
Chapter 1: Background

Q1 What is the intention of these informal talks?
No waffle, no hypocrisy. Frank lessons learnt. No public report, just a talk to my colleagues and friends. To respect the famous African say: “an old man dying is like a library in flames” (Amadou Hampate Ba, 1960).
Q2 Habitat is rather unknown, a small agency but part of the UN system. What is the UN role in international affairs, and the specific role of UN-Habitat?

Why do we exist? What is the raison d’être of UN-Habitat, technical or political? I went on mission to 70 countries and believe that I was generally useful. Our advices are well appreciated but we should win respect, be top-class. We are both UN and experts. The UN is the only official voice of the world. We should reflect the (common) views of member states but always be a step ahead. To do so we need to feel the political stakes, sometimes beyond our field, and define clear goals and guidelines. We need to keep always in mind the first words of the UN Charter: We the peoples of the UN… meaning that the UN encompass more than governments alone. 
Q3 Any advantage of being part of the UN machinery?

Our comparative advantage is not our size, not even our expertise, it is the blue flag, which means objectivity, neutrality and accountability. We cannot be compared to a university or a technical centre, we are not doing research but synthesizing research from a global perspective. We must know what is going on around the world (language barriers are an obstacle). Cross-fertilization is our job guided by the needs of the poor (peoples and countries). This requires good monitoring, good training, good discussions, good testing, either to build houses or to design a policy. 
Q4 What do you do in practice?

Our mandate is to help governments (central and local) in designing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating housing and urban policies, and to do so from an authoritative/normative perspective (we are the UN, therefore we must know what is good for the world!). 
This implies that we should work at different levels, from global to local. This is a specificity of UN-HABITAT: to combine global norms, messages and principles with regional adaptations, national politics and local commitments. And to focus on sustainable and equitable development, guided by the poor’ needs and dynamics. Important: we are driven by poverty eradication, not only by environmental protection. But there is of course a dialectical relation between these pillars of sustanaible development.
Q5 So you are like the World Bank with less money?

In a way yes but true multilateralism is our pride. Some countries like it, other dislike it because they don’t control (they prefer the World Bank, basically an American-dominated organization). We can provide recognition to some (PR China), shame to others (ZBW), report on Best Practices and Bad Practices. The UN is value-driven, not profit-driven. 
Chapter 2: History of UN-HABITAT 
Q1 Could you give us an overall periodization over 35 years (1976-2011)?
The milestones : 1978 creation of UNCHS (with wrong name), 1987 IYSH (a must), 1992 change of ED, 1996 Istanbul, 1997 crisis, 1998-2002 revitalisation, 2002-05 growth, 2006-2010 stagnation (MTSIP time). Between 1992 and 2000 there was no stable continuous ED, no full-time USG. This was the second period of UN-Habitat, maybe the most innovative. This is when we introduced poverty, urban governance and disasters (see the 93 report on funding strategy) as key topics and move beyond shelter per se. UMP, SCP, UEF, IFUP, DMP, indicators, State of Cities: many major initiatives were taken by managers who had the exceptional freedom to innovate.  Despotism was not the rule. 100 flowers came into bloom! 
Q2 What about your former EDs?

A. Ramachandran was meticulous but conservative (only shelter, community participation and building techniques), E. Dodeswell was friendly but had other priorities (UNEP), Wali N’Dow during 94-97 was wise and excellent in public relations but a poor administrator, Darshan Johal in 97-98 was knowledgeable but timid, K. Toepfer during 1998-2000 was an excellent politician who rebuilt confidence in 10 months, Anna Tibaijuka (2000-2010) was a good fund raiser but mostly for her pet projects (URT-UGA and ERSO), able to twist the arms of Norway and Spain, but a rather poor administrator (a lot of unspent money) and an excessive micro-manager of human resources. She was not a CAO and tried to be a CEO, to preside over the CPR and GC. Many UN leaders want to impose their views to member states and prefer to recruit their friends rather than competent staff. The new ED has a lot to do to reform the culture of UN-Habitat.
Chapter 3: Governance of UN-HABITAT
Q1 UN-Habitat is an intergovernmental organization. What does it mean?

