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Summary

The new Conference Centre of the Economic and Social Commission for
Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) at Bangkok was opened in early 1993 and the
Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) completed its new facility at Addis
Ababa more than three years later. Both conference facilities were designed
to satisfy the needs of the two regional commissions into the twenty-first
century. The audit conducted by the Office of Internal Oversight Services
between June and November 1998 soughtto: (a) review usage levels; (b) identify
obstaclestoincreasing rates of utilization and cost recovery; and (c) recommend
improvements to current operations and administration.

Results in brief

The Office of Internal Oversight Services believes that the decision to
construct two facilities of this magnitude, at a combined cost of $161.7 million,
was flawed. The physical capacity requirements were vastly over-estimated and
the ongoing financial implications for the Organization were not properly
assessed. To date, the proper use and management of the two centres has not
been a matter of priority for United Nations Heparters, despite the
increasing financial burden that the centres impose on the Organization. The
management of ECA and of ESCAP have been left to manage the facilities in
isolation, as an adjunct to their substantive work programmes, with little
operational guidance or support.

The current estimated annual operating costs for the centres are $1.16
million for ECA and $1.53 million for ESCAP. Revenue from external users
covers no more than one eighth of either Centre’'s annual operating costs. In
the next five years, both facilities will require still more resources, as large-
scale capital maintenance and replacement expenditure becenessary.

At the time of the audit, the five major meeting rooms at both centres were
empty between 60 and 85 per cent of the time. The Centre at Bangkok has more
idle capacity than the ECA Centre, however, ECA allowed some use of its
Centre at no charge, favourably influencing usage rates. The ECA system of
debt recovery from external users was also inadequate. Secretariat offices and
common system agencies rarely selected these two facilities for large
conferences and meetings.

Neither Centre was established as a legitimate revenue-producing
operation for the Organization, and no resources were earmarked for the
marketing and promotion of the centres within or outside the United Nations
system. The ECA secretariat has been more proactive by appointing a
professional Centre manager, devising operating plans and negotiating informal
partnerships. The ESCAP secretariat has also undertaken several innovations
as aresult of the audit, such as redesigning its Centre’s fee structure and dining
options to make them more user-friendly and exploring the possibility of
converting the fixed seating in two conference rooms into flexible
configurations to enable multi-purpose usage.
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|Recommendations

The Office of Internal Oversight Services believes that enhancing these
centres will require creativity, vision and a departure from traditional
approaches. Individual initiatives will have little impact if they are not taken
within the framework of a comprehensive operating strategy. While the senior
management at both commissions should take the lead in promoting their
centres, the support and policy guidance of the General Assembly and different
Secretariat offices at Headquarters will be needed for defining the extent to
which the activities of the centres can be commercialized.

The Office of Internal Oversight Services recommends that:

(a) The Executive Secretary of ESCAP should develop a comprehensive
proposal to the General Assembly for the management and promotion of the
Centre at Bangkok, comprising a cost-benefit and market analysis, a detailed
cost plan and a discussion of options, which might include outsourcing;

(b) ThenewConference Centre Chiefat ECA should finalize a marketing
cost plan and determine the feasibility ofimplementing additional service and
facility enhancements;

(c) Theexecutive secretaries of the two commissions, in conjunction with
the Department of General Assembly Affairs and Conference Services of the
United Nations Secretariat, should formulate a plan for using the two centres
for major United Nations events and meetings.

