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Preface

The present study came about as part of the research and consultation proj-

ect on reforming development aid at the United Nations (UN). It offers a

comprehensive analysis of the positions of industrialized countries and

developing countries in terms of specific reform options for the design of

UN development aid; on this basis, it assesses the possible future reform

perspectives and coalitions.

The study is largely based on interviews and conversations with staff from

the various UN delegations in New York, from national ministries, and

from UN agencies. I would like to take this opportunity to thank all 54

interviewees, whose support was crucial in gaining an overview of country

positions and an assessment of the complex negotiation processes. I would

also like to cordially thank the members of the UN Department at the Ger-

man Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), in par-

ticular Rudolf Fetzer, for unrestricted access to important documents,

insights in workflows, and the time they took for explanations. In the

preparatory phase and during the writing of the study, I benefited from con-

versations with the director of the project on UN reform at the German

Institute for Development Policy (DIE), Guido Ashoff, for whose support I

am very grateful. I also benefited from the support and constructive criti-

cism from colleagues, both from within and without the DIE. In particular,

I would like to thank Stefan Gänzle, Christine Hackenesch, Julia Leininger,

Thomas Fues, Gertrud Frankenreiter, Klaus Hüfner, and Marco Baumann;

Steffen Stürznickel was also very helpful, not only in creating the charts

and tables. Markus Weidling of Germany’s UN office provided me with

generous, sustained support in contacting busy colleagues from other

embassies and UN agencies; my thanks also go out to him.

Bonn, March 2011 Silke Weinlich
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Summary

Practically since its founding, the United Nations (UN) has been under-

going constant change. The most recent example, a new organization

for women and gender equality, UN WOMEN, was created in July

2010. Furthermore, important decisions were made to improve cooper-

ation between UN agencies. Despite substantial progress, a number of

observers do not believe reforms have gone far enough to properly

position the UN’s development cooperation system (UN-DS) and

respond adequately to global development challenges. In addition to

institutional lethargy, identified obstacles to reform include the con-

trary positions held by northern and southern countries (industrialized

countries and developing/emerging powers). Although none of the

groups of actors involved is homogenous, most of the negotiations at

the United Nations follow these lines. 

This study takes a look at financial and political behaviour and also inves-

tigates the motives and preferences of major actors from the group of

industrial and developing countries and emerging powers with reference

to current reform efforts. The study is largely based on conversations with

state representatives and United Nations staff members. First, the posi-

tions of states vis-à-vis the external dimension of reforms are analysed,

specifically concerning the position and desired role of the United Nations

within the global development architecture. Second, the study sheds light

on how states position themselves with respect to reform initiatives that

focus on coherence and procedures within the UN-DS. In the following,

this second aspect will be understood as the internal reform dimension. 

Characteristics and problems of UN-DS

The United Nations is a special actor in multilateral development pol-

icy. UN agencies are generally held to have a number of unique quali-

ties. Thanks to their universal membership, their broad mandate, and

their reputation as a neutral actor, they are considered especially legit-

imate and credible. Developing countries and industrial nations can

articulate their concerns with formal equality, making the UN a global

forum where ideas can be developed, tested, shared, and translated into

internationally applicable standards. 
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While 36 organizations engage in the UN’s operational work, four

organizations are especially prominent in terms of size: United Nations

Development Programme – UNDP; United Nations Children’s Fund –

UNICEF; World Health Organization – WHO; and World Food Pro-

gramme – WFP. UN agencies cover a very wide spectrum of tasks

ranging from technical and financial cooperation to the definition and

enforcement of standards. They perform analysis and knowledge-cre-

ation services, develop alternative concepts, and engage in advocacy

work for especially disadvantaged groups. Whereas specialized agen-

cies like International Labour Organization (ILO) and WHO are inde-

pendent international organizations whose main tasks are normative,

funds and programs like UNDP and UNICEF directly answer to the

General Assembly and the Secretary-General (SG) and mainly focus on

technical cooperation. In addition, there are international arenas like

the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and the General Assem-

bly, which perform oversight over operational activities and serve as

forums for global discussions, the shaping of opinions, and standards

derived therefrom. 

A number of the UN’s strong points remain beneficial even in light of

the changing global architecture of development cooperation. How-

ever, UN actors increasingly see competition from other governmental

and nongovernmental development actors in the field of operational

activities in particular. Despite the wide range of reforms and promis-

ing current reform initiatives, the following challenges can be identi-

fied in the internal and external reform dimension: 

• The UN’s development profile remains unfocused. 

• Other actors, such as the World Bank and the European Union (EU),

are entering the core fields of the UN’s development work.

• The trend towards new financing modalities, such as budget support,

raises questions about how UN actors can be involved.

• The UN-DS remains fragmented, which leads to overlaps and prob-

lems in cooperation and prevents system-wide priorities from being

clearly enforced. 
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• The financing of the UN-DS needs to be reformed. There is a lack of

reliable funding with no strings attached. More than 70 percent of

funds for the UN’s operational work are earmarked, which under-

mines the system’s multilateral character, worsens fragmentation,

and increases competition between agencies. 

• The UN-DS’ formal multilateral governance is insufficient. Along

with formal governance structures, many donors use informal mech-

anisms to realize their priorities. 

• Not everyone is convinced that the UN’s development-cooperation

work is effective and efficient. Indeed, the general scepticism of

donor countries towards multilateral development organisations

seems to be particularly strong in the case of the UN.

UN commitment profiles of major actors 

Financial commitments

An analysis of the financial commitments of donor countries reveals

that Scandinavian states (Norway, Denmark, and Sweden) and other

small states (the Netherlands, Ireland, Switzerland, and Belgium) set a

good example as donors who promote reform. Aside from Norway,

however, these states make relatively small contributions to the UN-DS

in absolute figures. Norway makes more core than earmarked pay-

ments to UNDP, but the balance for the overall UN-DS is not quite so

positive. While Canada and the UK also support the reform process in

a number of ways, their large share of earmarked funds undermines the

multilateral character of the UN-DS. The same could be said of Japan

and the US. Although the US makes the largest financial contribution

to UN operational activities by far, its other donor practices have done

little to overcome the fragmentation of the UN-DS. In other words, by

drastically increasing their share of earmarked funds, a number of

Western donors are substantially worsening the very coherence prob-

lems they are trying to solve through institutional changes. Germany is

positioning itself outside of positive and negative extremes. Nonethe-

less, it will hardly be able to strategically promote reform given its rel-

atively low level of payments in absolute figures.
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In contrast, developing countries and emerging powers cannot be so

easily categorized as “good” and “bad” donors. One reason is that most

emerging powers still view themselves as beneficiaries of UN devel-

opment cooperation and do not make substantial financial contribu-

tions themselves. Although countries like China and India bilaterally

spend considerable sums on South-South cooperation and are involved

in this issue within the UN as well, their commitment does not lead to

voluntary payments to the UN-DS. Developing countries and emerging

powers rarely make core payments to funds and programmes and pay

only slightly more than their obligatory amounts to specialised agen-

cies. In 2007 and 2008, only Mexico, South Korea (both of whom are

members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-

opment – OECD), and Saudi Arabia received less money from the

UNDS than they contributed. If the sums that states pay to UN agen-

cies for development activities in their own country (self-supporting

contributions) are not included, most states pay roughly as much in

core as in earmarked contributions. At the same time, it follows that the

volume of each country’s earmarked contributions for other countries

is not especially large. The practice of self-supporting contributions,

which is especially common in Latin America and in other countries

with middle and high incomes, makes up the largest part of contribu-

tions from developing countries and emerging powers to the UN-DS.

This kind of financial commitment, however, also seems to promote

the fragmentation rather than the coherence of the UN-DS.

Motives for UN commitment

Industrial and developing countries and emerging powers share basic

motives for UN commitments. Within the groups, however, there are dif-

ferent mixes of motives that weigh on power politics, development, or

values differently. Although industrialized and developing countries

principally share an interest in making the UN-DS as good and effective

as possible at the country level, there are fundamental conflicts in the

overriding motives for commitments to the United Nations. While devel-

oping countries and emerging powers want to expand the UN’s role in

the field of economics and finances and deal with development accord-

ingly, industrial countries continue to want to marginalize the UN in eco-

nomic issues outside of development policy. Although this basic conflict
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does not drown out all negotiations about technical questions, practically

all negotiation positions in almost all decision-making processes can

somehow be reduced to this conflict, which takes the focus off of the

actual content of decisions. 

The study of state behaviour in governing bodies confirms this image. It

seems obvious that industrial and developing countries share an interest

in making UN-DS more effective and efficient. Nevertheless, member

states have a hard time remembering that common ground. Again and

again, the debate about what the world order should be and what role the

UN should play in it overshadows the development agenda, especially in

the General Assembly and the ECOSOC, where both parties often see

negotiations as a zero-sum game in which one side wins and the other

loses. As a result, both sides focus more on relative gains for themselves,

losing sight of possible absolute gains from cooperating in the process.

The polarization between North and South affects the governing bodies

of funds and programmes to a lesser degree.

In addition, the political and financial behaviour of a number of states

hardly promotes reform. There is a discrepancy between the calls for

greater coherence and efficiency made in governing bodies, on the one

hand, and financial practice and bilateral attempts to exercise influence

on the other. For instance, a number of industrialized countries fragment

the system even further even as they complain about the effects of this

very fragmentation in governing bodies. Likewise, there are discrepan-

cies in the positions and actions of developing countries and emerging

powers. The interpretation of technical issues against the backdrop of

overriding world order questions means that problems are not adequately

dealt with even though everyone would benefit equally from a solution.

In addition, states very often focus on their short-term national interests,

which does not promote long-term organizational reform.

Reform options for the UN-DS’ future role and organization

The external reform dimension - the role of UN-DS in the global devel-

opment system 

A lot of the problems in UN development cooperation have long been

known, and there is no shortage of reform proposals. In contrast, there
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are few up-to-date, sound, detailed ideas about what role the United

Nations should play in the global development system. The UN-DS’

great input legitimacy is often taken as the starting point for discussions

about its future role. 

Because of its universal character and neutral mandate, the UN plays a

special role in the development system. 

• A number of authors believe that the role of the UN should be enhan-

ced because of the global organization’s special legitimacy. For

instance, it has been proposed that the UN should play a coordinat-

ing role in the global development system and be able to enforce

policies vis-à-vis other important actors, such as the international

financial institutions and bilateral donors. Researchers and non-

governmental organizations, including those from the South, hold

this position. 

• Other authors draw opposite conclusions from the United Nations'

great legitimacy. Although they do not want to relieve the UN of its

important role in setting norms and standards, they call for rationali-

zing operations and limiting the UN’s role to those fields where it has

comparative advantages. Such proposals are rarely discussed in

research discourse. Rather, they are found in internal papers and the

white books of donor countries. The proposals would, for instance,

focus the UN more on niche areas where it can perform better that

other actors considered less legitimate and neutral.

The internal reform dimension – organization of the UN-DS

The World Summit in 2005 and the High-Level Panel (HLP) on sys-

tem-wide coherence in 2006 collected ideas about which institutional

changes should be made to improve the UN-DS’s coherence. Several

of the option papers produced in 2005/2006 highlighted institutional

reform. These proposals all aimed to overcome system fragmentation

through greater centralization and to further rationalize the wide vari-

ety of organizations and functions in the UN-DS. 

• One prominent proposal was to set up three integral pillars for devel-

opment, the environment, and humanitarian aid. The extent to which

the development pillar would be integrated varied. While some rec-
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ommended having all agencies combined in a single development

organization, others only wanted to merge a select group of agencies.

Another idea proposed somewhat loose groupings.

• In addition, a number of proposals focused on how UN agencies

could speak with one voice, for instance through simplified adminis-

trative procedures, a single UN representative, better coordination

procedures, common country programmes, and standardized financ-

ing mechanisms. 

State positions pertaining to external and internal reform options

In terms of external and internal reform dimensions in the UN-DS, the

positions of the states reviewed were greatly influenced by their expe-

rience over the past four years. The HLP’s report led the General

Assembly to discuss reforming the UN-DS. From the outset, develop-

ing countries were more reactive than proactive in the debate, feeling

that the reform agenda was forced onto them and dominated by the

West. A number of the visions proposed by donors met with a lot of

suspicion and criticism among developing countries. The position of

the G-77/NAM (Non-Aligned Movement) in the negotiations has

largely focused on defending the UN’s broad mandate and the current

system. At percent, state negotiations mainly focus on incremental

improvements to the UN’s operational activities. Fundamental reform

proposals, such as institutional restructuring, are no longer being dis-

cussed because no consensus seems possible.

• Enhancing the UN’s role None of the Western states want to have the

UN as a powerful coordination forum for other development actors

anytime soon, nor even in the distant future. In contrast, developing

countries would like the UN to play a more prominent role in devel-

opment policy, which would happen if the organization reliably

received the funding it needs to fulfil its mandate. They also want the

UN to play a much more prominent role as a coordinator, especially

with respect to the international financial institutions and the World

Trade Organization. 

• Concentration of the UN’s activities There is also a conflict between

the industrial states and developing countries/emerging powers when
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it comes to focusing the UN-DS on certain issues. While a number of

Western donors want to have a clear focus, for instance on fragile

states or the climate, developing/emerging powers countries believe

that focusing on niche issues would further marginalize the UN.

Specifically, they fear that industrial countries would take the oppor-

tunity to cut funding for the UN-DS.

• The North-South conflict is less obvious when it comes to having a

unified UN country presence. All Western donor countries support the

idea, which is already being implemented in a number of countries as

part of the Delivering as One (DaO) initiative. Only the US and Japan

are still hesitant. A number of small developing countries also wel-

come the idea because they believe transaction costs will drop. In con-

trast, a number of newly emerging countries, geographically large

countries, and ideologically motivated states reject a unified presence

of UN organizations in their countries. They are working to prevent the

model from becoming the norm throughout the system.

• In other reform areas – governance, financing, and the harmoniza-

tion of business practices – positions between industrial and devel-

oping/emerging powers also differ.

Common ground: previous results and future opportunities

The basic conflict between North and South still restricts the coalitions

that can be formed between developing and industrial states on specific

issues. At headquarters, basic disagreements about what role the United

Nations should play in economics and finance hamper the reform of

operational activities. What is perceived as a politicisation of seem-

ingly technical issues from a Western perspective often is considered,

from a developing-country perspective, to be a legitimate call to

strengthen the only multilateral organization where developing coun-

tries can articulate their interests on an equal footing. For many devel-

oping countries, reforms that aim to strengthen the UN’s operational

activities only serve to further restrict the role of the UN in economic

and financial issues – and hence to silence the voice of developing

countries and emerging powers on these issues. Although not all devel-

oping countries share the often provocative rhetoric of the G77 spokes-

people on specific issues, “toeing the party line” at least ensures that
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their interests will be protected in other UN forums. In addition, a num-

ber of small developing countries that would benefit greatly from a

reform of the operational activities at the country level are not com-

pletely able to articulate their interests in governing bodies in New

York and defend their interests against emerging powers and radical

proponents of a new world order. This is partly due to a lack of capac-

ity, but also comes as a consequence of the special dynamics that dom-

inate the majority of UN bodies in New York.

The prospects for the kind of fundamental restructuring of the UN-DS

called for in 2005/2006 therefore seem bleak. At the same time, there

is a lot of potential for a more incremental reform process driven by

currently existing governing bodies and mechanisms. Since 2006,

industrial and developing countries have managed to agree on a reform

agenda. To date, three resolutions were adopted by consensus, and the

third one of July 2010 contains some far-reaching reform decisions.

Four institutions dedicated to women’s issues and gender policy have

been merged in a new organization called UN WOMEN, bringing

together resources and mandates for greater impact. Important deci-

sions were also reached in other areas of reform. Nonetheless, the

reform agenda is hardly settled. In a growing number of programme

countries, the UN applies the Delivering as One principles. Over the

next few months, the DaO initiative will offer a crucial opportunity to

redirect the UN-DS from the country level. In the midterm, these

changes could result in more fundamental reform steps.

Consequences for the German government

The success of the reform of the UN development system is in Ger-

many’s own national interest. First, it is necessary from a development

perspective. The UN needs to make an effective contribution to the

response to global development challenges that cannot be addressed by

national efforts alone. For this, it needs reformed structures. Second,

reform is necessary because it would indirectly strengthen the UN as a

forum for global policy and a central pillar of the global governance

architecture. Even in the age of G20, the United Nations remains an

indispensable forum for consensus building and decisions about urgent

global challenges. Third, reform is necessary if the UN is to be suc-
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cessful in other fields of policy (human rights, securing and consoli-

dating peace, and mediation).

In its coalition agreement of 2009, the German government committed

itself to strengthening the UN and said it would throw its weight behind

comprehensive reform. But this commitment should not be limited to

reforming the Security Council; instead, Germany should reinforce its

commitment to the reform of the UN-DS. Unfortunately, Germany is

more of a fellow traveller than a driver in many areas of the reform

process. The following proposals are therefore made to show how Ger-

many can step up reforms of the UN development system. 

1.Greater contributions for more input

• The German government aims to increase the effectiveness and effi-

ciency of multilateral organisations. Yet the German scope of action

is limited by its comparatively small sum of voluntary contributions.

The relatively small size of its contributions weakens the credibility

and weight that Germany could have in articulating its concerns not

only in the governing bodies of UN development agencies but also

other UN arenas. Germany should therefore return to the level of

contributions to the UN-DS of a few years ago and prospectively

make additional funds available for reform priorities. Only then can

the reform process of individual agencies be strategically supported

and only then can Germany have greater influence to promote effec-

tiveness and efficiency. 

• The German government and the German Bundestag’s budget com-

mittee should redefine the demarcation between bilateral and multi-

lateral funds. A new discussion would not only be good from the van-

tage point of the UN. Greater multilateral involvement would also

step up the implementation of the Paris and Accra commitments for

a stricter division of tasks and thematic concentration. However,

some political resistance is expected here, especially since there is

still insufficient data to dispel criticism about multilateral develop-

ment cooperation.

• Furthermore, Germany should revisit its rejection of multi-year pay-

ments for UN organizations. There is no budgetary reason why Ger-
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many should not be able to voluntarily commit to a set contribution

to UN agencies for more than one year. Rather, the decision is a polit-

ical one, which unfortunately undermines Germany’s call for greater

effectiveness and efficiency of the UN-DS. It is hard for EU partners

and other like-minded donors to understand why Germany refuses to

commit to multi-year contributions. This limits Germany’s scope of

action. 

2.Supporting Delivering as One to take advantage of reform momen-

tum

• To make the DaO process more promising, the German government

should continue to provide political support along with its EU part-

ners and like-minded donors, including constructive support for

establishing a mechanism to adopt Common Country Programmes

and joint supportive statements in the General Assembly, ECOSOC,

and other governing bodies. The German contribution to the United

Nations Common Coordination Fund (UNCCF) should also be

retained.

• As long as German contributions to the core budgets of UN organi-

zations remain relatively small, the German Ministry of Economic

Cooperation and Development (BMZ) should refrain from providing

earmarked multilateral funding for UN country funds. Any possible

financial multilateral leeway should be used to increase core budgets. 

• The BMZ should look into whether bilateral funding can be provided

for the respective UN country funds. 

• Minor opportunities to make the political and financial support of the

DaO process more visible should be seized. 

3.Critically monitoring the DaO process to maintain and strengthen the

advantages of the UN-DS

• Despite the strategic importance and basically positive initial reports

from pilot countries, the DaO process has to be critically monitored.

We need to see whether current developments are in line with Ger-

man proposals for the midterm and long-term reorganisation of UN-

DS. 
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• Within the Utstein Group, the German government could launch an

informal workshop for a critical review of the overall reform process.

Five years after the World Summit in 2005 that led to the proposal

for the current round of reforms, the Utstein Group and the G13

should discuss which of the original expectations have been met and

to what extent the incremental reform process complies with the

ideas developed in 2005 and 2006. 

4.Proactive positioning on financing the UN-DS so as not to leave the

issue up to others

• The financing of the UN-DS is a key issue which has a number of

consequences for other reform areas. Its current fragmentation,

unpredictability, and supply-driven character are major causes of the

problems that institutional and technical-administrative changes are

to remedy. As a result, there are severe limitations to the success of

these reform efforts. 

• The German government should therefore work constructively with

other states to find a model that would ensure the sustainable financ-

ing of the UN-DS.

• In formulating its own position vis-à-vis the critical-mass concept or

similar proposals, the focus should not be on maintaining Germany’s

current financial practice. 

• There should be an internal discussion about content linked to a

debate about multilateral development cooperation in general and

global governance questions. Reforming how the UN-DS is funded

is not least about how Germany plans to ensure the protection and

provision of global public goods (climate stability, the environment,

peace, health, justice, and security). 

• The governing bodies of diverse UN agencies will be discussing the

concept of “critical mass.” Here, the various line ministries urgently

need to coordinate their actions. One important location for this

process could be the coordination meeting dealing with issues of UN

reform, which should be continued on a regular basis. 

• The group of Utstein states should also be included in the discussion.
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• Based on these discussions among like-minded states, a Group of

Friends could then be set up in New York, where interested emerging

powers and other UN members could also take part. 

5. Strengthening the evaluation system and results orientation of the UN-DS 

• The German government should take a stand for making the system-

wide UN evaluation mechanism to be established powerful enough to

do its job. To this end, the mechanism needs to be properly embedded

institutionally and also needs sufficient funding. 

• Germany is a member of the Multilateral Performance Assessment Net-

work (MOPAN), which conducts annual evaluations of a select group

of multilateral organizations. The BMZ should further expand its own

expertise in the field of multilateral evaluations and take part in the fur-

ther development of the MOPAN toolkit. 

6.Entering into new reform coalitions to step up reform of UN-DS

• The closing of ranks between industrial states and a number of pilot

countries in the governance bodies has created a new dynamic. Ger-

many should also take part in forging coalitions with pilot countries and

other small developing countries that will benefit from reforms at the

country level. 

• The New York stage is not the only venue for the formation of coali-

tions. At the country-level, such as in bilateral consultations with gov-

ernments of developing countries, and in donor coordination meetings,

more attention should be paid to the reform of UN development coop-

eration. The issue could also be discussed in the OECD’s Working Party

on Aid Effectiveness. As members of the Working Party, representatives

of developing countries and emerging powers are participating con-

structively in the very discussions about effectiveness that some of them

reject in New York.

• The non-Western G20 states, which are largely still looking for their

role in the UN-DS, represent additional coalition candidates. Some of

them could serve to bridge the differences that constitute the perpetual

basic conflict in the General Assembly and the ECOSOC. Here, the

German government would have to make UN reform a high priority

and discuss the issue in forums like the G20 and in bilateral talks. 
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1 Introduction

Practically since its founding, the United Nations (UN) has been undergo-

ing constant change. In economic and social fields, a few large-scale reform

attempts have been successful, but otherwise adaptation to changing polit-

ical, economic, and social conditions has been incremental. One of the

results has been the institutional disorder that has become so notorious,

with a number of subordinate and specialized agencies/programmes having

overlapping tasks, with negative consequences for recipient and donor

countries. In the past two decades in particular, a number of reforms have

been conducted and proposed to solve these problems.

Despite substantial progress, a number of observers do not believe reforms

to increase the coherence, coordination, and efficiency of the UN-DS have

gone far enough to properly position the UN’s development aid system and

respond adequately to global development-policy challenges. Reform pres-

sure has increased tremendously in the past decade. The changing donor

landscape, increasing pressure to become efficient and effective, increas-

ingly earmarked contributions, other international organizations taking over

tasks originally assigned to the UN, and other challenges – such as global

climate change and the global financial and economic crisis – are among

the phenomena that make a fundamental reform of the United Nations’

development system (UN-DS) more urgent. The current trend towards a

greater division of labour requires the sharpening of the UN’s development

profile to make its own role more evident along with its added value for

partner and donor countries. 

In addition to institutional lethargy, the identified obstacles to reform include

the contrary positions held by northern and southern countries (industrialized

countries and developing/emerging countries). Although none of the groups

of actors involved is homogenous, most of the negotiations at the United

Nations follow those lines (Malone / Hagman 2002). Yet, the traditional

North-South conflict makes itself felt within the UN not only in the form of

potentially conflicting policy preferences between various groups of coun-

tries; rather, observers report that some forces often exploit diverging inter-

ests to worsen the conflict in multilateral negotiations.

What would feasible reform options for the UN-DS look like, and what

roads must be taken to make these reforms successful? To provide a rough

outline of the answers to these questions, this study investigates the finan-
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cial and political actions along with the motives and preferences of major

state actors in the field of development cooperation at the United Nations.

One focal point is northern countries, i.e., the industrialized nations who

cover a large part of the financial costs for UN development aid. This group

includes the 27 states of the European Union (EU), which generally coor-

dinate economic and social issues closely. Non-EU members, such as

Switzerland and Norway, are also part of this group and often take similar

positions, as do Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. The US and Japan are

also part of the group of industrialized countries, though they often have

independent positions. In addition, the positions of the group of developing

countries and emerging powers are investigated; this group consists of a

much larger number of countries. The Group of 77 (G-77), in which devel-

oping countries within the UN have come together to better represent their

economic and social interests, now has 130 members. China is associated

with the G-77 and with the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), which now

represents the political interests of 113 countries. There is great overlapping

in the membership of the G-77 and NAM.

This analysis focuses on two reform dimensions: 

1. First, the positions of states vis-à-vis the external dimension of reforms

are analysed, specifically the position and desired role of the United

Nations within the global development architecture – for instance, ideas

about a global division of labour between EU, the World Bank, and UN

agencies. After all, the overriding question is which facets of the United

Nations’ profile, which remains a bit vague, should be made more visi-

ble and which should be given up. 

2. Second, the study sheds light on how states position themselves with

respect to reform initiatives that focus on coherence and procedures within

the UN-DS, hereinafter referred to as the internal dimension of reforms.

Here, the focus is on the current reform process, which was intensified in

2006, when the High-Level Panel on UN System-Wide Coherence in

Areas of Development, Humanitarian Assistance, and the Environment

(hereinafter: High-Level Panel or HLP) published its report. 

Chapter 2 provides a brief introduction of current problems and the need to

reform the UN-DS. Chapter 3 explains the selection of the most important

actors from the groups of Western states and developing countries and

describes their UN profiles based on their financial and political commit-
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ment. Chapter 4 provides an overview of current reform discussions and

processes regarding the external and internal reform dimensions of the UN-

DS. Chapter 5 sheds light on the positions of the various countries and

country groups on current reform options based on official documents and

interviews with decision-makers and people involved in the process. Chap-

ter 6 discusses these findings along with the opportunities and possibilities

for joint positions on far-reaching reform options. Finally, Chapter 7 con-

tains some conclusions for the German government. 

2 Characteristics and problems of the UN-DS: Status

of the discussion

2.1 Basic characteristics of the UN’s development system

The United Nations is a special actor in multilateral development coopera-

tion. UN agencies are generally held to have a number of unique qualities.

Its universal membership, its broad mandate, and its reputation as a neutral

actor give the global organization a special legitimacy and credibility.

