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BACKGROUND

At the last session of the Commission held in Johannesburg, South Africa in October

2002, several member States, requested that an external review of ECA's work be undertaken

following the extensive reforms undertaken since 1996. The stated aim of this undertaking is

to assess the impact of the reforms on ECA's capacity to respond effectively to the changing

requirements and demands of its member States in a rapidly changing global environment.

Taking into account the fact that similar reviews had been undertaken in previous years, the

member States requested that a brief report be submitted to the meeting of the Committee of

Experts of the Conference of Ministers in 2003 on the outcomes of recent reviews as well as

the modalities and terms of reference for conducting a new assessment.

This note by the secretariat is a response to that request.

REFORMS AT ECA SINCE 1996

In 1996, ECA launched a major programme of reform and renewal to enable the

Commission, guided by the principles of strategic focus, cost-effectiveness and more effective

partnership, to serve Africa better. A main objective of these reforms was to sharpen the focus

on key development challenges by reorienting the organizational structure around a reduced

number of subprogrammes. Accompanying this goal were series of steps aimed at improving

the quality of the Commission's policy analysis so as to ensure greater relevance to, and

impact among member States and other stakeholders.

The reforms encompassed changes at the programmatic, managerial, organizational

and intergovernmental levels. The exercise was the culmination of extensive consultations

with various stakeholders - African governments, regional and subregional organizations,

bilateral and multilateral agencies including other agencies of the UN, civil society, the

private sector, research institutions, as well as staff of the Commission. The new orientation

was articulated in the report, Serving Africa Better: Strategic Directions for the Economic

Commission for Africa, which was unanimously endorsed by the Conference of Ministers

responsible for Economic and Social Development and Planning at its 22nd meeting in 1996.

This document became the blueprint for the implementation of the reform programme.

By and large, this first generation of reforms achieved its objectives, as manifested by

the steady improvement in the quality of ECA's analytical work and its resonance, increased

demand for its services, and growing levels of confidence in the institution among regional

and international partners. As a result of the reforms, ECA is now producing innovative work

in a number of areas, including (among others) economic and social policy analysis, the

promotion of ICTs for Development, sustainable development, gender, governance, and

regional integration.

The reforms have resulted in strengthening ECA's overall effectiveness and

responsiveness to the changing requirements and demands of member States. They have also

established new modalities for delivering programmes to achieve greater cost-effectiveness

and maximize impact. Additionally, they have enabled the Commission to forge strong

partnerships with the major multilateral and bilateral agencies in advancing its policy

advocacy and support to the continent. There is now recognition of the important role that

ECA can play in accelerating Africa's development, and the Commission has consolidated its

reputation as an informed and credible voice on and for Africa.
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The key focus of the latest phase of reforms, which began in January 2003, is on the

strengthening of the organization. Emphasis is thus being placed on improving the

Commission's management and administrative systems and processes to make it a more

effective and results-based organization. This clearly dovetails with the vision outlined

recently by the UN Secretary-General in his report on the strengthening of the United Nations

system. Indeed, ECA is in the vanguard of this reform process within the UN system. In

essence, ECA's new Institutional Strengthening Programme focuses on aligning management

practice, supporting administration, and information systems to leverage its integrated core

business process so that the organization works most efficiently and effectively.

SUMMARY OF RECENT EVALUATIONS OF INSTITUTIONAL EFFECTIVENESS

As the ultimate aim of ECA's reform programme is to rationalize and strengthen its

capacity to advance the strategic objective of fostering the economic and social development

of Africa, its success must ultimately be judged on the extent to which it has met this

objective or goal. In that regard, peer reviews of the effectiveness of the Commission's

substantive work have been regularly undertaken by ad hoc groups of experts from member

States. The policy organs and technical subsidiary bodies of the Commission have also

performed a vital oversight role by constantly reviewing the work programme of the

Commission. Additionally, the ECA secretariat has commissioned a number of independent

studies in recent years to assess institutional effectiveness. In addition, UN headquarters, has

also carried out several reviews.

The various independent assessments carried out over the last five years all

investigated the relative efficacy of the new processes that have been put in place since 1996

to make the work of the Commission more relevant, enhance the quality of outputs, and

ensure efficient programme delivery. In sum, these reviews and studies concluded that the

reform process to date has led to an improvement in efficiency and timeliness and a higher

evaluation of ECA products by member States, development partners and other end-users.

FOCUS OF FURTHER REVIEW

The work of a knowledge-based institution such as ECA must be seen as a continuous

process of adaptation and change aimed at strengthening its effectiveness and impact in the

service of member States. Constant evaluation of institutional efficiency is key to this. The

request for a further review of ECA's work is therefore welcome. In light of the fact that

recent evaluations have largely focused on assessing in-house business systems and processes,

it is the view of the Secretariat that further review should focus on assessing the effectiveness

of the mechanisms that currently link the Commission with its member States and other key

stakeholders.