Other recommendations dealing with management and customer service
improvements were also made during the audit. Both commissions have since
addressed most of those recommendations. Specifically, the ECA secretariat
has set up the Business Centre within the conference facility and is in the
process of developing the Technology Centre for Africa which will include both
permanent and temporary exhibitions and a training centre, all of which are
expected to greatly enhance usage of the Conference Centre. The ECA
secretariatis alsoworking to streamline financial procedures and controls. The
ESCAP secretariat has initiated discussions to promote the Centre by means
of increased activities and expanded sales outlets.
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[. Introduction [I. Absence of integrated, strategic
_ _ management of the United Nations
1. By ts resolution 39/236_ of ;8@ember1984, the _ conference centres at Addis Ababa
General Assembly approved, in principle, the construction

of two conference centres, at Addis Ababa and at Bangkok. and Bangk0k

The centres were built to satisfy the need for conference

facilities in two of the Orgamation’s regional 4. Todate, ensuring the proper use and management of
commissions: the Economic Commission for Africa (ECAjie two conference centres has not been a priority for
and the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and tHeited Nations Headquarters, despite the significant
Pacific (ESCAP). The facility at Bangkok was completenancial outlay for their construction and ongoing
in early 1993, at a final construction cost of $46.5 milliopperation. The management of ECA and ESCédeived
The ECA Centre was completed in 1996, at a cost létle guidance and support from Higuarters in managing
$115.2 million. Both centres were designed tihese operationsin addition to their regular programme of
accommodate the conference needs of the commissiviesk.

well into the twenty-first century. The current estimated

annual operating costs are $1.16 million for ECA and . ..
$1.53 million for ESCAP. A. Excess capacity and limited usage

2. Theaudit bythe Office of Internal Oversight Servic§

The original needs assessments and feasibility
sought to:

analyses for both centres were based on flawed assumptions
(a) Assess and compararcent usage levels for and questionable methodologies. At ESCAP, justification
both conference centres; for the proposal was based on a forecast that the five main

(b) Identify possibilities for cost containment orr:om‘erence rooms would be used for approximately 122

recovery and revenue earning potential: meeting weeks per annum, translating to 610 days,
assuming a five-day week. In 1997, the five principal

(c) Compare operating practices between the EGAoms were used for only 165 days, or less than one third
and ESCAP centres.a}rlld establish a benchmark with otgerine |evel foreseen in 1984. Factors such as the
common system facilities; development of competing facility sites in neighbouring

(d) Assistin resolving policy issues that currentlgountries and, more recently, the downturn in Asian
prevent optimal usage of the facilities at the centres. economic growth, have affected the size and frequency of

3. A draft of the audit report was made available {cr)\ternatlonal conferences held at Bangkok.

responsible officials at ECA and ESCAP, and t0. Precise forecasts for ECA were not prepared. Actual
representatives of the Office of Legal Affairs, Departmefata from 1983, showing 386 ECA meeting days for that
of General Assembly Affairs and Conference Services, aygRr, were used to justify the construction of the Centre.
Commercial Activities Service and Programme Planninghe Advisory Committee on Administiive and Bidgetary
Budget and Accounts Division of the Department épuestions endorsed a proposal that the Centre’s design
Management at United Nations Headquarters. THkBould allowfor as much economical expansion as possible
secretariats of ECA and ESCAP have also responded todhéing the life of the building, and also discussed the
recommendations contained in the final audit report date@ssibility of having a facility which could handle the
25 June 1999. All comments have been taken into accofiitire convening of a major United Nations conference in
and those included are identified by the use of italics. Addis Ababa.

7. Forthefirst 10 months of 1998, the Office of Internal
Oversight Services calculated that ECA, combined with all
external parties, used the five largest conference rooms for
a total of only 261 days, or 22 per cent of the available
time. These figures do not even match actual usage levels
of 15 years earlier. The Office recognizes that unforeseen
political and economic developments have affected
regional prosperity and the competitive environment,
especially in the second half of 1998.
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8. The physical capacity of the two centres far exceeti2. Any decision to provide additional resources should
the level of substantive operations that they were desigrbed predicated on the benefits foreseen from such
to service. The major lesson learned is clear: the Unitexpbenditure, either in terms of additional usage or revenue-
Nations Secretariat must ensure that any future decisi@asning potential. The Office of Internal Oversight
to commit funds to construction geats are predicated onServices is not convinced that the original request of
thorough, verifiable assessments of needs and m&®CAP for resources was based on verifiable projections
realistic usage forecasts. The designs of facilities shoalud forecasts of usage.

