. Therefore, it would seem likely to be 
a mistake to expect that implementation of agreements already reached will alone be 
sufficient to achieve adequate progress. 

 
A significant upgrading of revenue systems is needed within most developing 

countries and in the efficiency of tax administration, in order to generate the funds to finance 
essential social and economic services. Yet given the impossibility of poorer countries raising 
adequate revenue from internal sources, major increases in external financial assistance, well 
beyond those already promised, are also essential. Further inter-governmental meetings to 
discuss ideas such as the British proposal for an International Finance Facility, the suggestion 
of restarting issuing Special Drawing Rights and improving international cooperation about 
tax in order to reduce tax avoidance and evasion everywhere would be appropriate. A third 
recommendation that the Group might make is to consider the importance of re-
emphasising and reinforcing the decisions and agreed conclusions of the great 
conferences in all intergovernmental settings and to consider and decide on new and 
additional action to achieve these.     

 
One of the questions facing us in reviewing the integrated and coordinated follow-up 

of conferences is whether strengthening the existing institutional arrangements will provide an 
adequate means of ensuring implementation. All of us know that further strengthening of the 
existing bodies is possible and that such strengthening could increase effectiveness, but that in 
order to achieve this, major reforms are required. The following possibilities are mentioned 
not because they are settled ILO policy but because they are ideas perhaps worth discussion 
by the Group particularly in its consideration of conference follow up. 

 
A fourth possibility that the Group could consider would be to suggest an upgrade 

in the work of the General Assembly by using the structure of the General Committee as 
the basis for an annual summit meeting of heads of state to consider conference follow up 
and further action. One proposal coming out of this Group’s deliberations so far has been the 
suggestion of holding a high level meeting of the General Assembly to discuss the 
implementation of conference goals. The existing institutional arrangements for summits and 
conferences are either exclusive - such as the G8 and the OECD – or biased in favour of the 
industrial countries – such as the IFIs. The Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel, chaired by 
Ernesto Zedillo, argued that 'Despite recent worthy efforts, the world has no fully satisfactory 
mechanism to anticipate and counter global economic shocks.' Further: '…global economic 
decision-making has become increasingly concentrated in a few countries. Tensions have 
worsened as a result. For a range of common problems, the world has no formal institutional 
mechanism to ensure that voices representing all relevant parts are heard in the discussion.'  
  

The Zedillo Panel proposed creation of a global council ‘at the highest political level to 
provide leadership on issues of global governance. … through its political leadership it would 
provide a long-term strategic policy framework to promote development, secure consistency in 



the policy goals of the major international organizations and promote consensus building among 
governments on possible solutions for issues of global economic and social governance.'    
 

One method of creating such a global council would be for the President of the General 
Assembly to invite heads of government from member states of the General Committee of the 
General Assembly to attend a meeting at the beginning of the Assembly session in September. 
The General Committee is regionally representative, each of the permanent five members of the 
Security Council is a member, and it has 28 members. It is therefore small enough to have 
decisive discussions. The current purpose of the General Committee is strictly organizational – 
it has no political function. However, if its structure was accepted as representative, the 
President of the GA could call a meeting of the Committee as a Global Council, without the 
need to change the Charter.  

 
Another, fifth, recommendation that the Group could consider would be to make 

ECOSOC a more effective global forum for discussing crucial, contemporary economic, 
social and environmental issues. In order to achieve this, the Council could meet more 
frequently for shorter periods of time (by perhaps also reducing the length of its principal 
session in July), with a more focussed and reactive agenda which allows for greater 
decisiveness.  

 
 Member states who have already spoken in this Group have expressed agreement about 
the importance of revitalizing the functional commissions. Increasing their effectiveness involves 
recognition that they have both technical and political roles. Issues with which they deal only 
rarely have no political dimension. A recommendation of this Group might be to increase the 
political value of their meetings by including a disciplined high level segment for ministers, 
as the Commission on Sustainable Development already does. In addition, perhaps their 
agendas should not be set so far in advance, allowing for greater responsiveness to current 
circumstances. It is vital that they meet at least annually, to enable regular discussion of aspects 
of each of their wide-ranging terms of reference. Given that they do also have technical functions 
there might be scope for unstructured discussion on at least some issues, without a requirement 
that groups agree before meetings on all details of their positions. One means of strengthening 
the links between ECOSOC and the functional commissions would be for the Group to 
recommend that the commissions sometimes propose issues for ECOSOC’s high level 
theme or assist in its preparation.  
 
 A further recommendation by the Group might be about the value of upgrading 
some of ECOSOC’s advisory committees. For example, given the number of issues and the 
difficulty of reaching agreements, the Ad Hoc Committee of Experts on International 
Cooperation in Tax Matters needs to meet annually rather than biennially and to be supported 
by a larger permanent Secretariat.  

 
 A final recommendation that the Group might make is to encourage an increase 
in the contribution that specialized agencies make to ECOSOC by more active 
engagement in preparation and informal discussions before decisions are taken by the 
Council (although some of this does already occur).  
 

To conclude, the major recommendations of this note are that: 
 



• The level of reporting on implementation of conference commitments by member states 
and international funds, programmes and specialized agencies at intergovernmental fora, 
be improved; 

• Explicit recommitment be made at intergovernmental meetings by member States and the 
UN system, to implementation of the conference outcomes as well as consideration of 
additional actions required to achieve these; 

• Regional follow-up conferences can be an effective follow up tool for the global 
conference commitments and act as a means of keeping countries and international 
organizations engaged; 

• Global conferences continue to be held on new and cross-cutting themes or on themes that 
have not received enough consideration to date; and that follow up conferences continue 
to be held when they are judged to be of value and at considerably less frequent intervals;  

• Given the institutional gap at the highest government level of a regular, representative 
meeting to examine integrated and coordinated conference follow up, a possible way this 
could be filled is for the President of the General Assembly to invite the heads of 
government from the countries on the General Committee of the General Assembly to an 
annual meeting at the start of the GA session; 

• ECOSOC’s effectiveness be increased by meeting more frequently with a focussed agenda 
and by shortening the annual session in July; 

• Other concrete reforms be introduced in arrangements for the functional commissions, 
advisory groups and in the use made of the specialized agencies.  

   
 
 


