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Serving Africa Better:

The Reform Agenda and Strategic Vision at

the Economic Commission for Africa

A frica is a continent endowed with vast natural resources and human capital.

/ \ Indeed it remains the poorest region in the world. And African countries face

/ \enormous impediments to growth, including low agricultural productivity,

small market size, adverse trade relations, environmental degradation and a heavy

disease burden. The need for a skilled workforce and modern infrastructure continue

to add further challenges. But Africa's promise is real.

Many African economies have been growing steadily since the mid-1990s. The

continent registered growth of3.8% in 2003, with higher figures expected for 2004.

But to fulfill the development agenda in Africa, these rates have to be increased and

sustained. Across countries, better governance practices are becoming widespread

with greater popular participation in political processes evident; more women being

recognized in the political and economic realms; the rule of law becoming more

accepted; and media and civil society flourishing. Over 20 countries have acceded

to the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) and agreed to undergo evaluation

on agreed-upon codes of conduct in political, economic and corporate governance.

And the international environment is one of renewed interest in Africa's potential.

The keys to achieving necessary growth lie in adoptingeffective policies. The Economic

Commission for Africa (ECA) is ideally positioned to help African governments

make prudent decisions and seize opportunities based on timely and relevant

information. Established by the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in

1958 and based in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, ECA's mandate is to support the economic

and social development of its 53 member States, foster regional integration, and



promote international cooperation for Africa's development. It is one of the UN's

five regional commissions, which reports to ECOSOC through its Conference of

African Ministers of Finance, Planning and Economic Development.

To accomplish its mission and serve its constituencies, ECA employs three main

modalities. It conducts policy analysis on critical issues and advocates for sound

policies and dissemination of best practices in economic and social development.

The Commission also helps to build consensus around key African development

challenges and to articulate common African perspectives and positions, which

then form the basis for engagement with the international community. Finally,

ECA provides technical assistance and policy advice to African countries and the

regional economic communities to help design and implement relevant policies and

programmes.

After nearly a decade of steady reform to enable it to be at the forefront of strategic

policy innovation, ECA's work programme going forward reflects its expertise pared

down to a number of key areas that have been refined to meet Africa's next wave of

challenges.

This briefwill trace the origin ofthe reform agenda through its major outcomes and

the ways in which it continues to guide ECA's planning and operations at present

and into the future.

Impetus for Reform

In 1995, when incoming Executive Secretary K.Y. Amoako first arrived, he strongly

believed that the continent was emerging from a period ofstagnation and that ECA

needed to catch the tide. As he put it: "Africa is at a potential turning point where

seizing opportunities and moving with forcefulness is possible, unlike so many years

in the past; .. .there is a new generation ofleaders at the technical—and increasingly

at the political—level with whom I feel a strong kinship, a generation eager to move

ahead."

At the time, ECA was ripe for reform. Over many years, the organization had been

asked by its Conference ofMinisters to work in numerous fields. It was clear that its



efforts were spread too thinly across too many activities and thus at times failed to

connect with critical development issues and opportunities in Africa. Further, many

of its activities were not cost-effective, and there had been a series of critical studies

about its operations.

It was clear that ECA needed to respond to the new emerging needs of its member

States, set clearer priorities, and focus more on achieving concrete results. To begin

the long commitment to change, extensive consultations were undertaken with all

relevant parties: ECA staff; African and international experts from government, the

private sector, academia, and civil society; and potential partners from numerous

countries and organizations.

The outcome was a comprehensive document that outlined a systematic series of

reforms at the programmatic, managerial, organizational and intergovernmental

levels guided by three principles: excellence, cost-effectiveness and enhanced

partnerships.1 In it, ECA committed itself to sharpening its programme focus so

that work would become more timely and more relevant. It would also become a

clearinghouse for best practices and for policy, respecting and integrating analyses

from a number offields. Lastly it aimed to be a catalyst for ideas from the best minds

to be found in Africa, focusing on fundamental issues and helping to produce plans

for action.