match the needs they are intended to satisfy. 13. Prior to 1999, just two General Service staff were
o . assigned to the ECA Centre, and no resources had been

B. Insufficient resources and verifiable earmarked for the professional marketing and promotion

operating cost plans of the facility, either in-house or externally. The Executive

Secretary of ECA, as part of the recent restructuring
9. Centres as large as those at ECA and ESCAP neédrts, designated one P-5 position as Chief of the
staff and resources to adequately support them. Gonference Centre. Two other Professional positions were
comprehensive analysis to determine the appropriate leeatmarked in 1998 for maintenance and building
of ongoing financing and support for each Centre hasanagement at the Centre. Unfortunately, recruitment for
however, never been performed. The ongoing cdbese positions was unduly delayed, with the Chief
implications in terms of staffing, conference servicingeporting for duty only in February 1999, while the other
utilities, maintenance and major capital replacement wegresitions remain unfilled.
not properly calculated either at the time of construction
or since.

10. In 1993, the Executive Secretary of ESCAP requesteg'
posts for one Electrical Engineer at the P-3 level, one

Marketing Officer at the P-4 level, one administrative

assistant and six local level posts to deal with the Centré%  The ECA and ESCAP centres are the two newest
technical aspects. An additional 13 local staff for tHfacilities within the United Nations system most suitable
operation of the whole United Nations Building compleior holding large-scale events but are almpst never usgd for
including the Conference Centre, were also requested.th‘ﬁt purpose. The central body for coordinating meetings
the same request, the Executive Secretary estimated ffdftergovernmental and expert bodies within the United
a capital investment of $400,000 would kecessary to Nations Secretariat virtually ignores Addis Ababa and

establish a range of commercial activities within tH@@ngkok as potential locations. The calendar of United
Centre. Nations conferences and meetings for the last half of 1998

referred only to one meeting of the Organization's

11. Only10 of the 13 local level posts were approved fgfpsigiary bodies being held at Bangkok. The calendar for
the biennium 1994-1995 but, as indicated, these positiofg yary 1999 showed that no meetings of the expert bodies
were not intended to support exclusively the operationsjgkn e economic, social and related fields, external to ECA,
the Conference Centre. In addition, two temporafyere scheduled to be held at Addis Ababa. In contrast,
Professional posts dedicated to coordinating and oversegigfterence facilities in New York. Geneva and Vienna

the construction of the facility were terminated as plannggl e to be repeatedly utilized for meetings during that
atthe end of 1994. The ESCAP secretariat has since rejigghin

on existing Conference Services staff and Buildinis

Facilities not used for major United
Nations meetings

Services units for assistance, and has outsourced mankof 1he General Assembly, in its resolution 40/243 of
the security, technical, maintenance and conferendé® Decembed 985, directed United Nations offices and
servicing functions. These arrangements have suffic@@€ncies to meet at their respective headquarters.
largely because the Centre, since its completion, HASVernments issuing invitations to hold sessions away
remained underutilized. ESCAP is not, however, currenfi™ headquarters were required to bear the additional
staffed to support any sizeable increase in the utilizatiBRSts involved. In addition, in the proposed programme

of the Centre, and does not have any resources dedicR¢gget for the biennium 1984-1985, it was stipulated that
to marketing and promoting the facility. conference-servicing arrangements for events held away

from headquarters remained the responsibility of the
Department of Conference Services in New York in the
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case of ESCAP, and the United Nations Office at Genes@nsiderably underutilized compared to its design pieten
for meetings held in Africa. The scarcity of resourcen terms of services to the public. By 1996, it had become
allocated centrally for servicing conferences and meetingtear to the ESCAP management that, to optimize the
combined with the above-mentioned resolution whidkfficiency and benefit of the Centre, its utilization would
predates the existence of the two centres, significantigve to be widened beyond purely United Nations
limited the choice of venues outside New York and Genevaeetings, conferences and activities.

