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I. INTRODUCTION

1 At the eighteenth meeting of the Conference of Ministers held in Addis, Ababa, Ethiopia, from 20
to 24 April 1992, a progress report (E/ECA/CM.18/19) on the ECA-Multidisdplinary Regional Advisory
Group (ECA-MRAG) was presented highlighting, among other things, the rationale for the establishment

of the Group, its objectives and terms of reference, its structure and composition. The report further
stressed that .the new arrangement, which de-emphasized sectoral specialization and more closely reflected
the multisectoral mandate of the regional commissions, would assist member countries in finding lasting

solutions to their economic development problematique.

2 The ECA-MRAG is the latest initiative of the Commission to meet,the complex, multidimensional
and interlocking challenges of African development in the 1990s and to enhance multidisciplinary approaches
to technical cooperation and the operational activities of EGA. It constitutes the advisory service component
of ECA's programme of technical cooperation. The Group is to promote the attainment of the major policy
objectives of the Commission by supporting (a) the establishment of the African Economic Community; (b)
the transformation of African economies; (c) the priority sectors of the Lagos Plan of Action; and (d)
enhancement of institutional and managerial capacity and the analysis of policy responses to environmental

problems.

3 Briefly stated, therefore, the ECA-MRAG represents ECA's response to the need for the technical
advisory services that would ensure that Africa's socio-economic development challenges are confronted from
a multidisciplinary perspective. Its terms of reference enhance ECA's competitiveness by providing specific
services which are different from those of other organizations of the United Nations system.

4 During its short period of existence, the ECA-MRAG has attempted to introduce effectively a new
approach, hence originality in the provision of ECA's technical advisory services to member States. This
new design is based on a sharpened focus on priorities that are more closely relevant to the mandate of the
Commission as well as modus onerandi that is aimed at enhancing comprehensiveness, efficiency,

effectiveness and impact.

5. The primary purpose of this review is to highlight the need on the part of the member States of the
Commission and their intergovernmental organizations to make full use of the expertise and resources

available to the ECA-MRAG. Indeed, the effectiveness of the advisory service component of ECA's
programme of technical cooperation would depend essentially on the extent to which the member States make
full use of this new initiative of the Commission in providing policy makers with long-lasting, comprehensive
and coherent solutions to the complex and multidimensional development challenges of the African region.

II. THE STRENGTHS AND UNIQUE FEATURES OF THE ECA-MRAG

6. As a unit, MRAG has a significant number of unique features on which its strength lies. Its

structure, composition and its mode of operation enable it to address key interlocking and complex problems

while, at the same time, responding to specific sectoral challenges. It undertakes strategic analyses of
development issues and problems without losing sight of the short- and medium-term implications of

development policy.

7. Perhaps by far the greatest strength of MRAG is the multidisciplinary problem solving and the

strategic view which it adopts in tackling Africa's socio-economic development problematique. Without

disparaging the narrow, sectoral and sometimes overly bureaucratic approach to development policy
formulation, implementation and monitoring, MRAG, within the framework of its terms of reference, is in

a position to adopt a multidisciplinary approach that enables it to recopize a problem, or a cluster of
problems, in their widest ramifications, apply a technique or a comprehensive methodology which can reveal

the interdependence of strategic variables, and construct a model aimed at resolving perceived conflicts as

well as providing durable solutions to the problem.
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8. In other words, whenever a request is received, it is carefully and critically reviewed and, where

necessary, reformulated in order to reflect a truly multisectoral and multidimensional approach to problem

solving. This approach broadens the scope of analysis of a problem and compels the researcher to look

beyond his or her field of specialization, and thereby promoting understanding across-the-board in addition

to facilitating the formulation of sound policies.

9. MRAG is able to adopt this holistic approach to development policy analysis by the very nature of

its composition. Staffed with senior professionals with a wide range of expertise in different fields of

development, MRAG provides an invaluable opportunity for cross-fertilization of ideas. In their day-to-day

interactions with one another, members of the Group have come to accept the fact that a situation is best

understood when viewed from all possible angles. They are, therefore, in a position to resist the usual

temptation to apply narrow, technical solutions to complex and interrelated development problems.

