Joint FAO/ECE/ILO Committee on Forest Technology, Management and Training
Steering Committee, Fifteenth Session, Lisbon, 30-31 March 2001

To all members of the extended bureaux 

of the ECE Timber Committee and 

the FAO European Forestry Commission

Strategic Review of the Work Programme of the ECE Timber Committee and the FAO European Forestry Commission
The Steering Committee was briefed on the outcome of the extended bureaux meeting of the ECE Timber Committee and the FAO European Forestry Commission in Geneva on 21-23 February 2001 and on the further discussions in connection with the session of the Committee on Forestry in Rome in March 2001.

The bureaux had proposed to classify the work programme of the Joint Committee as >low priority= and to cut the support provided by the FAO/ECE secretariat by more than 50 per cent. In terms of resources for the operational programme, the reduction is in fact almost two thirds because the servicing of session has been included in the allocation for the Joint Committee, but not for other bodies where this statutory function is included under >infrastructure=
The Steering Committee expressed its deep concern, major surprise and unanimous disagreement with the proposed priority rating and resource allocation. The outcome of the assessment contradicted other statements and indicators for the relevance of the programme and the level of priority attached to it by Member States.

The Steering Committee noted that the Joint Committee  had been the first body to thoroughly review and streamline its organisational structure and work programme. Most of its current work agenda address issues raised in resolutions adopted by the Pan-European Ministerial Conferences and have been included in the programme of work for implementation. The inputs to the last Ministerial Conference and the recent report on Participation in Forestry have been praised for their relevance and quality.

The Steering Committee feels that the extended bureaux meeting has not sufficiently appreciated or understood the important role of the Joint Committee, its contributions to the promotion of sustainable forest management and its continued and successful assistance to the countries in transition.

It further pointed out that the Committee has the highest levels of support from member countries in the form of direct extra-budgetary contributions to its work. The inputs of member countries were about three times the cost of the secretariat support before the reduction to the six per cent now proposed. This only takes into account the hosting of seminars and cash contributions to the work of teams of specialists. The level of secretariat services as proposed for the Joint Committee would be even more disproportionate if all inputs such as participants= time and travel expenses provided by member countries were taken into consideration. Member countries continue to come forward with proposals for additional activities requiring more support. Attendance of Joint Committee seminars has been consistently high both in the number of actively participating delegates and in the number of countries represented. This reflects the success and the appreciation by Member States of the Joint Committee=s work programme

Thanks to the growing support of member countries, the Joint Committee over the last decade has already reduced its needs for ECE/FAO secretarial support by more than half. It has a highly decentralized, flexible and cost effective structure and work methodology. The further cuts proposed are unjustifiable and unwarranted because they would adversely affect the ability of the secretariat to successfully cooperate and provide essential support to the countries implementing the programme. 

Practically all Joint Committee work is based on clearly defined projects rather than on routine activities. This requires careful coordination and close contacts between member countries, the secretariat and the Committee in the two-year period between sessions. With this in mind, the Steering Committee meetings are convened and are essential to review, update and coordinate the work programme implementation. They have been introduced as a low cost means of achieving these important objectives and have proven to be very effective. The Committee unanimously agreed that the three page country reports requested every two years are a valuable and necessary tool to ensure that current and emerging priorities in member countries are taken into account in the formulation of an optimal work programme.

.

The  re-allocations proposed by the extended bureaux represent a deep and damaging cut into a programme that is widely appreciated for its relevance and quality. If enforced they would adversely impact on our ability to implement the current Joint Committee programme. The Steering Committee therefore requests the extended bureaux to urgently reconsider their position  and to allocate adequate resources to the Joint Committee.

Lisbon, 31 March 2001

