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Mr Chairman,
Let me thank you and the NGO Committee for this invitation to address you. I am pleased that you have underlined that this is an invitation to share with you my personal thoughts about the present crisis and to focus on the nexus between UNESCO and the NGOs in our common search for solutions.  You mentioned the UNESCO Future Forum on the financial and economic crisis which was held at the beginning of March 2009 and which followed on the heels of a number of internal discussions which we had in the house to define our position and our reaction to the challenges at hand. UNESCO also hosted, nearly two weeks ago, the Chief Executives Board (CEB) of the UN, which devoted the entire session to the fallout, if I can call it that way, of the crises on the UN system.  

When I looked at your invitation and at the title of this session, I tried to organize my thoughts: you are referring to the multiple crisis in singular - or did you mean to refer to the multiple crises in plural. I decided to approach it in the spirit of multiple crises, plural:  we have the food crisis, we have the climate change crisis and then we have to cope with the financial and economic crisis. I would call it the mother of all crisis as it dominates a good deal of how we are able to tackle the other crises.  Hence, in my presentation I want to focus rather on the multiple facets of the financial and economic crisis. 

We are living in a world of paradoxes, may be in a world of multiple paradoxes. On the one hand, we are swimming, maybe I should even say, we are drowning in an ocean of money with hundreds of billions and trillions of dollars of funds provided virtually overnight by governments and more to come if there were a need. These are mindboggling amounts. In the multilateral field we have never been able to think in such dimensions. We do witness that these funds are sometimes being spent with doubtful transparency and little immediate result.  Yet, at the same time, there seems to be a dearth of funds in the multilateral field, especially in the social fields. We are fighting to the finish line, as it were, for every penny. As regards the Official Development Assistance, the famous ODA, we are looking annually at a total amount of about 120 130 billion US dollars globally. By the new standard of the crisis, the funds provided through this modality is a very modest amount and yet this is not even the amount which is being channeled through the UN system or the multilateral system, which totals only about 20 billion US$. We are talking about a very modest amount of money spent under the authority and management of the entire UN system consisting of close to 30 organisations. If we take for example multilateral flows to education, it possibly represents something like 2 billion US$. Bilaterally it amounts to some 7 billions US$. The amounts which are of interest and relevance for us at UNESCO are very modest indeed in this grand global game of mobilizing the requisite funds.

The second paradox is that the crisis can only be resolved through international cooperation. This should then be the hour of multilateralism, or is it? It is clear that the climate for international cooperation today is much more favorable than at any time before in past decades. There is a spirit of shared responsibility prevailing in all regions and all quarters and this is also reflected in the recognition of the G-20 communique of November 2008. Participating leaders agreed then that multilateralism was a key part of the solution. We also read then in a March joint article by the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, and the Dutch  Prime Minister, Peter Balkenende,  a very remarkable sentence in an op-ed piece in the International Herald Tribune. They wrote: “Never before did all the main players in the world economy agree so rapidly on an elaborate agenda for action. In today’s world, there’s no alternative to globalization as a motor for growth and investment and employment, thus fostering prosperity worldwide. So our goal must be a market-driven and social world economy that is balanced, equitable and sustainable”. The crisis has thus brought into a much sharper focus the extent and the challenges of global interdependence – which many of us have already spoken about it for decades. But truly, we have never seen it in such a dramatic way at work in the real work. The crisis represents thus an opportunity to bridge the gap between the interdependence of the world economies and the gap between the coherence and coordination or lack thereof of international institutions - and somehow also the waning impact and endowment of international organizations - to live up to what is an enormous agenda and enormous expectations in all countries.

One central question will be: which multilateralism are we looking at? Will it encompass the established intergovernmental mechanisms and channels of the UN system, of the Bretton Woods institutions, or ad hoc groups or grouping of countries - or all of the above? Will it also include the mobilization of all potential actors and multilateral actors, and assemblage of which NGOs are part of the multilateral actors, assemblage? Without all of them, there can be no sustainable way out of the crisis.

If poverty reduction, education, science, culture and information and communication are not properly addressed, nationally and internationally, through a strategic joint and well-coordinated action, we may not reach anywhere.  Let us recall what has happened in the past few weeks. The G-20 London Summit has pledged to allocate new funds essentially to the IMF.  If you look into the London Communiqué there is no pledge for the World Bank vulnerability framework and vulnerability fund, so much advertised in the run-up to London. I believe that until today there has been no individual country pledge to the vulnerability fund which was designed to address social vulnerabilities in developing countries. The increased resources and drawing rights proposed for the IMF is amount to somewhere between 750 billions and 1 trillion US dollars. This is enormous and holds a lot of potential. But I think that the major new strategic challenge will be now to test the intentions and approach of the IMF and its Managing Director Dominique Strauss-Kahn to what extent the IMF will apply or move away from its traditional, if not orthodox conditionality? This conditionality was basically pro-cyclical: if you are in a crisis situation, you cut education, you cut social services, you cut everything which would contribute to the stability of the social system. Right now I would argue that the principal objective must be to ensure that the IMF works proactively in an anti-cyclical manner, that it stays away from the temptation to force cuts in the social services in its efforts to bring economies back on a prosperous and even keel.

