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DAILY BRIEF

Thursday, 23 June and Friday, 24 June 2005 – Joint UNDP/UNFPA segment
Internal audit and oversight

1. The Director, Office for Audit and Performance Review, UNDP, the Deputy Executive Director (Management), UNFPA, and the Deputy Executive Director, UNOPS, presented their respective reports on internal audit and oversight. The Director of External Audit (South Africa), United Nations Board of Auditors, offered the overall assessment of the financial management of UNDP and UNFPA based on the Board of Auditors’ audit of the 2002-2003 biennium.

2. UNDP. Appreciative of the detailed presentations, delegations welcomed the new framework and commended UNDP for its steps to implement past Board of Auditors’ recommendations, and encouraged agencies to work closely in implementing improvements in a harmonized fashion. They stressed the importance of monitoring and oversight functions, viewing them as key elements for efficiency and programme impact. Underlining the need for sound financial management, there was an appeal to analyze audit shortcomings in future reports, enhance internal control mechanisms, step audit coverage at headquarters, and conduct high-risk profiling exercises, especially in country offices.

3. Expressing approval for the comprehensive risk assessment exercise, delegations requested more detailed information of measures to implement audit recommendations in country offices, pointed to the need to improve monitoring via an audit tracking system, and train national staff in international audit standards. They requested the status of efforts to recruit an Audit Section Chief, and sought a management response to the internal audit report at a future session.

4. Recognizing the potential of Atlas to improve financial management, delegations expressed concern that implementation was long, incurring large financial and human resource costs. There was an appeal to conduct an overall evaluation of Atlas cost benefits, advantages, shortcomings and relevance and report back to the Board on a regular basis.

5. UNFPA: Delegations acknowledged the measures taken to address audit recommendations. They encouraged UNFPA to continue to refine the methodology to track the implementation of such recommendations and to identify their patterns and frequency. They welcomed the improved presentation and readability of the UNFPA report. Delegations were pleased to note that UNFPA had gone from a qualified opinion to an unqualified opinion, signalling improvements in financial management. They underscored the importance of compliance with financial, administrative and programme requirements.

6. Delegations asked that future reports provide information on the criteria used to select “high risk” offices to be audited, as well as information about the underlying causes of audit findings and the management response. They stressed the importance of adequate audit coverage of country offices and headquarters and mainstreaming of lessons learned throughout the organization. They also underscored the importance of providing adequate training to staff to interpret audit findings and devise follow-up plans.

7. In order to improve the governance structure, delegations suggested that UNDP and UNFPA request the United Nations Board of External Auditors to present their report to the Executive Board. Delegations requested regular updates on the status of Atlas, its challenges, solutions envisaged and next steps. They inquired about the status of the independent review of the internal controls in Atlas; requested information about the cost/benefit of Atlas; and asked if an evaluation of its relevance had been undertaken.

8. UNOPS. In thanking the Deputy Executive Director for her clear presentation, delegations requested an overview of the procurement review and the advisory committee, sought access to risk assessment and audit frameworks, urged establishing a set standard to monitor country office progress, and requested Atlas update of projects, solutions and next steps.

Programming process

9. The Deputy Executive Director, UNFPA, introduced the joint report on progress in implementing decision 2001/11: Addressing the issue of the timeframe for developing country programme documents. Some delegations expressed interest in proposed steps to shorten the timeframe for preparing country programmes documents as they saw it as advancing simplification and harmonization efforts in line with the 2004 TCPR and the Paris Declaration. But they cautioned that doing so might be unfeasible and jeopardize the consultation process. Some Board members also advised against prematurely eliminating country programmes documents in favour of a common country programme document based on the UNDAF, which might not only compromise individual agency impact but was probably beyond the Board’s mandate. Other delegations, noting no formal Board request, saw no need for radical changes. To ensure a constructive decision, Board members requested the agencies to report jointly with UNICEF on further options at the annual session in June 2006.

