Executive Director’s Address to the Executive Board

2 January 2001

Dear Colleagues,


I would like to start my first task as Executive Director of UNFPA by wishing you a most fulfilling and productive New Year.  May 2001 bring peace that is based on justice and human rights to all parts of the world.


I also would like to tell those colleagues who were unable to attend the farewell gala held to honour Dr. Sadik on 20 December 2000, that we missed your participation. I take this opportunity to share with you the significance of this particular event. It brought us together --UNFPA staff, consultants, partners, supporters, young and old -- to honour a most courageous and outstanding leader, who devoted 30 years of her professional life in the service of promoting the rights of women to make decisions about their own lives, the rights of women and men to quality and accessible reproductive health services, and the rights of nations to have developed human and institutional capacities dealing with population issues, at large, and reproductive and sexual health and rights, in particular. The evening provided an opportunity to demonstrate the continuity of the population message from one generation of UNFPA staff and our partners to the other generation. It was a celebration of Dr. Sadik and her tremendous impact on UNFPA and her contributions to the world at large.  It was also a celebration of UNFPA itself and our accomplishments in improving the lives of women and men globally. To Dr. Nafis Sadik, we all say “congratulations” for a life fully lived in the service of people. We wish her continued success in her future endeavours. We also promise her that we will continue to make people the centre of UNFPA’s work. 


As we start the New Year and the new Millennium, it is a time for us to reflect on the changing world in which we operate and the numerous emerging needs of the people we serve. We need to recognize the challenges that face us as we embark on new programmes in many of countries to which we provide support. We also need to communicate with each other across occupational levels and groups, and among countries, regions and headquarters. We need to reach a common understanding of the old and new challenges for the next five years and agree collectively on the direction we must take, in order to best meet these challenges. 

Our concern should not only be of the external challenges but also of the internal ones. UNFPA is an organization that is over 30 years old and it has gone through many changes, both human and structural. We have just completed a realignment process that aims at recognizing the centrality of country operations in the implementation of both the ICPD Programme of Action and the Key Actions emanating from the ICPD+5 review.  We need to communicate, openly and objectively, about these changes and how they are impacting on the implementation of our mandate. We need to listen to each other and understand our various concerns at both the field and headquarters levels, as well as within the CSTs. We need to work together to make the system work even better for the people we serve.  We can achieve this only by establishing a continuous flow of dialogue among all organizational levels within an institutional context.

It is my intention to establish a cabinet-style management, with the Executive Committee acting as a policy and decision-making body within the Fund. I would like to institute a mechanism that would allow you to bring your views to the forefront so that the Executive Committee discussions can be enriched by your inputs. To facilitate this, I am inviting you to submit your ideas on how best your views can be transmitted to Headquarters.  May I suggest that you provide this information to Kerstin Trone and/or Kunio Waki, with a copy to Cecile Cuffley. 

In order to enhance communication among us, Ms. Trone, Mr. Waki and I will meet periodically with as many staff as possible, in operational settings and in an informal egalitarian environment.  To get an ample outreach with country offices, I am proposing that we also participate, as appropriate, in cluster and regional meetings during 2001. These meetings would provide an opportunity for you to express your views, your immediate and medium term aspirations, make comments and raise questions.  It would also enable us to discuss some of the ideas that we have as senior management as well as respond to questions and provide clarification; all this being set within an institutional, informal arrangement. The Geographic Divisions will play a focal role in facilitating arrangements for our participation in these cluster and regional meetings.

To prepare for these meeting, let me give you some feedback about our plans for the transitional phase through which we will be going. We are working on obtaining financial support from various donors for the year 2001 to cover some aspects of this transitional phase that need to be accomplished quickly and, as far as possible, within this year. The proposal consists of five main areas:

1. Develop and implement a strategic vision of UNFPA's goals and operations with a medium term time-frame (five years). This will form the overall framework for UNFPA’s Results Based Management (RBM) system, with the aim of refining the RBM objectives to which we have committed ourselves for the next five years. Here, I hope we will agree on the nature of the changing global and national environment and the way in which we will deal with these challenges in implementing our mandate.