The large number ofmeetings and reports were reduced, enabling staff to concentrate

efforts and improve quality; new legislative arrangements were put in place to

increase the participation, particularly, of African policymakers, and create closer

interactions with member States.

Outcomes and Recognition

In order to gauge the success of the reform initiatives, in October 2002, the

Committee of Experts of the African Ministers of Finance, Planning and Economic

Development called for an external review of the impact of ECAs work. The

assessment was conducted over several months in 2004 by three independent

consultants and a Panel of Experts.

1 Serving Africa Better: Strategic Directionsfor the Economic Commissionfor Africa, presented at the 31" session

of the Commission/22"d Meeting of the Conference of Ministers, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 6-8 May 1996.



The review found that the reform process had been exemplary in its openness,

professionalism and consistency. In particular, the reviewers reported that ECAs

reputation and support from partners has grown impressively, with expanding

critical extra-budgetary resources to prove it. The Commission is poised to

have deeper and broader relevance because foundations for greater impact have

been put in place, especially a rejuvenated staff, improvements in information

technology, and increased intellectual knowledge networking. In terms of ECA's

programmes and fora, there has been a lot of bold and exemplary innovation.

Further, improvements in conducting inter-ministerial functions and collaborating

with regional bodies, particularly the regional economic communities, have been

significant and productive.

There was firm agreement, however, that ECA needs to deepen its reforms in a

number of areas for greater effectiveness and relevance. These include:

• Strengthening the role ofthe member States in setting the agenda and

priorities for ECAs work;

• Enhancing existing modalities and mechanisms for disseminating

and delivering ECA's products and services;

• Strengthening ECA's intellectual leadership in Africa and setting the

research agenda to enhance networking with the growing community

of African research and academic institutions; and

' Strengthening feedback, monitoring and evaluation of its work.

The Commission has already begun to make changes to its operations taking this

new advice into consideration.

In addition, toward a second generation of reforms, a far-reaching Institutional

Strengthening Programme (ISP) was inaugurated in 2003 to complete the

Commission's transformation into a high-performing and capable organization.

The ISPs goal is to improve ECA's capacity to be a responsive and client-focused

institution through the continuous improvement ofits business processes and service

delivery standards. A special team has been appointed to lead the process of change

and make sure all aspects of reform are mainstreamed into regular operations.



A Renewed Strategy for the Future

At present and looking ahead, ECA's interdependent and complementary programme

focus remains very much the same as when it was reconfigured at the beginning of

the review period but with a few significant expansions and enhancements. The

Commission focuses its research, advocacy and knowledge management activities **

in eight core areas:

• Facilitating economic and social policy analysis;

• Fostering sustainable development;

• Strengthening development management;

• Harnessing information for development;

• Promoting trade and regional integration;

• Promoting the advancement ofwomen;

• Supporting sub-regional activities for development; and

• Development planning and administration.

Along with gender and capacity building as cross-cutting issues, vigorous action to

address the challenge of HIV/AIDS will be an essential component of the work of

the EGA. It will build on the research and analytical policy work currently being

undertaken within the context of the Commission on HIV/AIDS and Governance

in Africa (CHGA), established by the Secretary-General in February 2003 and

chaired by the ECA Executive Secretary.

Two new programmatic changes have been introduced to reinforce the need to

bring ECA's work closer to countries. Shoring up sub-regional outreach and support

activities through ECA's sub-regional offices in Kigali, Lusaka, Niamey, Tangiers

and Yaounde is a more vital priority than ever before on ECA's agenda. Enhancing

national capacities to formulate and implement economic policies has also become

a specific programmatic area focused on the activities of the African Institute for

Economic Development and Planning (IDEP), the oldest institution of its kind on

the continent and a valuable resource for all Africans.



The Commission will continue through its major initiatives and fora to be a major

international voice for Africa. ECA has earned a solid reputation as a convener

of critical debates among policymakers and other influential decisionmakers from

within the continent and outside that result in concrete plans of action.