16. Responsibility for leveraging the surplus capacity @®. Therewas noresponsetoanyofthe repeated requests
the centres to benefit the United Nations rests not only with ESCAP for guidance and its efforts to resolve this
ECA and ESCAP. United Nations Headquarters should atsatter. Finally, in November 1997, the present Executive
play a role in developing a strategy for improvemer@ecretary requested the Office of Internal Oversight
throughoutthe Organization. New and creative approact8arvices to conduct an audit and provide advice on the
are needed if ECA and ESCAP are to get a fair share of thedalities and feasibility of setting up public facilities and
“Organization’s business”. A decision to hold more Uniteskervices at Bangkok.

Nat|.o_ns meetings at these FV\{O locations may resgltéﬁ_ Administrative instruction ST/AI/416 of 26 April
additional ~ conference-servicing ,COStS' Expendlturl 96 specifies guidelines for the use of United Nations
forecz_asts need 10 be comparfed W't.h the COStS. curreitbmises for meetings, conferences and public events.
sus_taln.e(.:i by the commissions —in . ;qpportlng aHrther, the Legal Counsel, in a 1992 memorandum
maintaining these fap|l|t|es. Th.e possibility of SecUrnNgyqressed to the Executive Secretary of ESCAP, confirmed
extrabudgetary_ funding commitments, for the Sp_e_C'f{ﬂatthe Centre could be used by non-United Nations bodies
purpose of holding conferences away from thetradmon&ljt only when such meetings were consistent with the
locations, should also be pursued at Headquarters. purposes and principles of the United Nations and were of
17. The General Assembly has been reviewing the lavnon-commercial nature. Further, the Legal Counsel
utilization of the Organization’s conference fétes at advised, while requests for use by United Nations missions
Nairobi. The Office of Internal Oversight Services believes events sponsored by missions would seem
that this review should be broadened to include tli@objectionable, use by non-governmental organizations
facilities at Bangkok and Addis Ababa. It further believesas subject to the coittbn that the activities or briefings
that holding more United Nations conferences and evemtsre for the sole purpose of promoting an understanding
at Bangkok and Addis Ababa would improve utilizationf United Nations aims and activities. The use of United
rates and promote the work of the two region&ations premises, the Legal Counsel continued, for an
commissions throughout the common system. Tlegent of a primarily commercial nature would be
Organization could also demonstrate its commitment to tbigiectionable from a legal standpoint. The Office of Legal
economic development of these two critical regions Bffairs reiterated this position in subsequent
attracting outside business and utilizing its own facilitiesommunications during the audit.

21. The secretariat of ESCAP has been unofficially
earning revenue from a garage operation, a catering facility
and use ofthe Centre for meetings by external clients since
1993. Pending advice from Headquarters, a fund-in-trust
was established for recording the associated transactions.
The Commission had temporarily set aside $400,000 of
18. 1In 1993, shortly after the completion of the Bangkdkese funds for the establishment of new public activities,
Centre, the former Executive Secretary of ESCAP soudiut has since remitted them to Headquarters, based on the
guidance from United Nations Headquarters on a propoaavice of the Board of Auditors.

to establish several revenue-generating activities within

D. Inadequate operational guidance

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and
the Pacific

The proposal made by the Executive Secretary of
AP in 1993 outlined several income-generating