The UN governance structure is very complex. Governing Bodies meet in many sessions, essentially talk shops such as ECOSOC. Sometimes the GC takes key decisions, e.g. in 1997-99. Permanent Reps are always unhappy in private but praising in public…The inter-agency committees (CEB, HLCP…) and “one UN” are designed to hide the tensions. But the UN lives in poverty vs. the rich WB-IMF controlled by the North. Complexity of UN mandates and unclear borders result in frequent turf wars among agencies.
Q2. What about the Permanent Representatives and the delegations to the Governing Council?

Many PRs do their best to be recruited and succeed. They don’t govern, they are informed and provide comments. The GC is worse than a parliament in term of guiding/controlling the government (ourselves, the secretariat). More like the Roman Senate… following the wishes of the Emperor (who again is trying to be CEO instead of CAO as stated by the former USG of OIOS). Key resolutions could be useful, e.g. on decentralisation. Some are counterproductive. For instance in 99 we tried to become the City Agency and lost the battle against USA and Kenya. Some events are milestones like the speech of D. de Villepin on 14 February 2003 against the invasion of Iraq. Habitat Agenda and the 2001 Declaration on Cities are very important as general and consensual documents. Too often the GC deals with details, not with the big picture.
Q3 GC looks like a virtual umbrella. Any chance of reform?

The recent debate on UN-Habitat governance is interesting but so far without outcome. We are part of secretariat AND a programme, two worlds. Secretariat rules are not designed for country activities. We have somehow to bend the rules and take some risks. There is no international Fund for housing and cities unlike UNICEF or FPA or GEF.

Our chance was missed in 1997 when we tried to open the GC to partners, particularly local authorities, based on the ILO model. This would have been a big breakthrough. Now we are considering how to become a “O” (Organization, O-peless in my view) more independent from New York like FAO, UNESCO, WHO … We must be the agency for Cities and Local Authorities. The new ED will have to work and lobby to achieve this recognition. Of course we are not in charge of international conventions and therefore cannot face a Copenhagen-style fiasco.
Chapter 4: Leadership and management. 
Q1. We hear a lot of criticism of the SG and other UN leaders. Are they fair and justified? Why can’t the UN be managed as an enterprise?

Someone said that the UN is a refuge for obscure politicians and retired diplomats. This is quite true for political appointments. Ambassadors as managers (UNESCO is not the only one…), politicians as managers: both options are not advisable but are the rule rather than the exception. The system must change but we face a conspiracy of silence (explaining why UN = cosmetic mini-reforms after mini-reforms). Leadership is the main problem/weakness of the UN. Take all political appointees and submit them to a serious capacity test. Some are quite incompetent in the very field they are supposed to lead. Obscure politicians and retired diplomats may indeed constitute the majority of the UN leaders/chiefs of agencies. Pathetic but accepted by big powers (i) to keep the UN down and (ii) to promote their friends, to exchange advantages. The UN is NOT an expanded foreign service, it is much more complex and must be value-driven. We need to change the recruitment system.
Q2. What about the managerial culture? A lot of controls you said.
The UN management style too often combines the 3 isms: despotism (only the Boss decides, and on everything), nepotism (the Boss recruits his friends, supporters, cronies…) and clientelism (the Boss chooses/prioritizes the beneficiaries/clients of his agency activities in exchange of political support). The system fully allows these 3 isms with no real control. Audits are of marginal value, OIOS never raises important issues, ethics office is inefficient. Only the UN Dispute Tribunal counts, to repair individual damages but not to fix leaders. As a result sycophancy is widespread, starting with the staff union, senior managers and even PRs (who hope to be recruited). Hypocrisy is a top UN disease (I learnt from my first boss the story of “maitre corbeau”… master crow). Secrecy is also part of the UN culture, resulting in continuous rumours and gossips.
Q3. Any ideal leader? Which qualifications would you put in the JD?