The London Summit Communiqué also calls for a stability in ODA flows at the level of 300 billion US dollars for 2 years.  This is not new money, this is basically just what the reality is, factoring in also pledges which have been made over the past two years because, as you may know, many of the industrialized countries have come up, particularly also in the context of the EU, with a roadmap how they intended to increase their ODA contributions and bring them closer in line with the all-too-elusive 0.7% goal. There may therefore be a ray of hope on the horizon, but it will require a lot of work especially at the political level in industrialised countries and also in convincing particularly the IMF actors to apply a much different approach than history might dictate. But of course, another question also remains. If you read the London G-20 communiqué very carefully, it contains always statements like “up to 500 billions, up to 250 billions”.  We do not know if these targets will ever be met, will be met half way, or will be met to two thirds?  Whatever will happen, we will need to see how this will play out.

But it is not only the race towards the dollars, it is also a policy race. This is where UNESCO will be challenged, together with its partners, to engage primarily much more in policy-relevant ethical considerations tin order o prevent a recurrence of such a crisis which basically is the results of excessive belief in the unfettered forces of the market economy, if you so want of markets run amok. To look at these ethical considerations, UNESCO is very well placed. It is in part inscribed in the Constitution of UNESCO and it falls also very much in the competence of the NGOs. Action in this field costs little, but it requires insight, intellectual probity, compassion, a moral compass and profound expertise. Civil society must have a role to play in order to help equilibrate or re-equilibrate what has gone wrong over the past 10-15 years in the globalization of the financial markets. Then of course, there is the role of NGOs in humanitarian assistance.  NGOs can be mobilized for fundraising, they can also implement programmes both by bilateral aid organizations and by multilateral organizations and they have played a very valuable and constructive role at the national level. NGOs have an alert, a control function vis-à-vis the governments of the day in order to see how a government is actually modulating its response to the crises:  does it cut education, cut culture or make different adjustments?  The role and the functions of the NGOs are very critical in order to resolve all these various different and multidimensional challenges.

Today, we find the entire world in a recession.  There is no doubt about this fact and a recession of course manifests itself in many different appearances. One is unemployment. Unemployment of course has immediately an impact also for NGOs: private contributions to NGOs are dropping. A recession also entails bankruptcies, businesses collapsing, losses by private corporations being incurred - losses again of a staggering, unimaginable amount. What does it mean? The private sector’s inclination to engage in public/private partnerships is bound to wane. This will also have an immediate impact on NGOs - on their financial base and stability.

We also experience what I would call an over-extension of the public purse. If you are creating billions and trillions of dollars by executive fiat of the treasury, with parliamentary approval, you will see heavy deficit spending. You must guard that these funds are also benefiting social areas and strengthening is it also the social base which provides the stability of our societies.  In OECD countries and industrialized countries it may be a different game than in developing countries. In a situation of weakening social protection, particularly in developing countries, I think the activist role of NGOs would be more important than ever.

In a recession, we also need to take into account the impact on the multilateral resources and budgets. The present crisis is exactly a situation where countries of the South, which find themselves in trouble, would look to the multilateral agencies to provide support.  Can we in the UN system stabilize our budgets to such an extent that we can continue to deliver at least the same level of services and render the same amount of advice and support to developing countries than has been in the past years? This is “le grand enjeu du budget” if you so want: the issues of the zero nominal or real growth, real growth or dramatic cuts. It is not only UNESCO which finds itself challenged on this count. It is the entire UN system. In our own internal discussions three major elements came to the fore, where UNESCO together with all its partners can make a difference. One is advocacy. Clearly if we are convinced that education, Education for All, is the key element for the development of societies, then we have to see how best we can advocate with all governments, in industrialized and developing countries alike, that the education portfolio must be preserved and even strengthened. Clearly public spending on education is one of the smartest and most effective investments that a country can make. It brings positive benefits, from reducing poverty and improving health, to strengthened democracy, enhanced economic competitiveness but also to improved gender equality. Research shows that each extra year of schooling boosts the GDP of a country per capita by 4 to 6 percent.  This is an enormous return on investment by today’s standards. A counter-cyclical injection of resources into education now would not only help to spur a recovery but also would support more vigorous growth in the future because we will be creating the foundations for the future.  By targeting education inequalities, by pushing through improvements and standards and skills and keeping higher education affordable, governments can lay the basis for a stronger society and a more resilient economy.  We have to go back to what was said in Dakar some 10 years ago: that no country which is seriously committed to achieving Education for All will fail, or should be allowed to fail for the want of the resources.  We need to identify the countries and populations that most depend on aid so as to better target the limits of resources to those countries most at risk.

