
Sven Alkalaj takes office as UNECE Executive Secretary

UNECE participates in Fifth Regional Economic 
Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan

Sven Alkalaj, appointed in March by the United Nations Secretary-General as the Executive 
Secretary of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, (UNECE) took up his duties in 
Geneva on 10 April. 

As he has dealt with political and economic issues at the national, regional, European, and 
international levels, gaining particular experience in enhancing regional cooperation amongst 
countries in the Western Balkans as well as the Eastern European and the CIS (Commonwealth of 
Independent States) countries, Sven Alkalaj declared: 
  
“It is my great privilege and honour to head this organization. I look forward to working closely with 
UNECE's 56 member States to further strengthen the economic cooperation and integration in the 
pan-European region in order to promote sustainable development and economic prosperity, in all 
our fields of expertise and for the benefit of all member States. 

I will be moving the agenda of UNECE in line with the UN Secretary-General's vision for the next 
five years, which represents the core business of UNECE as well, in order to strengthen the role of 
the United Nations in today's world. 

Using my experience and all my abilities, I will focus on building consensus and partnerships 
among various actors and stakeholders at all levels in order to achieve the goals of UNECE." 

Sven Alkalaj served as Foreign Affairs Minister of Bosnia and Herzegovina from 2007 to 2012. 
Earlier in his career, he held the position of Ambassador to the United States of America, the 
Organisation of American States, the Kingdom of Belgium and the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO). Prior to this, Sven Alkalaj worked in the private sector as Managing Director 
of a multinational engineering company.  He holds a Master's Degree in International Relations 
(1987) and a mechanical engineering degree (1974), both from the University of Sarajevo. He is 
fluent in English and French. 

     

The Fifth Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan (RECCA) was hosted by the 
Government of Tajikistan on 26 and 27 March in Dushanbe. The Heads of State of Afghanistan, 
Iran, Pakistan and Tajikistan took part in the opening plenary, together with high-level 
representatives of over 80 countries, UN agencies, international and regional organizations and 
multilateral and bilateral donors. This was the first time that a Central Asian country hosted a 
RECCA meeting. Participants discussed carefully selected project proposals – including several 
projects presented by UNECE – that would most effectively strengthen regional cooperation 
between Afghanistan and its neighbours. 

The participation of the UNECE Delegation in RECCA not only ensured high visibility for SPECA but it 
offered an exceptional opportunity to fundraise for projects in support of the objective of the 
Conference. 

Andrey Vasilyev,  UNECE Deputy Executive Secretary in his plenary address recalled  that : “ 
UNECE through SPECA is effectively contributing to the security and stability of Afghanistan and 
Central Asia by supporting their sustainable economic development, among others by facilitating 
regional cooperation”. He underlined: “UNECE offers a number of international legal instruments, 
norms and standards that are highly relevant for the economic development of Afghanistan and 
the effective protection of its environment. Let me just mention the TIR Convention or the UNECE 
Water Convention, which will soon open up for accession by non-UNECE member countries, 
including Afghanistan.”  

Mr. Vasilyev also co-chaired Working Session 3 of RECCA entitled: “Promotion of Investment, 
Trade, Transit and Border Management through Strengthening Cooperation among National 
Authorities and International Partners”. Discussions at the Working Session were dedicated to 
exploring ways in which Afghanistan could more fully benefit from the vast potential offered by its 
geographical location through promoting economic development in the whole region, including 
Tajikistan. The statement by the UNECE delegation reminded participants of the importance of 
permanent programmes, like SPECA, that can guarantee the effective implementation of the long-
term, comprehensive approach to regional cooperation advocated by many participants. Members 
of the UNECE delegation introduced project proposals aimed at improving trade and transport links 
between Afghanistan and its neighbors.   

Mr. Vasilyev was received by H.E. Mr. Emomali Rahmon,  President of the Republic of Tajikistan. 
They reviewed cooperation between UNECE and Tajikistan, including the potential role of the 
UNECE Water Convention in resolving disputes and promoting cooperation among Central Asian 
countries on water resources management. Mr. Vasilyev also met with several high-level 
representatives of the Government of Tajikistan as well as Heads of Delegation of partner 
organizations. 
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UNECE had provided substantive assistance to the preparation of RECCA by deploying last January 
an UNECE Liaison Officer to Dushanbe who was invited to join the Afghan-Tajik Task Force tasked 
with organizing RECCA. 

