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CHAIR’S NOTE
LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE 2013 PROGRAM-BUDGET REVIEW PROCESS

VIEWS FROM DELEGATIONS AND CHAIR’S RECOMMENDATIONS
Background
The challenges posed by the 2013 Program-Budget review process have called for in-depth reflection on the strength and effectiveness of the OAS’ current business procedures, as they relate to the planning and budgeting exercises.  The OAS has been operating with zero nominal growth for the past few years, and while the GS continues to implement austerity measures to contain costs, and make ongoing Human Resources adjustments, redressing the financial imbalance has been a daunting task.  Contributing factors to the financial imbalances have been the proliferation of mandates and the expansion of the organization’s core functions and role in the hemisphere.

The Chair of the CAAP convened a Special Session of the committee on February 12, 2013 to discuss Lessons Learned stemming from the Program-Budget review exercise (document CP/CAAP-3205/13) and to make appropriate recommendations to the Permanent Council on ways to improve the budgetary process, with a view of implementing changes adopted through a GA resolution if necessary.
Objective

The objective of the Lessons Learned and ensuing recommendations is to develop a solid administrative platform with improved processes to help realign the priorities of the organization and its activities with the budget.  As articulated by member states, to succeed, processes must be rooted in robust principles, such as, political will, transparency, trust, accountability, rigour and dialogue.

Views from delegations
Lesson I: On Alignment of Priorities and the Budget
1. Process of dialogue
a. The process of dialogue should begin with a comprehensive discussion at the Permanent Council once the Secretary General presents the proposed program-budget, as per Article 94 of the General Standards.  Guidelines emphasize inter-alia the requirement to consider “current mandates, working proposals of the Secretary General, and other statements, which the Member States may make.|

b. A recurring critic by delegations has been the lack of political dialogue and decisions on the future of the organization.  Member states agree unanimously that budgetary decisions should be the end result of these decisions and should not dictate policy directions.  The Organization cannot continue to operate in a political vacuum and as a matter of urgency should hold a dialogue on the proposed strategy by the Secretary General.
c. It was said that the PC has failed in its role to engage in potentially contentious discussions, which would impact the budget.  It was suggested that more authority be given to the CAAP to lead on these issues considered consequential for the resources of the organization, and make its recommendations to the PC and in effect help align priorities to the budget.
d. The notion of consensus was raised as an obstacle to progress and decision-making.  It was suggested that recourse to voting is a viable option to effectively and expeditiously reach solutions in a context of scarce resources and competing priorities. 
2. Budgetary planning
a. The idea of a single General Assembly has gained traction with reservations from some member states.  The benefits of combining the summer GA and the November Special GA are twofold: substantial savings and alignment of mandates with the budget allocation.  The setback is a potential “negotiations creep” amidst a highly political event between countries’ high officials.  It was suggested that reverting back to a single GA would, however, require changes to the current budgetary and planning process, such as reinforcing the costing of resolutions, and establishing an oversight body, which would ensure the alignment of “costed” mandates with the core functions of the organization and with the budget, prior to their approval. 

b.  The timing of a potential single GA was also subject to some debate.  A fall event affords additional time for the preparation of the budget, provided that committees finalize their negotiations on costed mandates in due time for submission to a budgetary review process and inclusion in the proposed Program-Budget in advance of the GA.  A potential detractor is the plethora of regional meetings in the fall, which may limit the ability of some member states to fully engage in the GA process.      

c. Resorting to a bi-annual budgetary plan in order to improve predictability and forward planning was retained as a viable option, contingent upon an ongoing budget review process, and a due-diligence.  A bi-annual budget would allow for planning for those costed mandates whose scope exceeds a single year, and would entail their regular evaluation against their expected results.  
d. The alignment of Specific Funds to the priorities of the OAS was said to be of utmost importance to alleviate the impact of any potential funding decrease in the Specific funds for those activities, considered core but not necessarily financed by the Regular Fund.
3. Mandate evaluation 

a. Assessing the effectiveness and value-added of existing mandates on an ongoing basis would inform political decisions and facilitate budget priority-setting.