10. Although the ECA-MRAG operates as a substantive unit of ECA in the Cabinet Office under the

direct supervision and overall leadership of the Executive Secretary, the Group maintains regular contact not

only with the various divisions/offices/units of the secretariat, but also the ECA-MULPOCs and ECA-

sponsored institutions, specialized and other agencies of the United Nations system, member States of the

Commission and their intergovernmental organizations, in particular, the African Economic Community and

the subregional economic groupings.

11. It should be recalled that at the time of establishing MRAG, the bulk of its staff were drawn from

the substantive divisions/offices of the secretariat. Consequently, MRAG staff are already quite familiar with

the regular programmes of the divisions/offices and their implementation. Thus, while operating as any

substantive unit of ECA, this familiarity with activities of the divisions/offices/units of the secretariat enables

MRAG to have a comprehensive appraisal of the challenges of the regular programmes of ECA.

12. Furthermore, while the formal and informal channels of communication enable MRAG to keep in

touch with the ECA substantive divisions, the technical advisory and training missions and workshops which

the members of the Group regularly undertake also afford the Group a rare opportunity to study and assess

at first hand the complexity of the problems facing the member States of the Commission and their

intergovernmental organizations in the course of formulating and implementing their development

programmes.

13. In addition to the primary data assembled by members of the Group as part of their field

assignments, the direct and regular contact which they establish with ministers of state and senior

government officials, experts and technocrats, as well as with chief executives of IGOs and NGOs,

frequently yields an impressive body of relevant primary and secondary data in the form of economic and

statistical reports, variety of documents on national development plans, administrative reform studies, and

other important official publications which are not easily available at the secretariat to enrich the research

and policy activities of the substantive divisions/offices.

14. The professional competence of MRAG is also considerably enhanced as a result of its members*

regular interactions with the resident representatives of the Bretton Woods institutions, other international

and financing organizations such as the African Development Bank, European Community Delegation,

UNDP and other specialized agencies of the United Nations system. These interactions are mostly in the

areas of exchange of data, information, technical studies and reports, sharing of experience and expertise

in the various efforts towards socio-economic reforms in Africa.

15. The collaboration of MRAG's mission staff with these bodies in organizing training workshops and

preparing project proposals has not only been mutually beneficial, it has also contributed to the building up

of a basic consensus between ECA and these institutions on the development orientation in Africa. The

exchange of views and ideas enables them to focus on emerging issues and issues of common concern. In
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this regard, MRAG also serves as ECA's field mechanism in enhancing the secretariat's cooperation and

collaboration with sister institutions in this all-engaging process of promoting African development.

16. These strengths and unique features of the ECA-MRAG have enabled the Group to make some

impressive progress in terms of provision of technical advisory services, organization of training workshops

and seminars, publication of technical papers and, occasionally, provision of substantive support to

international conferences, including presentation of papers to such conferences.

III. TOWARDS OPERATIONALIZATTON OF MRAG'S OBJECTIVES

17. In order to effectively operationalize its primary objectives, the ECA-MRAG has undertaken

extensive consultations with the intergovernmental experts of the ECA-MULPOCs and their professional
staff, ECA-sponsored institutions, international financing institutions and specialized agencies of the. United

Nations system. More importantly, it has made a series of contacts with the member States of the

Commission and their intergovernmental organizations, who, as primary beneficiaries of the Group's

substantive activities, have increasingly manifested interest in the work of the Group and consequently

requested its services.

18. Therefore, the overall work programme of the ECA-MRAG in 1992 was based on a great variety

of requests, including:

(a) Reviewing of treaties of the subregional economic community schemes;

(b) Preparation of policy documents on development issues;

(c) Improvements of agriculture and rural development projects;

(d) Establishment, monitoring and evaluation of development projects;

(e) Preparation of management training needs and training programmes ofIGOs and select ECA-

sponsored institutions;

(f) Proposals on multidisciplinary approach to the establishment of public administration and

management institutions;

(g) Application of national accounts to development; and

(h) Strategies for combating desertification and for integrating environmental dimension in

economic planning, etc.