2. Assess the realignment process after six months, with the objective of identifying what works and thus confirming it; agreeing on, what needs fine tuning; and what needs to be changed; and how.  This assessment, which will be undertaken quickly by external consultants, will require your input, and we hope to have enough funds to facilitate the collection of views from country offices, including the CSTs.  I am requesting all of you at both headquarters and in field to think about this particular exercise as we implement the realignment. As I mentioned, your comments, observations and proposals will be of great importance during the assessment process. 

3. Formulate a human resources development strategy that would have five main components: 

a) a succession plan to meet the retirement of about 40 per cent of UNFPA staff during the coming two to three years;

b) identification of modern management methods and training for representatives and deputy representatives as well as the middle and junior level professionals.  This will equip the representatives and the deputies with the necessary skills to upgrade and improve performance in their present duties and allow the younger professionals to assume managerial responsibilities progressively;

c) specialized orientation for representatives and deputy representatives that would allow the Fund to agree on the tasks required of them and to orient them specifically to these duties and the expectations related to the post. This training could be expanded to include custom-made orientation on the country to which the staff member is being appointed;

d) career development opportunities through utilization of sabbatical leave for a short-term period (about three months or so) and/or short courses at various established universities;

e) training of field staff on UNFPA substantive areas and on RBM approach;

f) training in computer literacy and related skills, including the use of electronic training throughout the organization.

4. Develop a system for knowledge sharing and communication within UNFPA and between UNFPA and the population and development community.  During the Workforce Planning Exercise that took place during 1999 and early 2000, it was agreed that UNFPA should be a knowledge-based organization. However, in order to accomplish this, it was apparent that the Fund would have to process and reproduce the rich accumulation of information in forms that would allow maximum benefits at the various organizational levels and to different types of users. As this is a new area for UNFPA and, based on experiences learned from other organizations--especially the World Bank, it is obvious that we should develop a system for knowledge sharing and information management. A prerequisite for the effective utilization of this system is an advanced information technology infrastructure within the organization, both at headquarters and the field.
5. Promote the Fund among key segments of the global community, increase visibility, encourage corporate spirit and reflect the mission and commitment of the organization. Again, UNFPA is entering the 21st Century with a need to project an image that meets the challenges that lie ahead.  To do so efficiently and effectively, the Fund needs to mobilize support for its themes: hence, the need to deliver its messages in an effective way. Basically it needs  to learn how to promote its objectives and market itself.
Until such funds materialize, I believe we can continue the tasks that have already been initiated in the above areas. The Strategic Planning and Coordination Division is already working on developing a system for knowledge sharing. The Office of Personnel and Training has already developed a plan that has many of the components mentioned above (the Workforce Planning Exercise was one component); but with external  resources and expertise the plan can be fine-tuned and its implementation expedited. The Information, Executive Board  and Resource Mobilization Division had initiated, in 1999, a plan for giving UNFPA more visibility. Unfortunately, the financial situation did not allow its finalization. We can start thinking about the medium-term vision and more on that will follow. In the meantime, we should continue our excellent performance and work towards adjusting our approaches and work methods to meet the new challenges.

Many of the Representatives are initiating preparations for new country programmes within the context of the realignment programme planning process. I wish you all success as we work together, field offices, headquarters and CSTs, to implement the new approach as flexibly as possible to meet the transitional nature of the realignment phase. Strengthening the partnership among the field offices, the Geographic Divisions and the Technical Support Division, in their new roles is an important priority for this year. Furthermore, working with the CSTs in a more streamlined and systematic manner is a challenging experience and I hope we will all pay attention to the lessons learned so that we can provide comments for the assessment exercise.  Meanwhile, many of us have to continue implementing on-going programmes and we need to ensure that we are effective and efficient in completing these tasks. It is a learning experience for all of us and I look forward to receiving your feedback.

In closing, I would like to assure you that I will continue to build on the newly institutionalized staff-management mechanism for dialogue that has been put in place during 2000 by the Executive Director and will support efforts to bring the staff and management closer together.  I express my sincere appreciation to all of you for your support, and look forward to working with you so that together we can meet the challenges of the coming years. 








Yours sincerely,







         Thoraya Ahmed Obaid








Executive Director
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