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1. Core mandate. The core mandate remains valid; however, it is somewhat vague, and offers little guidance as to how it is likely to be expressed in terms of priorities and the program of work. Although such vagueness is generally useful, the need to define the comparative advantage of the Secretariat, the fact of scarce resources, and the need to set priorities suggest the need for greater clarity and specificity.

Paraphrasing document TIM/2000/3, the “main” contributions of ECE/FAO are based on compilation, dissemination and analysis of data.  Additional contributions include: increasing public awareness of the benefits of forests; promoting effective participation of all parties; and developing common understanding of key concepts, definitions, and terminology. In the end, however, it is not clear what the core is, as the entire program of work is encompassed in the list provided in para 5 of TIM/2000/3.

Therefore, the core mandate should be modified with a view to adding specificity that links the existing mandate with a defined niche and comparative advantage for the secretariat.

2. Priorities.  “Supporting the international forest dialogue” should continue to be a goal of ETC and EFC activities, as undertaken by the secretariat. Whether this is a broad objective or a goal may be no more than semantics. However, priorities must be assigned to actions or categories of activities that seem likely to contribute to achieving this goal. Priorities should be based on (a) the resources available; (b) comparative advantage and skills of the secretariat; and (c) an assessment of the needs of the “international forest dialogue.”

2A: Yes, this should continue to be among the highest priorities. ETC and EFC should also aspire to participation in the dialogue (this should not be taken for granted) as well as supporting it through the joint programme of work. 

2B:  Although the goal is correct, the absence of a clear expression of priorities, needs, and comparative advantage weakens the strategy.

2C: The programme reflects the priorities of all countries and by doing so, reflects no particular or enduring priorities.  One important contribution that ETC and EFC could make to the ongoing dialogue is as a forum to frame issues, discuss work plans that would address these issues, and set priorities. Through their influence on the parent bodies and the resources (staff) they influence, the ETC and EFC influence a body of ongoing work.  The absence of clearly-defined priorities, arrived at by dialogue and consensus weakens the contribution of ECE/FAO.

3. Outputs and resources. The “over-stretching” of resources is an almost inevitable consequence of a motivated secretariat with too little guidance (from the committee and commission) regarding priorities. This is not a unique set of circumstances, but it is not sustainable. The table reflects a large number of programme elements, resulting in highly dispersed efforts. Only the catch-all activity “other” commands more than 20% of staff time (professional or total).  The activity “outlook studies” for which ECE/FAO has a long history and (arguably) a comparative advantage is allocated 11% of professional time and less than 10% of total staff time. There is more than twice as much total staff time allocated to short-term market reviews. Short-term forecasts and reviews are activities that face considerable competition from the private sector, and for which the secretariat has a poorly-defined niche and (possibly) little comparative advantage. Activities for the countries in transition is a relatively unoccupied niche for which the secretariat (and ECE/FAO) can argue they have a comparative advantage; however, this receives less than 5% of staff time. The only element of the table for which the allocation of staff time appears to be consistent with the combination of niche/advantage/priority is FRA 2000.

4. Supplementary resources. Seeking increased funding is an obvious and appropriate consideration. The Secretariat has a long history (as noted) of arranging to receive and using to good effect the contributed time of personnel. There is every reason to continue this and, if possible, to expand it. As a consequence of its institutional status, ECE/FAO may have a comparative advantage in such arrangements, as compared to institutions such as the European Forest Institute. The ability to acquire additional cash resources will depend on an ability to define both comparative advantage (why give funds to ECE/FAO) and tangible products (such as studies). This is made clear in the success of raising external funds for FRA 2000 and previous timber trends studies.

5. Methods of work. Secretariat staff are capable and hard working; if anything they err on the side of over-achieving. However, the absence of clear, focused priorities tends to (a) disperse effort over a large number of activities and (b) encourage or require unreasonable amounts of extra work to be successful at any given task. Support for the work of standing bodies, teams, etc., generally produces low-profile and narrowly-useful products (such as background documents for discussion and reports of meetings).  Therefore, it is easy to imagine re-directing the resources devoted to their support to other tasks. The Timber Bulletin is a widely distributed, long-standing series, but some pieces of it (such as the annual market review) have now expanded to considerable size—and effort—without a clear connection to the priority for this work or the trade-off in terms of other work not done. Although resources are increasingly scarce, there is insufficient recognition of the fact that some choices have the consequence that other things are not done well, or not done at all.  

There may be relatively little flexibility regarding support for the Committee, Commission, or even ad-hoc teams. Nevertheless, if the ETC/EFC (and the secretariat) wish to argue that support for meetings, both regular and ad hoc advance the cause of participation in forestry dialogue (for example), then this should be asserted and marketed as a comparative advantage of ECE/FAO. In general, meetings and discussions should be seen as subsidiary activities—means of delivering and enhancing core activities (compilation, dissemination, and analysis of information) and not as ends in themselves.

Based on recent results, it appears that the ETC and EFC do not succeed in their programme review responsibilities. At the most recent (joint) session, and even when faced with direct questions regarding priorities, the committee and commission were not able to consider the context (for example of the overall programmes of work in ECE, FAO, and related institutions), debate choices, and offer direction. In general, the time of the Timber Committee is not well used, and does not yield the quality or quantity of engagement (on the part of countries, both official and non-government) that would support the argument that the ETC can provide an effective forum. Nevertheless, there is a core of sustained participation and an apparent rejuvenation of interest and willingness to participate, especially on the part of countries in transition. This should be nurtured and used to collective benefit.

6. Alliances. The secretariat has done good—and well-recognized—work in the IWG. The success of this partnership should be used as the basis for seeking partnerships with other organizations and institutions as an aid to carrying out other aspects of the core mission. To some extent this has been the case for the TBFRA 2000; it is likely that mutually-beneficial opportunities for partnerships can be defined in support of (e.g.) EFSOS.  An obvious choice for such a partnership is the European Forest Institute.
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