19. In providing these services, the focus of the Group was generally multidisciplinary in perspective.

It should be pointed out, however, that some sectoral country missions requested in support of the priority

sectors of the Lagos Plan of Action were undertaken.

20. Among the significant substantive activities undertaken by the Group in 1992 was an exploratory

mission to the Republic of South Africa to establish ECA's contact with the South African development

agencies and foundations, academic and research institutes and the leadership of the nationalist movements.

The aim was to create a framework for reintegrating South Africa into the rest of Africa.

21. In the field of regional economic cooperation for development in Africa, which is the main focus

of the Medium-term Plan for the period 1992-1997, the ECA-MRAG highlighted the need for (a)

incorporating in the treaties of the subregional economic integration schemes not only the substantive sectors
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reflected in the Lagos Plan of Action but also many other strictly non-economic aspects of cooperation to
reflect the holistic, multidimensional view of the concept of development; (b) making the treaties to reflect
the essential elements of a democratic framework in the development process as ingredients par whence
of sustainable development underlined in theECA African Charter for Popular Participation in Development
and Transformation and the series of UNDP seminal Human Development Reports; (c) designing the
priorities of the subregional groupings to dovetail with those of the African Econonuc Community; and (d)
providing training needs for enhancing the capacity of the secretariats of the subregional economic ^oupings
to enable them to service the member States adequately in their implementation of the provisions of both the
Abuja Treaty establishing the African Economic Community and the treaties of the subregional economic

communities.

22 Again with regard to the implementation of the Abuja Treaty, the work programme of the ECA-
MRAG placed great emphasis on catalytical activities aimed at providing the member States with the
requisite institutional machinery at the national level. Hence, advisory services were focused on the need
for (a) establishing a separate national machinery or institutionalized technical support or unit responsible
for effective implementation of provisions of treaties of the subregional and regional economic cooperation
schemes and thereby put into practice the commitment of member States in the regional and subregiond
contexts' (b) ensuring consistency and mutual reinforcement between national development plans and regional
and subregional objectives; and (c) monitoring and making periodic critical assessments on the cost and
benefits of member States' involvement and participation in regional and international cooperation

agreements.

23 The main purpose of the ECA-MRAG in this regard was to rectify a basic handicap for regional
organizations in Africa and other third world countries, which appear to give low priority to schemes of
economic cooperation and integration at the national level, as highlighted in the Report of Ae South
Commission. The institutionalized technical support at this level would seek to establish the credibi ity ol
the member States as a source of sound thinking on development issues and to demonstrate their ability to

help formulate a common approach for their respective subregions.

24 In addition to the 18 country and 20 intergovernmental organization advisory missions undertaken
in 1992 the ECA-MRAG organized and provided technical support to 12 training workshops and seminars
focusing on such areas as agricultural policy and development; energy policy and development; human
resources policy and development; science and technology policy and development; and public administration

and institutional reform policy.

25 The active participation of the ECA-MRAG in training workshops and seminars requested by
international regional, subregional and national institutions has become one of the permanent features of the
Group's work programme. These activities not only result in policy advice to governments and their
intergovernmental organizations, they also project MRAG's potential and capacity to decision makers at

various levels.

26 In the course of 1992, the Group substantially updated its 1991 ECA-MRAG brochure, published
and circulated to the ECA-MULPOCs, member States and their IGOs in the three languages of the United
Nations a revised brochure under a new title "ECA-MRAG: Meeting the challenges of the 1990s".