The ideal manager should (i) have some knowledge of our field, (ii) be committed to zero nepotism (create a control mechanism?), (iii) open to internal and external discussion, (iv) decisive and accountable on administrative and financial matters, (v) have a clear vision on our role, (vi) possess a solid international experience. Is it possible? Should be… if member states are keen. The ideal leader should also have some charisma. Looks almost impossible to attract such a world-class hero to Nairobi… But I hope that Joan Clos will deliver as he has the best possible credentials and is the first ED with a practical knowledge of city management.
Q4 I wish to know your views on the worst practices of UN-Habitat.

By far our main weakness is non-excellence in management including excessive nepotism and low productivity, ineffective and increasing bureaucracy, bad HR management. In recent years we have gone down (our Programme “Support” Division has become a nuisance).

A related aspect: controls more than actions. Normally the Administration should devote its efforts to support (80%) and control (20%) the work of the Agency. In UN-Habitat it has been 60-40 % when we created PSD but it moved progressively to 80% control and 20% support. The total staffing of OED+PSD (EDM) represents 30% of headquarters. This top-heaviness is a real calamity. We tried to address that issue in 98-2000 but bureaucracy came back like a weed. With MTSIP dozens of consultants came to teach us how to work!! And it takes one year or more to recruit an expert.
I can add frequent unnecessary bla-bla (and publications with 10 readers) on topics which we don’t fully master like finance (see ERSO !!) or gender (incantation rather than investigation).

Q5  Excessive control is not a typical UN device?

The big trauma has been the investigation by the Bush administration (Volker Commission) of the Oil for Food programme after the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. All involved USGs became paranoid. Night calls, Hard Disk openings, etc to find nothing at all. The investigation budget amounted to USD 23 million and discovered a diversion of USD 150.000 (1/150 ratio)! During my time as Director, RTCD (1994-2011) the Division implemented more than 2 billion USD of projects. Many audits took place. They found some mistakes but no diversion, no serious problem of accountability! ‘Let us work please’, ask many colleagues.

Non-excellence in management has been identified as the MTSIP top priority. Then we got more bureaucrats to “streamline” what was working and ignore the needed top management reform.

Q6 Were you happy with fund raising? With the new RM unit?

Another bad side of the UN is the need for continuous begging, not only humiliating but a waste of energy and loss of focus (donor driven).
Our RMU seems itself to be a waste of resources. Donors are serious but under their own priorities. We should therefore try to reduce donor dependency. RTCD has made very good progress on that front, working directly with developing countries and their budgets.
Chapter 5:  Staffing

Q1. In principle UN staff should be top quality. What is your assessment after having worked with hundreds of them?

UN staff is very diverse, not easy to recruit, not easy to manage.

Recruitment processes are heavy, very slow and not always equitable. Heads of agency are allowed to choose their friends. No stick and no carrot are available to managers.
Staffing is a mixed bag: 25% deadwood (useless), 25 % sequoia wood (outstanding), 50 % good acacia wood that needs proper guidance and motivation. Qualified women are not attracted by Nairobi. Affirmative action means recruiting less qualified candidates provided they have the required nationality and gender. I did that myself without any shame.
A white male has less and less chance except if he comes with big bucks like the Swedes. This is fine. Women should be given a chance, even if most behave like macho men when they have powers. However merit-based appointments are stipulated in the UN Charter. We face a real contradiction with which we have to live!
Q2 What about staff performance? Is it as bad as reported by some media? Which qualifications are you looking for?
Being well paid I think that UN staff must perform better. We are civil servants of the world. Some UN people are almost asleep. I could give examples. Bad selection systems, often manipulated, result in inadequate profiles in UN-Habitat. Then we rely too much on consultants to do our core work!
Staff profile has evolved. We don’t need architects anymore but urban economists. This trend has to be encouraged. We must be more policy orientated and less construction people. But also we should combine complementary skills. Economic, social, environmental and political sciences should be combined. Avoid UN admin experts or HR gurus who tend to proliferate when the money goes down.
Q3 Any light at the end of the tunnel?

The human factor is the most important. We have a lot of good experts.
I have to pay tribute to great professionals, many being also good friends. Some (25) of them met in February 2011 in Nairobi for the Human Library Conference.
Chapter 6: Advocacy, Habitat’s key responsibility
Q1 The UN is famous for organizing big (and often frustrating) jamborees. And also for being the lead advocate of the poor. Do you really reach the world opinion?