UNECE projects presented during the conference were included in the Dushanbe Declaration (the 
final document of the Conference) and in the report of Working Group 3 of RECCA. Several 
potential donors and partners expressed interest in these projects.  
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Longer working life and reductions in home-making 
lead to increase in women's economic activity 

Realizing the full potential of community services for 
the elderly  

In most UNECE countries, the economic activity rate of working age women has been growing 
constantly in past years. In Ireland, for example, this indicator increased from 46.1 per cent in 
1995 to 62.5 per cent 2009. During the same period, the Netherlands saw it rise from 57.9 per cent 
to 73.3 per cent. 

The countries where women's economic activity has increased can be broadly 
categorized into two patterns.

Countries following the first pattern – including Austria, Cyprus, Germany, Greece, 
Israel, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and Switzerland – saw the 
share of working women increase at the expense of the proportion who are home-
makers. In Spain, for instance, the economic activity rate of women increased by 
11.4 per cent over the last decade while the share of women who look after the 
family or home fell by 8 per cent.

In the second pattern, characterizing countries such as Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
and the Russian Federation, the increase in the share of economically active 
women was mostly due to decreasing numbers of retired women in the 15-64 age 
group. This suggests that women in these countries are opting to postpone their 
retirement. 

Pension reforms, including increases in retirement age, have had a significant 
influence on this pattern. In the case of Latvia, the 8.5 per cent increase in the economic activity 
rate of women aged 15-64 has been accompanied by an equal-sized fall in the proportion of this 
group that is retired. 

The populations of countries in the UNECE region are ageing and the number of the oldest old is 
increasing rapidly — a group with a higher probability of being in need of care. Most of care is 
performed within communities, provided within families, by informal caregivers or in more formal 
settings, such as day-care centres. Many older people wish to live in their familiar environments for 
as long as possible, where they can enjoy privacy and follow their preferred individual routines. 
They wish to be surrounded by their personal belongings and be close to relatives and friends. 
Community care provides a means for older people to stay in their homes, thus contributing to 
their social inclusion and personal well-being. At the same time, costs are reduced for individuals, 
communities and national budgets. How can community care be organized so that it best meets 
the needs of older persons and their families? How can it be managed in a sustainable manner? 
How can it be part of an integrated system of health and care services that covers the whole 
spectrum from community services to institutionalized care? These were some of the issues 
debated during the capacity development workshop “Community Services for the Elderly” held in 
March in Haifa, Israel, at  the initiative of Israel's Agency for International Development 
Cooperation, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Golda Meir Mount Carmel International Training 
Centre and UNECE.

Israel is facing a particular challenge in this field: nearly one tenth of its population is 65 years or 
older but only 22% of older people in Israel were actually born in the country, while 54% are 
immigrants who arrived before 1990 and 24% are immigrants who came after that year. In this 
context, a diversity of good examples of community care has developed to address the specific 
needs of these diverse groups of older people.

During the two-week workshop, participants had a chance to follow lectures from cutting-edge 
research institutes and universities from Israel and abroad. Several site visits allowed them to 
become familiar with a variety of community-oriented programmes in Israel. In intensive group 
work sessions they had a chance to exchange experiences and ideas on concepts and 
methodologies applied in their countries, as well as those used in Israel. The workshop ended with 
the presentation of project proposals, based on the inputs received, that encouraged them to 
develop ideas to take home and implement in their countries. 

The 15 participants from the Russian Federation, the Republic of Moldova, Serbia and the former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia as well as Myanmar, Viet Nam, China and Nepal allowed for 
interesting discussions reflecting the different concepts and approaches to ageing in different 
cultural settings. 

Facts and Figures

Population

Note: The economically active population includes all persons who are 
working or seeking a job.
Source: UNECE Statistical Database.
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For more information, please visit: .http://www.unece.org/pau/welcome.html
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