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Framework of the study


In the first paragraph of the executive summary, the consulting firm states the following: “The study was prompted in large part by rising personnel costs and questions whether the General Secretariat was operating in an efficient and cost effective manner.”


In the second paragraph of the same section, it notes:  “As the study progressed, the focus shifted to include a wider range of organizational issues that were raised by the Member States, by General Secretariat managers and staff, and by the OAS Staff Association.  Those issues were more strategic than tactical, and involved the Organization’s mission and priorities, its strategy for the future, relationships between the Member states and the staff, communications, and a number of other considerations.”

Background


The study originated in the concerns of member states regarding two main issues: one, that the General Secretariat should be in a position to provide effective support for attaining the overall aims and purposes of the Organization and carrying out the mandates from the Summits of the Americas, the General Assembly , the Meeting of Consultation, the Permanent Council, the Inter-American Council for Integral Development, the ministerial meetings, and the other policymaking bodies of the system; and, two, that the financial and human resources available to the General Secretariat should be used to their full advantage.

Scope of the study


As said, the consulting firm pointed out that the study’s scope had been expanded to include a wide range of institutional questions “raised” by member states, General Secretariat managers and staff, and the Staff Association.

It is not clear from the study, although it would have been of interest, how the guidance received influenced the assessments of the consulting firm.

General comments


However, since what is at stake is whether the findings of the study serve the purposes of the member states, respond satisfactorily to their concerns, and provide guidelines and recommendations that may help to resolve operating problems and serve as a basis for the political, administrative, and budgetary decisions that should be taken, it is important to evaluate them on the basis of relevance, timeliness, and practical utility.


The methodology followed in preparing the study identifies, first of all, the principal sources of information used by the consulting firm.  They are outlined on page 6.


Although that section indicates that a wide range of institutional documentation was reviewed, for reasons explained below, it would seem that the consulting firm was unable to grasp the difference between policymaking levels, made up of representatives of the member states, and administrative levels, which are under the jurisdiction of the Secretary General, nor of the hierarchical differences between different OAS organs.

Quite often, the report confuses the political bodies and the General Secretariat and refers to the two as if they were combined.  This lack of understanding of each one’s specific functions is a source of confusion.  Had the consulting firm carefully read the provisions of the Charter, the statutes and rules of procedure of the councils, and, in particular, the General Standards to Govern the Operations of the General Secretariat, its perception of the respective functions would have been clearer.


As an example, suffice it to quote the following text, which appears in the section “Major Themes from the Study,” on page 7:


“…there is also a strong sense that the Organization’s efficiency and effectiveness are hampered by the way it is organized and the way it operates.”

“We believe the OAS is at a critical crossroads.”


If these sentences refer to the operations of the General Secretariat, they make sense; but they do not with regard to the political organs.  The organizational structure of the political organs is defined in the OAS Charter and in political agreements among states, adopted in treaties, conventions, and decisions of the General Assembly.  The consulting firm was instructed to conduct a study on the operations of the administration, that is, the General Secretariat, but was not asked for value judgments on the modus operandi of the political bodies, which may only be reformed by a decision of the member states and by amendment of instruments such as those mentioned.

In the section “Major Themes from the Study,” a list is given of the five thematic areas on which the consulting firm focused “our analyses, our findings, and our options for improvement.”


They are, and I quote (see p. 8):


“1.
The organization’s mission, objectives, and priorities are not clear.
2. There is no systematic strategic planning process to guide the organization.

3. There is a significant disconnect between the Member States and the General Secretariat.

4. The organizational structure is fragmented and roles and responsibilities are not clear.

5. There is a general lack of accountability in decision-making and expenditures.”


Given their wording, these statements seem to be conclusions rather than thematic areas and, it should be noted, they are not exactly accurate, as we shall see:


1.
It is not true that the Organization’s mission and objectives are not clear.  In this regard, one need only read the OAS Charter to identify both aspects very clearly.


There is some truth, in part, concerning the priorities.  The existence of many priorities, identified as such in political body decisions, calls for a process of review to rank them and rationalize the allocation of resources, both financial and human.  But that does not mean that the priorities are not clear; rather, there are many of them, which is different.

2.
This statement is imprecise and confusing.  By its nature, the OAS is a political forum of countries.  These countries, acting jointly and generally by consensus, take political decisions, both strategic and short-term.  Thus, the Organization, as far as its political organs are concerned, does not need “a systematic strategic planning process.”  In the case of the administrative bodies, which provide logistical support for the operations of the political organs and the execution of their decisions, the existence of a systematic strategic planning process can be justified.  However, since the statement refers to the Organization in general, it is invalid.


3.
This statement is not true.  There is not anything close to a “significant disconnect” between the Secretary General and the Assistant Secretary General, on the one hand, and the member states, who elected them and are represented in the political organs, on the other.  Each organ, as appropriate, assumes its responsibilities pursuant to the rules governing it.

4.
If this judgment refers to the General Secretariat, it may be deemed to have a basis in fact and explanations are given in the study to support it, but it has no foundation if it also claims to include the policymaking organs and bodies.


5.
Such a categorical affirmation is not only untrue but also unfair.  If taken literally, it would be tantamount to saying that there is generalized disarray in the General Secretariat, which is obviously untenable.