We can organize huge and successful meetings, such as the Istanbul Summit and the WUF sessions. Our convening power is immense. We must use it more. Websites are now very important. They need to be broader and more substantive.
Istanbul was the biggest success of UN-Habitat. Of course a financial nightmare (2M deficit) but the partnership principle was born there. International Forums (UEF and IFUP) were initiated before. After the 97 crisis we had to focus first on revitalization and Istanbul+5 (June 2001) before launching WUF (April 2002) as a permanent device. We don’t reach directly the poor but the opinion makers, rather the policy advisers than the journalists. Journalists are many and sometimes fancy, too often looking for ‘stories’ and anecdotes.
Q2 Tell us about the birth of WUF?

Ms. Tibaijuka completed the administrative revitalization process in 2001-02 (lobbying a lot) while I managed Istanbul+5 (drafted the Declaration and supervised the main reports, organized the committees). I also created and managed the first WUF session in Nairobi as a platform for partners, an Istanbul idea transformed into a biennial encounter. WUF 2, 3, 4 and 5 were OK due to this good foundation and in spite of our weak management. I drafted the policy paper on WUF at the end of 2001, when the GA upgraded UNCHS into UN-Habitat. Clearly WUF was designed as a Forum of partners, not as a negotiating body. It remains one of the biggest success story of UN-Habitat as demonstrated again in Rio last year.
Q3 And the negotiating sessions like Copenhagen? They bring the UN to the forefront.
We had our little advanced Copenhagen in April 2005 at the GC. An interesting issue was related to the MDG slum goal 7/11. Should we always exaggerate misery to get the media attention? Our goal was very modest (improving the lives of 100 M slum-dwellers), reached by Asia alone as early as 2006. Slums now exist at large scale only in South Saharan Africa and South Asia. In the rest of the world they disappear progressively. Our statistics are pathetically weak. This discussion is essential: do we have a positive impact? Is the world progressing? My response is YES. But governments systematically refuse to define national targets. No national commitment is a rule as we saw in 2005 at the GC. They make progress but hide their goals to avoid accountability and monitoring, even self monitoring. Disappointing.
Chapter 7: Work Programme and Budget
Q1 WPB represents a sort of obscure mystery for staff and generations of diplomats. How does it work? 
The WP should be the basis of all UN activities. But it should in principle reflect the organigram (one Division = one SP). Under each SP normally any accomplishment (result) should correspond to a branch or section. The art is to draft a WP very general and flexible which will allow to do everything under the sky. Then to submit that draft to a CPR-Working Group. The WG will usually: (i) request more focus and (ii) propose a series of additions. The ball comes back to us. Because the GC-CPR is not unified the Secretariat can do any cosmetic change but funds are sacro-saint and remain the only important issue. The 4 sources of funds: RB, FD-GP, FD-SP (donor driven), TC (country driven) are negotiated in different places: NY, GC, ED office, in-countries. For the Foundation: obscurity first, a bit of manipulation second, nice packaging third (MTSIP style to address superficially donor frustration), CPR-GC always adopts the general purpose fund with little discussion. ACABQ is the only effective rubber stamp at global level. All budget matters are delegated to them. The budget process is opaque and too technical, it needs fundamental reform all over the UN system.
Q2 Then de facto the secretariat decides?

We can play with posts, with fund surplus and reserves, with vacancies and unfunded posts… with overheads and interests. For the budget only real specialists (former UN staff?) could review our proposals. CPR and GC amendments are often marginal, editorial.
In fact our programme remains the Habitat Agenda negotiated in 1996 which contains almost everything. But we repackage it in a slightly different way for each GC, to follow the latest fashion such as climate change in 09-11. We give the impression of new “discoveries” while it is usually old wine in new bottles. The main problem is not thematic focus but leadership and management. A stronger and agency-specific ACABQ may be required to analyze budget proposals. But national activities are largely unpredictable, ad hoc, demand-driven, beyond precise programming. This could be frustrating for young diplomats who tend therefore to ignore country activities.
Q3 Any chance of improvement? Participatory budgeting? What about the donors?
All depends on the ED’s will. I guess it is a nice paradox that we have published a lot on participatory budgeting that we don't apply to ourselves. We remain top-down. The donors care about their pet projects but are often unpredictable and unable to embrace the full picture. A dialogue with the GC on resource allocation should be possible, linked to serious strategic prioritization. This is a challenge for our new management.
Chapter 8: Best of UN-Habitat, 
Q1 An easy question: your “BEST OF” UN-Habitat?