Developing countries and industrialized nations can articulate their con-

cerns with formal equality, making the UN a global forum where ideas can

be developed, tested, shared, and made into internationally applicable stan-

dards. Excellent examples of standards set by the UN include the Millen-

nium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals; the resolutions

of the Earth Summit 2002 and the conferences on development financing in

2002 and 2008; and standards pertaining to human rights, labour rights, and

gender equality. The establishment of universal human rights standards and

their wide acceptance are counted among the UN’s fundamental achieve-

ments (Jolly / Emmerij / Weiss 2009).

UN agencies cover a very wide spectrum of tasks. The main ones are policy

advice, capacity building and other forms of technical cooperation targeted at

governments. Furthermore, UN agencies focus on specific issues (such as

HIV/AIDS and reproductive health) and target groups (such as children and

refugees) in a wide range of activities. In the past few decades, human rights,

good governance, and environmental standards have gained much more

importance. The United Nations also performs work where development

overlaps with other areas, such as adaptation to global climate change and
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1 Funds and programs are not international organizations in the proper meaning of the term

because they are formally answerable to the General Assembly. To improve readability,

the term “UN agencies” will be used in the following for funds/programs as well as for

specialized agencies.

2 Here and below, the term “normative” signifies the functions related to the creation of

rules and standards that apply for all UN members.

peace consolidation. As the preferred partner of developing countries with

offices almost all over the world, the UN can become involved in sensitive

issue areas and “difficult” countries. UN agencies also provide support with-

out conditions. Furthermore, the UN development system is considered to

have a major advantage: close collaboration with partner countries. 

In addition to serving as a forum, setting norms and standards, and working

as an operational actor, the UN collects, systematises, and analyses infor-

mation and knowledge about development issues. Partly on this basis, it

reviews the implementation of globally agreed standards and calls for their

enforcement. Furthermore, the UN acts as an advocate for the interests of

the poorest of the poor and other disadvantaged groups, such as by con-

tributing alternative concepts and content to global development-policy dis-

cussions. The most prominent examples include UNICEF’s study entitled

“Adjustment with a human face,” the work done by UNIFEM on gender

economics, the studies done by the International Labour Organization on

the social effects of globalisation, and UNEP’s reports on human develop-

ment (Jolly et al. 2004; Jolly / Emmerij / Weiss 2009).

It could be argued that this wide range of activities and the broad spectrum

of tasks require a complex organizational structure. The UN-DS easily pro-

vides that complexity. Although only five agencies make up two thirds of

the expenditures for operational activities, a total of 36 agencies are mem-

bers of the United Nations Development Group (UNDG), the coordination

forum for UN actors in the field of development. The most important and

best known funds and programmes are the UN Development Programme

(UNDP), the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), the UN Children’s Fund

(UNICEF), and the UN World Food Programme (WFP). From a legal

standpoint, funds and programmes are subsidiary to the General Assembly,

which controls them by electing multinational executive boards, on which

member states are represented according to standard regional proportion.1

Their main task is the operational implementation of development projects,

although a lot of them now also perform normative tasks.2
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3 The World Bank group is only marginally investigated in this study. Even though studies

of reform options for the future role of UN-DS must take account of the World Bank’s

activities, the internal reform debate on the UN system focuses mainly on the structure,

financing, and governing bodies within the UN-DS. Here, the World Bank plays a spe-

cial role.

In terms of development policy, the most important specialized agencies are

the World Health Organization (WHO), the Food and Agriculture Organi-

zation (FAO), and the International Labour Organization (ILO). The World

Bank Group has a special status. It is a member of the UN system but has

its own independent governance and financing arrangements that differ

from those of the main UN development actors.3 UN specialized agencies

– 15 of them in total – are part of the UN system but are otherwise inde-

pendent international organizations. They have their own membership, gov-

ernance structures, and membership fees. Unlike funds and programmes,

they are not bound to fulfilling instructions from the General Assembly.

Aside from the World Bank Group, the main tasks of specialized agencies

were originally providing analyses and setting standards. However, many

of them have added operational activities to their spectrum of tasks. Spe-

cialized agencies were founded based on functionalist premises. In the

WHO, health experts work together; in the FAO, agricultural experts do. A

lot of specialized agencies therefore continue to work in sectors, not coun-

tries, unlike funds and programmes. 

Intergovernmental bodies also work on normative issues pertaining to

social and economic development. The General Assembly is a forum for

global negotiation processes and, like the Economic and Social Council

(ECOSOC), monitors and formally coordinates (on behalf of agencies)

within the UN family. Within ECOSOC, regional and expert commissions

write studies on development policy issues. While the Human Rights Coun-

cil and the Peacebuilding Commission do not primarily have a development

mandate, there is some overlap with development issues. 

As part of the UN Secretariat, the Department of Economic and Social

Affairs not only administratively supports the work of intergovernmental

bodies, but also provides substantial work. For instance, the department is

responsible for following up the outcome of global conferences. It also

engages in technical cooperation.
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Development cooperation at the UN is mainly financed from voluntary

contributions. In 2008, the UN-DS spent a total of 18.6 billion USD on

operational activities – i.e., for development and humanitarian purposes

(United Nations Secretariat 2010, 2) – roughly equivalent to 15 percent of

global Official Development Assistance (ODA) (2008: 122.3 billion USD).

The share of development cooperation made up some 63 percent of the total

Figure 1:  Structure of the United Nations development system 
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sum, or roughly 11.7 billion USD (United Nations 2010: 25). From 1993 to

2008, the overall UN contributions for operational activities rose annually

by around five percent. This rate of increase is much greater than the annual

increase in global total ODA, which rose by 1.5 percent on the average per

year during the same timeframe (not including debt relief) (UN Secretariat

2010, 6). 

Most of the funding for UN development comes from countries, particu-

larly from Western donor countries. In 2008, members of the OECD/DAC

provided 62 percent of the overall contributions for operational activities (a

total of 22.2 billion USD). In the same year, contributions from non-

OECD/DAC countries only made up 12 percent of the total amount. Other

actors – such as the Global Fund to fight malaria, tuberculosis and

HIV/Aids, nongovernmental organizations, development banks, and the

private sector – provided the remaining 26 percent. The European Union

made up an especially large piece of the pie at seven percent of the total

amount (UN 2010a, 13). 

More than 50 percent of the expenditures for UN development activities

were devoted to least developed countries (LDCs) in 2008. The geographic

focus of these operations was Africa (UN 2010, 33). Relative to gross

national income, the main countries in which UN agencies made expendi-

tures for such operations were Liberia, Burundi, Afghanistan, Guinea-Bis-

sau, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Expenditures in these coun-

tries ranged from around six percent to 24 percent of the respective coun-

try’s gross national income. In terms of absolute amounts, Sudan,

Afghanistan, the Palestinian territories, the Democratic Republic of Congo,

and Ethiopia were the main focal points (UN 2010a, 35–36). 

On the one hand, the wide range of activities, the universal membership and

the complex organisational structure are positive features of the UN-DS.

On the other hand, these aspects are also the main points of criticism in

terms of effectiveness and efficiency. The following sections discuss the

main problems and the need for reform in terms of a) the role of the UN in

the global development system and b) internal UN development policy.

.
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2.2 Problems and the need for reform of the UN-DS

2.2.1 External reform dimension: The role of the UN in the 
global development system 

The global development system is extremely complex. More recently, it has

also been undergoing change. Governmental and nongovernmental actors are

growing in number, and financing channels are becoming more diverse

(Grimm et al. 2009; Messner / Faust 2009). Donor and recipient countries can

choose from a large number of potential development partners; as a result,

UN actors are increasingly under pressure to prove that they can provide serv-

ices effectively and efficiently. Simultaneously, the way in which develop-

ment is organised and conducted is changing as a reaction to the growing

number and wider range of actors. The Paris Declaration on Aid Effective-

ness and the subsequent Accra Agenda for Action obligate donors and part-

ner countries to follow the aid effectiveness principles of ownership, align-

ment, harmonisation, results-orientation and mutual accountability. New

financing modalities, such as budget support and sector programmes take

greater account of these principles and are starting to replace fragmented

financing of projects. Along with the call for greater efficiency and effective-

ness, the general trend towards a greater division of labour and towards

agreements between donors requires clearer donor profiles based on the com-

parative strengths of the respective actors (Burall / Maxwell 2006; Ashoff

2010), all of which also has consequences for UN development cooperation.

Some of the strengths of the UN will continue even under these new con-

ditions, such as its convening powers for states, international organizations,

and civil-society actors, as was shown at the global summits in the 1990s.

Likewise, the UN remains the only organisation where universal standards

can be adopted. A lot of UN agencies play a special role in monitoring and

enforcing such standards, partly because of the UN’s universal membership

and its perceived neutrality and legitimacy. However, UN actors increas-

ingly see competition from other governmental and nongovernmental

development actors in the field of operational activities in particular. 

The following challenges are especially important in this context: first, the

UN-DS’ profile remains blurry; second, other actors are entering the core

areas of the UN’s development activities; and third, the trend towards new

financing modalities, such as budget support, raises questions about the

benefits of having UN actors involved. 
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Blurry profile 

Despite a wide range of efforts, the contours of the UN system’s develop-

ment policy profile are still not sufficiently sharp. UN agencies know that

they need to specialize more and have a greater strategic division of labour.

They were well represented at the Accra Conference on Aid Effectiveness

in 2008 and have been undertaking steps to implement the Paris Declara-

tion (UNDG 2008b; Vatterodt 2007b; OECD 2009a, 78–82). Generally, UN

agencies work up multiyear strategy plans which set forth the thematic core

areas for approval by the governing bodies. At the country level, all agen-

cies are called on to identify the comparative strengths of their contribu-

tions when formulating country strategy papers, such as the United Nations

Development Assistance Frameworks (UNDAFs). They are to focus their

efforts on areas where they can have the greatest impact in order to avoid

overlapping and create synergetic effects (UNDG 2010a: 5; 11).

Aside from these efforts, attempts to define a clear focus for the system as

a whole are still pending. To do so, UN actors would have to focus on areas

where they can offer better services than other actors, and they would have

to pull back from other areas. Most UN agencies have a global mandate,

which makes greater geographic concentration inappropriate. Thematic

concentration also is difficult. For instance, although the capacity building

work done by the UNDP and others is considered the trump card for the

UN, these agencies also do work in completely different fields and often

raise funds for project activities at the country level. The agencies can

hardly be faulted for such practices, for they have a hard time not only leav-

ing fields they have been working in up to other organizations, but also

refusing project requests. Member countries bear the main responsibility.

They have continually entrusted the UN-DS with additional tasks; they also

provide incentives for a diversification of activities by limiting the regular

budgets of specialized agencies to zero growth while simultaneously offer-

ing financing outside the budget; and they increasingly use the UN as a con-

tractor. 

Competition from other actors

For a long time, the UN had a privileged role in the global development sys-

tem, but now other actors are performing tasks previously thought to be the

UN’s core field. Often, donor countries can more easily control these com-

peting organisations. The United Nations runs the risk of being marginalized.
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Originally, for instance, international finance institutes and the UN were to

have a complementary division of tasks, but these mandates increasingly

overlap. More and more often, World Bank subsidiary IDA gives grants

instead of loans, supports transition processes, and performs capacity build-

ing activities. The EU also works in related fields. Similar examples could

also be given for the UN’s function as a forum. The OECD’s Development

Assistance Committee has become the most important donor forum. Even

though its exclusive membership limits its legitimacy and acceptance, the

committee influences aid concepts and practice worldwide. The OECD is

also clearly entering the UN’s core field by setting up a global aid forum for

dialogue between development stakeholders and by including recipient coun-

tries in its Working Party on Aid Effectiveness (Fues 2010b). 

Challenges from new financing modalities

New types of financing, such as budget support, sector programmes, and

pool funds, also call into question the role of the United Nations within the

international development system. Such new modalities are becoming

increasingly important for recipient and donor countries. At the same time,

it is not yet clear to what extent UN agencies can and should take part. UN

agencies generally do not have considerable financial leeway, nor is it clear

what added value the UN could provide compared to direct budget support

without added UN overhead costs. Furthermore, the special neutrality of

UN agencies could be detrimentally affected if budget support and sector

programmes are bound to conditions (Scanteam 2005). A number of coun-

tries refuse to let agencies like the UNDP have input in the management of

budget support if they do not take part financially, even with a symbolic

contribution. In 2008, the UNDP/UNFPA supervisory board reacted and

allowed both agencies to become financially involved in sector budget sup-

port and in pool funds managed by the recipient government under certain

conditions. Nonetheless, technical support – such as through policy advice

– is still the priority (UNDP 2009b; UNDG 2009 f.). 

2.2.2 Internal reform dimension: Organization of the UN-DS 

Way back in 1964, experienced UN expert Robert Jackson called the UN

system an ungovernable, prehistoric monster in his two-volume report on

reforming that system (quoted in Weiss 2009, 73). Specifically, he felt that

extreme fragmentation was one of the main causes of UN development pol-
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icy’s coherence, efficiency, and effectiveness problems. Since the end of the

1990s in particular, a wide range of efforts have been undertaken to

strengthen the coherence of the UN system (Jenks et al. 2005). There have

been some success stories, especially at the country level (Vatterodt 2007b;

UNDG 2009e). The Delivering as One reform initiative launched in 2007

is a good example. Nonetheless, challenges remain, and there is still a need

to overcome the fragmentation of the UN-DS and its financing and gover-

nance structures; development activities also need to be demonstrably

effective and efficient. 

Fragmentation of UN institutional landscape

The fragmentation of the aid system is also reflected in the UN’s institu-

tional landscape. In the 1960s, there was still a generally accepted divi-

sion of labour between, on the one hand, the UNDP as a central body for

the planning, financing, and coordinating of UN aid activities and, on the

other, specialized agencies as implementation agencies – but that would

soon change. The number of funds and programmes grew as member

states founded individual agencies for new issues, sometimes as the

“price” that industrialized countries were willing to pay for consensus in

normative questions. These agencies often took on lives of their own and

expanded. Because they had rather limited resources, they focused on

related issues or new topics for which donors were willing to provide ear-

marked funding (Stokke 2009). The result is a complex, fragmented insti-

tutional landscape where the mandates and activities of agencies some-

times overlap and duplications exist. Though they differ greatly in size as

shown in Figure 2, 36 organizations take part in the UN’s operational

activities. In 2008, around two thirds of the total amount for development

activities went to only three of these agencies: the UNDP (37 percent),

UNICEF (18 percent), and the WHO (11 percent). Along with seven other

agencies, they received around 91 percent of total contributions, with the

remaining nine percent spread across 26 other agencies.4

4 If the entire contributions for UN operational activities are taken as the basis, the WFP

received roughly as much as the UNDP in 2008 (United Nations 2010a, 14). Since 2010,

the UN has been separately reporting contributions and expenditures for development-

related activities in its annual statistical report. Contributions for humanitarian purposes

are deducted from the total (27 percent of all UNICEF contributions and 100 percent of

all contributions to the WFP, UNHCR, UNRWA, and OCHA – Office for the Coordina-

tion of Humanitarian Affairs) (UN 2010a, FN 1). 
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The fragmentation of the UN-DS has a positive side, however: partner and

donor countries have a large number of development products to choose

from. On the other hand, there are many negative consequences. The

unclear division of tasks within the UN-DS is often a burden on relations

between agencies and leads to rivalries and competition for scarce

resources. At the country level, the UN-DS often percents itself as a large

number of financially weak actors whose service ranges only differ slightly.

As a result, coordination and cooperation are insufficient. It is hard to set

priorities and make comparative advantages clear; furthermore, potential

coordination requirements and synergetic effects are not sufficiently per-

ceived. Indeed, strategies, programmes, and the projects of individual agen-

cies may even compete or conflict.

Targeted reforms since the end of the 1990s have improved coordination at

the country level. For instance, UN actors coordinate their contributions

within an overall strategy agreed with the respective government in joint

UNDAFs. 
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(2008: 13.6 billion USD)

Source: UN (2010a, 29)
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Box 1: The Delivering as One reform initiative

In 2005, then Secretary-General Kofi Annan was entrusted with the task of

making recommendations of how to reform UN operational activities. In 2006,

the High-Level Panel on UN Systemwide Coherence (HLP) he set up proposed

ways to harmonize and improve coordination in the fields of development, emer-

gency aid, and the environment. The main proposal for development consisted in

having all the agencies act more as a single unit – in other words, “deliver as

one” (DaO). 

With the overall aim of improving coherence and efficiency, all UN agencies

were to work with a common country programme, a single budget plan, and a

common office with the same leadership. The Joint Programmes, which go bey-

ond the UNDAF’s joint project frameworks that are now commonplace, are desi-

gned to ensure that all of the activities performed locally by UN agencies are part

of a coherent whole. The recommendations for a single director are designed to

comprehensively strengthen the authority of the resident coordinator. The com-
mon budgetary framework is intended to ensure that the allocation of funding

within the UN-DS is transparent in the recipient country; costs are to be reduced

by sharing a common infrastructure in a single office. For most of the DaO coun-

tries, an additional One UN Fund was also set up to close financial gaps in the

financing of common country programmes.

Since 2007, Pakistan, Mozambique, Tanzania, Rwanda, Uruguay, Cape Verde,

Albania, and Vietnam are official pilot countries. More than ten other countries

(called “self-starters”) have begun following the principles voluntarily, and a

large number of potential candidates have also shown interest. 

Most of the evaluations of these pilot projects have been positive. UN agencies

are working better together and are able to react more flexibly to national prio-

rities. As a result, the ownership of developing countries is growing even as the

transaction costs for governments are falling; in return, UN actors initially have

to perform more work. Adjustments in procurement and other business practices

have also led to savings, even though a number of obstacles remain (UNDG

2009a; UNDG 2008a). 

Despite regional, economic, and geographic differences, all of the pilot countries

and self-starters agreed at a meeting in Kigali in 2009 that there is “no way back"

for them (UNDG 2009d). Based on the positive, country-specific evaluation

results, they reiterated their agreement in June 2010 in Hanoi and called for

changes at headquarters to allow UN agencies to work more closely together

(UNDG 2010b). By the fall of 2011, the results of an independent, comprehen-

sive evaluation of the pilot initiative are to be published to serve as the basis for

recommendations for the implementation of lessons across the entire system.
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At the level of the system itself, coordination bodies such as the Chief

Executive Board for Coordination (CEB) and the United Nations Develop-

ment Group (UNDP) have been established and reinforced. In these bodies,

heads of the various UN agencies meet to coordinate system-wide policies

(OECD 2009a, 96–100; Fues 2010a). But the reforms are hardly over. The

Delivering as One initiative has made it clear how urgent harmonisation is

in terms of reporting, human resources, procurement, and tools for pro-

gramming and evaluation (UNDG 2009a; UNDG 2008a; Vatterodt 2007b).

Insufficient quality and quantity of financing

The way the UN-DS is financed also needs to be reformed. The quantity of

the funding – i.e., the financing volume relative to the geographical reach

and range of responsibilities – is not the only thing that’s important; the

quality of financing – reliability and the ability to freely allocate funding –

is just as important. Even as UN funding generally has been increasing,

individual agencies remain chronically underfinanced, especially relative to

their usually comprehensive mandates. Since the 1980s, there has also been

a trend towards earmarks on funding. 

Voluntary contributions, from which the majority of UN development

activities are financed, can be divided up into core and non-core (“ear-

marked”) budgets.5 Contributions to core budgets lose their national iden-

tity and can be allocated as each agency sees fit in accordance with the pri-

orities specified by intergovernmental governing bodies. With earmarked

funding, each donor individually specifies on which region, country, issue,

and/or activity the money has to be spent. In such cases, the agency per-

forming the task must answer to the individual donor, not the intergovern-

mental governing body. In other words, UN agencies are used as an instru-

ment for the implementation of bilateral development policy, which contra-

dicts the multilateral principle of UN development cooperation.
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resources or between budgetary and extra-budgetary.
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Up to the 1980s, core contributions were the most common. They were dis-

tributed across developing countries based on an allocation scheme, and

governments could request funding to conduct programmes. These days,

earmarked contributions make up a much larger share of the pie than core

contributions do at most UN agencies. Figure 3 shows the rapid growth of

earmarked funding for the overall UN-DS.6 Other multilateral organiza-

tions also receive earmarked contributions, but donor countries seem to like

to resort to non-core contributions with the UN in particular.7

6 The figures given are for development-related and humanitarian activities summed up

under the label “operational activities."

7 In 2006, DAC members provided roughly 11 billion USD in earmarked contributions to

multilateral organizations. The UN system received around 70 percent of that amount,

followed by the World Bank in distant second place at 20 percent. Contributions to the

EU are generally not earmarked (OECD 2009a, 29–30).
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Figure 3: Trends in contributions for UN operational activities over time

(1993–2008)

UN-Operational Activities for Development

contributions over time: core and non-core

Source: UN Secretariat (2010, 7)
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8 The IFAD (International Fund for Agricultural Development), UNFPA, UNAIDS (Joint

United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS), and UNRWA are the only agencies with a

core budget that makes up far more than 50 percent of the total budget. One possible

explanation is that these agencies have a clear mandate that is limited in scope/region. In

all the other agencies, the volume of earmarked contributions exceeds the funding made

available for the core budget (UN Secretariat 2009b, Section 22).

In the case of the UNDP, UNFPA, and UNICEF, for instance, the share of

core funding in overall financing has fallen from 79.7 percent (1991) to

31.8 percent (2007) as non-core funding increased (UN Secretariat 2009b).8

This trend not only means that the basic idea behind multilateral develop-

ment cooperation, in which developing countries and industrialized coun-

tries jointly decide how the funding is to be used, is undermined in favour

of bilateral agreements. It also further fragments the UN-DS, for UN actors

then often have to compete at the country level for scarce funding. While

Figure 3 shows that contributions to core budgets have been increasing in

the past few years, the share of earmarked contributions continues to grow

much faster. 

The unpredictability of funds also detrimentally affects the quality of con-

tributions for UN development policy. In contrast to the World Bank Group,

commitments to UN agencies are generally only made for one year. In a lot

of countries, the UN receives the remainder after agencies of greater prio-

rity have received funding. Without reliable, predictable multi-year com-

mitments, it is hard to engage in strategic planning, which is important for

coherence, effectiveness, and efficiency. Many UN agencies, such as the

UNDP, now formulate strategy plans for several years to encourage donors

to make multi-year commitments. But despite some improvement, the

agencies still complain that they cannot predict funding, especially in times

of economic crisis (cf. UNDP 2010b, 8–9). 

UN agencies are also working to expand the group of contributors. Despite

a number of slight changes in the past few years, a majority of UN agencies

remain greatly dependent on a handful of Western donors. In 2007, for

instance, the ten largest donors made up 90 percent of the core budget of

the UNDP and UNFPA and 85 percent of the total budget at the World Food

Programme (UN 2009b, 21).
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Insufficient governance structures

The governance of the UN-DS and its operational activities has a number

of weak points, both in terms of the governance by intergovernmental

bodies (system-wide political governance and coordination; agency-speci-

fic governance) and governance by international bureaucracies (internal

coordination and executive governance at the country level). One reason is

that informal governance mechanisms have come about in addition to for-

mal governance structures. The formal structures either have nothing to do

with making decisions on how to allocate resources for operational activi-

ties (ECOSOC, General Assembly) or de facto only control less than a third

of UN development funding – namely, allocation of core contributions

(governing bodies in funds and programmes / specialized agencies). Many

donor countries influence the priorities of UN agencies via bilateral con-

tacts at headquarters and at the country level – and more importantly,

through their financing practice. In doing so, they undermine the actual

governance and coordination mechanisms, which do not allow them to pur-

sue their priorities as easily because of the need for consensus.
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Political governance and coordination

The General Assembly and the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)

provide political and strategic governance in addition to coordinating the

UN-DS's wide range of operations, but they do so insufficiently. Although

the founders of the United Nations saw “international cooperation in solv-

ing international problems of an economic, social, cultural or humanitarian

character” as one of the organization's core tasks, they failed to set up a

powerful body for political governance and coordination. While the

ECOSOC is one of the six main bodies and handles coordination and gov-

ernance, it simultaneously reports to the General Assembly, which provides

the overarching normative frameworks and establishes key system-wide

policy orientations. However, it is not always easy to tell where the General

Assembly's mandate begins and ECOSOC's ends, partly because a lot of

developing countries feel underrepresented in ECOSOC, which has 54

members, and therefore see the General Assembly as the right place to dis-

cuss a lot of the issues that are also on the agenda at ECOSOC. Many donor

countries do not want to closely link or subsume under ECOSOC the exec-

utive boards they think are working well. ECOSOC can make recommen-

dations but not any binding decisions. While ECOSOC can give these non-

binding instructions to the funds and programmes set up by the General

Assembly (such as UNDP and UNFPA) in principle, ECOSOC and the

General Assembly hardly have any influence over specialized agencies,

such as the FAO and WHO. In addition to these institutional problems,

ECOSOC’s agenda is always overburdened, there is too little knowledge

about the complexity of operational activities, and a general emphasis on

reaching compromises and a consensus – all of which contributes to the

limitations on ECOSOC's ability to set priorities and strategic targets (Tay-

lor 2000).

In the past few years, however, the division of tasks between ECOSOC and

the General Assembly has improved considerably (Rosenthal 2005). The

last two Triennial Comprehensive Policy Reviews (TCPRs) on UN opera-

tional activities not only formulated basic principles for UN development

cooperation and supported by all UN members but also specified how coor-

dination can be strengthened and called on all agencies to simplify, harmo-

nize, and focus on results. UN agencies have to report to ECOSOC on the

implementation of the TCPR resolution (cf. UN General Assembly 2007a).
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Agency-specific governance

The executive boards and other governing bodies of UN agencies perform

oversight over individual agencies and governance of varying quality. Inter-

view partners complain that politics is taking over at the UNDP/UNFPA

executive board and say that regional groups gain influence in the negotia-

tions, which makes it harder to reach substantial decisions. In addition,

there are complaints that the boards tend to make minor, technical deci-

sions. A number of donor countries reportedly use the executive board to

discuss detailed questions about individual country programmes and

agency management; as a result, some interviewees say, not enough atten-

tion is paid to the main tasks of the executive boards: providing instructions

for agencies' strategic focus. In contrast, others reported a positive trend in

so far as discussions of details within the executive boards increasingly

force the agencies to greater accountability concerning the allocation of

core contributions and their development effectiveness.

Although the governments represented in governing bodies could insist on

furthering greater system-wide coherence, up to now they have mainly

focused on individual agencies. Joint board meetings have been held over

the past few years, but they have no decision-making power. Thus, govern-

ing bodies have not been able to keep up with the integration of UN activ-

ities at the country level, which has continued to make progress in the past

few years, not least because of the DaO initiative. 

