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Introduction

Document TRADE/CEFACT/2004/27 contains CSG proposals for some changes in the UN/CEFACT structure.

We have received comments from the chair and, during the recent Forum meeting in Bonn, remarks have also been expressed in relation with this topic. More specifically, the TBG has prepared a submission to the CEFACT Plenary, which the French Delegation has considered while preparing the present contribution. 

We are of the opinion that the difficult situation faced today by the CEFACT was clearly due to a lack of overall steering capacity within the CEFACT and the Forum, and to deficiencies as regards basic and generally recognized quality management rules, that are followed in other standardisation organisations.

It is important, therefore, to use the opportunity of a structure review, planned in the draft agenda of the next Plenary, to extend the subject to a review of the working and management aspects of the whole CEFACT. Clearly the CSG’s proposal is too limited.

The present contribution aims at enriching the exchange of views in preparation of the next meeting, and we hope that it can trigger other initiatives.

1
Reasons for the contribution

The reasons for this proposal from the French delegation are:

· Unplanned, surprising and disturbing declarations made in the name of CEFACT, without the proper preparation as is usual in any standardisation or international organisation, despite the fact that they were related to strategic issues: the collaboration with OASIS and the implementation of a new concept, the BCF;

· Some subjects were declared in 2001 as priorities and a condition for a good running of the activities in the Forum (agreeing the workflow between the groups of the Forum, convergence of the core-components repository on the basis of the proposals from the groups).  The concrete deliverables are still to come, even if we know that work seems now effectively in progress;

· The long haul SSP subject is still open and there will be a need to fix an outcome, whichever it can be, provided the funding is realistic;

· Practically the orientations given at the Plenary level in 2001, on the basis of proposals from CSG, are not observed. This default needs to be corrected in order to restore the validity and the meaning of the UN logo in our activities.

2
Analysis of achievements since 2001

We can agree that the Forum structure and concept were able to boost the activity and improve the professionalism in which subjects were handled. Unfortunately, we cannot say that this potential has been correctly used.

But the declarations published in August 2003 raised a lot of questions among members of the CEFACT who discovered the press releases. For France, these declarations are not of tactical nature. They are related to strategy and general management of the whole activity and should have not been left to the initiative of individuals, without the proper internal review at the plenary and the Secretariat, before issuance.  

We can understand that some subjects like the SSP are dependent upon the OLA handling of related legal aspects. But there are still big gaps of information for a question of this kind. In any organisation such a decision is generally prepared on the basis of terms of reference, study of some scenarios including different levels of expenses and services, a draft contract and a road map explaining the procurement process.

Till now, these informations did not appear in the documentation for the CEFACT members. Only a description of the terms of reference has been compiled by the OLA in May 2003. A sound decision cannot be taken on such a basis. Additionally, the limitation of the analysis to one costly scenario leads to a dead-end. We have to face the situation and change our plans, as it is obvious that the financing of the services will never be covered at the level corresponding to the proposed option.

3
Improvements needed

The French delegation proposes to take the opportunity of the revision of the structure of the Forum to address at the same time some key improvements not limited to this topic.

Ideas are classified hereunder in four sets.

3.1 Improving the structure

We welcome the main objective of simplifying and clarifying the co-ordination of activities, till now split between CSG and FCT.

But we cannot follow the idea of limiting the Plenary CEFACT responsibility at a strategic level. Basically, the Plenary is and must keep an overall responsibility of management; as an example the declarations in August had an important political and strategic nature and needed consent at the level of the Plenary.

A consequence is that, rather than separating the entities of the CEFACT between strategic or tactical activities, it seems more adequate to focus on the nature of their mission: either it is related to the production of standards or is of a support nature.

· As regards the production of standards it is essential to include the TMG in the workflow. As any other group of the Forum, the TMG through proposals of methodology must answer the requirements expressed by the business representatives in the TBG and not be allowed to go its own way, as this has been the case during the past two years.