27 As regards the impact of MRAG missions, formal and informal reactions received from a number
of beneficiary governments and IGOs indicate the high appreciation of the services rendered by the ECA-
MRAG team A case in point was the appreciation shown by the government of a member State of the

Commission for the recommendations on the establishment of (a) a specialist unit to monitor socio-economic
and financial information and statistics; (b) the introduction of macroeconomic modelling for the economic
planning of the country, which opened a new perspective for changes in the awareness and perception of
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economic policies; and (c) an institutionalized technical support for effective implementation at the national
level of resolutions and decisions of regional and subregional economic cooperation schemes.

28 MRAG missions to such IGOs as the African Centre for Applied Research and Training in Social
Development (ACARTSOD), the Organization for the Management and Development of the Kagera River
Basin (KBO), the Preferential Trade Area for Eastern and Southern Africa (PTA), the Economic Community
of West African States (ECOWAS) and many others were useful for future ECA strategy of assistance to
economic cooperation and integration groupings, in that they have shown a pattern and suggested a new
direction for the 1990s, in the financing of economic cooperation and integration schemes They also help
to throw light on ways of better rationalizing the IGOs within the framework of the African Economic

Community.

29 The outcome of MRAG's substantive activities relating to the preparations for the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) greatly contributed to enhancing ECA s preparation

for its participation in the Earth Summit held in Brazil in June 1992.

30 Above all the MRAG exploratory mission to the Republic of South Africa has not only opened a
new chapter of cooperation between ECA and the development institutions in the country in meeting the
daunting socio-economic challenges in South Africa, it has also led to (a) the establishment of a special South
Africa Desk and Task Force at the secretariat as part of the ECA-MRAG; and (b) the mapping of a ser.es
of workshops in South Africa under the theme "South Africa and Africa: The transition to democracy and
sustainable development" with a view to assisting the country during the transition to political democracy.

31 On the whole, the overall activities of the ECA-MRAG may be considered as a breaking ground for
ECA's desirable streamlining of its activities with the regional dimension of development on the. one hand
and the effective provision of multidisciplinary advice on the other. This strategy responds most
appropriately to the emphasis being placed on the implementation of the Abuja Treaty.

IV TOWARDS EFFECTIVE UTILIZATION OF THE EXPERTISE AND RESOURCES
OF THE ECA-MRAG

32 Drawn from a wide spectrum of professional expertise and wealth of experience, and supported by
the skills available in the ECA substantive divisions comprising nearly 300 sectoral experts with extensive
knowledge of Africa and its problems, the ECA-MRAG is in a position to render invaluable services to the
member States of the Commission and their intergovernmental organizations in their areas of priority

concern.

33 As already stressed, the wide range of advisory services, training workshops and seminars which
have become a regular feature of the substantive activities of the ECA-MRAG, coupled with the opportunity
afforded the Group in studying and assessing at first hand the complex and multidimensional implications
of the African development problematique, have considerably enriched the professional competence of the
MRAG Regional Advisers in meeting' the challenges of African development in the 1990s.

34 Besides, substantial resources have been made available to the ECA-MRAG from the regular budget
of the United Nations under its regular programme of technical cooperation (UNRPTC). These resources

are to be effectively utilized by the member States and their IGOs through ad hoc requests for technical
advisory services or training workshops/seminars at no cost to the requesting country or IGO.

35 Member States and IGOs are therefore seriously urged to make an optimum use of the ECA-MRAG
and make requests for advisory services at any time through the Executive Secretary of ECA or the
Coordinator ECA-MRAG, on any of the priority areas highlighted in the United Nations New Agenda for
the Development of Africa in the 1990s (UN-NADAF), such as promotion of regional and subregional
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economic cooperation and integration; intensification of the democratization process; investment promotion;
human resource development; environment; agriculture, rural development and food security; debt problem;

commodities and diversification of African economies.