Coordination

The most important body for systemwide coordination is the Chief Execu-

tive Board for Coordination, which brings together the heads of all UN

agencies. In terms of management and other issues, coordination is entirely

voluntary. The UN Secretary-General is the chairperson but has no author-

ity to give instructions to specialized agencies. In 2007, the UNDG was

assigned to the CEB as a subcommittee (along with the High-Level Man-

agement Committee and the High-Level Programme Committee). The

UNDG brings together the funds, programmes, specialized agencies, and

the departments/offices of the Secretariat that perform operational activi-

ties. Through voluntary coordination, the UNDG promotes system-wide

coherence in UN operational activities and supports the Resident Coordi-

nator system through the United Nations Development Operations Coordi-

nation Office (UNDOCO) assigned to it. Despite the “soft” nature of vol-
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untary governance, the CEB and UNDG have succeeded in improving the

coordination and harmonization of agency practices in the past few years

(UN 2009a). The UNDG and UNDOCO are the main drivers behind imple-

mentation of DaO pilot projects. They play an important role in identifying

the first lessons to be drawn and in initiating additional systemwide

changes. Despite major progress, coordination and harmonization between

individual UN agencies remain a challenge because the structures that need

to be harmonized grew independently for decades, and no binding specifi-

cations can be imposed.

Executive governance

The fragmentation of the system continues at the country level, although

there has been some improvement over the past few years as the position of

the Resident Coordinator has been strengthened. Resident Coordinators are

to make sure that the work done by UN country teams complies with

national priorities, the mandates and targets of the agencies involved, and

the guidelines for UN operational activities. They are responsible that all

local UN activities are coordinated and that the governments of the pro-

gramme countries have access to the UN-DS's complete expertise. They are

also expected to raise funding for the work done by the country teams. In

2007, the General Assembly stipulated that Resident Coordinators must

report to the partner country's government on the work done by the entire

UN country team, which consists of representatives of all of the UN agen-

cies active at country level. But up to now, resident coordinators have not

had much control over members of the country team, who also answer to

their agencies at the regional level and at headquarters.

In 2008, the UNDG adopted a Management and Accountability Framework

and agreed to delineate the responsibility and accountability of the Resident

Coordinator and the country teams more clearly, partly to clarify the

UNDP’s dual function. On the one hand, the UNDP is a service provider for

all UN agencies in the programme countries. For instance, the UNDP man-

ages the Resident Coordinator system and allocates resources (such as the

multi-donor trust funds, MDTFs) for other UN agencies. On the other, it is

a development actor accused of pursuing its own interests (Vatterodt 2007b,

38–39; UN 2009c). Whereas UNDP country representatives used to auto-

matically hold the position of resident coordinator, the position of the

UNDP country director is increasingly a separate post from the position of

Resident Coordinator. 
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All in all, it remains to be seen to what extent the new rules will allow the

Resident Coordinator system to integrate the work done by country teams

and focus that work on the needs of programme countries. The UNDP has

already implemented the new rules, but other funds/programmes and spe-

cial agencies have not.

Need for better proof of effectiveness and efficiency

UN development cooperation has a reputation of being not especially cost-

efficient. The wide range of agencies, some of which conduct programmes

with relatively small financial volumes, leads not only to high administrative

costs, but also to more transaction costs for donor and recipient countries,

which have to be in contact with many partners and follow different kinds of

rules, for instance. From the viewpoint of the donor countries, a lot of UN

agencies also still cannot sufficiently demonstrate that funding is employed

cost-efficiently. Such specialized agencies as the FAO and the ILO are react-

ing especially slowly to the greater reform pressure (Swedish Ministry of For-

eign Affairs 2009; Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2008). 

Nonetheless, it would be unfair to accuse the overall UN-DS of being inef-

ficient. Over the past few years, some UN agencies have undertaken far-

reaching, impressive reforms, such as the introduction of results-based

budgeting, even though a lot remains to be done (UNDP 2007). Evaluations

have found that UN agencies are easily at the level of, and sometimes even

ahead of, the World Bank and others (CIDA 2009). However, the UN-DS is

a bit slow in implementing changes to increase efficiency. It also faces

charges of having an overblown bureaucracy (Easterly / Pfutze 2008). A lot

of UN agencies perform normative and operative activities, services for the

intergovernmental political process, and activities pertaining to analysis

and advocacy. Such activities require more staff-intensive support at head-

quarters than financial cooperation does, which constitutes the core activi-

ties of other non-UN organizations. But there is still room for improvement

at a lot of agencies.

Similar complaints are lodged with reference to the effectiveness of UN

development cooperation. Despite the lack of satisfactory tools to assess the

effectiveness of multilateral development cooperation (Scott et al. 2008), a

lot of donor countries believe UN development cooperation is not as effec-

tive as it could be. Indeed, donor countries’ general scepticism about mul-

tilateral development cooperation seems to be especially strong when it
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comes to UN agencies. According to a recent assessment by OECD/DAC,

the scepticism is not primarily based on facts; after all, the information

about multilateral results and effectiveness is generally not any worse than

for bilateral development cooperation. Rather, the bad reputation of multi-

lateral development cooperation mainly seems to be the result of a com-

munications problem (OECD/DAC 2010, 4). Generally, the agencies them-

selves assess the effectiveness of UN development activities based on var-

ious internal and external mechanisms (UNDP 2010a). Here, the UN-DS

once again suffers from its fragmentation. Up to now, no standardized

information has been collected, collated, and analysed in detail for the sys-

tem as a whole. However, a systemwide evaluation mechanism and a cen-

tral repository for detailed, standardized data about operational activities

are currently being prepared. Donor countries also use external mechanisms

to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of the UN-DS. Bilateral assess-

ment systems, such as the British Multilateral Effectiveness Framework

(MEF), and multilateral evaluation initiatives, such as the Multilateral

Organization Performance Assessment Network (MOPAN), have only

focused on individual agencies up to now. The MEF concentrated on the

efficiency of the agency – in other words, the inexpensive use of funding –

not the effectiveness of the agency (OECD 2009a, 84–89). MOPAN inves-

tigates and compares the perception of effectiveness of each agency among

donors and, to a limited extent, among developing countries over time. For

instance, they found that the UNDP is a good forum for policy dialogue and

praised its focus on good governance, gender equality, human rights, and

environmental protection. In contrast, MOPAN criticized the extent to

which UNDP uses national systems and applies lessons learned on its

development targets (MOPAN 2010).

3. UN commitment profiles of major actors

Before we take a look at reform proposals on how the UN-DS should be

positioned within global development system and on how the internal

coherence of the UN-DS should be improved and analyse how major mem-

ber countries position themselves in this regard, we first need to look at the

UN profiles of these countries. The main question is whether and to what

extent these countries support reforms to make UN development coopera-
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tion more effective and efficient. The UN profile covers both financial com-

mitments, which are mostly relevant for traditional donor countries, but

also the behaviour of emerging non-traditional donors. Second, the politi-

cal behaviour of the countries is important. We will begin with an overview

of the overriding motives behind these countries' UN commitments in order

to better understand their behaviour in the governing bodies of UN devel-

opment cooperation. The findings in these subchapters are then collated in

interim conclusions.

This study focuses on the top ten donor countries to UN operational activ-

ities in 2008 (UN 2009b, Table 6) under the assumption that the amount of

financial contributions is an indicator of how relevant the UN is considered

for national development policy and how much influence the country has

within the UN system. In 2006, Denmark and France were also among the

top ten contributors and are therefore also included in the analysis (UN

2008a, Table 7). As Switzerland, Belgium, and Ireland showed great inter-

est in UN reforms and engaged in innovative behaviour, they are also taken

into consideration. 

Because industrialized countries are still the main financers of UN devel-

opment cooperation, the volume of contributions is not a valid criterion for

the selection of the most important developing countries. Rather, member-

ship in G-20 is used under the assumption that its members (can) also play

an important role in the United Nations. The financial UN commitments of

these countries are also assessed. Egypt, Cuba, and Venezuela are also

included in the analysis because they play important roles in the Group of

77 (G-77) and in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), the most important

groups of developing countries and emerging powers in the UN. Last but

not least, small developing countries like Tanzania, Rwanda, and Vietnam

are included because they have showed special interest in reforming UN

development cooperation in the past few years as part of the One UN pilot

initiative.

3.1 Financial commitments

3.1.1 The actions of traditional donor countries

The analysis of the UN profiles of major industrialized states is informed

by three questions. First, how important do the various countries take UN

development cooperation to be? Here, the spotlight is mainly on the volume

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 37

Reforming development cooperation at the United Nations

11-5267_Studie_59_ENGL_10  27.04.11  14:25  Seite 37



of financing in absolute and relative terms. Second, do these 15 donor coun-

tries follow principles that promote the coherence and planning security of

the UN-DS in allocating funding? Third, to what extent do these countries

enter into strategic partnerships with UN agencies? Once these questions

have been answered, a group of donors whose actions support reforms par-

ticularly well will be identified at the end of the subchapter. 

The importance of UN development cooperation for industrialized coun-

tries

Appreciation of the UN and its activities is reflected in the financing made

available, as is support for reform processes. Here, the absolute amounts are

not the only important factor. Rather, comparisons allow us to understand

the contributions in a larger context. For instance, the share that each coun-

try covers can be compared with the share they would have to pay accord-

ing to the assessment scale for obligatory contributions to UN core budg-

ets. This assessment scale is based on each member country's relative abil-

ity to pay which is calculated based on gross domestic product and other

factors, such as foreign debt and per capita income.9 In addition, a compar-

ison of the share of UN funds in overall ODA expenditures and the UN's

share of multilateral ODA reveals how important individual countries

believe the UN is.

In absolute figures, the US is the clear leader in financing UN operational

activities for the entire timeframe under investigation (2003–2007). How-

ever, if the contributions of EU member states are added up, the EU clearly

plays a larger role. 

9 This scale of assessment applies not only to the regular UN core budget, but also to the

core budgets of many specialized agencies. For political reasons, the share that the US

pays is artificially limited to 22 percent of the UN's overall budget. The minimum con-

tribution is 0.001 %; cf. Hüfner (2003).
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Table 1:  Industrialized countries:  
  activities (2003–2008,  

 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Average  
2003–08 

US 2,284 1,780 2,607 2,710 2,776 3,939 2,683 
UK 633 748 1,051 1,023 1,153 1,142 958 
JP 639 664 911 938 845 1,084 847 
NL 464 643 788 775 818 972 743 
NO 435 481 759 826 901 909 719 
SE 325 466 710 887 883 879 692 
CA 337 418 674 621 706 835 599 
IT 271 324 383 253 542 556 388 
DE 230 269 472 359 426 504 377 
DK  204 228 340 336 456  439 334 
ES 56 70 119 262 573 801 314 
FR 105 168 311 284 276 296 240 
CH 145 164 198 225 228 254 202 
IE 63 67 115 184 225 230 147 
BE 82 98 162 151 161 166 137 
Others  4,008 5,444 4,643 7,362 8,110 9,234 6,467 
Total 10,299 12,032 14,243 17,196 19,078 22,240 15,848 

Note: The UN data on which this table is based are much higher than the comparable 
OECD/DAC figures; the UN itself says the difference exceeds 1.2 billion USD or 
28 present of the total just in terms of core contributions (United Nations 2008a, 
Section 58). These differences are the result of various inconsistencies, though the 
DAC and the UN system are working on harmonization (OECD 2009a; UN 
Secretariat 2009b). The DAC has not been collecting much data on earmarked 
payments to the UN-DS, which are considered bilateral contributions anyway and 
are therefore not assigned to the UN. In contrast, the UN figures include all 
contributions for UN operational activities – in other words, voluntary and 
obligatory contributions (if relevant to operational activities), or core and 
earmarked contributions. Furthermore, expenditures for operational activities also 
include contributions for humanitarian aid and those that developing countries use 
to finance UN activities at home (self-supporting contributions). 

Source:  UN (2005); UN (2006a); UN (2007a); UN (2008a); UN (2009b); 
               UNDESA (2010, Table A- 4) 

in USD Million)
Contributions for UN operational
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The biggest contributors among the group of EU member states are the

United Kingdom, the Nordic countries (except for Denmark), and the

Netherlands. They provide the UN-DS with far more funding than their

neighbouring countries do. Spain has ramped up its contributions to the

UN-DS considerably, increasing them more than 14-fold from 2003 to

2008. For years, Germany has been in the lower third of the top ten and now

comes in at around the level of Denmark. Three countries from outside the

EU – Norway, Japan, and Canada – are also in the top ten. 

The scale of assessment of used for regular UN budgets provides a way of

better assessing the absolute volume of payments to the UN-DS.10 A com-

parison of obligatory, assessed and voluntary contributions in the countries

under investigation clearly shows that the burden of support is not equally

spread across donor countries. If we compare the shares of these countries

with the share they would have to pay to regular UN budgets based on their

economic power, a number of countries are clearly below their mandatory

amounts. In return, others pay far more. Table 2 illustrates these relations

on the basis of the core budgets of the UNDP, UNICEF, and UNHCR.

For instance, Germany would have to more than double its contribution to

the UNDP and UNHCR (United Nations Refugee Agency) if it wanted to

pay its fair share in the financing of the UN-DS as it does in other areas. At

UNICEF, Germany would have to up its contribution even more. The same

holds true for Japan, the US, and Italy. France would also have to clearly

increase its payments to all three agencies. 

In contrast, a number of countries clearly pay more than they have to

according to the scale of assessment (highlighted in gravy in Table 2). In

the UNDP's core budget, most of these are small countries (NL, CH, BE,

and IE), the Nordic states (NO, SE, and DK), and countries with a multi-

lateral focus, such as Canada, the United Kingdom, and Spain. The Scan-

dinavian countries alone (without Finland) along with the Netherlands

make up nearly 50 percent of the UNDP's core budget.

Silke Weinlich
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10 Again and again, there are discussions about an indicative payment scale of assessment

for the UN-DS. For instance, in 2008 Switzerland proposed that the Secretary-General

adopt a “good donorship initiative,” which would include such an assessment scale.

Switzerland did so in the hope of increasing peer pressure in order to distribute burden

sharing more equitably, see Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft (2008a).
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 Table 2:  Industrialized countries: Contributions to core budgets in 2008  
               (UNICEF, UNDP, and UNHCR) 

Scale of assessment 
for regular UN 
budget (share as a 
percentage) 

 

2007-09  2010-12 

Contributions 
to UNICEF's 
core budget in 
2008 (USD 
mill. / share 
as percentage) 

Contribution 
to UNDP's 
core budget in 
2008 (USD 
mill. / share as 
percentage) 

Contribution to 
UNHCR's core 
budget in 2008 
(USD mill. / 
share as 
percentage) 

NO 0.782 0.871 73.5 / 12 137.6 / 12 52.0 / 6 

NL 1.873 1.855 53.4 / 9 116.6 / 10 74.7 / 8 

SE 1.071 1.064 71.9 / 12 109.6 / 10 86.6 / 10 

US 22.00 22.00 128.0 / 20 97.4 / 9 250.1 / 28 

UK 6.642 6.604 38.0 / 6 96.3 / 9 43.2 / 5 

JP 16.624 12.530 15.7 / 3 73.1 / 7 72.6 / 8 

DK 0.739 0.736 37.6 / 6 73.1 / 7 42.6 / 5 

CA 2.977 3.207 17.7 / 3 55.4 / 5 27.0 / 3 

ES 2.968 3.177 23.3 / 4 54.4 / 5 26.1 / 3 

CH 1.216 1.130 16.9 / 3 45.6 / 4 21.2 / 2 

FR 6.301 6.123 18.5 / 3 43.2 / 4 19.4 / 2 

DE 8.577 8.018 8.3 / 1 42.2 / 4 32.9 / 4 

IE 0.445 0.498 25.1 / 4 34 / 3 22.5 / 3 

IT 5.079 4.999 17.7 / 3 23.6 / 2 32.7 / 4 

BE 1.102 1.075 4.7 / 1 18.4 / 2 11.1 / 1 

Others 21.604 26.11 65.4 /10 29.5 / 7 73.7 / 8 

Total 100 100 615.7 /100 1.100 / (100) 888.4 / (100) 

Source:  Figures from UNDP (2009a); UN (2009b); UNICEF (2009); UNHCR 
              (2009); UN General Assembly 2007b, 2009b; in some cases author’s 
              own calculations 

 
 
 

       
         

 

During the East-West conflict, the Nordic states and the Netherlands paid

more than their fair share into the UN-DS as like-minded donors and they

seem to be continuing this policy in light of their current contributions in

relation to their overall ODA expenditures. Not surprisingly, this example

once again shows that the UN-DS is most important for small countries

(Figure 5).

Reforming development cooperation at the United Nations
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Table 2: Industrialized countries: Contributions to core budgets in 2008

(UNICEF, UNDP, and UNHCR)

Source: Figures from UNDP (2009a); UN (2009b); UNICEF (2009); UNHCR
(2009); UN General Assembly 2007b, 2009b; in some cases author’s
own calculations
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Figure 5: Share of UN core contributions in overall ODA (average value

2004–2006)

NO 17 % NL 8 % DE ca. 2 %

DK 14 % CA 8 % FR ca. 2 %

SE 13 % CH 7 % BE 2 %

IE ca. 10 % IT 6 % US 2 %

JP 6 %

GB 5 %

ES 4 %

Source: Author's data partly based on country chapters in OECD (2009a); 
OECD (2008, 80); OECD (2009b)
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From 2004 to 2006, Norway spent 17 percent of its total ODA on core con-

tributions for the UN-DS. Denmark, Sweden, and Ireland trusted the UN-DS

with more than ten percent of their ODA. France, Belgium, and the US are at

the other end of the spectrum. For these countries, the UN-DS is not such an

important partner in terms of core contributions, though the amounts are quite

substantial in absolute figures. The UN-DS also plays only a minor financial

role for Germany. These countries focus more on bilateral development coop-

eration and other multilateral agencies in their development work. They only

provide two percent of their ODA to the UN-DS. 

One other thing should be kept in mind here. Unlike the data used in Table

1, the OECD figures shown here contain less than half of the money that

the UN-DS actually received because the figures only reflect core contri-

butions, not earmarked payments. The tables reveal quite a bit if we assume

that core contributions for UN agencies are more valuable than earmarked

funding and therefore also represent a clear commitment on the part of the

donor country to the multilateral character of the United Nations.

A comparison of the standing that the UN-DS has relative to other multi-

lateral organizations confirms the indications above of the relevance of the

UN-DS for the countries under investigation. Figure 6 shows each country's

relative contributions to multilateral aid organizations in a bar graph that

also indicates the absolute amount of contributions. Here, earmarked con-

tributions are also not taken into consideration. The lowest part of the bar

represents core contributions to the UN-DS.
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For Norway, Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, Canada, and Ireland, the

UN-DS was generally the main recipient of multilateral ODA from 2004-

2006 if payments to the European Union are disregarded. These countries

gave a smaller share of their ODA to all other multilateral organizations.

For Japan and Switzerland, the World Bank was the most important multi-

lateral development organization, with the UN coming in second – as was

also the case for the UK, Italy, Spain, Belgium, Germany, and France. For

the US, the UN was the third biggest multilateral partner and received only

slightly less funding than other multilateral recipients, such as the Global

Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria.

If we add the multilateral funding paid to the EU during the same timeframe

to the data above, the EU turns out to be by far the biggest recipient of multi-

lateral aid for most EU member states. The funding that large EU member

states (Germany, France, the UK, Italy, and Spain) provide to the EU exceeds

by far all other multilateral contributions. The UN-DS only remains the most

important multilateral partner for Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands,

while it comes in second for Ireland. For all of the other EU member states

investigated, the UN-DS is the third-largest recipient of multilateral funding.11

11 As a supranational regional organization, the EU's funding allocation procedures differ

greatly from those of the UN, the World Bank, and development banks, where develop-

ing countries take part in decisions. Furthermore, a large part of the multilateral aid is

paid as obligatory national contributions to the EU's overall budget, and supranational

EU bodies participate in the decision-making process on the size of the share that is des-

ignated for development cooperation (Grimm 2010).
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Figure 6: Amount and distribution of multilateral ODA from donor 

countries (averages value 2004–2006 without EU)

     

     

     

Source: Author's depiction based on OECD (2009b, Table 2.1)
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Figure 7: Amount and distribution of multilateral ODA from donor 

countries (averages value 2004–2006 with EU)

Source: Author's depiction based on OECD (2009b, Table 2.1)

Good donorship practices in industrialized countries 

In addition to the Good Humanitarian Donorship initiative launched in

2003, ideas about how to set up principles on good multilateral donorship

to increase the UN agencies’ planning security are repeatedly tossed about

at the UN (such as UN 2008b). An important element of such principles is

a commitment to contributions over several years. Another is a healthy bal-

ance between earmarked and core contributions. Furthermore, the different

types of earmarking are becoming more important. The following analysis

focuses on donor practices in the 15 countries under investigation based on

these criteria.

Multi-year contributions

When donor countries commit to fixed contributions for UN agencies over

several years, the agencies have a secure basis for planning and manage-

ment. In doing so, the donor countries support the agencies in their strate-

gic long-term planning and protect them from short-term financial fluctua-

tions. There are various reasons why a country might not want to or be able

to make a multiyear commitment to the UN-DS. For instance, a foundation,

legal or otherwise, may be lacking; national parliaments may shy away

from advance commitments; budget cycles may limit leeway; and donors

generally appreciate the flexibility that single-year commitments provide.
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A cursory analysis of UN documents and interviews allows some conclu-

sions to be drawn about which donors generally make multiyear commit-

ments to the UN-DS. The data did not reveal the extent of these commit-

ments, nor were all UN agencies taken into account. It was found that the

group of states that make multi-year commitments is relatively small and

consists of the Netherlands, Norway, the UK, Belgium, Canada, Denmark,

Ireland, and Switzerland.

Other countries mainly complained of problems pertaining to budgetary

rules, which rule out multi-year commitments to core budgets for UN agen-

cies (above and beyond mandatory contributions). Although multi-year

pledges are common practice in bilateral development cooperation (includ-

ing earmarked contributions) and commitments to the multilateral develop-

ment banks, Germany, Japan, the US, and France do not make any multi-

year pledges for voluntary contributions to the core budgets of UN agen-

cies. But there is an exception for Germany, which makes two-year pledges

for contributions to the World Food Programme. Sweden is currently inves-

tigating how it can change its budgetary rules to allow multi-year contribu-

tions.
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Table 3:  Multi-year commitments for voluntary contributions to 
                UN agencies 

 UN agencies and timeframe 

Netherlands UNDP (2008-2011); UNFPA (2007-2009);  
UNICEF (2007 pledged) 

Norway UNDP (2008-2011); UNFPA (2007-2009); UNICEF 

United Kingdom UNDP (2008-2011); UNIFEM 

Belgium UNDP (2008-2011); UNFPA (2007-2009) 

Canada UNDP (2008/9, 10/11); UNFPA (2007-2009); UNIFEM 

Denmark UNICEF (2007 pledged); UNDP 

Ireland UNFPA (2007-2009); UNICEF; UNHCR; WHO 

Switzerland UNFPA (2007-2009); UNV (2009); UNIFEM 

Source:  Author's depiction based on data from interviews; UNDG (2009c,  
               Annex 3); UN (2007b, § 60)  
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A healthy balance between earmarked contributions and core contributions

Core contributions are especially important for the UN-DS: “Core resour-

ces are the bedrock of the UN system for development, as these resources

allow it to pursue its mission according to the key principles of universality

and neutrality” (UN Secretariat 2009b, 3). Earmarked contributions have a

number of drawbacks for the UN-DS:

• To a varying extent, they all undermine the priorities set by governance

bodies. 

• They increase transaction costs, such as when individual agreements

have to be negotiated and signed and special, dedicated reports written. 

• Funding for specific projects or programmes generally keeps UN agen-

cies from working with other agencies and increases the amount of

fundraising that staffs perform at the country level, leaving them less

time to do their actual work.

• It is often claimed that activities funded by earmarked contributions are

subsidized by core contributions. Although an administrative fee is

charged for such activities, it does not cover the reproduction of the oper-

ative and normative basis of the UN-DS for the long term (UN 2009d,

Sections 19–24). In other words, countries that mainly use the UN for

projects do so at the expense of countries that pay a greater portion of

core contributions.

In return, earmarked contributions seem attractive for donor countries at

first glance:

• They are more visible and can be designed to suit national focal points. 

• A country can more easily demand proof of the application of funds, and

their efficient and effective usage. In addition, earmarking increases its

influence on the recipient organization. 

• Many donor countries take funding decisions locally in the programme

countries themselves.

• When national strategies also set certain issues as priorities, earmarked

funds for the UN-DS seem attractive to many donors.

UN agencies are not forced to accept earmarked funds, but they certainly

have a hard time turning them down in light of the general dependence on
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voluntary contributions, shrinking core budgets, and competition with other

development actors. A report published by the UN Secretariat in 2009 pro-

poses that countries pay at least half of their overall contributions for devel-

opment as core contributions (UN Secretariat 2009b, Section 69). In New

York, the 50 percent mark was criticized as arbitrary, and the Secretariat

failed to produce an analysis explaining why exactly 50 percent should be

core contributions. Yet this percentage lends itself as yardstick against

which the contributions from the main donor countries can be assessed. If

the 50 percent threshold were the target, France (75 percent), Switzerland

(57 percent), Japan (59 percent), and Denmark (49 percent) would easily

fulfil this principle of good donorship according to 2006 figures from the

DAC. However, the DAC report, which does not include all earmarked

funds, also suggests that Germany, Italy, and Spain could join the club of

“good donors,” although no specific percentages can be given because of a

lack of data.12 Data are also lacking for Sweden. The Netherlands (38 per-

cent), Canada (four percent), the UK (45 percent), and Norway – which are

exemplary in other areas investigated – would have to change their donor

practices. The same applies all the more for the US (25 percent) and Bel-

gium (30 percent), which would have to make substantial changes (OECD

2009a). In other words, the findings relativise the assessment of some of the

countries identified as “good donors” in the initial analysis. 

The picture is slightly different if we base the analysis on UN data for

2008.13 For the sake of comparison, the x-axis in Figure 7 shows the per-

centage of core contributions in a country's overall contributions, while the

y-axis indicates the absolute volume of contributions. Denmark, France,

Germany, Switzerland, Ireland, Sweden, and the Netherlands provide more

than half of their contributions to the UN-DS without any conditions and

12 The data are based on DAC data for 2006 from the various country chapters in the DAC

report on multilateral aid. The figures are partly based on estimates since not all donors

report “multi-bilateral” funding for the UN-DS, nor are the channels through which their

aid funding flows reported in any standardized way.

13 Since 2010, the UN has been separately reporting contributions and expenditures for

development-related activities in its annual statistical report. Contributions for humani-

tarian purposes are deducted from the total (27 percent of all UNICEF contributions and

100 percent of all contributions to the WFP, UNHCR, UNRWA, and OCHA – Office for

the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs) (UN 2010a, FN 1). Because earmarked fun-

ding is generally much more common in humanitarian aid, we are now finally able to

map out the actual extent of earmarking within the development contributions
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Figure 8:  Donor countries: Core/non-core contributions to the UN-DS (2008)

Source:  Author's depiction based on UNDESA (2010, Table A3)
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therefore constitute “good donors” as defined by this indicator. The US also

provides just as much core funding as it does earmarked funding and there-

fore also belongs to this group. Japan, Norway, and Belgium add additional

conditions to less than 60 percent of their contributions. Spain is an outlier

with less than 30 percent core contributions. Canada, Italy, and the UK are

not that far off from Spain, however, with less than 40 percent core contri-

butions. One salient feature is that countries with small absolute donations

have higher shares of core contributions. Belgium is an exception here,

however. Interestingly, the Belgian government has made drastic changes

by agreeing to make donations exclusively to the core budgets of its multi-

lateral partner organizations starting in January 2009. While it reserves the

right to make earmarked contributions to programme countries, it aims to

reduce them to the extent possible. Earmarked contributions to the UN-DS

used to make up more than 70 percent of its contributions but are now to be

converted into semi-core contributions, which focus on agencies’ strategic

priorities (Anonymous 2008; UN 2008a, Box 1). 