Field visits

10. In presenting the report of the field visit to Azerbaijan, the rapporteur, on behalf of the joint mission, expressed appreciation and gratitude to the Government and the country team for their hospitality and hard work in preparing the field visit. Delegations began by commending participating Board members for their commitment to ensuring a successful trip, which allowed them to assess challenges and explore ways to streamline United Nations impact on the ground, especially with regard to refugees and IDPs. They noted in particular the good level of dialogue between the Government and the country team, as well as United Nations staff dedication to coordination. In that regard, they commended efforts to capitalize on the country’s burgeoning petroleum industry to boost development, assist refugees and IDPs, and provide reproductive health programmes and ongoing focus on vulnerable groups.

11. While generally pleased with the outcome of the field visit, dissatisfaction was expressed over the process followed in finalizing the report, in particular the stated lack of transparency, unclear timeframe for consultation, and the ineffectual feedback mechanism. Particular concern was raised over the report’s treatment of the Nagorny Karabakh region issue and the need to use terminology accepted by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the Security Council and the General Assembly. Other delegations commended the commitment and hard work of all delegations to issue the report on time under tight deadlines. There was a request that the report be reissued on technical grounds.

12. In introducing the report on the field visit to the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, the rapporteur thanked the Government for the warm welcome and hospitality. He also thanked the United Nations Resident Coordinator and the Resident Representative, the UNFPA Representative and their respective staff for preparing a comprehensive and well-balanced programme for the visit and for their dedicated and professional work. He highlighted the major development challenges facing the country, in particular: heavy unexploded ordnances (UXO); the need to develop national capacity; and the need to address population issues. He underscored that UNDP and UNFPA had a clear comparative advantage, value added, and a well-defined niche in the context of the complex development challenges facing the country. The programme activities of both agencies fit well with Government priorities and promoted national ownership. Both UNDP and UNFPA were regarded by the Government as trusted and privileged partners. 

13. The rapporteur highlighted the UNDP Governance and Public Administration Reform (GPAR) programme and noted that it was one of the most successful UNDP projects in the Lao PDR. He also drew attention to UNDP support to the UXO Lao programme and underscored the need to raise the awareness of the international donor community regarding the UXO problem. He highlighted the key role of UNDP in aid coordination. The co-rapporteur noted that the work of UNFPA in Lao PDR was perceived by the Government as helping to improve the quality and save the lives of the people. UNFPA had assisted the Government in addressing reproductive health and population and development issues. This had led to a good policy environment, increased the availability of reproductive health services, increased contraceptive prevalence and reduced maternal mortality. He highlighted successful UNFPA work in supporting peer education and teacher training, the use of mobile teams to provide reproductive health services to remote villages; and the use of community drama and “edutainment” to raise awareness about reproductive health issues, including HIV prevention. He commended UNFPA collaboration with the local people, civil society organizations, the Lao Youth Union and the Lao Women’s Union and international NGOs.

Working methods of the Board

14. The Bureau Vice-President, African States, presented the non-paper on improving the working methods of the Executive Board of UNDP/UNFPA, highlighting the main issue and concerns raised at the 1 June informal meeting. In general, delegations showed interest in the proposals and actions laid out in the non-paper. But indicated that further discussion was necessary before reaching conclusions or recommending actions for improvement. While many delegations approved the Bureau initiative to prepare and submit the non-paper to the Board, others failed to see the need for steps to improve the working methods at that juncture. There was an appeal by a number of delegations to adopt a new approach by positing recommendations only after a serious effort had been made to identify shortcomings in the working methods of the Board, which could be done in matrix form. Board members agreed to proceed by presenting their recommendations for ameliorating the non-paper at the present session, holding informal consultations between sessions and resubmitting the non-paper as an official Board document at the second regular session in September 2005 to pursue debate and adopt a decision.

Adoption of decisions

15. The Executive Board adopted 17 decisions, including the overview of decisions, at its annual session 2005, and approved the work plan for the second regular session in September 2005. The compendium of adopted decisions is available on the Executive Board Secretariat web site at www.undp.org/execbrd, along with the Daily Brief for each day of the annual session.
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