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Coherence at the Regional level: 

The Regional Dimension of HLCP Work 
 

by the Regional Commissions 
 
Background 
 
1. The importance of the regional dimension of development is increasingly recognized 
through the broadening of various regional integration processes and the many forms of inter-
country cooperation addressing an ever-growing number of transboundary issues. Within the 
UN system, regional cooperation is also recognized as essential for promoting region-wide 
awareness of the UN global values, norms, standards and commitments in the development 
field and for backstopping their effective implementation at the country level. As a result, an 
average of some 30 UN Funds, Programmes and Specialized Agencies, in addition to the 
Regional Commissions, are operating at the regional level. Each region also has a significant 
number of non-UN regional and subregional organizations of a political/security or economic 
nature, including the regional development banks, as well as research institutions and civil 
society organizations.  
 
2. While this rich UN regional presence brings many assets and much expertise to the 
regions and their respective members, the multiplicity of organizations at the regional level 
calls for strong institutional arrangements which would ensure effective complementarities and 
build a genuine culture of cooperation among all UN organizations active in each region as 
well as between the latter and non-UN regional entities.  
 
3. With this in mind, world leaders in 2005 called for an enhanced UN system-wide 
coherence, including by strengthening linkages between the normative work of the UN system 
and its operational activities. In 2006, the High-level Panel on System-wide Coherence called 
for UN entities at the regional level to be reconfigured and for the UN regional setting to be 
reorganized around two inter-related sets of functions: one focusing on the analytical and 
normative work as well as activities of a trans-boundary nature, for which the Regional 
Commissions would act as a catalyst using, inter alia, their convening power at both the 
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intergovernmental and secretariat levels; and another focusing on coordinating the services of 
the UN country teams, for which UNDP, as Manager of the Resident Coordinator system, 
would be the catalyst.  
 
4. Well before the system-wide coherence process, ECOSOC, through its resolution 
1998/46, had mandated the Regional Commissions to hold regular inter-agency meetings 
in each region with a view to improving coordination among the work programmes of the 
organizations of the UN system in that region. Consequently, meetings of the Regional 
Coordination Mechanism (RCM) have been convened by the Commissions since 1999, 
focusing on policy and programming issues of regional nature and guided by regional 
priorities. The experience and evolution of the RCMs varied among the regions, but the 
RCMs largely benefited from a renewed momentum in the last few years, and most 
recently in 2007 and 2008 under the sponsorship of the Deputy-Secretary-General. 
Currently, the RCMs are regularly held in four regions with an executive tier discussing 
broader or emerging policy issues and a thematic tier addressing specific programmatic 
issues of regional priorities and concerns.  
 
5. In 2003, the United Nations Development Group Executive Committee (UNDG-
ExCom) initiated its own operational regional coordination mechanisms in the various 
regions. As with the RCM, the experience and evolution of the UNDG-ExCom Regional 
Directors Teams (RDT) varied considerably between the regions. In view of the move by 
the UN system to deliver as one at the global, regional and country levels, the broader 
UNDG membership called for an opening of the RDT membership beyond the UNDG-
ExCom. Most recently, the global UNDG machinery moved to enhance its linkages and 
interaction with the RDTs, including through the adopted “Management and 
Accountability Framework”, which partly identifies the roles and functions of these 
teams in terms of mobilizing technical support to country level operations and processes, 
including quality support and assurance to CCA/UNDAF processes through the peer 
support groups. UNDOCO also moved to increase significantly its capacity and 
budgetary support to the RDTs.   
 
6. While the relationship and linkages between the RDT meetings and the broader 
RCM meetings is still a work in progress in each region, an important development in 
this regard took place at the Second Regular Session of the CEB held in New York on 24 
October 2008.1  During this session, and as part of his report to the CEB on the work of 
the UNDG, Mr. Kemal Dervis, the UNDG Chair, reported on his meeting that same 
month with the Executive Secretaries of the Regional Commissions, “which focused on 
clarifying how regional issues and country issues could complement one another, [based] 
on an agreement through a Memorandum of Understanding. Accordingly, the Regional 
Commissions [as convenors of the RCM] took the lead on regional policy issues, together 
with the linkages to global policy issues, [with] UNDG members support[ing] that work 
as required, including by participating in Regional Coordination Mechanism meetings 
convened by the Regional Commissions.2 On the other hand, the country operational 
work was managed by the Regional Director teams dealing with country programming 

                                                 
1 See CEB Report: CEB/2008/2 
2 Idem 
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and policy work at the country level, with the Regional Commissions participating as 
needed in the various coordination mechanisms.”3  
 
7. This agreement between the UNDG Chair and the Executive Secretaries of the 
Regional Commissions, as Convenors of the RCM, is consistent with the 
recommendations of the Regional Commissions’ sponsored independent study on 
regional coherence, which the HLCP was appraised of during its last session, held in 
Rome, Italy from 30 September to 1 October 2008.  The study generally perceived the 
complementarities between both mechanisms as outlined in the chart below: 
 
DIMENSION RCMs RDTs 
Geographical Region/Sub-region 

(including linkage to and 
integration into country-
level development work) 

Country 

Functional Policy, normative, and 
analytical work 

Operations 

Focus Thematic Country 
  
 
8. In response to the briefing on the outcomes of the said study, “The Committee was 
of the view that the issue of coherence at the regional level warranted in-depth discussion 
at a future HLCP meeting and a review at an upcoming UNDG/Advisory Group 
meeting.”4 The UNDG Advisory Group was briefed in its meeting on 30 January 2009 by 
the Director of UNDOCO on the agreement between the UNDG Chair and the Executive 
Secretaries of the Regional Commissions as conveyed to CEB. 
 