The analysis of contributions to the most important development agency at

the UN with the biggest budget, the UNDP, more or less confirms the cat-

egories above (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 9: UNDP: Donor practices (2008)
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Source:  Author's depiction based on UNDP (2009a, 39)
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Once again, countries that make relatively small absolute financial contri-

butions – Ireland, Switzerland, Denmark, France, and Belgium – provide

most of their funding without any strings attached. Of the major contribu-

tors, Norway has the greatest multilateral focus with 55 percent core con-

tributions. This weighting of core/non-core differs from Norway's overall

contribution to the UN-DS, which indicates greater earmarking. While the

US, the UK, and Japan provide the greatest quantity of financing, they do

not perform as well in terms of quality. Seventy-three percent, 66 percent,

and 67 percent of their contributions, respectively, are provided with addi-

tional conditions. Canada, Spain, and Italy are comparable. It can be

assumed that the donor practices of these countries at the country level are

not in line with the priorities they subscribe to in executive boards. Accord-

ing to UNDP 2008, Germany also comes in just below the 50 percent

threshold. 

Types of earmarking

There are different ways of providing earmarked funding to the UN-DS. In

general, a distinction is made between multi-donor trust funds, thematic

funds, project/programme funds, and self-supporting contributions. Not all
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types undermine the system's multilateral character in the same way. Some

of them represent a compromise between the agencies’ wish for a more

multilateral agenda and planning security, on the one hand, and the donor

countries' wish for greater flexibility, on the other (UN Secretariat 2009b).

The contributions that support agencies in their multilateral core areas are

considered especially positive. In particular, they include thematic trust

funds, such as the UNDP Democratic Governance Thematic Trust Fund. In

the best case, thematic trust funds focus on agencies' strategic plans, which

are approved by governing bodies. The funds allow donors to set regional,

programme, or thematic priorities. Contributions to special accounts for

negotiated voluntary core funding, which a number of specialized agencies

recently launched to compensate for the on-going shrinking of core budg-

ets, also remain positive. Multi-donor trust funds (MDTFs), which have

been booming in the past few years in terms of both number and volume,

at least comply with the Paris Declaration. These funds allow countries to

collectively provide supporting contributions to the UN-DS. In particular,

MDTFs have been established for countries in crisis, such as Iraq, Sudan,

and Sierra Leone. Earmarked funding for specific projects and programmes

has a negative impact overall, especially in combination with shrinking

core contributions. It is assumed that such funding only further increases

competition between agencies and fundraising at the country level; further-

more, agencies are distracted from concentrating on multilateral priorities,

and their ability to work with each other and with bilateral/multilateral aid

actors is thereby limited. Developing countries and emerging powers make

self-supporting contributions. They are explained in greater detail below.

At percent, there is no aggregated data for the itemization of earmarked

funding from the countries under review. However, Table 5 shows the com-

position of earmarked funding from OECD/DAC member states in 2008,

with a distinction made between funding for development and for humani-

tarian activities. Based on this data, some general conclusions can be drawn

about the countries under review.

The figures support the assumption that countries that earmark a large share

of their donations do not help reduce the fragmentation of the UN-DS.

While the one or other country under review here could have a more posi-

tive balance of earmarked funding for the UN-DS, the share of donations

for specific projects and programmes dominates. A large share of ear-

marked funding from Spain, Canada, Italy, the UK, Norway, and Japan sug-
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gests that the donation practices of these countries contribute to the frag-

mentation of the UN-DS more than those of countries with balanced

core/non-core contributions do. According to UN statistics, OECD/DAC

members contributed 4.9 billion USD in earmarked funding to the UN-DS.

By far the largest share, 4.1 billion USD, went to specific projects and pro-

grammes. In other words, more than 80 percent of the earmarked funding

provided by OECD/DAC donors was contributed in a way generally held

to undermine the system's coherence the most. In comparison, the contri-

butions for thematic funds (0.3 billion USD) and MDTFs (0.6 billion USD)

are very modest even though OECD/DAC members provide more than 90

percent of such funding. 

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 51

Reforming development cooperation at the United Nations

Table 4: Composition of contributions for UN operational activities (2008)

Type of Total Development activities Humanitarian activities

financing

All donors OECD/DAC All donors OECD/DAC

Mill. Mill. % Mill. % Mill. % Mill. %

USD USD USD USD USD

Total 22.0 13.3 61 7.7 58 8.7 39 6.1 70

contributions

Core 6.3 4.5 72 3.6 79 1.8 28 1.0 60

contributions

Earmarked 15.7 9.0 57 4.9 54 6.7 43 5.0 74

contributions

MDTFs 0.9 0.7 82 0.6 91 0.2 18 0.2 100

Thematic 0.4 0.3 72 0.3 91 0.1 28 0.1 91

funds

Self- 1.7 1.6 91 0.0 0 0.1 9 0.0 0

supporting

contributions

Project / 12.7 6.4 51 4.1 64 6.3 49 4.7 75

program-specific

Source: UN Secretariat (2010, Table 1)
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Reform support at the country level

When donor countries call for greater coherence and cooperation among

UN agencies, it makes sense to see whether their actions support their

demands. As the High-Level Panel proposed, Delivering as One principles

are currently being implemented in eight official pilot countries (and

numerous unofficial self-starters). One UN Country funds set up for each

pilot country and several others are an important component. The MDTF-

UNDG office currently administers 16 such funds (as of June 2010). Gov-

erning bodies and/or resident coordinators make all decisions about fund

allocations at the country level. The funds are to cover shortfalls resulting

from an imbalance between common country programmes and the core

budgets of the agencies involved. The funds directly promote the coherence

and cooperation of UN agencies in programme countries. They allow

donors to allocate contributions to the UN-DS for specific countries (and

often for specific topics as well) and bundle them with contributions from

other donors. At the same time, the funds provide additional incentives for

governments in programme countries to accept the additional work that

needs to be done at the beginning of pilot projects; the funds also strengthen

the position of the Resident Coordinators by giving them control over fund-

ing.14 Donors can also support the work done by the UNDP and DOCO to

reach these goals, such as by contributing to UN Country Coordination

Funds, which provide support and funding for coordination tasks to UN

country teams (Vatterodt 2007b, 82–86).

Almost all of the countries under review contribute to the financing of cur-

rent reform processes, although some countries invest far more than others.

Spain has an extreme position in terms of finance volume. When the MDG

Achievement Fund was set up in December 2006, Spain provided 528 mil-

lion euros (up to 2010), with an additional 90 million euros being made

available in 2008. Although the MDG Achievement Fund does not exclu-

sively serve to promote reform projects, pilot countries can nonetheless

receive such funding. These contributions are not reflected in Figure 9. 

14 In the DaO pilot countries, One Funds made up different shares of the UN system's over-

all expenditures. While the One Funds in the Cape Verde, in Malawi, and in Pakistan do

not make up any noteworthy share of the overall expenditures, the volume in Vietnam

made up 26 percent, compared to around 20 percent in Rwanda, Albania, and Tanzania,

nearly 15 percent in Uruguay, and 10 percent in Mozambique (UN 2010a, 40).
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In September 2008, Spain joined forces with Norway and the UK to set up

the Expanded DaO Funding Window for Achievement of the Millennium

Development Goals to provide direct support for the DaO initiative; the

Netherlands also contributes. This window expands the pilot countries'

original financing options in two dimensions. First, part of the Spanish fund

is converted into a multi-donor fund that is also open to other donor coun-

tries and is designed to provide better planning security and additional

resources for the DaO process. The fund is also intended to compensate for

differences in the funding available to “aid orphans” and “donor darlings.”

Second, all country teams and programme countries that organize their

work in a common country programme now have the right to apply for such

funding. In other words, in addition to a UNDAF, they now have to come

up with a UNDAF action plan that specifies exactly how which funding is

to be used by who to reach the common goals specified. In this way, the cir-

cle of applicants is expanded to include unofficial pilot countries and pro-

Reforming development cooperation at the United Nations

Figure 10:  Financial support for the Delivering as One initiative

Source: Author's depiction based on data from the Multi-Donor Trust Fund
Office Gateway starting in 2006 (as of March 2010)
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15 Norwegian government: Expanded Delivering as One Funding Window. 02.10.2009;

online: http://www.norway-un.org/Selected+Topics/reform/021008_Spaniafond.htm

(retrieved on 04.09.2009).

gramme countries that choose to draw up a common country programme

when negotiating upcoming UNDAFs (UNDG 2009b; UNDG 2009c). In

March 2010, 17 programme countries were already authorized as appli-

cants. Figure 9 shows the DaO Expanded Funding Window not only as a

fund to which donors contribute in order to support the DaO initiative (part

of the columns for Spain, Norway, the UK, and the Netherlands), but also

as a donor itself because a lot of the new One UN country funds only

receive money from this single source. 

The UK is providing 40 million pounds (2009–2011), while Norway has

pledged 40 million USD (2009–2011). The press release specifies the total

amount for this two-year period at 275 million USD.15 With a total of

around 20 million USD for various country funds, Canada is another coun-

try that has also invested a lot of money already in the DaO process. Bel-

gium, Denmark, Italy, Germany, the US, and Japan have not yet taken part

in financing the DaO process at the country level. 

The financing of DaO processes is not uncontroversial among donors; after

all, we are talking exclusively about earmarked contributions provided to

the UN-DS right past the noses of the governing bodies in individual agen-

cies. For instance, Sweden has chosen not to provide any money to the

MDG Achievement Fund even though it is a big supporter of DaO. The

Swedes are worried that the multi-donor facility will be strengthened at the

expense of core budget contributions when countries stop providing addi-

tional funding over the long term. Switzerland also sees a risk that the proj-

ects financed with these funds might not be viewed as neutral because of

the fund's governance structures, which are dominated by donors, as

opposed to executive boards, in which developing countries formally hold

the majority.

Proponents of this type of financing argue that the benefits outweigh the

risks. They point out that funds from the Expanded Funding Window and

the One UN country funds are used to close the gaps in common country

programmes agreed to by a government and the UN country team, thereby

substantially strengthening the ownership of programme countries. If the

funding is increasingly made available at the country level, the process has
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consequences for funds/programmes and specialized agencies. Power shifts

out of agency headquarters and into the field, and agencies are forced to

work together. 

As Figure 11 shows, many states that support the DaO initiative at the coun-

try level also contribute to the Country Coordination Fund. This fund

strengthens coherence at the country level by supporting the Resident Coor-

dinator system and providing technical and financial assistance to help

country teams work better together. Country teams in the pilot countries can

also benefit from the funding (UN DOCO 2010). From 2007–2009, Ger-

many contributed the most to UNCCF. Compared to the contributions that

Spain, Norway, and the UK invested in the DaO process, however, Ger-

many's contributions are quite modest. Belgium and France also promoted

better cooperation at the country level in this way.

The US, Japan, and Italy are the big exceptions in the 15 countries under

review. None of them have provided additional voluntary contributions to

support the DaO initiative. 

Figure 11:  Contributions to the UNCCF

Source:  Author's depiction based on UNDOCO (2010, 52)
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Strategic partnerships with UN agencies 

The amount of funding, midterm reliability, and freedom from additional

conditions are not the only things that reveal the extent to which countries

support the UN in its reform efforts. Donor discipline also expresses itself

in a strategic approach to partnerships with UN agencies. For instance, a

small group of agencies may receive a relatively large amount of contribu-

tions. Another indicator is an explicit, coherent, and transparent strategy for

selecting agencies to support; here, the criteria underlying the allocation of

funds should also support agencies in reaching their reform goals. Of

course, strategic partnerships can also be used to assert one's own political

preferences within UN agencies. A growing number of donors are explic-

itly making efficiency and effectiveness a criterion for core contributions,

which didn't used to be the case as often (Grimm / Warrener 2005). A lot of

donors also enter into bilateral partnerships with the agencies involved; in

such cases, the agencies are accountable directly to the donors. A number

of donors (such as Canada) use executive boards to percent the results of

such partnership agreements. In other words, they explicitly want to con-

nect their own evaluation with the executive boards that are actually

entrusted with such tasks. The counter example is the UK, whose partner-

ship agreement with the UNDP contains goals that do not come from the

agency's strategic plan.

• In 2001, Ireland reduced the number of its UN partners from 35 to 20. In

2005, it entered into strategic partnerships with six UN agencies (ILO,

UNICEF, UNFPA, UNHCR, UNDP, and WHO). These agencies

received pledges for multiyear contributions provided that some jointly

formulated targets derived from the agencies' strategic documents are

reached.

• Canada: The Canadian International Development Agency CIDA has

come up with its own toolbox for assessing the effectiveness and rele-

vance of multilateral organizations. This toolbox is currently still being

tested. Along with Sweden and the UK, Canada entered into a strategic

partnership with UNICEF for 2006-2009. For various reasons, this strat-

egy was not extended, so the UK is now looking for other partners. 

• Sweden: The multilateral strategy formulated in 2007 specifies that

resources shall be allocated to multilateral agencies in accordance with

the key categories of “relevance for national political goals” and the
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“effectiveness of agencies.” Since 2008, Sweden's Foreign Ministry, the

Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), and Swedish

embassies in developing countries have been working together to evalu-

ate multilateral agencies. Up to now, the results have been published for

22 multilateral organizations, including 16 UN agencies. For instance,

Sweden reduced its payments to UNDP by ten percent in 2007 because

human rights aspects are not sufficiently anchored in the strategic plan

for 2008-2010.

• The UK “rewards” agencies that are willing to reform and perform effec-

tively with additional core contributions. It is the only government that

has used UNDP criteria not completely taken from the agency's strategic

plan for an assessment of the effectiveness and efficiency. The UNDP

received an additional 2.82 million pounds in core contributions in

recognition of its results and performance in 2008.

• Denmark and the UK have worked up joint strategies for UNICEF,

UNFPA, and UNDP for 2009–2011. These strategies specify criteria and

indicators used to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of agencies.

The UK has also discussed the possibility of additional funding if certain

indicator levels are attained.

• Norway plans to reduce its financing for (specialized) agencies that do

not reform. It has not come up with its own indicators for the assessment

of agencies, but instead uses MOPAN results and, especially, reports

from the agencies themselves. Norway places great store on a dialogue

with UN agencies and on partnership approaches.

Partnership agreements with individual UN agencies are not uncontrover-

sial. On the one hand, they provide the agencies with planning security and

a secure financial basis for several years. They fulfil donors' wishes for

greater accountability and visibility. On the other hand, such bilateral

agreements for core contributions undermine multilateral governing bodies.

Likewise, the agreements increase the administrative work at UN agencies

and for the governments of donor countries. 

Preliminary conclusion

The analysis of donor countries’ practices has clear results. As Table 6

shows, Nordic countries (Norway, Denmark, and Sweden) and other small

countries (Ireland, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Belgium) are exem-
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plary donors who promote reform. Aside from Norway, however, these

states make relatively small contributions to the UN-DS in absolute figures.

Norway makes more core than earmarked payments to the UNDP, but the

balance for the overall UN-DS is not quite so positive.

While Canada and the UK also support the reform process in a number of

ways, their large share of earmarked funds undermines the multilateral

character of the UN-DS. The same could be said of Japan and the US.

Although the US makes the largest financial contribution to UN operational

activities by far, its other donor practices have done little to overcome the

fragmentation of the UN-DS. Germany is positioning itself outside of pos-

itive and negative extremes. Nonetheless, given its relatively low level of

payments in absolute figures, it will hardly be able to strategically promote

reform (cf. Grimm 2005).
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Table 5: Summary: An overview of donor practices

Source: own compilation
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3.1.2 The actions of non-traditional donor countries

The analysis of the financial commitments of developing countries and

emerging powers is necessarily more superficial. First, little data are avail-

able; there are no OECD/DAC data, and data are only just now being col-

lected about the financial transactions of non-OECD/DAC donors (UN

ECOSOC 2008). Commitments to the UN therefore cannot be compared to

commitments in other multilateral organizations. Second, while a number

of developing countries and emerging powers now contribute to the financ-

ing of operational activities, they still make up a very small piece of the pie.

The analysis below therefore focuses on three issues: To what extent do

emerging powers and countries with middle incomes finance the UN-DS?

Are their contributions appropriate in terms of what they can afford? Do

their payments fulfil the principles of “good multilateral donorship”? 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Average

Brazil (BR) 216 270 389 386 438 248 325

Argentina (AR) 165 276 297 301 280 186 251

Saudi-Arabia (SA) 26 28 38 90 99 541 137

China (CN) 39 42 54 61 72 86 59

South Korea (KR) 38 43 39 60 92 77 58

Egypt (EG) 18 28 38 42 51 61 40

Russian Federation (RU) 22 16 53 50 41 55 40

India (IN) 13 35 52 37 37 39 36

Mexico (MX) 26 18 17 43 45 45 32

Turkey (TR) 4 5 23 14 35 29 18

South Africa (ZA) 20 17 8 10 11 15 14

Pakistan (PK) 10 3 6 14 20 15 11

Indonesia (ID) 0.5 4 4 14 10 13 8

Malaysia (MY) 2 3 4 4 5 7 4

Others 9,700 11,244 13,221 16,070 17,842 20,814 14,815

Total 10,299 12,032 14,243 17,196 19,078 22,240 15,848

Source: UN (2005); UN (2006a); UN (2007a); UN (2008a); UN (2009b);
UNDESA (2010, Table A-5)

Table 6: Developing countries and emerging powers: Contributions for UN

operational activities (2003–2008, in USD Million)
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Contributions to finance the UN-DS

Increasingly, developing countries and emerging powers are helping to

finance UN development. While non-OECD/DAC members only provided

seven percent of the resources for UN operational activities in 1993, that

figure had risen to twelve percent by 2008 (UN Secretariat 2010, 3).

Because the countries under review include G20 members, Table 6 also

contains contributions from countries that now belong to the OECD (Mex-

ico and South Korea). This categorization seems defensible here as these

countries are also the ones who were traditionally recipients of UN support,

not primarily donors. 

Compared to the contributions of most industrialized countries, the contri-

butions from developing countries and emerging powers are marginal. For

instance, China pays far less than Switzerland, Belgium, or Ireland for UN

operational activities (cf. Table 1). South Korea also does not pay much

although it has become an OECD/DAC member since 2010. The amounts

that Latin American countries pay are also salient in the table, as is Saudi

Arabia's. Cooperation between these countries and most UN agencies,

especially the UNDP, is mainly based on the financing of development

activities at home. However, Saudi Arabia's contributions rose considerably

in 2008 mainly because they paid 500 million USD to the World Food Pro-

gramme (UN 2010a, 20). 

If the contributions paid to the UN-DS are compared to UN expenditures in

each of the countries (Table 7), we clearly see that only a handful of coun-

tries are net contributors. In particular, it is especially clear that emerging

powers generally have a hard time moving from the status of a developing

country and a recipient of UN funds to a contributor. In 2007 and 2008,

only South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Mexico received less money from the

UN-DS than they contributed to operational activities. All other states were

net recipients in 2007 or 2008.

Appropriate volume of contributions

A comparison of the contributions that emerging powers could afford to pay

based on their economic performance and their actual payments provides

some interesting insights. Table 8 uses the assessment scale for the regular

UN budget to measure the contributions that developing countries and

emerging powers voluntarily make to the core budgets of select funds and

programmes. 
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Although developing countries and emerging powers, which have to deal

with substantial poverty and inequality at home, cannot be called upon to

contribute to global solidarity as much as industrialized countries can,

clearly the UN-DS has hardly received funding for operational activities

from these countries.16 While the sums spent on bilateral development

cooperation are substantial, developing countries and emerging powers

contribute little to the basic financing of UN operational activities. The

greatest discrepancy can be seen in the People's Republic of China, which

makes up more than 2.5 percent of the UN's two-year budget for

2008/2009. It contributed far less than one percent to the core budgets of

Contributions/expenditures/ Contributions/expenditures/
difference difference

CN 72 / 156 / -84 86/ 145 / -59

IN 37 / 277 / -240 39 / 214 / -175

PK 20 / 297 / -277 15 / 243 / -228

MY 5 / 16 / -11 7 / 13 / -6

BR 438 / 385 / 53 248 / 326 / -78

ZA 11 / 34 / -23 15 / 38 / -23

AR 280 / 268 / 12 186 / 194 / -8

ID 10 / 318 / -308 13 / 261 / -248

KR 92 / 8 / 84 77 / 10 / 67

MX 45 / 39 / 6 54 / 54 / 0

SA 99 / 31 / 68 541 / 30 / 511

TR 35 / 50 / -15 29 / 50 / -21

RU 41 / 68 / -27 55 / 55 /  0

EG 51 / 101 / -50 61 / 119 / -58

Others 17,842 / 15,295 / 2,547 20,814 / 16,879 / 3,935

Total 19,078 / 17,343 / 1,735 22,240 / 18,631 / 3,609

Source: Author's depiction based on UN data (2009b, Tables A-3, B-2);
UNDESA (2010, Tables A-4, A-5, B-3)

Table 7:  Net contributors to the UN-DS (2007 and 2008, in thousands of USD) 

2007 2008
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CN 2.667 3.189 1489 / 0.137 3460 / 0.293 250 / 0.095

IN 0.450 0.534 938 / 0.086 4448 / 0.376 10 / 0.004

PK 0.059 0.082 62 / 0.006 466 / 0.039 0 / 0

MY 0.190 0.253 168 / 0.015 390 / 0.033 0 / 0

BR 0.876 1.611 966 / 0.087 0 / 0 0 / 0

ZA 0.290 0.385 0 / 0 0 / 0 0 / 0

AR 0.325 0.287 165 / 0.015 0 / 0 20 / 0.008

ID 0.161 0.238 202 / 0.019 148 / 0.013 0 / 0

KR 2.173 2.260 2500 / 0.229 10 / 0.001 2000 / 0.762

MX 2.257 2.356 1159 / 0.106 1060 / 0.090 1000 / 0.381

SA 0.748 0.830 1000 / 0.092 0 / 0 100 / 0.038

TR 0.381 0.617 140 / 0.013 1440 / 0.122 200 / 0.076

RU 1.200 1.602 1000 / 0.092 1100 / 0.093 1000 / 0.381

EG 0.088 0.094 0 / 0 0 / 0 0 / 0

Others 88.215 85.662 1,080,338 / 1,169,284 / 257,777 /

99.102 98.940 98.254

Total 100 100 1,090,127 1,181,806 262,357

Table 8: Developing countries and emerging powers: Contributions to

core budgets in 2007 (UNICEF, UNDP, and UNHCR)

2007- 2010-
2009 2012

UNICEF, UNDP, and UNHCR. Its contribution to the UNDP was the great-

est in 2008 at nearly 0.3 percent but would have to increase more than ten-

fold if China is to provide the funding it accepts as its share of the regular UN

budget for 2010/2011. South Korea, a donor country in the OECD, also pays
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Schedule for 
ordinary UN 
budgets 
(as a percentage)

Contribution to
UNICEF's core
budget in 2007
(in thousands of
USD / share as
percentage)

Contribution to
UNDP's core
budget in 2007 
(in thousands of
USD / share as
percentage)

Contribution to 
UNHCR's core
budget in 2007 
(in thousands of
USD / share as 
percentage)

Source: Collated statistics and some of the author’s own calculations based on

UN (2009b, Table A-4), UN General Assembly (2007b; 2009b)
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very little to core budgets. The assessment scale for the regular budget would

require it to increase its contributions considerably. The UN-DS is not a pre-

ferred partner in promoting development in other states for any of the devel-

oping countries or emerging powers investigated if we take the amount of

financial contributions to the core budgets of funds and programmes as an

indicator.

However, a number of emerging powers provide selective contributions to

financing mechanisms on issues they favour. For instance, the Peacebuild-

ing Fund was established in 2006 along with the Peacebuilding Commis-

sion (Weinlich 2006). Although most of the funding comes from Western

donors, India also contributed (two million USD), as did China (three mil-

lion USD) and the Russian Federation (four million USD), both of which

are permanent members of the Security Council (UNDG 2010c). 

Good donorship practices among developing countries and emerging powers

To see the extent to which the payment practices of developing countries and

emerging powers promote coherence, we have to take a look not only at the

ratio of core to non-core funding. Rather, multiyear funding is also revealing.

Unfortunately, there is no information on this issue. This investigation is

therefore limited to the ratio of core to non-core contributions for UN opera-

tional activities; Figure 12 provides an overview by country. Local contribu-

tions by developing countries and emerging powers to finance the activities

of UN agencies at home are not included in the calculation.

Figure 12 clearly shows that developing countries and emerging powers

mainly pay core contributions to the UN-DS. Only the Russian Federation

and Egypt had more than 50 percent earmarking in 2008.

The chart does not, however, include local resources that governments

devoted to the activities of UN agencies at home (self-supporting contribu-

tions). The absolute contributions to the UN-DS for operational activities

shown in Table 9 include these payments. The picture is therefore much dif-

ferent, especially for emerging powers. As with industrialized countries,

most emerging powers pay far more in earmarked contributions than in

contributions to core budgets. In 2007, only China, Mexico, and Malaysia

contributed more to the core budgets of UN agencies than in earmarked

funding. India is just above the 50 percent threshold, as is South Africa,

which provides less than 40 percent of its – admittedly negligible – volume

of contributions to the UN-DS with strings attached. Table 9 also shows that
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Figure 12: Developing countries and emerging powers: Core/non-core

contributions to the UN-DS (2008)

Source: Author's depiction based on UNDESA (2010, Tables A-3, A-5)

Table 9:  Developing countries and emerging powers: Core and non-core

contributions for UN operational activities (2007, in USD Million)

Total Of which for specialized agencies

Core Earmarked Core Earmarked 
contributions contributions contributions contributions

mandatory

CN 39 33 30 8

IN 17 20 11 4

PK 6 14 5 1

MY 3 1 2 0

BR 27 412 25 132

ZA 4 7 4 4

AR 12 268 12 40

ID 2 8 2 0

KR 26 65 21 24

MX 26 19 23 7

SA 10 89 8 67

TR 8 28 5 13

RU 16 25 12 6

EG 5 46 5 0.3

Others 5,321 12,613 1,237 3,086

Total 5,501 13,577 1,385 3,386

Source:  Author's depiction based on UN (2009a, Tables A-4, A-5)
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the overall contributions of almost all developing countries and emerging

powers to core budgets are only slightly greater than the core contributions

they pay as membership fees to specialized agencies, which means that they

pay very little voluntarily to the core budgets of funds and programmes.

The contributions of Brazil and Argentina are salient in terms of volume,

mainly because of self-supporting contributions. Latin American countries

make especially frequent use of this option, as do other middle and high-

income countries, such as those in the Arab world. Because these countries

receive very little from the core budgets of UN agencies because of their

economic progress, they have gradually begun financing their UNDP

offices and programmes themselves and paying specialized organizations

for their services directly. In some cases, they borrow money from interna-

tional financial institutions and use UN actors as the agencies to execute

programmes they finance either in part or in whole (Galvani / Morse 2004). 