In general the main positive features are clear: our aura/advocacy potential, the impact in poor countries and in post-disaster contexts, and also some real policy changes in countries thanks to the spread of “our” ideas (China being the best case) which are essentially collective ideas of the world that we are able to organize/synthesize. This is the so-called NORMATIVE role of the UN.
And on the personal side I enjoyed many field missions where you are in contact with the real world and develop a lot of respect and friendship.
Q2 Be very specific! Tell us your Habitat success stories.

OK, I will try to mention/select 10 big initiatives I am proud of in UN-Habitat, among those in which I was involved: 
1. Creation of Regional Offices during 1995-2010 (plus HPMs), starting with Rio in 96 and Fukuoka in 1997,
2. Disaster Programme and reconstruction projects since 1993 (LEB, SOM, AFG, IRQ, Tsunami, HAI …), 
3. IFUP-WUF 96-10, enormous success,
4. UMP 87-2002, multi-year, multi-agency, multi-topics, still our substantive basis,
5. Revitalization process 98-02, 
6. GC Drafting Committees 99-09, often slow and boring but a lot of fun on Thursday night sessions,
7. EU-EC funding for the inter-regional PSUP, 
8. State of the World and Region Cities since 2001,
9. African Renaissance internalized since 94 (team-building, ROAAS),
10. Guidelines on Decentralisation & Basic Services (2007-09), which took a decade of obstinacy and hard work. Important international norms.
These are not personal successes but structural ventures which gave very good results. They mobilized various teams, networks, dozens of colleagues. This was really enjoyable. We are trying to take stock.
Chapter 9: Towards a Better Future 
Q1 What should Habitat do after your time? 
After me, avoid the « deluge » even if climate changes! I submitted a few modest ideas to the new management:
1. Better articulate global and national levels, our 2 priorities. Not forget regional and local as well.

2. Select qualified division and branch leaders, and establish a clear structure based on review of focus, functions, niches. More compact, less fragmented.  Big divisions with less chiefs, move towards a flatter organigram. 

3. Formulate simple topical answers. Strong voice for the poor under two topics: urban poverty, urban environment. We should link poverty to shelter/slums, and environment to planning and governance.

I recommend to merge RTCD and Global into Div. of Policy Development (DPD) and Div. of Policy Implementation (DPI), to include bigger regional offices (ROs) and a few thematic branches, a real matrix.  Each RO could have two sections (housing and urban devt), maybe a third on monitoring. All housing sections to report to their Regional Chief and to the Housing Branch Director, same for urban development units. Housing and Urban Devt Branch Directors (in DPD) to be given a team of good policy advisers (5 or 6 staff, P5) able to interact with all ROs. DPI to have an inter-regional team for programme preparation and evaluation in support to ROs.
A few necessary changes: 

. All XB budgets merged. 
. Reduce PSD+OED to less than 15% of HQ staff. 
. Terminate deadwood with silver hand shakes. 
. Abolish (absorb) Finance Division but keep Monitoring. 
. Define clearly DED job to be an effective Administrator and the Overall Programme Coordinator.
Q2 And on the programme side?

We must rationalize global programmes and focus them for at least 10 years on 6 or 7 key areas (urban governance, planning and training, slums and land, environment, energy and climate, water and basic services, monitoring cities, national housing policies). Forget secondary issues (youth, building techniques) and issues where we have no proven competence. Repeat all the time UN = poor countries, poor people. Publish maximum 10-15 books per year, but of top quality and well disseminated.
A final word: I am proud to have worked for the United Nations and I have been very happy during my career at UN-Habitat but I think that we will do much better with good leadership and more trust and support from Member States.
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