But beyond that, we have also what I would call the second element: investing out of the crisis. I mentioned the return on investment in education. Clearly there is also an enormous case to be made for investing in science innovation and new technologies, including green technologies. This is key for future economic growth and it is also key for ensuring environmental sustainability. We need to assist countries to strengthen their capacity, to drive research for even better solutions and a better understanding of climate change, to invest in knowledge which can help accelerate development. To be sure investments in these areas may not immediately bring measurable tangible returns, but one thing is clear: cuts would incur huge loses in terms of long-term competitiveness and environmental security.  UNESCO’s assistance to Member States for developing strong science policies will thus be crucial and hence this is one area where we are planning increased resource allocation for the next biennium. Such policies are drivers of innovation and sustainable economic development.  It is only through innovation, education and knowledge that new jobs can be created and new technologies developed that will be critical to solving real life problems.  

Preserving the world’s intercultural diversity and heritage is another mainstay of UNESCO. Promoting intercultural dialogue and understanding and developing media and communications will all serve to build social cohesion and tolerance, and thus promote security and in particular security of societal systems. This social dimension should be of a great concern, particularly in times of social upheaval which we are seeing already developing in some countries.  

The third element beyond advocacy and investing out of the crisis would be a strengthening of the monitoring and observation role. This is another major function which UNESCO is called to perform. We stand ready with data collection, capacity building support and advice to support national governments to put in place the right policies. These policies should protect the most vulnerable by tackling the causes of poverty and inclusion and foster development. For us at UNESCO it means that we have to start modestly. We need to follow what is happening in developing countries: are cuts already happening in education, are there perceptible cuts in culture, or in science? Let us then analyse and draw the conclusions what it would mean for our orientation.  Seeking to lay the foundations for the long-term sustainable recovery of economies, a stability exclusively resting on political, economical and financial factors will not suffice to restore confidence and gain the support of the world citizens in the systems that govern them. The stability and social cohesion must rely on opportunity and solidarity. To have an education, to take part in cultural life, to express oneself freely and to share knowledge and ideas: these are all human rights that should be enjoyed by everyone at all times. It will create stronger, fairer and more cohesive societies which in turn are the foundations for longer-term peace and prosperity.

I mentioned earlier that the Chief Executive Board of the UN met at UNESCO at the beginning of April. The Executive Heads of all the UN Agencies agreed on 9 joint crisis initiatives on which they pledged to work together in order to help the countries of the world cope with the crisis. They are intended to lay the ground for future investment and for future investing out of the crisis.

1. Additional financing for the most vulnerable, advocating and devising a joint mechanism for the common articulation and implementation of additional financing including through the vulnerability fund proposed by the World Bank and micro-finance and micro credit;

2. Food security: strengthening programmes to feed the hungry and expanding support to farmers in developing countries;

3. Trade: fighting protectionism including through the conclusion of the Doha round and strengthening aid for trade initiative and finance for trade;

4. The green economy initiative: promoting investment and long-term environmental sustainability and to put the world on a climate-friendly path;

5. A global jobs pact, boosting employment, production, investment, and aggregate demand, and promoting decent work for all;

6. Work for social protection ensuring access to basic social services, including education and health, shelter and empowerment and protection of the poor and vulnerable;

7. Humanitarian security and social stability aimed at emergency action to protect life and livelihoods, meeting hunger and humanitarian needs, protecting displaced people, ensuring stability and social stability;

8. Technology and innovation: developing technological infrastructure to facilitate the promotion of access to innovation;

9. Monitoring an analysis that the UN system wants to strengthen: micro- economic and financial surveillance and implement an economic early warning system, but also establish a UN system-wide vulnerability monitoring and alert mechanisms to track development and to report thereon to the governments and to the international community.

You will see that in all these 9 areas there are echoes of what outlined and commented before and where UNESCO can make a contribution. We will strive to work with our sister organizations in the UN system to bring our competence to bear in these joint activities. This then will lead to the next stop in the global gambit, if you so want, that is early in June 2009 the UN General Assembly summit on the issue of the financial crisis, and then in-mid July the G8 meeting in Italy, all of which are expected to address these issues. The G-8 will have a particular focus on education which represents a tremendous opportunity for the Organization. After the summer, there will another series of high-level events coming up, including in September 2009 a summit-level meeting of the UN Secretary-General on climate change, followed on its heels by the next Summit of the G20 most likely to take place at the end of September also in New York.

Mr Chairman, I rest my case. 