When these matters are further developed on pages 9, 10, and 11, it is possible to get a better grasp of the consulting firm’s assessments.  However, these comments do not essentially alter the erroneous aspects of their judgments.

Specific comments

1.
In the section “Major Observations and Findings,” in connection with the so-called OAS “‘siloed’ operating framework,” the same assessments are made as those we commented on under “Major Themes from the Study.”  Nevertheless, it is possible to extract some valid statements from the first four “silos”:

1.1 That the Organization’s objectives are not used as criteria for allocating resources.
1.2 That the (General Secretariat) department strategies are not integrated with one another.

1.3 That the Organization (to be understood as the General Secretariat) is highly fragmented with multiple functions not aligned in a strategic manner.

1.4 Lack of coordination among the General Secretariat units, which is attributable to the absence of a “leader authorized to coordinate among units.”

1.5 Duplication of effort, redundancy, and staff not used as efficiently as possible.


These are realities that, while known, should be underscored in the study and presented systematically.

2. In the fifth “silo,” there are very important points that touch on one of the main shortcomings—this time of the Organization as a whole—which is the absence of an evaluation process.


The only established areas of the Organization for the review and evaluation of its operations are restricted to financial auditing—and, more than financial auditing, the auditing of accounts, exercised by the Board of External Auditors and the Office of the Inspector General.


With regard to the Office of the Inspector General, its role is very limited due to a shortage of resources and its position under the Secretary for Management and ultimately the Secretary General, who appoints the incumbent.


In this same “silo,” the statement that the budget does not include specific funds is also important.

3.
The organizational chart on page 13, at the beginning of the section “Major Observations and Findings,” does not represent the structure of the OAS but of the General Secretariat, which is yet another example of the confusion of the consulting firm.

4.
With regard to the so-called options for improvement of the Organizational Structure, the following considerations are in order:


4.1
Strategic planning


Given the political nature of the Organization, it is difficult to apply a planning process like the one suggested in item 1 of this section.


Under its structure, established in the Charter, the decision-making organs of the OAS are duly arranged in hierarchical order and, as a result, the Organization’s supreme organ, the General Assembly, sets the course for the Organization’s actions by means of resolutions adopted each year. The organs under the General Assembly perform their functions in accordance with the standards and guidelines determined by the Assembly.

The establishment of the Summit process has created a level even higher than the General Assembly.  The directives issued by the Heads of State and Government become, in turn, mandatory for the General Assembly.


Under these circumstances, establishing a “working group” like the one suggested by the consulting firm is neither appropriate nor proper.


4.2
In item 3, a “working group” is once again proposed to “review the organization as a whole.”


This recommendation is also inappropriate and confusing since it overlooks the fact that, according to the Charter, responsibility for organizing the General Secretariat and its operations lies with the Secretary General.


If this recommendation were followed, the political bodies would become involved in managerial tasks that are within the exclusive purview of the General Secretariat.


4.3
Clearly, the recommendation to establish “a COO [Chief Operating Officer] position that will report to the Secretary General (SG) and the Assistant Secretary General (ASG)” (item 5) disregards the fact that, pursuant to the Charter and the General Standards to Govern the Operations of the General Secretariat, that is the responsibility of those two officials.  It also fails to take into account the existence and activities of the Secretary General’s Chief of Staff.


4.4
The recommendation to set up “a central Office of Donor Relations” is very sound (item 6).  The reasons for its establishment and the benefits to be derived from it are obvious.  It would yield magnificent results by bringing order into a process that lacks it and which, in its current state, will ultimately diminish the capacity to raise external funds.


4.5
The Offices of the General Secretariat in the Member States have for some time been the subject of opposing views that advocate options like that suggested by the consulting firm (item 7) as well as their elimination, for cost-benefit reasons.


It would seem that, from a logical point of view, before deciding on alternatives like regionalization, as suggested by the consulting firm, a strictly objective analysis should be made of the effectiveness of these Offices versus their cost, in terms of the budget and the countries.
5.
Options for improvement of Business Processes


5.1
In general, the recommendations to rationalize and prioritize mandates are well-founded (item 1).  There is indeed a proliferation of mandates without any attention to available resources, which calls for a review and evaluation of their scope, content, and feasibility.

However, this is within the purview of the political organs under the General Assembly, in particular the Permanent Council, with the support of the General Secretariat.


The creation of a “Steering Committee of member states to draft rational criteria for assigning priority levels to mandates” disregards institutional structures and the functions of the Permanent Council.

5.2
The recommendation made in item 2 on specific funds, which should be included in the budget, is correct.


5.3.
The same is true for the recommendation under item 3.  There is obviously benefit in eliminating redundancies and simplifying processes.


5.4
We agree with the recommendation under item 4.  Results-based budgeting is not only advisable but necessary.

6.
Human Capital


6.1
In general, we share almost all recommendations under this section.  Almost all of them are geared toward the application of sound human resource management principles.


But, of course, we do not share the recommendation on the advisability of eliminating the career service.  We have always considered that the absence of the career service is a disincentive to staff and lessens their sense of identity with the aims and purposes of the Organization.

These comments will be supplemented by some conclusions and recommendations, which will be presented to the General Committee and the Permanent Council.

Washington, D.C., December 17, 2003
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