The following three areas can be highlighted:

1. Impact assessment of the work of the Commission

As a knowledge-based institution whose core competency is in the policy domain,

ECA will benefit significantly from a detailed review of the impact of its work. In the past,

monitoring and evaluation of the work of UN Secretariat departments has been based on

quantitative output measurement, with the General Assembly seen as the ultimate client. This
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tendency towards normative reporting has stymied next generation strategy and programme

formulation, and worked against policy relevance. ECA is keen in improving its monitoring

and evaluation, so as to be better positioned to effectively measure its qualitiative impact on

African development. To this end, and among other things, the review will interrogate:

existing mechanisms by which ECA ensures that its work programme is directly relevant to

the needs of member States; modalities employed by ECA to ensure that it produces the

highest quality of work; the extent to which ECA works with research and other knowledge

networks in developing and implementing its strategy; strategies employed by ECA to target

its policy analysis to relevant communities and constituents; the extent to which ECA garners

systematic client feedback and factors this into next generation strategy formulation; and what

ECA currently defines as impact and how it measures this impact. Overall, the review will

contribute significantly to ongoing efforts by ECA to improve the way it manages and shares

knowledge. In particular, it will provide valuable information on different categories of ECA

constituents that can be factored into future communication and knowledge sharing strategies.

2- Issues related to the functioning of the intergovernmental machinery

An important issue at the intergovernmental level relates to improved coordination

between the Conference of Ministers as the principal legislative organ of the Commission,

and the various technical subsidiary organs of the Commission. Member States have an

important contribution to make in this regard by ensuring consistency in the decisions and

resolutions adopted by these specialized organs with the decisions adopted by the Conference

of Ministers in support of Africa's development priorities. In this context, the review could

examine such issues as the effectiveness of the present structure, the frequency of meetings of

these bodies and the timing of these meetings. A review may also want to consider how a

mechanism can be established to ensure that these various organs of the Commission most

effectively influence policy at the national level.

3- The need to ensure effective linkages between ECA's activities at the global, regional

and country levels

Another issue that deserves especially close attention by member States is that of

ensuring the establishment of effective linkages in the work of the United Nations at the

global, regional and country levels. ECA, as the regional arm of the UN in Africa has an

important role to play in this regard by ensuring that the activities undertaken at the global

and regional levels remain in tune with the realities and priorities set at the national level. In

that context, ECA is responsible for coordinating the UN system's support to NEPAD at the

Africa Subregional and Regional Level through the Regional Consultative Mechanism. It also

has a role to play in articulating regional perspectives on global issues and bringing global

concerns to bear on the policy dialogue of the member States at the regional level. A key

question that needs to be addressed is the degree to which the present institutional

arrangement is suited to promoting the effective implementation of the global and regional

agenda at the national level. How functional are the current institutional linkages between the

national, regional and global levels? This is especially pertinent within the context of the

follow-up to recent global conferences such as WSSD and Monterrey, as well as the need to

effectively support Member States in their quest to implement NEPAD and attain the

Millennium Development Goals. A further review of the Commission's work could thus

provide a useful opportunity for undertaking this exercise. Here, the issues for consideration

would include the effectiveness of the present coordination arrangements at the country,

regional and global levels. The views of member States on the issue of how best to bring
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synergy and avoid duplication in the work of the UN system in Africa, and how ECA can play

an effective role in this exercise, would therefore be most welcome.

NEXT STEPS

The Conference is called upon to consider the above proposals for further review, and

guide the Secretariat accordingly on the future action. If the proposals are endorsed, the

following steps must be taken in the near future:

• The Secretariat will need to prepare detailed terms of reference, a methodology for

the consultation process, and a work timetable for the entire review process. This

will be discussed with the Bureau for approval and endorsement;

• A team of ten experts from member States, with responsibility for working with

the Secretariat on this project, need to be established. Member States will be asked

to select two representatives from each of the five regions to serve on this panel, in

consultation with the Secretariat. This team will liaise closely with the Secretariat

on issues such as the commissioning of relevant consultancy studies, interviewing

key stakeholders, and funding;

• The Secretariat will prepare a budget for the further review process, in consultation

with the Bureau. It is expected that member States will contribute significantly to

the financing of the evaluation process, including covering the costs of the work of

the team of ten experts, as well as the fees of any necessary consultants.

The Secretariat aims to have the entire process completed in time for the results to be

presented at the next Conference of Ministers.


