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NINTH SECRETARY-GENERAL TAKES OFFICE
AMIDST CLARION CALLS FOR CHANGE
Stephen Browne and Thomas G. Weiss
António Guterres was chosen on merit and takes over the United Nations during an especially turbulent period and after a decade of
low-key leadership and low staff morale. The “first” UN of governments includes the five veto-wielding members of the Security Council
(P-5) that are stoking conflict, flouting international humanitarian law, breaching territorial sovereignty, and whose publics are turning
inward. The “second” UN of organizations is helping to relieve the plight of tens of millions of people displaced by wars and poverty,
but is viewed by many from inside and outside as slothful and disjointed. The need for an effective world organization has never been
greater, but current crises and long-standing shortcomings are exposing its weaknesses.
Constant feedback is needed from the “third” UN, in whose name the world body was created. This fourth FUNDS global survey reflects
the concerns of the global public and proposes a host of changes for the new Secretary-General and his transition team to consider.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
EXPRESSED BY RESPONDENTS
Today’s UN is more ineffective than effective; it is considered least
effective in the Middle East and North Africa.
Peacekeeping and peacebuilding are the UN’s most important
functions.
The new Secretary-General’s most immediate priority is “addressing
urgent crises of conflict and human displacement.”

largest cohort of respondents was from the private sector, followed by
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UN staff consider that a review of the effectiveness of the UN
development system was the most important organizational priority.
The Secretary-General’s two most important staffing priorities are to
fill the highest posts on the basis of merit and to protect potential
whistle-blowers.
There should be at least two Deputy Secretaries-General with specific
line responsibilities.
Organizationally, the highest priority should be a review of all
mandates for all UN entities.

Non-‐
Governmental	
  
Organiza:ons	
  
14%	
  
Interna:onal	
  
Public	
  
Organiza:ons	
  
3%	
  

Academia	
  
17%	
  

	
  UN	
  staﬀ	
  
14%	
  

Private	
  sector	
  
39%	
  

After five years, there should be closer integration of the UN’s main
functional pillars.
The UN should increase the use of social media and engage more
frequently and closely with the global public.

The fourth FUNDS biennial global survey of perceptions of the UN was
undertaken at the end of 2016. It attracted over 2,700 respondents from
154 countries. The breakdown by gender was 59/41 male/female. The
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positive were from North America.

Future UN Development System supports and helps accelerate change in the UN development system to increase effective responses to global development challenges—especially
in relation to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Recognizing the many frustrations that have accompanied UN reform efforts, FUNDS envisages a multi-year process
designed to help build consensus around necessary changes. Financial support currently comes from the governments of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland, and UNDP.

ranked even higher by female than male respondents. Allied to the settlement of these global
crises was the need for a new agenda for peace and implementation of the peacekeeping and
peacebuilding proposals made by panels and approved by the General Assembly in 2015.
Among professional groups, however, UN staff considered that a review of the effectiveness
of the UN development system was even more urgent (see Figure 4).
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As in previous FUNDS surveys, peacekeeping and peacebuilding were
considered the UN’s most important functions, followed by human rights
and justice (see Figure 3). However, there were important differences
by region, gender, and profession. UN staff considered sustainable
development to be the highest UN priority as did those from developing
countries (and male respondents) who also placed sustainable
development ahead of human rights. Many respondents also wrote in
climate change as a sustainable development priority.
“Ensure strong follow-up on the Paris Agreement and encourage
commitment to the target of only 1.5° C of overall warming.”
“Effective monitoring of the Paris Agreement on Climate change.”

Figure 2: Overall Effectiveness of UN

“Draft a process to monitor and to promote the progress of the Agenda
2030.”
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appointment of key under-secretaries-general will present a special
challenge for António Guterres and be his first acid test of a willingness
to run risks to enhance the UN’s effectiveness. Female respondents gave
a high rank to the promotion of gender equality within the secretariat.
Among UN staff, however, there is a greater preoccupation with staff
and promotion (see Figure 5).
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PRIORITIES FOR THE FIRST SIX MONTHS
Respondents from every region in the survey found that the SecretaryGeneral’s most immediate priority was “addressing urgent crises of
conflict and human displacement.” It was ranked even higher by female
than male respondents. Allied to the settlement of these global crises was
the need for a new agenda for peace and implementation of the
peacekeeping and peacebuilding proposals made by panels and approved
by the General Assembly in 2015. Among professional groups, however,
UN staff considered that a review of the effectiveness of the UN
development system was even more urgent (see Figure 4).
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the appointment of two or more deputies, undoubtedly in response to the
hitherto amorphous nature of the post and the need to devolve to senior
staff key responsibilities for the different functions of the UN. Various
reform proposals, for example, have been calling for a development
coordinator for almost five decades.1 (See Figure 6.)

human rights and justice, and humanitarian relief. This concern
undoubtedly was a clear reflection of continuing frustration with UN silos.
Working in parallel invites duplication and waste and itself compromises
the UN’s effectiveness.
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“Review mandates of specialized agencies and set up clear guidelines
to avoid duplication and overlapping of mandates. This can lead to
reduction of staff.”
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“It is high time to abolish some of the regional commissions, for
example ESCAP and ECE.”
“Address country level divide between the UN’s role in development/
humanitarian and in peace-building/political conflict resolution.”
The second ranking was given to effective monitoring and implementation
of the Sustainable Development Goals (especially favoured by UN staff
respondents) and monitoring the Paris Accord on climate change. More
than a third of UN staff also called for fewer organizational entities,
reflecting seemingly a readiness for more radical internal reform than is
commonly perceived (see Figure 8).
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Development Goals (especially favoured by UN staff respondents) and monitoring the Paris opportunity to review a host of proposals for UN reform and stave off the danger of further
Accord on climate change. More than a third of UN staff also called for fewer organizational marginalization. The history of relatively bold moves by most secretaries-general in the postentities, reflecting seemingly a readiness for more radical internal reform than is commonly Cold War era provide hope for António Guterres in 2017.2 Amidst the toxic politics of many
perceived (see Figure 8).
countries turning inward, the world can ill afford a weak and unresponsive United Nations.

3

Figure
9: Importance
of the Engaging
Citizensand
to Maintain
Enhance
the
Figure
9: Importance
of the Engaging
Ordinary Ordinary
Citizens to Maintain
Enhance theand
UN’s
Figure
How
IncreasePublic
Public Awareness
thethe
UNUN
Figure
10:10:
How
toto
Increase
Awarenessofof
relevance and
legitimacy?
UN’s relevance
and
legitimacy?

INFigure
SUM…
10: How to Increase Public Awareness of the UN
The clamor for at least change and even transformation has never been
stronger, and the world organization should open itself more often to
feedback from the global public if it is to understand better the current
levels of concern expressed by our respondents. The arrival of a new
and highly experienced Secretary-General on 1st January 2017 provides
an unusual opportunity to review a host of proposals for UN reform

and stave off the danger of further marginalization. The history of
relatively bold moves by most secretaries-general in the post-Cold War
era provide hope for António Guterres in 2017.2 Amidst the toxic politics
of many countries turning inward, the world can ill afford a weak and
unresponsive United Nations.
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