Its African Development Forum, which attracts thousands, has helped frame

the policy debates on information and communication technologies (ICTs),

HIV/AIDS, regional integration and governance, and will be next taking up

the topic of youth leadership. The "Big Table," which is an informal, frank, and

open meeting of African Ministers of Finance with Organisation of Economic

Co-operation and Development (OECD) development co-operation ministers,

has pioneered discussions on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the

New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD), mutual accountability,

the role of the Bretton Woods institutions vis-a-vis Africa, and the role of the

private sector, and plans to tackle equally timely issues in the future. And the

Commission's work with OECD on mutual reviews of development effectiveness

is continuing ground-breaking dialogue on the quantity and quality of aid and

the coherence of donor policies in such areas as debt and trade. A report will be

issued every two years to take stock of progress on both sides towards meeting

agreed objectives. The first report is due in 2005.

Finally, ECA is also providing a full-fledged programme in support ofNEPAD. The

establishment of the APRM provides opportunities for strengthened and fruitful

collaboration among ECA, AU and the African Development Bank (ADB). The

Commission has already contributed technical staff for APRM support missions

to Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius and Rwanda and will continue to ensure its effective

participation in subsequent missions, such as those planned for Mali, Mozambique,

South Africa and Uganda.

The Commission is expanding assistance in support of NEPAD's objectives

throughout its work programme, for instance in support of advancing goals related

to infrastructure, water management, energy, science and technology, and ICTs.



Continued Reform

Related to the areas ofreform, because ofthe Transition from a four-year to a two-year

programme planning cycle, beginning in the biennium 2006-07, ECA can make

quicker alignments to its research and policy agenda to meet the emerging needs of

member States, and countries will be better able to assess the results achieved at the

end of the period. An in-depth review of the proposed biennial programme plan

took place this year with a technical expert group, specifically from all sub-regions

selected to advise ECA and its subsidiary bodies over the next two years.

Addressing Africa's development challenges requires the full participation of all

stakeholders in national decision-making and development planning. ECA is

stepping up its public affairs efforts to engage with the full range of audiences,

particularly policy decisionmakers at the national, regional, sub-regional and

continental levels, to ensure the promotion of key findings more broadly and

systematically. "The Commission is building broader relations with Africa's media and

information-disseminating bodies such as libraries, nongovernmental organizations,

and educational institutions across the continent. And it has just launched a state-

of-the-art digital audio-visual production facility, intended to become a center of

excellence for producing development programming across Africa.

A particularly important measure aimed at making ECA a centre of excellence is to

improve networking with the growing number of research and academic institutions

on the continent in order to creatively address development challenges. ECA will

continue to sponsor fellowship programmes that enable researchers and university

professors to work on some development issues at ECA for a given period of time

and will endeavor to conduct more joint studies with other research centers and

universities in Africa and outside the continent. It will also more proactively work

with the academic community, research institutions, issues-based networks and

other knowledge hubs to strengthen knowledge sharing.

Finally, related to strengthening feedback, monitoring and evaluation of its work,

ECA has undertaken steps to improve the qualitative reviews of its work by

conducting more detailed internal and external peer reviews of its key reports. This

together with the closer working relationship with the technical committees will

continue to add to the relevance and effectiveness of its products. To ensure that

results are achieved rather than just outputs, the Commission has also introduced



results-based budgeting by providing a management framework and tools for

strategic planning, performance monitoring and evaluation.

Selected Areas of ECA's Work Over the Next

Few Years

In the area of economic and social policy analysis, upcoming issues on the

research and advocacy agenda include assessing ways to enhance financial resource

mobilization for development, including reduction and renegotiation of debt to

sustainable levels, domestic savings mobilization, effective utilization of workers'

remittances, and investment promotion, both at the domestic and foreign levels.