Lesson II: On Quality Control
1. Quality of Information 
a. Several delegations expressed concern about the climate of mistrust created by the lack of consistent information from the General Secretariat during the budget review process.  They strongly advised a more transparent consultative process within the GS to present an accurate budgetary proposal, which reflects the needs of the various secretariats.  This calls for a more systematic and rigourous implementation of the General Standards as they relate to the Program-Budget process (Chapter 5).

b. General Secretary’s Budgetary and Human Resources proposals and variances from previous year’s budget lacked rationale and failed to demonstrate any alignment with key objectives of the organization.  Efforts to lead the OAS towards a results-driven organization must amplify to demonstrate accountability to member states.  As a result, the CAAP, responsible for the budget review, can focus its attention on major variances and key investments and steer away from micro-managing the organization.
c. Delegations urged the General Secretariat not to further delay the implementation of the International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS) in support of due-process and efforts towards increased accountability and transparency.  The use of modern technologies and standards in project and financial management are an essential element of reforms. 
Lesson III: On The Review Process
a. The practice of informal consultations with the General Secretariat and among member states was considered efficient and cost containing.  The benefit of informal consultations and information sessions is that they allow for more in-depth discussions on technicalities and a better appreciation by member states of the issues at stake.
b. The concept of a management oversight body, which would operate on an ongoing basis and would act as a watchdog for the use of the resources of the organization as well as compliance of costed mandates with key objectives of the organization was proposed as a way to help bridge the gap between mandates and the budget.
CHAIR’S RECOMMENDATIONS (DRAFT)
To the attention of the General secretariat

1) To request that the General Secretariat convene a Special Meeting of the PC to discuss the Strategic Vision of the OAS.  It is strongly advised that the GS lay out in advance a methodology to lead the dialogue so interventions are constructive and policy driven.
2) To reinforce the implementation of existing “General Standards to Govern the Operations of the General Secretariat of the Organization of American States” by introducing concrete measures and steps stemming from the Lessons Learned, also instructed by the 2013 Program-Budget resolution (AG/doc.9 XLIII-E/12), and agreed upon by member states.  This would not require amendments to the General Standards as the standards remain valid in scope.  Measures would consist of:

i. Development of a comprehensive proposed program-budget by the GS, containing rationale for proposals, highlighting variances with explanatory notes, and clear objectives.  As progress is made towards result-based management, the program-budget should ideally include expected results linked to budgetary resources and human resources.

ii. Explanation of the use of Specific Funds in the various sectors of programming and their alignment with the priorities of the organization.

3) To establish as common practice, the process of informal consultations between the GS and member states and among member states to ensure flow of communication. 
4) To instruct the GS to provide as often as possible information sessions on the budgetary process and topics under assessment to ensure that in-depth discussions.

5) To instruct the GS to adopt the International Public Sector Accounting standards (IPSAS) as scheduled.

To the attention of the Permanent Council

6) To rigourously continue the review of OAS mandates to inform political decisions and facilitate budget priority-setting.

7) To resort to voting during budgetary deliberations if consensus cannot be reached.

8) To empower the CAAP to fulfill its mandate, including holding discussions of political nature with budgetary implications.

9) To establish a management oversight committee with the task of monitoring on an ongoing basis costed mandates and their alignment with the objectives of the organization and the available resources.

10) To request a mandatory session on Chapters IV and V of the General Standards, related to “General Provisions of a financial and budgetary nature” and the “Preparation of the Program-Budget” for all CAAP delegates before the beginning of the budget negotiations.

Pending conclusions

Member states agreed to pursue discussions on the feasibility of combining the General Assembly and the Special General Assembly, as well as the adoption of a bi-annual budget for improved planning and increased predictability.  
To lead this process, the Chair proposes three options for a comparative analysis, detailed in the annex.
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