Earmarked funding and the contracting of UN agencies to conduct pro-

grammes have consequences in such cases. For instance, the UNDP gener-

ally benefits from this type of cooperation, not least because it is a source

of income and ensures a place for the agency in mid-income countries. But

the UNDP also says that such governments often ask for support in areas

outside the mandate or the core competence of the agency (UNDP 2008,

xi). External critics go further with their criticism, explaining that the

UNDP cannot properly be an advocate, coordinator, and capacity builder if

it acts only as contractor in these countries (Galvani / Morse 2004). But

developing countries point out that government ownership is very strong in

such arrangements. 

Table 10 shows how widespread the practice of self-supporting contribu-

tions is throughout and beyond Latin America; the ten largest contributors

of such earmarked contributions are listed along with the volume. In 2007,

developing countries and emerging powers contributed a total of 2.2 billion

USD as self-supporting contributions for UN operational activities. In

2008, the volume shrank to 1.6 billion USD. However, this item still makes

up around 16 percent of all earmarked contributions to UN development

activities (UN 2010a, 23). The figure is significant, especially in compari-

son to the 4.6 billion USD paid that year as contributions to the core budg-

ets of the UN-DS.
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Preliminary conclusion

The distinction made between “good” and “bad” donors among industrial-

ized countries is not as easy to make among developing countries and

emerging powers. One reason is that most emerging powers still view them-

selves as recipients of UN development activities and do not make sub-

stantial financial contributions themselves. Although countries like China

and India bilaterally spend considerable sums on South-South cooperation

and are involved in this issue within the UN as well, their commitment does

not lead to voluntary payments to the UN-DS. Developing countries and

emerging powers rarely make core payments to funds and programmes and

pay only slightly more than their obligatory amounts to specialized agen-

cies. In 2007 and 2008, only South Korea, Mexico (both OECD members),

and Saudi Arabia received less money from the UN-DS than they con-

tributed to operational activities. If the sums that states pay UN agencies for

development activities in their own country (self-supporting contributions)

are not included, most states pay roughly as much in core as in earmarked

contributions. At the same time, it follows that the volume of each country’s

earmarked contributions for other countries is not especially large. The
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Table 10:  Top ten self-supporting countries (2008) 

Donor 
 
 
 

Self-supporting 
contributions  
(in millions of USD) 
 

Share of development 
activities in overall 
contributions 
(as a percentage) 

Brazil 219 88 
Panama  199 98 
Argentina 173 93 
Colombia 130 98 
Peru 120 98 
Egypt 56 91 
Iraq 41 82 
Honduras 38 98 
Afghanistan 32 98 
China 31 36 

Source:  UN (2010a, Table 5) 
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practice of self-supporting contributions, which is especially common in

Latin America and in other countries with middle and high incomes, makes

up the largest part of contributions from developing countries and emerg-

ing powers for UN development assistance. This kind of financial commit-

ment, however, also seems to promote the fragmentation rather than the

coherence of the UN-DS.

3.2 Motives and political commitment

Now that we have analysed financial allocation practices, this subsection

will focus on the behaviour of countries in governing bodies. To what

extent do countries act constructively and help ensure that the UN-DS has

proper performance targets? To better understand how states position them-

selves, we will start with an overview of the motives of industrialized coun-

tries, developing countries, and emerging powers. Here, “motives” are

understood to be the overriding reasons behind an individual country's

commitment to the United Nations that guide the formulation of specific

positions on basic goals and political strategies in reform negotiations.

3.2.1 Motives for UN commitment

This analysis of the motives behind the commitment of individual countries

to UN development policy must perforce remain superficial and resort to

simplifications. In general, both industrialized countries, on the one hand,

and developing countries/emerging powers, on the other, share fundamen-

tal motives. Nonetheless, the motives are weighted differently within the

groups depending on power relations, values, and development policies.

Although industrialized and developing countries principally share an inter-

est in making the UN-DS as good and effective as possible at the country

level, there are fundamental conflicts in the overriding motives for com-

mitments in the UN, as Table 12 illustrates. Although this basic North-

South conflict does not drown out all negotiations about technical ques-

tions, practically all negotiation positions in almost all decision-making

processes can somehow be reduced to this conflict, which takes the focus

off of the actual content of decisions. In most UN decisions, the call for

greater resources conflicts with the wish to restrict expenditures; further-

more, the demand for the UN to play a greater role conflicts with the efforts

to have it keep its current role. 

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 67

Reforming development cooperation at the United Nations

11-5267_Studie_59_ENGL_10  27.04.11  14:26  Seite 67



Motives of industrialized countries

A distinction can be made in the motives of industrialized countries

between those that guide the financial support of the UN-DS and those that

influence the basic behaviour of countries within the UN. In general, all

industrialized countries have an interest in retaining the current balance of

power in the international system. The UN would then continue to play no

major role in economic and financial issues. Most industrialized countries

believe that these issues are better dealt with in the bodies in which they

have the greatest formal influence, such as the G-8/G-20, the World Bank,

and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

UN agencies are potentially interesting as a multilateral partner for small

countries without strong national implementing agencies (such as Switzer-

land), countries that plan to reduce their commitment to a manageable num-

ber of core countries in line with the Paris Agenda (such as Canada and

Norway), countries that want to play a greater role in fragile states (the UK

and Canada), and countries that want to have a humanitarian focus (such as

Japan). The UN-DS allows them to bundle their limited funding with

money from other countries to have a greater global impact than bilateral

cooperation would allow. The protection and provision of such public

goods as water, climate protection, and global health can also only be dealt

with internationally. After all, financial contributions to UN agencies are a

way of strengthening a country's own influence in the global organization,

both in terms of specific policy fields and across policy fields.

Small states share an interest in having a strong global organization because

they are not represented in other bodies, such as the G-20 or the EU (in the

case of Norway and Switzerland), and/or they are not able to speak on an

equal footing where they are represented. As much as the system could be

improved in practice, the rules-based system of collective security offers

these countries protection in the midterm and long term from powerful

states that might otherwise ruthlessly pursue their own interests. But a func-

tioning UN system is also important for mid-tier powers, such as Germany

and Canada that have traditionally had a multilateral focus or placed great

store on having a reputation as good international citizens. 
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Table 11: Motives of industrialized countries and developing countries/

emerging powers for UN commitment
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   Motives of industrialized countries and developing  
                  countries/emerging powers for UN commitment 
 Industrialized countries Developing countries and 

emerging powers  
Power-
political  
motives 

• Retaining the current balance of 
power in the international system  

• Retaining the marginal role of the 
UN in economic and financial issues 
(aside from development) 

• Protecting national influence in 
intergovernmental power plays 

• Greater prestige from UN 
commitment 

• Changing the balance of 
power in the international 
system 

• Strengthening the role of 
the UN in general and, in 
particular, in economic 
and financial issues 

• Protecting and, where 
possible, expanding voice 

• Greater prestige from UN 
commitment 

Values-
based  
motives 

• Strengthening multilateral structures 
because the UN is important in the 
field of security, as a global forum, 
and as a guarantee of international 
rule of law 

• Protecting/providing public goods 
• Demonstrating global solidarity  

• Strengthening multilateral 
structures because the UN 
is important in the field of 
security, as a global 
forum including decision-
making processes, and as 
a guarantee of 
international rule of law 

• Protecting/providing 
public goods 

• Demonstrating global 
solidarity  

Develop-
ment 
policy  
motives 

• Strengthening the UN in its unique 
role as a universal setter of standards 

• UN-DS has advantages over other 
development actors 

! Taking advantage of scale 
economies  

! Using UN structures/range 
! UN as important humanitarian, 

neutral actor 
! UN as an actor with an integrated 

mandate (security, humanitarian, and 
development) 

! UN as important partner for program 
countries 

! UN has a unique normative-
operative mandate 

• Control and quality assurance for the 
use of funding 

• Retaining special features 
of the UN-DS 

! No conditions 
! Neutrality and 

impartiality 
! Focus on national 

priorities 
• Reducing donor 

dominance and setting 
own priorities 

• Access to the UN 
system's resources and 
capacities 

• Greater funding for UN 
development 

• Using the UN as a forum 
for South-South 
cooperation 

   External reform dimension: positions of member states Source:  own compilation
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Development policy issues are not as important as the UN's security policy

activities for permanent members of the Security Council. In extreme cases,

financing for UN development and the tedious reform processes are viewed

as the price that these countries are willing to pay for the Security Council to

work properly and the UN to be able to set norms and standards. The num-

ber of staff members working on economic and social issues in New York is

one indication of such priorities. In contrast to the US and France, however,

the UK is exceptionally well positioned and very active in these fields. 

ODA payments to the UN are also sometimes used as tools for overriding

goals. Countries vying with each other for permanent membership on the

Security Council, such as Japan, and Germany, or others that want to prevent

certain changes like Italy, see contributions to the UN-DS as a way of sup-

porting their demand for a seat. Often, however, direct bilateral payments to

developing countries are a preferred way of getting support or consent in elec-

toral or negotiation processes. At least in the case of the US, such practices

have been empirically demonstrated as plausible (Kuziemko / Werker 2006).

Furthermore, industrialized countries – especially those that already carry a

relatively large share of assessed contributions (the US, Japan, and Ger-

many) – also share the common goal of keeping their own mandatory share

of financing for the UN system as small as possible. Otherwise, there is also

the basic desire to keep the general costs of funds and programmes down to

the extent possible and work to reduce the moral or factual obligation to

increase ODA payments.

Motives of developing countries and emerging powers

There are a lot of overlaps when we look at the reasons why developing

countries and emerging powers are committed to the UN-DS. Although

some interests potentially collide within this group, whose members greatly

differ both economically and politically, developing countries and emerg-

ing powers nonetheless continue to have a great interest in speaking with

one voice as the G-77 or NAM when negotiating with the industrialized

countries. A distinction can be made between motives that guide basic

country behaviour within the UN and those that influence the use of the

UN-DS. As clearly illustrated above, emerging powers are not starting to

act as traditional donors within the UN, but are instead only selectively

entering into commitments. 

Developing countries and emerging powers are collectively working to

strengthen the role of the UN, especially in economic and financial issues.
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This is the official position of the G-77, China, and the Non-Aligned Move-

ment (cf. NAM 2009; G-77 2009). With its multilateral, inclusive decision-

making processes, the UN is considered an indispensable, excellent forum.

Making the economic agenda more important is a priority because the Gen-

eral Assembly and ECOSOC have become substantially less important in

comparison to the Security Council over the past two decades, and major

economic and financial issues are negotiated in other international institu-

tions, where developing countries have less a say. Even some G-20 mem-

bers, such as India, are sticking to their official position that the United

Nations should be the most important international organization.

A number of countries see the UN in principle as a forum where they can

fight for a more equitable world order and against the dominance of West-

ern industrialized nations. The countries that are also attempting to come up

with alternatives to mainstream capitalism at home are especially salient

here, such as members of the Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas

(ALBA), founded by Venezuela and Cuba. But the voicing of criticism of

the dominant world order is also an important UN function for India and

Pakistan. In addition to ideological motivation, confrontations in UN bod-

ies can also serve as a signal to the general public at home or internation-

ally of a claim for leadership. Finally, to distance oneself from the political

North can strengthen unity within the group of developing countries. 

From the perspective of developing countries and emerging powers, UN

development policy is a fundamental component of the economic and

social agenda. However, they do not wish to see development policy in iso-

lation. Rather, they work to have the greater context, such as trade issues,

included in the debate. The UN is supposed to play a major role in interna-

tional development policy, but to do so its financial means and its ability to

fulfil its mandate and effectively implement its programmes must be

strengthened. The main shortcoming of the UN in the field of development

from the viewpoint of developing countries and emerging powers is its lack

of resources, which is not in line with the organization's comprehensive,

important mandates. Critics point out that the funding for the UN's security

agenda is comparatively greater and that the funding made available for

development is exclusively voluntary and insufficient. 

Developing countries and emerging powers share an interest in protecting

the distinctive characteristics of UN development activities: no condition-

alities should be imposed; UN agencies must continue to have the greatest

possible flexibility in addressing the specific needs of individual pro-
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gramme countries; the agencies should provide services worldwide; and the

cooperation has to be voluntary and based on grants. As recipient countries,

they also share the wish of receiving the greatest possible shares of techni-

cal and financial assistance that the UN-DS provides. Here, the countries

compete with each other; for instance, funds and programmes allocate part

of their core budgets in accordance with income categories (least developed

countries or LDCs and middle-income countries or MICs). 

Despite this competition, the group of developing countries and emerging

powers (including China) works hard to speak with one voice. A number of

small developing countries have joined forces with the opinion makers in

the NAM and the G-77 because they often lack the staff capacity to keep

up with all of the decision-making processes and therefore cannot properly

protect their interests everywhere. In this way, such leading countries as

India, Egypt, Cuba, and China articulate the interests of developing coun-

tries vis-a-vis industrialized countries in UN arenas.

3.2.2 Actions in governing bodies

This section focuses on the actions of a select group of countries in gov-

erning bodies of UN development agencies. Which countries are especially

active, which ones mainly work to promote international prosperity, and

which mainly pursue their own national special interests? The

UNDP/UNFPA executive board, the operative segment of ECOSOC, and

the General Assembly’s second committee from 2009-2010 are taken as

case studies for this analysis. The analysis is based on detailed background

conversations, participatory observations, and document analyses.

UNDP/UNFPA executive board

In general, Western countries are very involved in meetings of the execu-

tive boards and play very active roles. Their delegations usually include

experts from national ministries. Because representatives from EU member

states do not speak with one voice, but rather coordinate their actions with

colleagues from the regional group of Western European countries, indi-

vidual countries play a larger, more direct role than they do in the

ECOSOC. The UK, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Switzerland are con-

spicuously active, as was Germany when it was a member. These countries

use their speaking time in the plenary session to demand greater efficiency

and effectiveness and to clearly formulate their priorities. The UK, the US,

Canada, the Netherlands, and Sweden are sometimes insistent about the
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very precise demands they make on UN agencies. Other donors, such as

Switzerland, the Nordic countries, and Germany, also support the overall

direction of reform, but are more conciliatory. They try to protect the organ-

ization from excessive micromanagement. 

Under the Bush administration, the US often played a special, confrontational

role, and its actions further polarized the North and the South. For instance, in

2007 it forced an end to the UNDP country programme in North Korea with

charges of corruption that turned out to be exaggerated and also took extreme

positions on the publishing of internal audit reports. A number of Western

donors supported the UNDP against the attacks, which were carried out in the

press, and tried to reach a compromise about the publishing of internal audit

reports. Under President Obama, the role of the US has changed. For instance,

the US sent a high number of staff to executive board meetings and supported

statements made by other countries for the first time in 2010. 

The politics of donors in executive boards is not always in line with their

financial practices. In the demands for greater efficiency and a focus on

results, little notice is taken of how earmarking and the lack of multi-year

financial pledges to the UNDP cause considerable problems. While

UNDP’s good work and commitment to reforms are often praised, a num-

ber of donors seem to believe that the agency could save far more money if

it only wanted to. Here, there is yet another potential conflict. On the one

hand, pressure is needed to make the unwieldy agency use funding more

efficiently; on the other, that goal may conflict with calls for a stronger

focus on results. To that end, greater financial leeway may be necessary for

advancing the reform process.

Most developing countries are less involved in the executive board. One

reason is the lack of staff in many permanent delegations in New York,

where developing countries often only have a fraction of the staff members

that Western offices do.17 In addition, few staff from national ministries vis-

its New York from developing countries. As a result, individual developing

17 For instance, the UN protocol service lists the following staff sizes for diplomatic offices

in New York: US (126), Germany (63), UK (41), Canada (28), Russian Federation (86),

China (61), Cuba (39), Egypt (26), India (21), Kenya (12), Sudan (15), Tanzania (13),

Ethiopia (11), Democratic Republic of Congo (7), Afghanistan (9), Mali (5), and Mozam-

bique (6) (as of March 2010).
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countries are less able to attend all events, some of which take place simul-

taneously, and adequately deal with complex issues. Furthermore, develop-

ing countries tend to be not as interested in the often technical questions

dealt with in the executive boards as industrialized countries are, possibly

because the latter have a greater need for information about and control of

the way the money they provide is used. The basic power asymmetry

between donor and recipient countries, which the voluntary nature of con-

tributions only deepens, may be yet another reason. However, negotiations

in regional groups offer a wider range of countries a way of articulating

their concerns, just as they do for industrialized countries.

As a reaction to the confrontational policy of the US, developing countries

came together as the G-77 for a while instead of organizing coordination

and negotiation leadership via regional groups (African group, Asian group,

etc.). This approach also further polarized the executive board. Countries

like Cuba, Egypt, India, Pakistan, and Brazil are often able to dominate the

official position of the G-77. They embed technical decisions in conflicts

motivated by power politics, which generally does not help bring about a

consensus. One example was the conflict in 2007/2008 about the UNDP's

four-year strategic plan, in which the focus on human rights was the main

bone of contention. Although the UNDP's human-rights approach is

accepted and practiced in many programme countries, it has led to some

rifts in the executive board. The G-77 managed to prevent donors from giv-

ing human rights a prominent role in the document, arguing that this came

close to introducing conditionalities. 

A number of countries in which UN agencies follow the DaO principle

played a prominent role in the most recent meetings of the executive board.

Pilot countries Rwanda, Tanzania, and Vietnam joined forces with self-

starters Malawi and Ethiopia to percent their experience with and initial

results of the battle against gender violence, climate change, and food secu-

rity and the achievement of Millennium Development Goals at the joint

board meeting of the UNDP/UNFPA, UNICEF, and WFP. Tanzania also

asked for permission to percent soon its common country programme cur-

rently being developed. 

China plays a relatively minor role but does not shy away from protecting

its interests vis-à-vis other countries. For instance, in 2008 China tem-

porarily prevented a compromise from being adopted on an accountability

framework for the UNDP, UNFPA, and UNOPS (United Nations Office of
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Project Services), which included disclosure rules for the agencies' internal

books. One reason for China's stance may have been a reaction to the con-

tent and tone of US charges against the UNDP and North Korea; another

may have been sovereignty concerns – sensitive information about pro-

gramme countries might be misused. Other G-77 countries shared these

concerns. 

A lot of developing countries still have not decided what role they want to

play in UN-DS. While they are confident in the Security Council and the

General Assembly and demand leadership roles, they do not enter the fore-

ground as much in governing bodies with the exception of South-South

issues and trilateral cooperation. 

The General Assembly and ECOSOC

Often, blocks of developing or industrialized countries dominate negotia-

tions in ECOSOC or the General Assembly, which polarizes debates and

leads to inappropriate package solutions when decisions are made. Devel-

oping countries come together as the G-77/NAM and China. Industrialized

countries speak with the voice of the EU, which coordinates itself in the

General Assembly and is represented by the rotating EU presidency.

Canada, Australia, and New Zealand come together as CANZ. The US,

Japan, and Switzerland have distinct positions.

In the General Assembly’s second committee, which handles economic

issues including sustainable development, the G-77 plays an important role

– in fact, it has traditionally introduced almost all resolutions. Large emerg-

ing powers such as India, China, Brazil, and South Africa are the main driv-

ers behind consensus-forming within the G-77 along with ideologically

motivated countries, such as Cuba, Venezuela, and Egypt. Often, extreme

positions are taken, explains Gert Rosenthal, who spent many years direct-

ing the regional commission of Latin America and is now Guatemala's rep-

resentative to the UN: 

“Exaggerating somewhat, just to make the point, many member states per-
ceive the United Nations and its organs as places where each country or
grouping can articulate its vision and its demands regarding international
economic issues in maximalist terms, while conducting the ‘serious’ negoti-
ations at other multilateral institutions” (Rosenthal 2005, 29).
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Controversies in other parts of the UN influence negotiations in the second

committee. Furthermore, disappointment about insufficient progress in the

battle against poverty, MDGs and development financing, the unilateralism

of the Bush administration, and the UN reform agenda formulated in the

context of the World Summit 2005 (which some onlookers felt focused on

cutting back and rationalizing development activities) have led the G-77 to

lead negotiations in search of conflict. Not all countries have the same posi-

tion, however. Argentina, Nicaragua, and Indonesia, all of which negotiated

resolutions as burden sharers when they held the chairmanship of the G-77,

focused more on consensus. Smaller developing countries, including pilot

countries, often have a hard time getting involved, though the situation

seems to be changing as a result of the systemwide coherence (SWC) nego-

tiations. 

In the past few years, the G-77 has increasingly had a hard time coordi-

nating its members on a number of individual issues because of diverging

interests. The result has not been greater coalition options with industri-

alized countries; rather, negotiations are temporarily blocked, and the

results of negotiations reflect the smallest common denominator of all

countries. 

In the General Assembly's second committee, the EU usually speaks with

one voice. The EU and the US are the main “sparring partners” for the G-

77. During the Bush administration, the EU often moderated between the

G-77 and the US, though that role is less necessary now with the US's new

conciliatory approach. In the General Assembly, Japan generally stays in

the background, as do the CANZ countries (Canada, Australia, and New

Zealand). Switzerland played a major role in the negotiations leading to the

2007 TCPR Resolution. In an extremely polarized atmosphere, it helped

balance out the interests between the G-77's call for more ownership,

greater influence, and more financial services, on the one hand, and donor

county calls for greater coherence, effectiveness, and transparency in UN

development, on the other.

3.2.3 Preliminary conclusion

It seems obvious that industrialized and developing countries share an

interest in making the UN-DS more effective and efficient. Nevertheless,

member states have a hard time remembering that common ground. Again
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and again, the debate about what the world order should be and what role

the United Nations should play in it overshadows the development agenda.

At times, both sides see negotiations as a zero-sum game, in which one

party loses what the other wins. As a result, both sides focus more on rel-

ative gains for themselves, losing sight of possible absolute gains from

cooperation. 

In addition to this fundamental North-South conflict, which is mostly car-

ried out in the General Assembly and in ECOSOC, the political and finan-

cial practices of a lot of countries do not promote reform. There is a dis-

crepancy between the calls for greater coherence and efficiency made in

governing bodies, on the one hand, and financial practice and bilateral

attempts to exercise influence, on the other. In this way, a number of indus-

trialized states fragment the system even further even as they complain

about the effects of fragmentation in governing bodies. Likewise, there are

discrepancies in developing countries and emerging powers. The interpre-

tation of technical issues against the backdrop of overriding world order

questions means that problems are not adequately dealt with even though

everyone would benefit equally from a solution. In addition, countries very

often focus on their short-term national interests: individual developing

countries try to get a bigger share of the development pie or insist that the

funding required for reform and coordination not be deducted from the

funding for operational activities; and industrialized countries want to have

greater control of how funding is allocated or underfinance the reform

processes launched.

In some political fields, international bureaucracies can act as brokers and

help countries achieve a better result, but UN secretariats in the area of

development are perceived to be players representing their own interests.

While the Secretary-General's reports do help step up negotiations in the

General Assembly, it is more important for the success of political

processes in political bodies that countries promote the overriding goals of

reforms: a more effective and efficient UN-DS aligned with national prior-

ities. Various countries play this role. Switzerland sometimes assumes the

role of the honest broker, but Ireland has also worked with Tanzania as a

facilitator to move the SWC negotiations forward in the General Assembly. 
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4. Reform options for the UN-DS’ future role and

organization

What proposals have been made for a clearer positioning of the United

Nations in the international development system and for dealing with inter-

nal problems? A number of problems of the UN-DS have been known for a

long time, and there is no lack of reform proposals (for an overview, see

Hüfner / Martens 2000; UN Secretariat 2009a: Annex). In contrast, there

are few up-to-date, sound, detailed ideas about what role the United

Nations should play in global development system. One reason may be that

current research is still trying to describe the growing complexity of the

system and estimate the effects of recent trends (cf. Reisen 2009; Severino

/ Ray 2009; Cox 2007b; Kharas 2007). The system itself is in flux, and such

unforeseen shocks as the economic and financial crisis – and the greater

role that the IMF and the World Bank now play as a reaction to the crisis –

continue to bring about changes with consequences that are hard to predict.

Second, the research that deals with UN and reform options in the field of

development often tend to focus on options in institutional change (Vat-

terodt 2007a: 68). Overriding goals are often insufficiently dealt with.

Third, as described above, we lack a sound empirical basis to allow us to

clearly recognize the comparative advantages of the UN-DS based on

demonstrable success and failure. Without that empirical basis it is hard to

know which way to go for the future. Fourth, the role of the UN is often

viewed from a rather abstract global governance perspective (Commission

on Global Governance 1995; Rosenau 1995; Dingwerth / Pattberg 2006).

4.1 External reform dimension: The role of the UN in the 
global development system

Concrete ideas about the role of the UN-DS in the global development sys-

tem also require a clearer understanding of the roles and functions of other

actors. Yet, no papers deal with this issue holistically, aside from a discus-

sion paper from the UK Department for International Development (Turner

et al. 2003). Most reform proposals come from industrialized countries.

Overall, in their work on international development system researchers

from developing countries do not deal much with the role of the UN-DS

and how it could be improved (Morton 2005, 5). Investigations into the

future role of the UN often start with the UN system's great input legiti-
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macy. Because of its universal character and neutral mandate, the UN plays

a special role in the global development system. 

A greater role for the UN

A number of authors believe that the role of the UN should be better appre-

ciated because of the global organization's special legitimacy. For instance,

it has been proposed that the UN should play a coordinating role in the

global development system and be able to enforce policies vis-à-vis other

important aid actors, such as international financial institutions and national

donors.

For instance, Messner et al. (2005) recommend that a Council for Global

Development and Environment be set up within the UN to serve the key

position in the global development system. This new council would replace

ECOSOC and oversee the merged UN development budget. Furthermore,

it would also perform a coordinating function with the World Bank and

IMF. This council would have the same authority and institutional level as

the UN Security Council. As a result, the UN would play a considerably

greater role in the global development system. Likewise, it would also be a

stronger counterpart to Bretton Woods institutions.18 Furthermore, the

authors propose that various funds and specialized agencies be merged in a

central, representative UN development agency (Messner et al. 2005, 18–

30). Former UNDP Administrator Kemal Dervis would also like to

strengthen the United Nations by setting up a UN Economic and Social

Security Council (Dervis 2005). It would also be as important as the Secu-

rity Council, with a stronger, a farther reaching mandate than ECOSOC; it

would have oversight over the work performed by the WTO, IMF, World

Bank, and all UN funds, programmes, and specialized agencies; and it

would promote cooperation between these organizations and assess their

performance.19

18 The authors propose that for a transitional period, a reformed Security Council should

monitor the UN development system, international financial institutions, and the World

Trade Organization by publishing an annual report which evaluates their performance.