ECA will also be examining ways to strengthen poverty reduction strategies by

improving the delivery of basic social services targeted at the most vulnerable and

disadvantaged groups. Another area of focus will be the implications of HIV/AIDS,

tuberculosis, malaria and other related infectious diseases for the development

process. ECA's drive to enhance statistical capacity for gathering quality data for

effective monitoring and evaluation as well as for tracking progress towards the

achievement of the MDGs will continue.

The programme on sustainable development will continue to strengthen the

capacities of member States in designing institutional arrangements, policies and

programmes to address the challenges arising from rapid population growth and

HIV/AIDS; natural resources and environmental degradation; low agricultural

productivity; and food insecurity. ECA will continue to focus on building integrated

natural resources development and management capacity, with a focus on land,

mineral, energy and water resources, and on harnessing science, technology and

innovation for development. It will be preparing and disseminating the Sustainable

Development Report on Africa with key indicators of sustainable development

and livelihoods (featuring critical elements of the economic, social, population,

environmental and institutional dimensions of sustainability).

The focus of strengthening developmentpolicy management, will continue to be

promotingandmonitoringgood governance, bolstering public financial management

capacities and promoting the role of non-governmental stakeholders, including the

private sector and civil society, in development processes. Over the next few years,

the second edition of the Africa Governance Report will assess further the progress



cowards capable and accountable states in 12 additional African countries, up from

the original 28. Some new areas of inquiry will include issues of parliamentary

independence, activism, standards of transparency and accountability, and training

and skill-building needs, particularly in the areas of policy analysis and review and

budget control. ECA will also investigate policy options for strengthening the

capacity of political parties to lead and contribute to public policies and, through it,

promote the welfare and development of their societies.

Related to harnessing information for development, ECA will continue to

support policy dialogue for best practices for fostering the information society and

the application of ICTs in key social and economic sectors, such as health and

education, especially for the empowerment of marginalized groups. Efforts will also

be geared towards addressing key and emerging information society issues, such

as financing national information and communication infrastructure, building the

implementation capacity of relevant institutions and stakeholders and harmonizing

regulatory and legal frameworks. In further promoting the use of information for

decision-making, ECA will continue to provide training on the use of combined

statistical and spatial data with a specific application to poverty mapping and

country poverty profiles.

In the area of trade and regional integration, ECA will continue to assist African

countries to negotiate international trade agreements related to the World Trade

Organization (WTO) Doha round and the Economic Partnership Agreements

(EPAs) with the European Union. ECA will provide in-depth research and analyses

to inform policy positions, which will then be widely disseminated, promoted and

defended. Ongoing training activities in consort with the African Trade Policy

Center will target African trade negotiators and officials based in Geneva and

national capitals, parliamentarians, and civil society organizations that are also

expected to make a major input into trade issues. The third edition of Assessing

Regional Integration in Africa will focus on the challenge of monetary integration

and macroeconomic policy convergence for African economies.

Related to promoting the advancement of women, a new issue of the African

Women's Report will provide further insights and assessment of progress achieved

towards gender equality using an enhanced sample of 25 countries. ECA will

continue its work on using gender-disaggregated data from household surveys in six

countries to construct gender-aware macroeconomic models to help demonstrate

to policymakers how gender inequalities in public policies and strategies have



differentiated impacts on women and men in terms of, for example, employment,

income, educational opportunities, poverty and welfare. The Commission will

also carry on work in collaboration with member States to improve the skills of

national experts to collect, analyze and integrate gender-disaggregated micro and

macroeconomic statistics into national planning instruments.

Looking Forward

This is undeniably a very exciting time for Africa—and for ECA. After years of

diligently focusing on the fundamentals of reform, with its new programme

structure in place and continued strategic focus on emerging issues, the Commission

is poised and ready to serve Africa better. All around the world, Africa's key partners

are buttressing the agenda that ECA has put forward and reinforcing its priorities.

This gives the Commission confidence in looking forward to renewed and expanded

alliances to tackle the continent's many continuing challenges.

10