· The UNECE secretariat, and the SSP in the future, have a support mission; they must be in close relation. We propose that they form a combined entity to serve the whole structure, instead of appearing separated as is proposed by the CSG. 

3.2  Improving the procedures and the working environment:

The new structure must work according to the principles described in the doc Trade/CEFACT/2002/8/Rev1 dated June 27th 2002; they were the conditions on which the Plenary gave its agreement to the Forum.

The UNECE Director of Trade Division confirmed in a letter, dated March 10th 2003 (ref: 03/trd/gsl/04), that, from a legal point of view, all meetings under the UN banner are definitely UN meetings and not informal or of any other nature. This can strengthen the recognition at the international level; but it implies also surely some obligations and specifically the respect of decision taking or consensus finding rules. Recalling these rules and enforcing them actually becomes an important issue.

This explains why France was attentive to designate the delegations in the Forum meetings, as a way of maintaining the Forum as an official UN-labelled entity. The comments made by the OLA in the note dated December 17th 2003 must also be considered for application by the Plenary. 

One purpose of CEFACT is to facilitate international trade. In the two past years the trend was to forget this finality. To correct this we underline that it is important that activities in the Forum are “business driven”, i.e. meet the requirements expressed by the International Trade and Business Group. France supports fully the recent workflow presented in Bonn, which takes this into consideration. The key role of the TBG must be clearly re-assessed by the Plenary, when it will give agreement to the workflow.

3.3  Fixing and respecting a schedule of works

Some topics have not been concluded or faced significant delays since the start of the Forum.

· the practical implementation of an assistance and support service in addition of the UNECE secretariat resources. It seems urgent to revise the present orientation and to investigate a phased implementation and the alternative of making a better use of existing repositories instead of creating new and huge systems.

· In general the time to produce the deliverables has been under-estimated. As a result, unavoidable delays in the delivery have generated doubts on the efficiency of the CEFACT.

· On the contrary, the launching of the BCF was not required by the Plenary. Adding to that, the bad conditions of its announcement, including the closure of co-operation with OASIS, have generated lots of question and may induce a decrease of interest of the actors. 

The work flow description was also a long waited document; its presentation in the Bonn Meeting, and some other practical conclusions in the TBG related to Core Components go in the right direction. They can confirm that the CEFACT is able to produce valuable deliverables and is worth the confidence that economic actors can place on an international entity.

The Plenary must encourage these efforts and restore clear guidelines, instructions and target dates in order to have a majority of these subjects progressing significantly in 2004.

3.4 Reviewing the concept of empowerment and improving the management

These issues have been addressed by the TBG, and are considered as important by France.

In principle we support the initiative of the TBG. We see the bad application of the concept of “empowerment” as one of the cause of our present difficulties. Moreover the idea of  “empowerment”, leading to a significant autonomy of the groups, is clearly contradictory with the structure of the Forum, where collaboration of all the groups is required to produce a standard or a draft recommendation.

Accordingly, and in order to produce actual results, the running of this structure will need more “management” than only co-ordination as suggested in the CSG proposal. 

In addition to the proposals from the TBG, we want to highlight the need to secure the continuity of this management between the Forum and the Plenary. Clearly the yearly Plenary meeting is not sufficient. But in a context of rare and expensive resources, it is also obvious that the Plenary will never meet as frequently as necessary for a convenient supervision of the activities. Therefore we think that the idea of having some HoD selected for this purpose is good and can take the form of the Plenary Bureau. One important point is that this group makes regular and timely reports by correspondence to the whole CEFACT and that it creates a close link with the proposed FMG. Practically, it worth allowing the bureau to meet virtually, by making use of electronic conference tools.
The French delegation supports therefore the recommendation of the TBG towards an integrated structure and the creation of a FMG.   

Conclusion:

We propose introducing in the agenda of the next Plenary three items, and to call the members to prepare comments or proposals.

· future structure;

· working procedures and management aspects;

· plan of priority actions.
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