19 Since the economic and financial crisis, the idea of a new, reformed council for econo-

mic and social issues within the United Nations has once again been popular (for earlier

proposals, see Hüfner / Martens 2000). But there have also been proposals for a council

that would give the UN a far greater mandate in economic and financial issues; cf. the

Commission of Experts of the President of the UN General Assembly 2009, the interim

report of the Stiglitz commission, named after its chairman.
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The proposals made by the South Centre go even further; in 2003, it pre-

sented a comprehensive study on reforming the UN and continually com-

ments on reform reports published by High-Level Panels and the UN Sec-

retary-General (South Centre 1995; South Centre 2007; South Centre 2006;

South Centre 2005). Here, too, one of the main messages is that the UN

should be stronger than other organizations and be equipped with the com-

petence to more effectively perform its coordinating functions. The subor-

dinate organizations are not, however, limited to classic development agen-

cies, but also include trade and financial organizations that influence global

development. As a result, the UN's comprehensive mandate in the field of

economic and social issues would be brought back to life. The proposals

also reflect the desire to break the dominance of Bretton Woods institutions

and donors in the current system (Culpeper / Morton 2008; Menocal /

Rogerson 2006; Morton 2005).

British development expert Roger Riddell has made a revolutionary pro-

posal for the restructuring of development system. He believes the UN is

the natural home for the International Aid Office he proposes, which would

revolutionize international development system in cooperation with the

International Development Fund. In his ambitious proposal, the mandatory

contributions to the new fund would cover the needs of developing coun-

tries. The money would be allocated according to their needs. Where state

structures allow and governments commit themselves to combating

poverty, the funding would be provided directly as budget support. Other-

wise, national implementation agencies would be contracted to allocate

funding. Bilateral and multilateral development agencies can sign contracts

both with the recipient country's government and with national implemen-

tation agencies. The percent author believes, however, that these new insti-

tutions should not initially be created within the UN system if the chance

of having these changes come about are improved by having them founded

within the OECD or the World Bank (Riddell 2007, 389–414).

More fragmented proposals that start off with the neutrality of the UN

would have the UN performing a supervisory function over global devel-

opment system. For instance, the nongovernmental organization (NGO)

ActionAid proposes that the position of UN development commissioner be

established. This person would review complaints, settle disputes, assess

donor practices, and combat abuse (Cox 2007a, 23). Germany's

Welthungerhilfe is working with a human rights NGO on a more pragmatic
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proposal, which would give the UN the responsibility for global food pol-

icy in order to ensure that all countries can make decisions on equal foot-

ing in this field.20

Focusing the role of the UN

In addition to such proposals to expand the role of the UN, which range

from the ambitious to the revolutionary, other authors draw opposite con-

clusions from the great legitimacy of the UN. Although they do not want to

relieve the UN of its important role in setting norms and standards, they call

for rationalizing operational activities and limiting the UN’s role to those

fields where it is strongest. But such proposals are rarely discussed in

research discourse. Rather, they are found in internal papers and the white

books of donor countries. These approaches would have the UN focus more

on niche issues, for instance, in which it can have the greatest impact as a

neutral organization. Examples include conflict prevention, peace building,

democratic governance, gender issues, humanitarian aid, and the environ-

ment. In return, the UN system would completely hand over macroeco-

nomic issues along with trade and financial policy to the World Bank, IMF,

and the WTO. There are also calls for a focus on certain target groups, such

as least developed countries (see DFID 2009). 

4.2 Internal reform dimension: Organization of the UN-DS 

The World Summit in 2005 and the work done by the High-Level Panel on

system-wide coherence in 2006 pooled ideas about how the UN should

position itself and which institutional changes should be made. A lot of the

option papers produced in 2005/2006 highlighted institutional reform.

These proposals all aimed to overcome system fragmentation through

greater centralization and to further rationalize the wide variety of agencies

and functions in the UN-DS. Back in 1975, a group of experts appointed by

the General Assembly recommended merging all funds and programmes in

a single UN Development Authority (Jenks et al. 2005, 14). These recom-

mendations for a central development agency are back in the discussion. 

20 Frankfurter Rundschau, 13.10.2009, „Ein skandalöser Weltrekord. Hilfswerke fordern

neue Politik gegen Hunger.“
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Kofi Annan put the proposal back on the agenda when he was Secretary-

General. In his 2005 report entitled In Larger Freedom, he said it was nec-

essary to get started with such reforms as “grouping the various agencies,

funds and programmes into tightly managed entities, dealing respectively

with development, the environment and humanitarian action” and added

that this “regrouping might involve eliminating or merging those funds,

programmes and agencies which have complementary or overlapping man-

dates and expertise” (UN 2005, para 197). However, the report limited

itself to proposing a pillar each for development, the environment, and

humanitarian aid without explaining further how these pillars would be cre-

ated. The three-pillar model drew a lot of comments, and a wide range of

proposals were made for its design.

In July 2005, the CEB, which brings together all the heads of all UN agen-

cies, published its own report in preparation for the World Summit (CEB

2005). “One United Nations – Catalyst for Progress and Change” begins

with an overview of the extent to which UN agencies work with countries

to help them reach the Millennium Development Goals. The report explains

how the implementation of the MDGs has led to greater coherence and effi-

ciency within the UN-DS. However, the CEB says that further improve-

ments are needed if the UN is to truly speak with one voice, especially at

the country level (CEB 2005, 65–66). This proposal for a unified presence

in individual countries proved to be influential in the debate about reform-

ing the UN-DS following the World Summit.

At the 2005 World Summit, Kofi Annan was entrusted with the task of

working up proposals for three tightly managed entities in the fields of

development, emergency aid, and the environment. In 2006, he convened

the High-Level Panel on system-wide coherence and asked its fifteen mem-

bers to take stock of UN’s operational activities in order to identify the

comparative advantages of the UN-DS and identify duplications. Individu-

ally and in cooperation with Canada as the Group of 13 (G-13), a number

of European countries immediately made their expectations and ideas clear

to the HLP (Müller 2010, 46–49). The three-pillar model and the ideas that

led to “delivering as one” were discussed in detail in these papers. 

• The Netherlands proposed comprehensive restructuring that would lead

to three UN agencies. The UN development agency would take over the

activities of the UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA, UNCTAD, UNIDO, UN

HABITAT, UNDCP UNDCF, UNV, UNIFEM and UNAIDS. The UN
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emergency aid agency would take over the work done by the WFP,

UNICEF, UNHCR, UNDP/BCPR, and UNRWA. Finally, the UN envi-

ronmental agency would take over the work done by the UNDP, UN

HABITAT, UNEP, the Global Environment Facility (GEF), and multilat-

eral environmental treaties (OECD 2005b). In addition to this radical

proposal based on the merging of existing agencies, the Dutch also sug-

gested a less fundamental regrouping of only some of the funds and pro-

grammes. Here, there would also be three pillars. The development pil-

lar would consist of the UNDP, UNICEF, and UNFPA, with the other

agencies being merged with the WTO, UNFPA, or UNDP. The third

option was rationalization: the development pillar would consist of

seven agencies, not all of which would perform independent operational

activities (OECD 2005c).

• The three-pillar model is also the focus of a paper written by Canadian

consultant Douglas Lindores for the UK. Lindores also makes a distinc-

tion between fundamental restructuring (into three new organizations for

development, the environment, and humanitarian aid) and a more grad-

ual regrouping. In this case, he stuck to the three-pillar structure. How-

ever, the agencies within each pillar would only be connected to each

other via common monitoring and control mechanisms along with better

integrated management structures. The proposals do not stop at design-

ing a new organizational structure. In addition, Lindores percents ideas

about systemwide and individual governance and financing mecha-

nisms, programming and implementation (including measurement of

success). Lindores' third option is the gradual further development of the

system, leaving the existing UN structure largely intact but working to

make UN development more coherent and effective within existing man-

dates and structures (Lindores 2005).

• The proposal brought forward by Belgium describes in detail the ideal

model of a single UN development agency with high visibility in the

field and headquarters in New York. This new agency would include all

funds and programmes, including humanitarian actors. The system

would be coherent partly because specialized agencies would no longer

have to conduct fundraising for earmarked contributions, but would

instead receive allocations from the development agency. Each partner

country would have a single, consolidated representative for the overall

UN-DS. To ensure a reliable financial basis, multiyear financing would
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be the rule, with equitable burden-sharing among UN members (OECD

2005a).

• Four high-level UN staff members with many years of experience have

also called for the creation of the UN development pillar, but their pillar

is based on the principle of groupings, not the integration of all funds and

programmes in a single organizational unit. Instead, the goal is to ensure

the viability of agencies with great “brand recognition” (such as

UNICEF). The independence of specialized agencies would not be

touched. Where the diversity of UN entities makes functional sense and

is justified with an eye towards fulfilling certain mandates, it is to be

retained and further developed. Along with a development aid pillar,

there would be similarly integrated pillar constructions for emergency

aid, political issues, and human rights. System coherence would come

from a stronger Resident Coordinator system and coordination commit-

tees, not from the creation of a new central bureaucracy (Jenks et al.

2005). 

• The British proposal, which does not reflect the government's opinion,

sets a different priority when it starts off with the financing question and

organization at the level of programme countries. It calls for a unified

model with a single representative for all UN agencies within each coun-

try, which would have a consolidated programming process. All member

states would be obligated to make multiyear pledges for financing with

consideration of equitable burden sharing. In addition to the gradual

unity at the country level, the UN-DS would also be unified at head-

quarters (Schultz 2005).

• In a discussion paper, the BMZ also calls for a unified, integrated UN

development system for the long term. This long-term goal would be

reached by strengthening the Resident Coordinator system, incremen-

tally setting up a joint executive board with the authority to make deci-

sions, merging agencies in a cluster for sustainable development with a

unified organizational structure, and increasing core budgets along with

multiyear pledges (BMZ 2006).

In addition to the proposals described above, proposals have come from

other countries and international organizations. For instance, France has

proposed to reform the WFP, the International Fund for Agricultural

Development (IFAD), and the FAO, all based in Rome. In this proposal,
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the WFP would no longer perform development work. Switzerland has

proposed reforms for internal governance mechanisms that would inte-

grate the UNDG in the CEB. Individual UN agencies also commented dur-

ing the HLP's consultation process. 

In November 2006, the High-Level Panel published its report. Overall, the

HLP avoided proposing a comprehensive blueprint for reform. It did not

take a position on the politically controversial question of merging devel-

opment agencies. Likewise, the question of whether specialized agencies

should be integrated in the planned coordination and governing bodies was

left open. The HLP decided not to propose a specific institutional model.

It explicitly distanced itself from recommending mergers with the goal of

creating a UN development agency because “some individual agencies

can best achieve their vital role in the provision of global public goods,

advocacy, research, promoting best practice and global norms and stan-

dards by operating individually in their specific sectors” (UN 2006b, para

17). Instead, the HLP recommended the creation of a group of experts to

come up with detailed proposals to get rid of duplications. 

Consolidation and rationalization proposals were made for entities work-

ing on women and gender. It was argued that the issue of gender equality

could be made more visible if UNIFEM were merged with two organiza-

tional units in the UN Secretariat, with an Undersecretary-General at its

head. The HLP also believed environmental policy could be made more

visible if the UNEP became the central environmental agency. 

The report's core message for development is that the UN must “deliver as

one” much more often. The HLP explained, however, that this recommen-

dation did not mean the immediate merger of agencies, but rather that all

of the agencies involved must agree to pursue common goals and strate-

gies. The HLP's other proposals included establishing a sustainable devel-

opment board to review and approve unified country programmes. In the

midterm, existing executive boards for funds and programmes would be

integrated into the board. ECOSOC would get a new Global Leaders

Forum (L-27) with a global leadership role in setting development norms;

it would bring together heads of states and governments each year. The

financing of UN operational activities would continue to be voluntary; in

addition to a unified country budget, a central financing pool for multiyear

financing was recommended (MDG financing mechanism). Furthermore,
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a systemwide evaluation mechanism was to be set up (UN 2006b; Rohner

2007). 

The HLP report mainly drew criticism from an NGO coalition in New

York and from the South Centre in Geneva, both of whom commented

extensively on the HLP's individual proposals. The NGO coalition com-

plained that the HLP report did not pay enough attention to financing,

focused too much on achieving MDGs, left Bretton Woods institutions out

of its coherence proposals although they are clearly part of the UN system,

and may have further promoted the privatization of the public sector by

concentrating so much on results (Centre of Concern et al. 2007, 6–7). Fur-

thermore, the authors point out that decisions made by industrialized coun-

tries on development and trade issues have marginalized the UN system

relative to international financial institutions and the WTO. Against this

backdrop, they fear that the quite justified call for greater coherence and

streamlined structures will further marginalize the UN: 

“Demanding that agencies act ‘coherently’ may simply represent the
endorsement of one view at the expense of others, with that view being often-
times that of the strongest or more resourced agency… we believe that a cer-
tain amount of choice among providers of what we would call ‘development
services’ should not only be preserved, but fostered, in the interest of the
health of the whole system” (Centre of Concern et al. 2007, 2). 

The South Centre also criticized in detail the individual HLP recommen-

dations and specified reform priorities not reflected in the HLP report. In

particular, it argued that the UN's role should be understood holistically,

not reduced to the implementation of development assistance: “As the pri-

mary global governance institution, the UN must not be confined to sim-

ply becoming a humanitarian assistance agency and another operational

provider of development assistance projects to developing countries”

(South Centre 2007: 22, emphasis in original). For instance, ECOSOC's

oversight function should be strengthened vis-à-vis the WTO and interna-

tional financial institutions, and UN agencies should have greater research

and analysis capacities so they can better support developing countries in

structural issues. Developing countries and emerging powers took up

many of these points of criticism in subsequent intergovernmental negoti-

ations.
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4.3 The status of reform proposal implementation 

The HLP’s report caused much commotion within the United Nations. One

reason was certainly that the report dealt with human rights aspects, which

provoked a strong reaction among developing countries, who wished to

protect their sovereignty.21 The polarization between the North and the

South was exacerbated when some donors were perceived to having had a

strong influence on the panel process (Deen 2007; Fues / Dongyan / Vat-

terodt 2007b). 

Since 2006, the recommendations have been determining the internal reform

agenda so that operational activities now are a main area of reform. During

Kofi Annan's tenure, Delivering as One principles were implemented in

eight pilot countries. Ban Ki-Moon, who became Secretary-General in 2007,

presented a report in which he expressed his support for these recommenda-

tions and presented the first changes in the UN-DS (UN 2007c). Many of the

HLP's reform proposals to harmonize the UN-DS do not require any inter-

governmental mandates and are currently being implemented. 

Box 2: Major reform steps and current reform projects in the UN-DS

since 2005

Resolutions of the General Assembly (GA)

• GA calls on funds & programmes and specialized agencies to simplify, harmo-

nize, and increase result-orientation and development effectiveness (UN Gene-

ral Assembly 2007a)

• GA sets up UN WOMEN and adopts minor changes in other SWC areas (SWC

UN General Assembly 2010) 

Chief Executive Board becomes proactive actor

• Integration of the UNDG in CEB structures

• CEB formulates system-wide answers to upcoming challenges, such as climate

change, the global food crisis, and the financial and economic crisis

Harmonization and the alignment with partner countries

• 2007: CEB adopts action plan to harmonize business practices in the UN-DS,

under implementation since 2010

21 During the World Summit, there was a fierce debate about the responsibility-to-protect

norm (Fröhlich 2006).
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• Standardization of financial management: for instance, the systemwide imple-

mentation of International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS); uni-

fied, system-wide financial statistics and reports; harmonization of procure-

ment and information and communication technologies; implementation of the

Harmonized Approach for Cash Transfers (HACT); 2009: formulation of com-

mon financial rules and regulations by the UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, and

WFP; preparation of an integrated budget of these agencies by 2013

• Creation of a central repository for data on operational activities and a system-

wide evaluation mechanism currently being prepared

Reform of work at the country level

• Delivering as One initiative in eight pilot countries and more than ten self-star-

ters, supported by UN-DOCO 

• UNDG comes up with a new functional description for the position of resident

coordinator along with guidelines for cooperation at the country level

• Development and start of implementation of the Resident Coordinator

Management and accountability system, which provides clearer mandates and

accountability in country teams

• UNDG adopts new guidance on the preparation of UNDAFs and on UNDAF

action plans for closer, results-based cooperation within country teams 

Source: Müller (2010, 75-89); UN (2009a; 2009c; 2010b; 2010c); UNDG
(2009e)

The intergovernmental process initially progressed much more slowly (von

Freiesleben 2008; Müller (2010, 54–69, 73–74), but a major milestone was

reached in July 2010 with the founding of the UN Entity for Gender Equal-

ity and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women). After controversial ple-

nary sessions and negotiations supported by facilitators, the General

Assembly initially adopted the first resolution in September 2008, though

concrete decisions on individual items were mostly postponed (UN General

Assembly 2008). Another resolution with more content was passed in Sep-

tember 2009, particularly setting a concrete course in gender issues: a new

organization is to handle the normative and operative tasks of the previous

four agencies. Furthermore, the resolution structured the upcoming negoti-

ations by thematic issue, dividing the agenda for reform approaches into

gender, governance, financing, and Delivering as One (UN General Assem-
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bly 2009a). In July 2010, the countries agreed on another resolution that has

led to tangible results (UN General Assembly 2010). 

• The most important decision concerns the founding of UN Women.

The two UN Secretariat units, the Division for the Advancement of

Women (DAW) and the Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues

and Advancement of Women (OSAGI), have joined forces with the UN

International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of

Women (INSTRAW) and the UN Development Fund for Women

(UNIFEM) to create a larger agency with a comprehensive mandate –

and probably more influence. Starting in January 2011, the agency is

to be completely functional and begin strengthening women's rights

and gender equality worldwide. 

• In the field of governance, the resolution includes a number of minor

changes. For instance, governing bodies are to improve coordination,

national representatives are to be offered orientation and training on

the UN-DS, and financial support is to be provided so that national pol-

icymakers from developing countries can more easily participate in

meetings of governing bodies.

• In the field of financing, fundamental principles were reiterated, and it

was resolved that the concept of a “critical mass” of core contributions

is to be further explored by each of the governing bodies of funds, pro-

grammes, and specialized agencies. 

• In the field of Delivering as One, progress in the pilot countries is

appreciated. The Secretary-General is called on to undertake the sys-

temwide evaluation of the  DaO initiative as planned. In addition,

member states acknowledge that developing countries can choose

common country programmes as the basis for their cooperation with

the UN-DS. Governing bodies of UN agencies were encouraged to

accept such country programmes and approve them where necessary

(UN General Assembly 2010). 

The founding of the new women's agency marks an important milestone

in the process that began in 2005. Agreements about governance struc-

tures and the agency's mandate were reached after intense negotiations

between the G-77 and Western donors. As demanded by industrialized

countries, UN Women has a broad mandate in the fields of gender and

women's rights. And as demanded by developing countries and emerging
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22 In the UNDP/UNFPA executive board, developing countries and emerging powers have

two thirds of the vote; industrialized countries, one third. In UN Women's executive

board, ten of the 41 seats are held by Africa and Asia each, four by Eastern Europe, six

by Latin America and the Caribbean, and five by Western Europe and other groups

(WEOG). The four largest UN contributors have four seats, and donor states from the

South have two. The WEOG seats and the seats for the largest donors together provide

traditional donors with only 22 percent of the seats.

powers, UN Women has its own executive board for its operational activ-

ities. In addition, developing countries and emerging powers have more

voting shares than in the executive boards of other funds and pro-

grammes.22

But the reform agenda is not finished now that UN Women has been estab-

lished and resolutions have been adopted on other SWC issues. First, the

measures to improve governance have to be implemented so we can assess

the extent to which the governance of operational activities has been

improved. In the field of Delivering as One and in the area of financing,

concrete decisions will be made in the next few years. At the moment, it

seems that the approach is evolution, not revolution. Unlike in 2005/2006,

incremental steps are being discussed, though they will collectively have

far-reaching consequences. 

5. The positions of countries on reform options 

This chapter focuses on the positions of select countries and country groups

pertaining to reform options for a) the role of the UN in the global devel-

opment system and b) the internal coherence of the UN-DS. This chapter is

based on interviews and analyses of national statements in informal and for-

mal SWC negotiations at the General Assembly. The NGO World Federal-

ist Movement provides a number of these statements for free at its home-

page reformtheun.org.

5.1 External reform dimension: The role of the UN-DS in
the global development system

In terms of external and internal reform dimensions of the UN-DS, the posi-

tions of these countries greatly depend on their experience over the past

four years. Most of the donor countries under review seem to have lost the

visions they still had in their discussion papers from 2005/2006. Positions
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23 This finding may be the result of the particular interviewees chosen, mainly because

diplomats in New York were spoken with. Most interviewees did, however, say that they

have a lot of leeway in formulating their policy.

are often taken reactively and focus on the struggle for power between the

G-77 and donor countries.23 From the outset, developing countries and

emerging powers were more reactive than proactive in the debate, feeling

that the reform agenda was forced onto them and dominated by the West

(Centre of Concern et al. 2007). A number of the visions proposed by

donors met with a lot of suspicion and criticism among developing coun-

tries. In negotiations in the General Assembly, the position of the G-

77/NAM focused on defending the UN's broad mandate and protecting the

current system. 
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A greater role for the United Nations 

None of the Western states under review want to have the UN as a power-

ful coordination forum for other development actors anytime soon, nor

even in the distant future. Such a possible future role for the United Nations

is currently not part of any debates by practitioners in New York. While a

number of Western states are calling for a stronger UN-DS, they believe

that fragmentation has to be reduced and the focus has to be more on results

first. They do not wish to see the UN become stronger vis-à-vis other mul-

tilateral organizations, such as the World Bank or the IMF. While the UN is

considered an important forum, for instance for the MDG process, most

Western countries do not want the UN to have more responsibility beyond

its function as a forum; specifically, they do not want the UN to review ful-

filment of ODA pledges and other international obligations. This attitude

was also seen in the G-20's decisions reacting to the economic and finan-

cial crisis, where the UN only played a marginal role (Martens / Schultheis

2010).

In the course of the global economic and financial crisis, developing coun-

tries and emerging powers reiterated their view that the UN is the most

legitimate organization for them. Because of its inclusivity, the UN should

play a central role in international cooperation and problem solving in eco-

nomic and financial issues. The emerging powers who are also members of

the G-20 and therefore have more global say already nonetheless continue

to support this viewpoint in UN forums. Developing countries would like

the UN to play a more prominent role in development policy, which would

happen if the organization reliably received the funding it needs to fulfil its

broad mandate. They also want the UN to play a much more prominent role

as a coordinator, especially with respect to international financial institu-

tions and the World Trade Organization, as the G-77 stated at a meeting of

ministers in 2006: 

“We emphasize that one of the fundamental reforms required would be for
the United Nations, which is the most representative global organization, to
mobilize the highest political commitment, and to provide policy directions
and guidance to the Bretton Woods Institutions, the World Trade Organiza-
tion and other relevant organizations and institutions that have an impact in
the development of many countries” (UN 2006c, para 14).

But the call for the UN to play a greater role is not unanimous even among

developing countries and emerging powers, as the examples of South-South
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partnerships and trilateral development cooperation show. Although all

developing countries and emerging powers want to see this issue promi-

nently anchored in the UN, a number of countries (such as South Africa,

India, and China) prefer South-only forums, such as the Non-Aligned

Movement. The fear is that traditional donors might attempt to demand

more of emerging powers as a part of global burden-sharing and that norms

dominated by the West might be imposed, such as the Paris declaration and

the Accra action agenda. In addition, a number of non-OECD/DAC donors

do not want to give up the alliance with developing countries. Other coun-

tries, such as Mexico and Brazil, see great potential for the UN in the field

of South-South cooperation (Fues s. a.).

Industrialized countries and emerging powers are equally interested in the

Development Cooperation Forum (DCF) that was created as part of

ECOSOC. Since 2008, the DCF has been taking place every two years and

is open to all member states. The DCF was founded in order to create an

inclusive dialogue forum for a global discussion about the effectiveness and

coherence of international development cooperation. It is not yet clear

whether the forum can live up to expectations. Up to now, Western coun-

tries such as the UK, Austria, Switzerland, and Germany have been the

main ones to support the preparatory processes for DCF 2008 financially

and logistically, but other countries such as Egypt, Brazil, Bangladesh, and

China are also showing interest (Fues s. a.).

Limiting the role of the United Nations

The UK, Belgium, and – to a limited extent – Canada are the most vehe-

ment supporters of limiting the operative role of the United Nations to cer-

tain issues. For instance, the UK's development policy White Paper pub-

lished in 2009 states: 

“Our long-term vision is of a focused and effective UN, where the agencies
plan, manage and deliver as one for the most vulnerable people. This will
mean hard choices about the areas where the UN can add real value – and
where it cannot” (DFID 2009, 105).

These countries see the role of the UN mainly in conflict regions, where their

hands are tied bilaterally and the World Bank cannot become involved – but

the UN can more easily thanks to its neutrality. In return, the UN-DS would

withdraw from other fields (infrastructure, financing, etc.). Other countries,

such as France, are less radical in their wordings when they call for a clearer
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delineation between the mandates of individual agencies, which does not

necessarily mean that the UN-DS's overall mandate would be limited. A

number of donors (such as Norway, Sweden, Belgium, and Germany) argue

that UN agencies should focus more on upstream activities, such as policy

advice and other types of technical cooperation. The role of the honest bro-

ker is also seen as promising, for instance in donor coordination. Direct

project financing and implementation would then be limited in favour of

other activities. Furthermore, specialized agencies would focus more on

their original role of setting norms and standards and only continue to per-

form operational activities in a select number of areas, such as humanitar-

ian aid. 

In general, developing countries and emerging powers oppose a more lim-

ited mandate for the United Nations. In light of the demands that UN devel-

opment activities be aligned with national priorities and the specific devel-

opment situation of the country in question and that the UN should play a

greater role in economics and financing, developing countries and emerg-

ing powers object to the proposals made in the context of the HLP report: 

“… the G77 and China wonder about the appropriateness of defining or con-
fining the United Nations’ role to ‘niche issues’ (such as disaster manage-
ment, post-conflict reconstruction or the environment), while leaving issues
such as development strategies, trade, finance and macro-economic policy to
other international organizations. The United Nations system is developmen-
tally holistic and provides a diversity of views and approaches that the Bret-
ton Woods Institutions seriously lack” (G-77 2006).

The focus on niche issues would make the UN a secondary organization

and possibly give industrialized countries a welcome excuse to cut funding

for the UN-DS. This is the official, maximalist position of the G-77. Inter-

views with national representatives in New York did not reveal the extent

to which smaller developing countries and emerging powers have a deviat-

ing position. Developing countries and emerging powers are more open

towards thematic focal points in the executive boards. They participate in

the formulation of strategic plans for agencies and praise the capacity-

building expertise of the UNDP, for instance. 

Consolidation and rationalization of the UN-DS

Donor countries no longer actively and openly pursue the idea of a unified

development pillar that would at least cover UN funds and programmes. In
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light of the explicit resistance of the G-77, the initial concepts about merg-

ing individual agencies are not being further developed. There is also no

consensus among the donor countries about which agencies should be kept

and which should be merged. The task force proposed in the HLP report to

come up with recommendations about rationalizing the institutional land-

scape was not created. Instead, donor countries are working to bring about

greater administrative coherence between funds and programmes.