 
 
The Regional Dimension of HLCP Work 
 
9. Most of the global challenges today are of trans-boundary nature. It is hard to 
envisage an effective response to adaptation to and mitigation of climate change without 
considering the regional and subregional impacts and responses. Similarly, issues like 
energy efficiency and security, food security, trade, transport and infrastructure 
development, cannot be effectively and efficiently addressed without examining the 
regional and subregional contexts and solutions.  
 
10. Most recently, with the ramifications of the global economic and financial crisis 
being felt around the world, there is a premium placed on regional cooperation and 
integration in terms of coordinated macroeconomic and fiscal policies, intraregional 
trade, the promotion of regional infrastructure projects, and the role of the regional 
financial institutions. Indeed, during recent UN General Assembly debates on the crisis 
last October, several countries indicated that regional responses were the most 
appropriate way to prevent and control impacts of crises in the future because well-
coordinated macroeconomic policies and measures and sub-regional trade, investment 
                                                 
3 Idem 
4 CEB/2008/6 - HLCP 16th session Report, para 84 
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and sources of finance, could act as effective buffers against such crises. Innovative ideas 
could come from regional processes and bodies. In addition, the need for the transparency 
of financial instruments and institutions and managing them in a coordinated way at the 
national, regional and international level was emphasized. Regional cooperation, 
coordination and integration were further recognized by the Doha Follow-up Conference 
on Financing for Development as key components of an optimum financing for 
development strategy, and also acknowledged as effective means to prevent contagion 
from international financial crises and to mitigate their potential impact.5 
 
11. Many of these global issues have been under active consideration by the HLCP to 
forge a coherent response by the UN system. However, such efforts by HLCP have been 
focusing largely on the global level without taking into consideration the efforts and 
coherence at the regional level. This situation stems partly from the fact that, unlike the 
established institutional linkage, recently enhanced, between RDTs and the global UNDG 
machinery, no institutional linkages exist between HLCP and the RCM dealing with 
normative, policy and analytical work at the regional level.  
 
12. With this in mind, the study sponsored by the Regional Commissions 
recommended to link RCM to HLCP in a manner similar to how the RDT is linked to 
UNDG, but with greater flexibility to enable selective interaction on “as needed/on-
demand” basis”. This would further the linkage between the global and regional levels 
allowing the work of HLCP on certain global issues with important regional dimensions 
to be addressed in a coherent manner at the regional level through RCM. A case in point 
is the climate change issue, which is currently being addressed within the respective 
RCMs in the regions in response to the UN Secretary-General’s initiative and the 
HLCP’s approval at its intersessional meeting in July 2008 to harness the RCMs for a 
coherent UN system support to climate-related actions at the regional level. Another case 
in point is the unfolding economic and financial crisis, in response to which the HLCP 
can tap again into the UN policy resources available within the RCMs to develop 
coherent and effective responses, including through policy options and advice at the 
regional level. 
 
 
The Way Forward 
 
13. In light of the above, the Committee may wish to consider the appropriate 
institutional linkage with RCM with a view to promoting coherence of its global actions 
at the regional level and strengthening the global-regional policy interaction, as 
appropriate. In this context, the Committee may wish to invite the Regional 
Commissions, as Convenors of RCM, to consider bringing to the deliberations of RCM 
those global issues that HLCP may wish to pursue at the regional level, bearing in mind 
the regional priorities and the RCM roles and functional mechanisms. The Committee 
may also wish to invite the Regional Commissions, as Convenors of RCM, to consider 
bringing to the deliberations of HLCP any emerging inter-regional issues that merit 

                                                 
5 The Doha outcome document references actions at the regional level by relevant bodies and organizations in 14 of the 
90 paragraphs that comprise the document. 
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consideration at the global level. The Committee may wish to invite its Chair to report 
this decision to the Executive Secretaries of the Regional Commissions.   
 
14. A major issue of the UN system as a whole is the economic and financial crisis 
and its impact on development. As the HLCP is currently seized of this issue, and taking 
into account the ongoing efforts by the Regional Commissions to consider the regional 
dimension of this crisis within RCMs, the Committee may wish to invite the Regional 
Commissions, as convenors of RCM, to actively contribute to the global consideration by 
HLCP of this matter.      

 
 
 
 
 