36. African economic cooperation and integration has made a strong comeback, since the initial move
of the 1960s, with the signing in June 1991 of the Abuja Treaty establishing the African Economic
Community. The ECA-MRAG would specifically welcome requests in this area with special emphasis on:

(a) Formulation and implementation of economic integration programmes at regional,

subregional and national levels;

(b) Advancing proposals for the harmonization and rationalization of the integration activities

of the various intergovernmental organizations;

(c) Reviewing and appraising periodically the integration activities planned and undertaken by

intergovernmental organizations;

(d) Establishing and strengthening of institutional arrangements for effective regional

cooperation;

(e) Training for enhancing the capacity and skills at the level of regional organizations and
training of government officials and technocrats charged with implementing regional and subregional policies

at the national level; and

(f) Provision of strategies for integrating cooperation agreements and programmes in national

policies and plans, and in sectoral programmes of appropriate ministries.

37. In the field of agriculture and rural development, which has been underscored as a priority concern
of UN-NADAF, the ECA-MRAG has the resources and expertise to assist the member States in formulating

and implementing appropriate policies and strategies, with a view to attaining food security through food
self-sufficiency and enhancing national and regional capabilities and the capacity for self-sustaining expansion

in the production systems of African agriculture.

38. Conscious of the need for a multifaceted approach to the implementation of Agenda 21 of the United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development, the ECA-MRAG would wish to collaborate with the
member States in increasing their capacity for the integration of environmental dimensions into programme
development and implementation. The promotion of appropriate strategies for addressing environmental
degradation in all sectors of development activity, including poverty eradication, capacity-building, transfer
of environmentally friendly technologies, are issues of priority concern to the ECA-MRAG.

39. Then, too, against the background of the widespread deterioration in social and human conditions

of the "lost decade" of the 1980s, the ECA-MRAG would welcome requests from the member States on
promotion of effective development of human resources necessary for accelerated economic and social
development in alt sectors of the national economy and on strengthening of capabilities for human resource

planning, development and utilization as a basis for optimizing the contribution of human resources to

development.

40. It is against this background that, at the risk of repetition, member States of the Commission and

their IGOs are strongly urged to make full use of this latest initiative of ECA in its service to Africa.
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V. CONCLUSION: THE WAY FORWARD

41. It must be stressed, in conclusion, that to a great extent, the ECA-MRAG has in its short period of

existence shown that multidisciplinary technical advisory service, which constitutes a significant component

of ECA's programme of technical cooperation, is an appropriate response to the interlocking and

multidimensional challenges of African development. The Group has thus introduced a new dimension into

ECA*s operational activities for development. The new dimension is aimed at establishing a comprehensive

multidisciplinary operational framework based on coherent analysis of Africa's development problems and

ways and means to address them in the context of regionally agreed policies and strategies.

42. The originality of the contribution of the ECA-MRAG is reflected in its new method of work which

is more relevant, cost-effective and impact-oriented. The mission reports of the Group reflect the attempt

being pursued to operationalize the objectives of the ECA-MRAG through comprehensive technical advice

aimed not only at resolving a particular problem but also, more importantly, at integrating the intended

solutionof that particular problem into the dynamics of wider development processes of the country/countries

concerned. These new designs of technical assistance may well be considered as an original contribution

of EGA.

43. Significantly, too, this new approach is currently being viewed as highly relevant to global objectives

of the development activities of the United Nations in general and to the development challenges of Africa

in particular. Indeed, a recent General Assembly resolution 44/211 has underscored the multidisciplinary

programme approach as the underlying principle for operational activities for development. This has

triggered a continued process of institutional reorientation and restructuring within the United Nations

development system. Towards this end, the role and functions of the regional commissions should be

adapted to a fast changing environment in order to better assert their capacities and competitiveness. It is

within this context that the ECA-MRAG should be viewed as a modest but very significant contribution to

the process of institutional development of the United Nations in general and of the Economic Commission

for Africa in particular.

44. Although the programme of work of the ECA-MRAG has grown steadily over the past two years

in terms of quality and quantity, the resources and expertise of the Group have not been folly exhausted.

Hence, the need for a resolution to urge the member States and their intergovernmental organizations, for

whom the ECA-MRAG has been established for their exclusive use, to call for the service of the Group to

collaborate with them in meeting the socio-economic development challenges of the 1990s.