Some donor countries are more persistent than others about the long-term

goal of a unified development pillar. In the on-going negotiations, the UK,

Ireland, Norway, Sweden, and Canada are working to create a foundation

on which at least funds and programmes might one day come together to

form such a unified pillar. Efforts to use the joint meeting of the governing

councils from the UNDP/UNFPA/UNOPs (United Nations Office for Part-

nerships), WFP, and UNICEF as a place to discuss common country pro-

grammes, set the course for a joint budget for the UNDP, UNFPA, and

UNICEF, and harmonize agency programme cycles can be seen as going in

this direction. However, these measures are also useful in and of themselves

without any hidden agenda. 

Without exception, developing countries and emerging powers strongly

reject the rationalization of the UN-DS and the establishment of a unified

UN development pillar. They give several reasons for their position. From

their perspective, the wide range of approaches, perspectives, methodolo-

gies, and systems in the various UN agencies represents a unique, creative

response to specific development situations. They argue that this variety

should not be seen as an institutional weakness. On the contrary, they

believe it is a strength of UN-DS that must be protected: 

“We declare in favour of a greater coordination and coherence among the
UN Funds, Programs and Agencies in order to avoid unnecessary duplica-
tions and overlaps of their functions and maximize the effectiveness of their
work. Nevertheless, the necessary coordination among them shall not mean
a loss of identity whatsoever... The field work those entities perform in dif-
ferent areas of development, for which they have accumulated unique expe-
riences, provides them with a privileged position as to being aware of and
addressing the real needs of developing countries, hence the key importance
of preserving the valuable contribution of development funds, programs and
agencies“ (JCC 2008). 
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It can be assumed that this position partly reflects the fear that industrial-

ized countries could impose their priorities more if there were a unified

development pillar and that developing countries would thereby see their

choices limited. In addition, the creation of a unified development pillar

would entail rationalization and a concentration on certain issues, an out-

come rejected by those who believe the UN has a “general mandate.” There

has been especially fierce criticism of proposals made by Western donors to

get rid of UNCTAD or have it become part of the WTO, UNDP, or the UN

Secretariat. For developing countries and emerging powers, having eco-

nomic and trade issues anchored in the UN-DS is an achievement in and of

itself, and they are not willing to give it up (Khor 2006). Another fear is that

a central development pillar might be much more bureaucratic.

Type and speed of reform process

The countries under review have different positions about the speed and

specific design of the reform process. At percent, not even industrialized

countries are calling for a “Big Bang” reform at the intergovernmental

level. After four years of controversial intergovernmental negotiations,

everyone has a more pragmatic, realistic approach. While some concepts

being tossed about would take advantage of major upcoming events as an

opportunity to have a second go at major reform, no one believes such

attempts have any chance of success. The clearly articulated rejection by

the G-77 countries and Russia of the kind of comprehensive structural

reforms conceived by Western donors makes this highly unlikely. Other

factors also make the current climate in the UN seem less than friendly to

reform: the current UN Secretary-General is not held to be a strong leader,

and such major events as the UN conference on the financial crisis in June

2009 revealed major controversies about the role of the UN in economic

and social matters. 

The UK, Canada, Spain, the Netherlands, Norway, and – to a certain extent

– Sweden continue, however, to pursue a more ambitious reform pro-

gramme than other states. Although the G-77 strongly rejected the Sustain-

able Development Board proposed by the HLP, the group is attempting to

help create a joint executive board structure for funds and programmes.

Other countries, especially Switzerland and Ireland, are working towards

an incremental reform process without losing sight of the goal of greater

unity. These two countries propose that the tools that already exist be used

to step up the reform process. They emphasize how much progress could
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come from a coherent, systemwide policy and call for existing structures to

be strengthened:

“While Switzerland is certainly prepared to listen to and engage with those
who are calling for a big exercise to recast the UN system in a unified way
and under a single governance mechanism, we believe that we do not have
the leisure to wait for such a debate to start or even conclude. We must make
the best possible use of the existing intergovernmental structures, in partic-
ular the ECOSOC operational activities segment, to foster increased coher-
ence and unity in the system” (Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft 2008b).

While the US and Japan are taking part in the negotiation process for sys-

temwide coherence, they have not yet revealed what their preferences are

about the speed and design of the reform process. The US has merely

insisted on a quick decision about a possible new organization for women

and gender issues and indicated a willingness to make significant conces-

sions towards that goal. The US was in line with the Nordic states, Switzer-

land, and other like-minded donors in the call to quickly set up UN Women

in 2010 after the resolution was adopted in 2009. Like-minded donors

believe urgent action is needed in other areas as well. In light of the long

duration of negotiations and the impression that a consensus is now within

reach, the desire for concrete results is growing. 

Under the leadership of Cuba and Egypt, emerging powers and developing

countries organized in the G-77 have worked to slow down the process

from the beginning of SWC negotiations. Because they disagreed with a

large part of the content in the HLP's proposals, they combated the momen-

tum for reform after the World Summit in 2005 and the Panel's report by

arguing that there should not be any rush or artificial deadlines. By insist-

ing that individual issues be dealt with in an integrated fashion, they

ensured that all thematic negotiations had roughly the same duration and

that the content of compromises covers all of these subitems. These coun-

tries continue to pursue this strategy.

Some pilot countries and self-starters, however, are interested in setting up

a mechanism soon to adopt common country programmes. In terms of con-

solidating the agencies for women and gender equality, a number of African

countries agreed with industrialized countries that action needed to be taken

in 2010 after the basic decision of 2009 to set up the organization. 
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5.2 Internal reform dimension: Current focal points of reform

This section provides a brief overview of the current positions of a select

group of countries on four main issues discussed in the General Assembly:

gender, governance, Delivering as One, and funding. 

Gender

The proposal in the HLP report that turned out to be the most likely to pro-

duce a consensus was the founding of a new organization for women and

gender issues to bring together the normative and operative functions cur-

rently spread across four different UN agencies. The founding of UN

Women is very important, including for tactical reasons. In light of the

importance the issue had for industrialized countries, developing countries

and emerging powers were able to use it for concessions in other areas.

All Western donor countries strongly supported the founding of UN

Women. The Nordic states, Canada, and the United Kingdom especially

advocated fast action. After the last presidential elections, the US rein-

forced its commitment and provided support at the highest level for the

agency to be found quickly. The positions of Western countries differed in

terms of the amount and type of financing, the size of the secretariat, and

the institutional location of the agency. 

The original rejection of the G-77, which saw the call for the new agency

as a purely Western desire, gradually gave way to broad consensus. On

behalf of the G-77/NAM, Egypt and Yemen did, however, work to have a

limited normative role for the new agency. The goal was to ensure that the

new agency would only have a weak mandate to monitor the enforcement

of gender standards. Here, the principle of voluntary compliance was once

again to apply; the agency would only become involved on request by gov-

ernments. The role of civil society was to be more limited than the West

would have liked, but the agency would have a more secure financial basis

in return, with multiyear pledges. The G-77 also pointed out that the agency

has a universal mandate and therefore must not limit its operational activi-

ties to developing countries (JCC 2010). Furthermore, developing countries

and emerging powers also demanded that a new governing body be created

for the new agency's operational activities instead of having the

UNDP/UNFPA executive board handle oversight, as most Western coun-

tries wanted to have it. Emerging powers like Mexico wanted the new gov-
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erning body to provide potential larger future contributors from the South

with a seat and a voice, while others wanted developing countries and

emerging powers to have greater input in general. The new governing body

was to have the same distribution of votes as the General Assembly. Devel-

oping countries and emerging powers would therefore have much greater

influence over the new agency's potentially sensitive work should there be

a need to resort to voting.

Governance

Originally, the founding of the sustainable development board and a Global

Leadership Forum for ECOSOC was handled under the topic of “gover-

nance,” but these proposals are no longer part of the current reform agenda.

Instead, negotiations focused on improving the governance architecture by

increasing the inclusiveness of decision-making processes, increasing

coherence between individual decision-making bodies, and making the

decisions reached more effective and relevant. There was also a debate

about how to create a mechanism to allow common country programmes to

be approved (UN Secretariat 2009a).

The countries that support DaO the most are also the ones most interested

in setting up such a common country programme approval mechanism.

Originally, the UK, Canada, and Belgium wanted to create a joint executive

board with decision-making competence. From their perspective and in the

opinion of most Western industrialized countries, such a board would be

based on the joint board meetings of funds and programmes. The proposal

is similar to the HLP's recommendation to set up a sustainable development

board. But these terms are no longer used. In the course of the negotiations,

a number of countries began to prefer a pragmatic solution that does not

require any change in mandate. The various boards would then continue to

be responsible for agency-specific parts of the common country programme

in question. In addition, however, a comprehensive discussion of common

country programmes would be possible. The joint board meetings were

considered the best place for this purpose; given that the boards of

UNICEF, the UNDP/UNFPA, and the WFP and possibly others would take

part. The governing bodies of specialized agencies whose work is also

included in common country programmes would, however, not be

involved. It should be kept in mind though that the governing bodies of

most specialized agencies do not discuss or approve country programmes

in any way. 
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At an early stage, Switzerland spoke out against the founding of a joint

board with decision-making authority for the approval of common coun-

try programmes. Instead, a transitional mechanism located within

ECOSOC would have the official coordination body become more

involved; programme countries could voluntarily percent the drafts of

their common country programmes to ECOSOC, which would discuss

them in its operative segment. The common programmes would subse-

quently be approved by the respective executive boards without having

them deal with the documents any further. The discussion in ECOSOC

would ensure that specialized agencies were better integrated. Aside from

Switzerland, however, few industrialized countries believe ECOSOC is

up to the task. Although almost all countries officially want to strengthen

ECOSOC, in the discussion of current governance issues they are very

reluctant about the matter, if not completely opposed. A number of indus-

trialized countries – especially the US, the UK, and Canada – believe that

giving ECOSOC any additional tasks that are crucial for the current

reform process would be tantamount to weakening the boards. This

option is therefore opposed. 

Developing countries and emerging powers did not believe that ECOSOC

should be strengthened necessarily. Unlike the General Assembly,

ECOSOC does not represent all countries. Developing countries are

therefore generally interested in making the General Assembly stronger

wherever possible by giving it additional tasks and competence. For

instance, the G-77 wants the CEB to be more accountable to and report

more to the General Assembly. 

Pilot countries, especially Tanzania and Papua New Guinea, were very

interested in coming up with a way to approve their common country pro-

grammes although they have not made any proposals to this end. The

DaO opponents logically oppose the creation of such a mechanism. The

Russian Federation would also like to prevent complex changes because

it generally supports the status quo of the UN-DS, which it believes works

well. 
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Table 13:  Internal reform dimension: Positions of member states 

 Industrialized countries Developing countries and 
emerging powers 

Gender • Broad support for creation 
of new agency soon with 
a broad mandate 

• Different positions about 
size, finances, governing 
bodies 

• Selective support for / 
opposition to new agency 

• In favour of new executive 
board for the new agency's 
operational activities 

• In favour of more seats for 
the South in the new board 

Governance • 2006: Creation of 
Sustainable Development 
Board 

• Little support for greater 
role for ECOSOC 

• Establishment of an 
approval mechanism for 
common country 
programs 

• 2006: No Sustainable 
Development Board 

• strengthening of the General 
Assembly 

• No consensus about approval 
mechanism for common 
country programs 

Financing • In general, no additional 
obligations  

• Selectively, garner 
recognition for non-core 
contributions 

• More funding should be 
provided, and it should be 
predictable 

• No consensus about core 
versus non-core funding  

• Contributors from the South 
should not be part of global 
burden-sharing  

Delivering as 
One (DaO) 

• General support for DaO 

• Implementation of 
systemwide DaO lessons 

• Selective support for DaO 
(pilot countries and self-
starters) 

• Selective resistance to DaO, 
against application of the 
DaO model to the UN-DS 

Source:  own compilation 
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Financing

In the field of financing, countries negotiate ways and means of improv-

ing the quality and quantity of financing for the UN development system.

The quality of financial contributions includes the predictability of con-

tributions, the core/non-core ratio, and the type of earmarking. At the

beginning of 2010, the concept of “critical mass” came about in reference

to core contributions for individual agencies, though the concept has not

yet been specified. In the past few years, the debate about the proper ratio

of core to earmarked contributions has not really led to significant

changes in the financial practices of donors. The reduction in voluntary

contributions that can be expected in times of economic and financial

crises means that UN agencies face even greater problems. Here, the con-

cept of “critical mass” is an attempt to define the volume of core contri-

butions a specific agency needs to fulfil its core mandate. Unlike the

abstract, systemwide, prorated ratio for core contributions, the concept

allows the strategic documents of such agencies to be taken into account,

and a greater focus on results.

Not surprisingly, the countries that already make multiyear pledges are

calling for others to follow their example. Germany, Japan, and the US

oppose multiyear pledges for themselves. Japan argues that multiyear

pledges reduce flexibility. Along with Japan, the US is sceptical about

calls to increase the share of core contributions. Again, the main argument

is flexibility, which these countries claim is needed in crises and other

emergencies. Another aspect that is especially important for the United

States is greater accountability, which earmarking offers and citizens

demand, especially in times of economic crises. Canada and the UK are

also somewhat cautious when it comes to introducing a quota for core

contributions. They argue that UN agencies first have to demonstrate that

they are efficiently and effectively using the funding already provided. 

Norway, Sweden, and other small countries that make up a large financial

share of core budgets believe a more equitable distribution of burdens is

necessary. But even Norway believes that a lower limit of 50 percent core

contributions is too ambitious. Belgium supports to set a minimum quota

for core budgets but mainly wants the discussion about the topic to get

going. Germany is not in the foreground in the discussion about core con-

tributions because its financing practices would not need to be greatly

modified. Western countries that have a large share of earmarked contri-
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butions, such as Canada and the UK, are trying to keep the financing

debate from focusing on the ratio of core to earmarked contributions.

Instead, they are trying to garner recognition for their complementary

payments, such as to thematic trust funds. In principle, all industrialized

countries have begun thinking about how “critical mass” could be

defined.

But when it comes to the quantity of funding for UN operational activi-

ties, none of the Western donor countries have shown any interest in mak-

ing financial pledges during the negotiations. While a number of coun-

tries have talked about providing financial rewards if the focus is more on

results and if reforms are successful, this approach is currently only found

in statements made by the UK.

Yet, developing countries and emerging powers are calling for such finan-

cial commitments because they believe the largest problem in UN devel-

opment is that too few resources are provided and that Western countries

are not fulfilling their international duties. The G-77 also officially

oppose the linking of funding to an agency's willingness/unwillingness to

reform because such linking would only punish developing countries: 

“The JCC disagrees with the approach of some recommendations linking
the funding to the performance of and commitment to reform. It can imply
punishments to ‘ineffective’ UN entities or would eventually imply an
unduly punishment against countries recipient of development cooperation
[sic]. It is difficult to support that agencies, funds and programmes can get
core funds if they are committed to reform when more core funding should
be an aim applied to all funds, programmes and agencies of the UN System” 
(JCC 2009). 

Officially, the G-77 mainly support an increase in core funding. In current

negotiations, the G-77/NAM are working to have a lower limit on the

share of core funding specified. They also proposed that a target volume

be specified for the UN's share of global ODA (JCC 2008). But behind

closed doors, G-77 members do disagree among themselves. Smaller

developing countries informally say that the effect of UN development

assistance is far more important than where the funding comes from. Pilot

countries also praise the One UN Fund financed by earmarked contribu-

tions and the Expanded Funding Window. Furthermore, most of the fund-

ing to the UN-DS from emerging countries is also earmarked, and these

countries do not want to be forced to switch to core contributions. Emerg-
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ing powers also do not wish to be put in the same category with traditional

UN donors. On the one hand, they do not wish to bear a larger share of

the burden; on the other, countries like China and Brazil insist that the

quality of their development assistance substantially differs from tradi-

tional, hierarchical aid. 

Delivering as One

Delivering as One is the banner for the pilot initiative proposed by the

HLP and launched by Kofi Annan for a unified UN representation in eight

pilot countries along with a number of self-starters (see Box 1). The focus

is on ways to facilitate cooperation with the UN-DS for pilot countries

and self-starters. Each pilot country went down a different path in imple-

menting DaO principles. No negotiations have yet reviewed which of

these paths proved especially fruitful and which may serve as a model for

the UN-DS. Before that happens, there first needs to be a determination

of the extent to which these pilot programmes made the UN-DS more

effective and efficient at the country level and whether the outcome can

be generalized. For 2011, an independent evaluation of the pilot projects

is planned, and it is hoped that lessons can be drawn for the UN-DS. In

2009 and 2010, negotiations therefore focused on the modalities of the

independent evaluation to be prepared by the Secretary-General. 

All of the industrialized countries under review place great hope in the

DaO process and support it actively. As described in Chapter 3, this sup-

port is both financial, such as contributions to One UN Funds, etc., and

political, such as by supporting the concerns of pilot countries in gover-

nance bodies. The broad support for the DaO process also has a strategic

component. Many representatives of Western countries hope that the pres-

sure from below – from programme countries – will make itself felt in the

negotiations in New York to increase the chances that the intergovern-

mental reform process will be successful.

However, there are differing ideas about the extent to which the Delivering

as One model can be transferred to all programme countries. The United

Kingdom is the strongest voice calling for a unified solution for the begin-

ning,24 while other countries (such as Norway and Switzerland) counter

that the G-77 is right when it argues that “no one size fits all.” Mid-income
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24 This position can also be interpreted as support for the creation of the UN development

pillar “from the ground up.” In 2010 and 2011, some 75 program countries will renew

their UNDAFs. Additional financial incentives such as the Expanded Funding Window

in the MDG Achievement Fund are designed to ensure that a lot of countries and UN

country teams voluntarily choose common country programs. In the mid to long term, the

result will be considerable structural changes. In the ideal case, each program country

would have its own UN program in which a select group of funds, programs, and spe-

cialized agencies would be involved as desired by the government. One UN representa-

tive would speak on behalf of all UN agencies and would be accountable to program

country governments (and UN executive bodies) for the attainment of the agreed devel-

opment targets. To this end, a single annual report would be presented. The budget would

be formulated in a single framework and be covered by the core budgets of the agencies

involved, with possible additional funding from country funds, and with funding from the

Expanded Funding Window, which will have become a deep-pocketed MDTF that may

even have a jointly agreed budget replenishment mechanism. In the ideal case, a single

supervisory body would approve the common country programmes. 
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countries, countries in crisis situations, and LDCs cannot be thrown into

one basket. But none of the Western countries reviewed questions the One

UN model as the future of the UN development. Only the US and Japan are

taking a wait-and-see approach, though they remain interested.

All DaO supporters from the group of industrialized countries advocate the

greatest possible independence for the systemwide evaluation of the pilot

initiative. The results are to be sound, credible, and of high quality to serve

as a basis for conclusions about a possible reorientation of the UN-DS. 

Opinions about the DaO initiative vary widely within the group of develop-

ing countries. All of the pilot countries (Albania, Cape Verde, Mozambique,

Pakistan, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uruguay, and Vietnam) and all of the self-

starters (such as Benin, Bhutan, the Comoros, Papua New Guinea, Kiribati,

Malawi, and Ethiopia) strongly support unified UN representation. At a meet-

ing in October 2009 in Kigali, they argued that “there is no going back to

doing business in the manner prior to the ‘Delivering as One’ initiative”

(UNDG 2009d). Based on the positive, country-specific evaluation results,

they reiterated their agreement in June 2010 in Hanoi and called for changes

at headquarters to allow UN agencies to work more closely together (UNDG

2010b). Many members of the African group have expressed interest in

implementing the DaO concept either in part or whole. They hope not only

that transaction costs will be lower, but also that more funding will be pro-

vided. In official statements, the ASEAN countries have also expressed their

support for Vietnam as a pilot country.
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But these supporters from the G-77 have to face a number of opponents who

have managed to dominate the group's position up to now. Decentralized

countries or large ones such as India and Malaysia are not interested in deal-

ing with a single UN representative. For them, the change would not make

things easier, but would instead clearly increase transaction costs. At the same

time, countries like China want to retain the right to pick and choose specific

services offered by the UN-DS. If uniform country programmes become stan-

dard procedure systemwide, there is concern that service packages will also

be standardized rather than customized to suit the needs and preferences of

local governments, as is currently done. For instance, the sovereign freedom

of choice of developing countries would be limited, since a number of gov-

ernments currently benefit from competition between individual UN agen-

cies. Furthermore, there is a fear that conditionality might be added to UN

development assistance as a single UN negotiating partner might be domi-

nated by Western countries more easily. There is also the general suspicion

that calls to cut budgets might be disguised as calls to increase efficiency.

Finally, these countries reject a solution that treats all developing countries

the same. In addition to these concerns about substance, overriding concerns

about global power politics seem to be behind the strong opposition of Egypt

and Cuba to a unified UN country presence. This negative attitude makes it

possible for them to position themselves as leaders in the fight against the

policies favoured by donor countries within their regional groups. 

Along with the group of proponents and opponents, a number of countries

have not yet taken a clear position. Mexico and others reject a unified UN

country presence for themselves but do not see any need to speak out against

the concept in light of the principle of voluntary participation.

DaO opponents made an attempt to have the systemwide evaluation made

subject to review by the General Assembly. In 2009, they demanded that

countries play a major role in the formulation of assessment criteria. The fear

is that Western DaO proponents would otherwise influence evaluation tar-

gets. After the 2009 General Assembly transferred responsibility for the eval-

uation to the Secretary-General in principle, the dispute in 2010 was about

how independently the Secretary-General should be able to design the evalu-

ation modalities and to what extent countries should be involved in the eval-

uation process formally or informally. The resolution adopted in July 2010

does not specify the matter any further though it does ask the Secretary-Gen-

eral to consult with countries in the further process.  
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6. Common ground: Previous results and future 

opportunities

6.1 Common positions 

Despite a number of differences, Western countries generally have com-

mon, coordinated positions in intergovernmental UN bodies. Traditionally,

the Nordic states and the Netherlands have been particularly close, but the

larger Utstein group also overlaps in a number of aspects.25 Smaller coun-

tries such as Switzerland and Ireland sometimes intentionally distance

themselves from others so they can better serve as mediators. Canada works

in close coordination with Australia and New Zealand (CANZ) but often

gives its positions a different accent. Up to now, the US and Japan have

taken on special roles and have often distanced themselves from others,

though the two countries have not played an especially important role in

general. The role of the US changed in negotiations to establish the new

agency for women and gender issues, where the US entered into bilateral

agreements with developing countries and emerging powers to speed up the

founding of the agency without consideration of European countries.

The United Kingdom, Spain, Norway, and the Netherlands constitute the

core support group for the Delivering as One pilot initiative and actively

support the further development of the initiative both at the country level

and at headquarters. These countries in particular have represented joint

positions with DaO pilot countries and self-starters. The UK, the Nether-

lands, and Norway worked with African pilot countries – Mozambique,

Tanzania, Malawi, and later Rwanda – to found the informal Group of

Seven, which drew a lot of public attention. They made joint statements to

support the process in the governing bodies of development agencies, such

as the World Health Organization, the UNDP/UNFPA executive board, the

UNICEF executive board, and the General Assembly. In a joint board meet-

ing in January 2010, Tanzania, a DaO pilot country, received even broader

25 The Utstein group was founded in 1999 by the development ministers of the Netherlands,

Germany, Norway, and the UK. Over the years, the group has grown considerably and

now also includes Sweden, Canada, France, Spain, Ireland, Belgium, Finland, Switzer-

land, and Denmark. Once a year, Utstein countries hold joint consultations with the funds

and programs and are also in close contact both in New York and at the national level.

Utstein countries see themselves as like-minded donors even if their positions sometimes

deviate in detail.

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 107

Reforming development cooperation at the United Nations

11-5267_Studie_59_ENGL_10  27.04.11  14:26  Seite 107



support for its proposal to percent a common country programme for

approval at a later date. In a joint statement, Australia, New Zealand, Bel-

gium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark, Finland, Sweden, France,

Germany, Slovenia, Spain, the United Kingdom, Ireland, the US, and the

pilot countries of Rwanda, Cape Verde, Malawi, Papua New Guinea, and

Uruguay expressed their support for Tanzania's proposal. The African

Group also expressed its support.

Otherwise, it is quite rare for industrialized and developing countries to

take the same positions in governing bodies. In the past three years, how-

ever, the two camps have come considerably closer. The 2007 General

Assembly's TCPR resolution sets forth the basic principles of UN develop-

ment policy and was adopted at a time when the HLP's report was causing

a lot of commotion in the General Assembly. In the governing bodies of

individual agencies, developing and industrialized countries have also

begun to jointly demand that agencies focus more on harmonization and

results. 

Developing countries and emerging powers coordinate their concerns in the

Group of 77 and the Non-Aligned Movement. Both groups remain domi-

nated by emerging powers, such as India and Brazil, and by ideologically

motivated countries, such as Cuba and Egypt. Often, foreign policy trumps

development policy in such cases. The countries that then speak the loud-

est are the ones that least need development assistance in general and UN

development assistance in particular. This is possible because most national

representatives are foreign-policy experts and can act relatively independ-

ent of instructions from home. On the other hand, the coordination and con-

sensus-building process is increasingly controversial within the G-

77/NAM. African states, such as the pilot countries of Mozambique, Tan-

zania, and Rwanda, are not satisfied with the G-77's negotiation strategy

and want to have more leeway so that progress within the DaO initiative

can be made voluntarily. There is also growing resentment against G-20

members, as became clear at the Climate Summit in Copenhagen, where

the Sudanese spokesperson of the G-77 criticized South Africa for breaking

up the unity within the African Group. 
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6.2 Opportunities for common positions on further reform
options

External reform dimension

Roughly five years after Western states submitted to the High-Level Panel

on systemwide coherence their wishes for fundamental institutional

change, the political will for such far-reaching restructuring in the field of

development seems to have been used up now that a number of developing

countries and emerging powers so strongly oppose such change. Not all

countries have been convinced that such a streamlining of the UN-DS

would actually strengthen the UN and therefore be in everyone's interest.

The reform of the UN -DS is no longer a matter for top-level decision-mak-

ers but is instead now negotiated at the level of experts without any high-

level attention, with the DaO process and the establishment of a new

agency for women and gender issues garnering the most attention. 

In the foreseeable future, it is hard to imagine for a number of reasons that

the current dynamics in the General Assembly and ECOSOC will change

and countries will be able to agree to explicitly limit the range of opera-

tional activities within the UN-DS and get rid of or merge individual agen-

cies. A number of emerging powers and radical proponents of a new world

order will continue to refuse to take part in the discussion about the com-

parative advantages as Western countries see them, which they believe will

only further marginalize the UN. Developing countries believe that the UN-

DS should have a larger mandate within its principal core competences of

trade, financing, etc., but this approach is not compatible with the propos-

als made by industrialized countries. It will probably also be hard to get the

EU and the group of industrialized countries to agree about which areas,

much less which agencies, should be done away with. The founding of UN

Women also showed that developing countries and emerging powers will

insist on having a greater say in any new organizational structures. Because

this demand is contrary to the interests of industrialized countries, their

calls for streamlining may die down. Finally, a number of factors not related

to development policy continue to influence decision-making in New York. 

This does not mean, however, that the development profile of UN agencies

will not see any changes. Rather, such changes will come not from a cen-

tral authority, but from the allocation of funding, the specification of need
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in developing countries, and decisions made by the governing bodies of

individual agencies. 

• Industrialized countries will continue to use the allocation of develop-

ment funds to strengthen the UN-DS in areas they favour (such as cli-

mate change and fragile states). At the same time, they are working to

reduce the fragmentation of financing for specific programmes and proj-

ects. Mid-income countries will demand certain services from the UN-

DS, thereby setting thematic priorities “from the bottom up.” 

• The DaO initiative strengthens the ownership of governments in small

programme countries and can therefore lead to progress in this respect.

The same holds true for other programme countries, although it is still

true that not all governments can set clear priorities for UN country

teams. 

• The new UNDAF guidelines call on UN country teams to underscore the

comparative benefits of their services more clearly. The UN-DS is also

being forced to define its role more clearly in donor coordination rounds

held in developing countries. 

• Furthermore, the governing bodies of the various agencies will continue

to make decisions that step up the thematic concentration of each respec-

tive organization. The common positions of developing and industrial-

ized countries face far fewer obstacles in the governing bodies of spe-

cific agencies than in the General Assembly and ECOSOC. 

Ground-breaking decisions by the General Assembly would have certainly

had a catalytic effect had they been made on the basis of an expert report

on streamlining UN development services (as recommended by the HLP).

On the other hand, the implementation of these decisions would have had

to overcome hurdles similar to the ones that the incremental reform cur-

rently faces. While the incremental restructuring in the various governing

bodies depends on an agreement between developing and industrialized

countries about the general direction, the special challenge of this distrib-

uted approach is in coming up with a coherent design. To this end, states

have to formulate a consistent policy across the various executive bodies.

Agricultural and health experts have to coordinate their actions carefully

with their colleagues at the UNDP, UNICEF, and elsewhere so that, for

instance, specialized agencies are not further encouraged to expand their

operational activities into new areas. The multilateral strategy papers that a
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growing number of Western countries have produced could promote that

aim. Nonetheless, industrialized countries will, for the foreseeable future,

continue to use their financing decisions to dominate the definition of the

comparative advantages of UN development services, which remains prob-

lematic. 

In the next few years, four processes could bring about positive change in

the preconditions for major reform steps. 

• The DaO initiative could help smaller developing countries voice their

concerns more often and better articulate their interest in a more effec-

tive UN development system. As a result, it might be easier to build the-

matic coalitions between developing and industrialized countries for

minor compromises.

• Developing countries, emerging powers, and industrialized countries

could agree to broad development principles that are also generally

applicable to the UN-DS in the Development Cooperation Forum. Such

a common basis could be a good starting point for a pragmatic reform of

the UN-DS. 

• The reform of the UN–DS could also benefit from reform processes in

other fields of policy and the resulting amount of political attention. At

percent, the reform of the global environmental architecture – which is

also the focus of the HLP – is gaining momentum (Swart / Perry 2007).

An agreement among member states to an institutional model that would

allow the UN to speak with a unified voice, political weight, and expert

authority in environmental issues seems within grasp. Because the

development and environmental agendas widely overlap, especially in

the area of climate change, it makes sense for these two reform processes

to be viewed together.

• Furthermore, the G-20 and its newly won importance could yet increase

the pressure to reform the United Nations, thereby opening up more

options for cooperation and consensus.

Internal reform dimension

Common positions seem more within reach in the internal reform dimen-

sion, as the SWC resolution negotiated in July 2010 shows. The incremen-

tal reform process is already underway, though it could be sped up. The

General Assembly's TCPR resolutions from 2004 and 2007 established a

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 111

Reforming development cooperation at the United Nations

11-5267_Studie_59_ENGL_10  27.04.11  14:26  Seite 111



common understanding of the basic principles underlying the UN-DS. That

understanding serves as the basis for greater harmonization and coordina-

tion within the system. The negotiations for the next Quadrennial Compre-

hensive Policy Review (QCPR) resolution are expected to begin in 2011.26

For the broad consensus attained to be kept and further expanded, industri-

alized countries will have to demonstrate their willingness to compromise.

The Monterrey Consensus and proof that serious efforts are being made to

reach the 0.7 percent target are therefore crucial symbols.

Harmonization

The last two TCPR resolutions from the General Assembly provide a broad

mandate for greater efforts to simplify and harmonize across the UN-DS.

The governing bodies of individual agencies and ECOSOC have been mak-

ing use of this mandate and making decisions to step up systemwide har-

monization. In the past few years, decisions have been made by consensus

to bring funds and programmes closer together administratively. For

instance, the UNDP, UNFPA, and UNICEF were called on to come up with

a joint budget and synchronize planning cycles for their strategic frame-

works. These and similar decisions were much easier to reach than princi-

ple decisions in the General Assembly. Now, patience and coherent policy

are mainly needed for further progress to be made using the mechanisms

currently available. This will require a lot of commitment, discipline, and

coherence in national policy in the various decision-making bodies. Ger-

many can also improve the strategic reform orientation and coherence of its

own policy towards the UN in the respective governing bodies of funds,

programmes, and specialized agencies in order to step up reforms actively

(cf. Vatterodt 2007, 79). 

Financing

The contours of common positions concerning a few financing and effi-

ciency issues are becoming clear. Emerging powers and middle-income

countries are increasingly emphasizing that the UN-DS has to make cost-

effective use of the funding provided. Industrialized countries with large

non-core shares and emerging countries that make self-supporting contri-

butions share an interest in keeping administrative overhead costs to a min-

26 In 2008, the General Assembly resolved to change the intervals between negotiations for

the resolution from three years to four years. 
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imum. If this coalition results in greater pressure on UN agencies to lower

costs, the outcome could be negative consequences for the multilateral

character of the UN-DS. In light of small core budgets, UN agencies should

charge even more to cover administrative costs in order to protect their core

tasks and mandates.

Differences remain when it comes to financing reform projects and coordi-

nation tasks. Developing countries are generally very interested in making

the greatest possible share of funding available for operational activities.

Donor countries share this interest in terms of cost efficiency. Yet develop-

ing countries reject funding coordination tasks (such as strengthening the

Resident Coordinator system) from core funds. As long as the conflict

between core funding and earmarked contributions exists, industrialized

countries will have to finance reforms with earmarked funding (such as

contributions to the UNCCF). 

There are also major differences when it comes to designing a sustainable

financing model for the UN-DS. Here, traditional donors are having trou-

ble coming to an agreement. The tension between the principles of volun-

tariness, reliability, just burden sharing, flexibility, and appropriate funding

is simply too great. The G-77/NAM's call for greater funding in general for

the UN–DS will also not promote an intergovernmental agreement. 

Governance

Industrialized and developing countries wish to keep or increase their own

influence in the UN, which will only hamper, if not prevent altogether,

more fundamental changes in governance issues for the foreseeable future.

Here, there are few options for thematic coalitions across groups as both

industrialized and developing countries address these issues mainly from

their own power-political perspectives. Ideas on how to design new, con-

stituency-based governance bodies could provide the negotiations with

some new momentum as these bodies would no longer be designed simply

in terms of geography. Instead, various stakeholders – such as LDCs, MICs,

and fragile states – would have seats, while industrialized countries (and

possibly even emerging powers) would have to earn their seats through

good donor behaviour. A similar model was attempted for the Peacebuild-

ing Commission set up in 2005 (Weinlich 2006). In the executive board of

UN Women, six seats are distributed on the basis of merit. The largest con-

tributors among traditional donors received four seats, with two being given
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to donor countries from the South. But such an endeavour would require a

lot of pressure from heads of state and governments, among other things. 

Delivering as One

The DaO process currently has the most sustained political support from

industrialized countries. Although not all of the countries under review

financially contribute to promoting reform at the country level, no Western

country doubts that the pilot initiative points in the right direction. Unfor-

tunately, no sound assessments of the costs and benefits of the pilot projects

are available yet. The states that currently cover most of the financial bur-

den for the pilot initiative are expected to ask for a broader supporter base

once proper reviews have been made available, which is also necessary for

reasons of sustainability. DaO will only further develop its catalytic effect

on the reform process if it has broad support. But it may be hard for indus-

trialized countries to reach agreements on certain details. The discrepancies

are the greatest when it comes to financing, but other issues – such as the

inclusion of specialized agencies – may also lead to controversy. 

Within the G-77, resistance to DaO seems to be losing support. The UNDG

reports that many developing countries have chosen DaO elements for the

upcoming reformulation of their UNDAFs. One can therefore hope that

these countries will manage to decide together whether and to what extent

DaO can serve as a model for the UN-DS at the country level once the

results of the independent evaluation have been made available. Success

will partly depend on whether the DaO model is attractive for larger coun-

tries and mid-income countries.

7. Conclusions for the German government

The percent study shows that the reform process for the UN development

system is not only necessary, but also making progress even though it faces

a number of difficulties. At headquarters, basic disagreements about what

role the United Nations should play in economics and finance hamper the

reform of UN development assistance. While the West often perceives the

“politicization” of a number of technical issues, a lot of developing coun-

tries speak of legitimate calls to strengthen the only multilateral organiza-

tion where they can articulate their interests eye to eye. Although not all
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developing countries share the often provocative rhetoric of the G-77

spokespeople on specific issues, “toeing the party line” at least ensures that

their interests will be protected in other UN forums. The basic conflict

between North and South still restricts the coalitions that can be formed

between developing and industrialized states on specific issues.

But differences in the priorities, interests, and capacities of the 192 perma-

nent representations in New York are not the only things hampering the

reform process. By increasing the share of earmarked contributions, a lot of

Western donors are making substantially worse the very coherence problem

that they wish to solve through institutional change. Likewise, the practice

of self-supporting contributions, which is becoming increasingly popular in

mid-income countries, provides negative incentives towards a more narrow

focus for individual UN agencies. 

Nonetheless, the reform process is making progress, be it ever so incre-

mental. This does not have to be negative necessarily; after all, the lengthy

consultation process over the past few years at least allowed all countries to

agree to a common reform agenda that contains a lot of elements developed

in the HLP report. The founding of UN Women and the adoption of a num-

ber of more minor proposals in other SWC areas shows that an agreement

that seemed far off only four years ago is now principally within reach. In

governing bodies and the General Assembly, the way has been paved for an

administrative simplification of the UN-DS and a greater focus on results.

If such decisions can be solidified and enforced, the result would be much

better than the current status quo. In addition to this incremental evolution,

the consequences of the Delivering as One process may have a revolution-

ary potential at the country level. If a growing number of programme coun-

tries voluntarily choose the DaO model in the next few years, the UN devel-

opment system will noticeably change. 

The success of reform of the UN development system is in Germany's own

national interest.

1. First, it is necessary from a development perspective. The UN has to

have a more effective development system if it is to properly respond to

global development challenges that cannot be addressed at the national

level alone. The UN can and must play a crucial role in the ever more

urgently needed efforts to reach the Millennium Development Goals.

Furthermore, the UN development system needs to take better advantage
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of its strengths in the battle against climate change. Finally, limited

resources need to be used more effectively.

2. Second, reform is necessary because it would indirectly strengthen the

UN as a forum for global policy and a central pillar of the global gover-

nance architecture. For developing countries and emerging powers, the

UN's development activities are a crucial factor towards acceptance.

Were industrialized countries to pull out of the UN-DS – one possible

outcome of a failure to reform – it might be much harder to cooperate

and reach a consensus in areas where industrialized countries also

believe there is a greater need for multilateralism. Yet, a strong UN is

urgently needed even in the age of the G-8/G-20. To prevent catastrophes

like global warming and to continue to be able to live in stability, pros-

perity, and security, there is not alternative to a multilateral approach for

Germany. Global interdependence not only greatly limits the freedom of

individual states to design their own policies, but also makes global def-

initions of problems and their solutions indispensable, as the economic

and financial crisis recently showed once again. The pressure from

global problems in other policy fields – such as climate change, the envi-

ronment, security, and migration – is also drastically increasing. The UN

seems to have been pushed into the background since the G-8/G-20

began managing the economic and financial crisis. In the mid to long

term, however, the effectiveness of the G-20 depends on its legitimacy

and its cooperation with global governance institutions considered legit-

imate. The UN is one such institution, though it cannot keep up with the

pace of decision-making with club governance mechanisms. On the

other hand, it not only offers economically weaker actors an opportunity

to take part in debates and initiatives to politically shape globalization,

but also stands for legalized world order based on universally valid,

binding norms and rules. If the rule of law prevails, the weak are pro-

tected from the power of the strong. This global legal framework brought

about by two world wars – as imperfect as it may be in reality – must be

protected and strengthened, the more so in times of looming re-national-

isations. 

3. A successful reform of the UN development system is crucial for the UN

to be successful in other policy fields. The UN’s work in such fields as

human rights, peacekeeping and peacebuilding, mediation, and the set-

tling of disputes is based on the UN's reputation as an inclusive, neutral,
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and legitimate organization. This reputation is strengthened by an effec-

tive and sustainable UN development system

In its coalition agreement of 2009, the German government committed

itself to strengthening the UN and said it would throw its weight behind

comprehensive reform. But this commitment should not be limited to

reforming the Security Council; instead, Germany should reinforce its com-

mitment to the UN development system and its reform. Unfortunately, Ger-

many is more of a fellow traveller than a driver in many areas of the reform

process. The following proposals are therefore made to show how Germany

can step up reforms of the UN-DS. 

1. Greater contributions for greater leeway

Germany’s leeway in the UN is limited by the relatively small volume of

contributions on an international scale. The relatively small size of its con-

tributions weakens the credibility and weight that Germany could have in

articulating its concerns in UN-DS governing bodies and other UN forums.

At percent, Germany cannot make any ground-breaking contributions in

two core areas of the systemwide coherence agenda. In terms of financing,

German proposals for more sustainable, reliable financing seem dubious in

light of Germany's cuts in funding and its refusal to switch to multiyear

pledges. Up to now, Germany has also provided only political support for

the DaO initiative, aside from UNCCF contributions. Here, a second draw-

back of the small size of Germany's contributions makes itself felt. While

other donor countries can provide financial incentives and support to under-

score their political reform priorities, Germany does not have this flexibil-

ity. As a result, it has a harder time actively influencing the direction of UN

agencies and UN reform processes. 

For years, Germany's voluntary payments to the UN-DS have not been in

line with what Germany could and should pay based on its economy and

general multilateral focus. You could never tell by looking at the UN that

Germany is the world's third-largest ODA donor. In 2008, Germany came

in 25th based on the amount of voluntary contributions in relation to gross

national income. In 2010, this already small volume was substantially

reduced even further by more than ten million euros, equivalent to a cut of

more than ten percent. Although other countries, such as Ireland and Italy,

have also drastically reduced their voluntary payments to the UN-DS in

light of the economic and financial crisis, Germany will fall even further
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behind in the ranking for contributions in 2010. In 2009, it only came in

11th at the UNDP and 15th at UNICEF. 

• The German government aims to increase the effectiveness and effi-

ciency of multilateral organizations. For this commitment to be success-

ful in the case of the UN development system, German payments need

to be increased back up to the level of a few years ago, and additional

funding should be promised contingent upon certain reform priorities.

Only then can the reform process be strategically supported at individual

organizations, and only then can Germany have greater influence to pro-

mote effectiveness and efficiency. 

An increase in German contributions is prevented by decisions made by the

German Bundestag's budget committee and the current coalition's govern-

mental agreement, which states that no more than a third of German devel-

opment funding is to go to multilateral organizations and the EU

(CDU/CSU/FDP 2009, 129). With this approach, the German government

forgoes an opportunity to provide multilateral development funding based

on strategic considerations with regard to the future functioning of the mul-

tilateral development system and the protection/provision of global public

goods. Instead, the German government relies on an arbitrary quota, which

will even leave less leeway for adjustments in times of stagnating ODA fig-

ures. 

In practice, the “one third” ceiling has an especially detrimental effect on

Germany's strategic policy towards the United Nations. All too often, the

UN merely receives the remainder left over after (multiyear) pledges to the

EU, the World Bank, and multilateral development banks have been allo-

cated. A large piece of the pie goes to the EU, whose development funding

does not pursue the same political goals as those of the UN, the World

Bank, and regional development banks because developing countries are

not involved in the decisions made. In light of the financial pledges made

at the G-8/G-20 meetings (such as for the battle against child mortality

maternal health), the left-over sum can be expected to shrink even further

over the next few years. 

• The German government and the German Bundestag's budget commit-

tee should redefine the demarcation between bilateral and multilateral

funds. A new discussion would not only be good from the vantage point

of the UN. Greater multilateral commitment would also step up the

118 German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE)

Silke Weinlich

11-5267_Studie_59_ENGL_10  27.04.11  14:26  Seite 118



implementation of the Paris and Accra Agendas for a stricter division of

labour and thematic concentration. However, some political resistance is

expected here, especially since there is still insufficient data to dispel

criticism about multilateral development cooperation.

• Furthermore, Germany should revisit its rejection of multiyear payments

for UN agencies. There is no budgetary reason why Germany should not

be able to voluntarily commit to a set contribution to UN agencies for

more than one year. Rather, the decision is a political one, which unfor-

tunately undermines Germany's call for greater effectiveness and effi-

ciency of the UN-DS. Germany's refusal to commit to specific contribu-

tions for UN agencies over several years is also hard for EU partners and

other like-minded donors to understand, which limits Germany's leeway. 

2. Supporting Delivering as One to take advantage of reform momentum

The future of the DaO process is strategically crucial if the UN develop-

ment system is to be further reformed. Because the reform process at the

intergovernmental level is not keeping up with developments at the coun-

try level, we are entering a fragile transformation phase that will probably

last several years and be decisive for the success of the reform. Only when

the DaO process provides clear benefits to programme countries – such as

greater ownership, lower transaction costs, and probably also more financ-

ing options – can momentum from the bottom up come about at the inter-

governmental level. Only then can it also change the way that some UN

agencies against reform think. It must be kept in mind, however, that the

DaO process is not expected to lead directly to savings and greater effi-

ciency; rather, transaction costs will increase at first. 

• To make the DaO process more promising, the German government

should continue to provide political support along with its EU partners

and like-minded donors. 

• Constructive support is needed to establish a mechanism for the approval

of common country programmes along with joint supportive statements

in the General Assembly, ECOSOC, and other governing bodies. Ger-

man contributions to the UNCCF should also be retained. 

• As long as German contributions to the core budgets of UN agencies

remain relatively small, the German Ministry of Economic Cooperation

and Development (BMZ) should refrain from providing multilateral
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funding for One UN country funds. The financial multilateral leeway

that is possible should be used to increase core budgets. The DaO

process would then also be supported, though indirectly. 

• The BMZ should look into whether bilateral funding can be provided for

the respective country funds. A number of pilot countries (Albania,

Malawi, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Vietnam) are German partner countries.

In this way, the German government could express its support for the

DaO process financially. But the practice should not become the rule;

one of the goals in cooperating with the United Nations is to promote

countries that are not part of the select group of bilateral partners. 

• Minor opportunities to make the political and financial support of the

DaO process more visible should be utilized. For instance, Germany

could demonstrate its support for the DaO approach by financially sup-

porting the independent evaluation scheduled for 2011/2012. Further-

more, the Junior Professional Officers (JPO) programme should be used

more to promote improvements in cooperation at the country level. Ger-

man JPOs could be sent to positions at the UNDG/UNDOCO to support

Resident Coordinators at the country level and the systemwide evalua-

tion mechanisms currently being established.

3. Critically monitoring the DaO process to maintain and strengthen the

advantages of the UN-DS

Despite the strategic importance and basically positive initial reports from

pilot countries, the DaO process has to be critically monitored. We need to

see whether current developments are in line with German proposals for the

midterm and long-term restructuring of UN-DS. The financing of the

reform processes with earmarked funding may be a necessary step to move

the process forward, but it also entails risks. UN agencies can lose credi-

bility and legitimacy, responsibility for the reform process could be passed

on to donor countries, and the reform process might not be sustainable (Vat-

terodt 2007a, 83). At percent, the data available are not sufficient for an

assessment of the effectiveness of the pilot projects and their consequences

for the UN-DS. But in the next few months, the results of the seven coun-

try-led pilot country evaluations and the independent evaluation will

change that.
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• Within the Utstein Group, the German government could launch an

informal workshop for a critical review of the overall reform process.

Five years after the World Summit that led to the proposal for the current

round of reforms, the Utstein Group and the G-13 should discuss which

of the original expectations have been met and to what extent the incre-

mental reform process complies with the ideas developed in 2005 and

2006. 

4. Proactive positioning on finance issues so as not to leave the issue up to

others

The financing of UN-DS is a key issue which has a number of conse-

quences for other reform areas. Its current fragmentation, unpredictability,

and supply-driven character are major causes of the problems that institu-

tional and technical-administrative changes are to remedy. As a result, there

are severe limitations to the success of these reform efforts. Although all

donor countries officially underscore the necessity for greater core budgets,

it seems improbable that the relatively large share from the 1980s can be

reached again. Instead, an alliance seems to be forming between traditional

donors with a large share of earmarked contributions and mid-income coun-

tries that wish to use the UN mainly for self-supporting contributions. If

this alliance receives support from additional emerging powers who also

wish to earmark a large part of their contributions, the UN-DS's financial

situation will worsen instead of improving. A race to the bottom in core

contributions could further undermine the UN's financial basis. The prob-

lem then would not only be that the success of reform efforts to overcome

the fragmentation of the system would be in danger. In the mid to long term,

the multilateral basis of the UN development system would also be eroded,

which would further damage the main strong points of the UN development

system: its neutrality, global presence, and combination of normative and

operative tasks. An “amputated” UN development system that mainly sells

its service to donors and recipients would lose a lot of these special char-

acteristics.

In light of the relatively “good” ratio of core to non-core contributions and

the relatively minor role that MDTFs play for the BMZ, Germany has up to

now mainly been reacting in the debate about the financing of the UN-DS

by rejecting calls for multiyear pledges and greater volumes. Because Ger-

many currently only makes small voluntary contributions and no increases

are planned, the country is not in a good position to have a crucial input in
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the debate about the financing of the UN development system. Nonetheless,

the topic is of crucial importance for Germany; after all, the long-term

financing of the United Nations as a public good is at stake.

UN agencies are hardly able to deter donors from earmarking funding.27

The financing of the UN-DS is one of the most controversial issues in New

York because the G-77 believes that the main problem is the poor quality

and insufficient quantity of financing. The repeated calls for larger core

budgets have not brought about change. There is a lack of ideas that could

form the basis for countries to discuss how a sustainable financial basis for

the UN-DS could be created. The concept of “critical mass,” which became

part of the SWC negotiations in 2010, is an exception. In July 2010, mem-

ber states resolved to have the various governing bodies of UN agencies

deal with the concept for their particular agency. 

• The German government should work constructively with other states to

find a model that would ensure the sustainable financing of the UN-DS. 

• In formulating its own position vis-à-vis the critical-mass concept or

similar proposals, the focus should not be on maintaining Germany's

financial practice at the United Nations. 

• There should be an internal discussion about substance linked to a debate

about multilateral development cooperation in general and global gover-

nance because the financing of the UN-DS also touches upon questions

of how Germany plans to ensure the protection and provision of global

public goods (climate stability, the environment, peace, health, justice,

and security). 

• The concept of “critical mass” will be discussed in different governance

bodies for which various ministries are responsible. Here, the ministries

urgently need to coordinate their actions. One important location for this

process could be the coordination meetings for ministries dealing with

issues of UN reform, which should be continued on a regular basis. 

• The group of Utstein states should also be included in the discussion.

Because the financing of the UN-DS will probably remain voluntary for

27 While the UN does, of course, have the right to refuse any earmarked funding offered,

its agencies are unlikely to do so in light of the competition for turf and money between

multilateral organizations.
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the foreseeable future, the goal must be to find ways to make it more

attractive for donors to contribute to core budgets. 

• Based on these discussions, a Group of Friends could then be set up in

New York, and interested emerging powers and other UN members

could also take part. Countries then could come together voluntarily,

without pressure from the SWC negotiations, and informally work up

constructive ideas about how the UN-DS could be sustainably funded.

5. Strengthening evaluation and results-orientation of the UN-DS 

The current governing coalition in Germany has decided to focus on mak-

ing multilateral organizations more efficient and effective. Reliable assess-

ment tools for multilateral organizations are important in this respect,

though they are not yet available in sufficient quality. In 2009, the General

Assembly resolved to create a central repository that would collect and

assess financial data for the UN's operational activities and set up a sys-

temwide evaluation mechanism. In July 2010, it reiterated its demand that

the new mechanism should include existing institutions and asked the Sec-

retary-General to make a proposal.

These are additional positive steps on the way to strengthening the results-

orientation and evaluation capacities of the UN-DS.

• The German government should work to make the upcoming sys-

temwide UN evaluation mechanism powerful enough to do its job. To

this end, the mechanism needs to be properly embedded institutionally

and also needs sufficient funding. 

• Germany is a member of the Multilateral Performance Assessment Net-

work (MOPAN), which conducts annual evaluations of a select group of

multilateral organizations. The BMZ should further expand its own

expertise in the field of multilateral evaluations and take part in the fur-

ther development of the MOPAN toolkit. 

6. Entering into new reform coalitions to step up the reform of the UN-DS

The closing of ranks between industrialized states and a number of pilot

countries has created a new dynamic in the governing boards. Developing

countries speak positively of the DaO initiative, which belies the charge

that the reforms only serve to further marginalize the UN and cut the fund-

ing made available to it. Germany should also take part in creating coali-
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tions with pilot countries and other small developing countries that will

benefit from system reform at the country level. At the same time, it must

be kept in mind that emerging powers such as India and ‘hardliners’ like

Cuba and Egypt will interpret such thematic coalitions as an attempt to

break up the group of developing countries so that they lose their one voice

against industrialized countries. Small countries will therefore be under

pressure not to “sell out” to the West. Indeed, the goal of the coalition

should not be to break up the G-77, but rather to support smaller develop-

ing countries in formulating their concerns in New York. 

Such support for reforms that leads to coalitions with governmental actors

from developing countries could help change the dynamics in New York.

Development issues could be discussed with greater expertise and with

more input about national development situations if the foreign-policy

experts in New York, who currently dominate the discussion, receive clear

instructions from home and no longer treat development policy simply as

an extension of power politics. The same effect could occur if smaller

developing countries were increasingly able to make pertinent arguments

rooted in their own experiences to combat power plays. As a result, the

polarization of the debate and the North-South conflict that paralyzes dis-

cussions in New York could come to an end in certain issues. 

• The New York stage is not the only venue for the formation of coalitions.

At the country level, such as in bilateral consultations with governments

of developing countries, and in donor rounds, more attention should be

paid to the reform of the UN-DS. The issue could also be discussed in

the OECD’s Working Party on Aid Effectiveness. In this committee,

national representatives from some developing countries and emerging

powers constructively take part in effectiveness discussions that their

colleagues in New York reject (Abdel-Malek 2010).

• The non-Western G-20 states, which are largely still looking for their

role in the UN-DS, represent additional coalition candidates. Industrial-

ized countries should not view them exclusively as up-and-coming eco-

nomic powers that should now play their part in financing the UN-DS.

Some of them could serve to bridge the differences that constitute the

perpetual basic conflict in the General Assembly and the ECOSOC.

Here, the German government would have to make UN reform a high

priority and discuss the issue in forums like the G-20 and in bilateral

talks. 
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