S X d hi . d Bok and gift shop and fee-paying exiins. The overall
ecretary reiterated his request in a memorandum toé %rating philosophy was that these operations would be

lldlnder—Secrettarlyl-Getnetr?jl trIO: (;Adm}tmstra#orr: ?r? elf-sustaining. Experience at other duty stations, however,
anagement. He state at, despite a higher- dicates that revenue from commercial activities is
expected usage of the Centre for meetings, the facility was
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frequently insufficient to cover costs. This is particularliations personnel. In fact, the basic premise of an updated
true regarding the sale of United Nations publications aptbposal, prepared by ESCAP during the audit, is provision

providing visitors’ services in the Secretariat, primarilgf services by external contractors. There was no legal
because of the high fixed-cost component of salaries asigjection, in principle, to outsourcing activities such as a

common staff expenses. guided tour operation, a United Natidmsok/gift shop or

23. Establishing a giftshop atthe Conference Centre h €SS bar, as long as questions relatingntey z_iha,
also included in an updated proposal. A gift shop g}arketmg and pronjotlor_l, insurance and taxation were
ESCAP could never achieve the sales level of the shoﬁ%ﬁowed and formalized in a contract.

United Nations Headquarters, nevertheless, this activity
would make the Centre more attractive to visitors and fulfil
public education and information dissemiion ofectives. 27. The Centre at Addis Ababa has been fully operational

24. Another initiative was to make the Centre availabfllY Since 1997. Officials at ECA, however, also cited
to fee-paying exhibitors. The Office of Legal Affairs wadnsufficient guidance as a major impediment to the
however, concerned that this activity appeared to Binagement and development of the Centre.

primarily commercial in nature and therefor@g. The Officer-in-Charge ofthe Conference and General
inappropriate. Cultural events, which have fund-raisin@ervices Division at ECA stated that the legal question of
objectives, appear to be less well-defined from a legsding the Centre for commercial functions is not as
perspective. At Headquarters, such events are approvegertinent at Addis Ababa since there are few such requests
a case-by-case basis. The Commercial Activities Serviggade. The majority of external users have aims and
in consultation with the Office of Legal Affairs, needs tobjectives consistent with the mission of ECA, especially
provide strict policy guidance to ensure that the positignmce one of its primary goals is to promote the
of ESCAP is consistent with that of other United Natiordevelopment of commerce and entrepreneurship within the
offices. Pure fund-raising events do not appear to be withiggion. The ECA secretariat, however, lacked clear policy
the basic mandate of the Organization. There appeguidance on the usage of the Centre, in particular
however, to be precedents for using UnitedtiNns regarding which users had to pay for using the facility and
premises to raise funds in conjunction with the promotiathen reduced rates or free usage might be appropriate. The
of the Organization’s gbctives. The Office of Internal majority of the users of the Centre had been using it free
Oversight Services believes that this concept should dfecharge. The Office of Internal Oversight Services
further investigated. understands that action is under way to apply

25. Otherinitial proposals included opening the caterimjedetermined criteria for charging users.

operation to a wider clientele (for business lunche$)9. Although not formalized at the time of the audit,
establishing a press and delegates bar, and marketingwr@ous sources had suggested ways to make the ECA
Centre as a venue for educational and social functio®entre more attractive to users. These included:

Once again, legal parameters on the extent to which the
premises can be opened to a wider clientele, need to be
considered; however, the Office of Internal Oversight (b) Transferring commercial activities, such as a
Services notes that press bars do exist at other duty statiizk, travel agency and gift shop, to the facility;

and that the restaurant at Headquarters is advertised in () promoting use of the facility’s business centre

commercial publications as a lunch-time venue for thg missions, non-governmental organizations and local

Legal Affairs has advised that such usage has beginputer equipment, for a fee;

approved, since it is incidental to the operation of the ) . .
facilities. (d) Creating a sales outlet for United Nations

o _ publications within the Centre complex.
26. If the Organization elects to establish any of the ) .
above-mentioned commercial adties at ESCAP, the 30. Intheir comments on the audit, both ESCAP and the

Office of Internal Oversight Services believes that gffice ofITegaI Affgirs pqinte.d outthgtinitiati\{e_s,towiden
different operating modality is needed to achieve Seﬁgmmgrqal activities m|ghtjeopard|zg the privileges and
sustainability, with greater reliance on outsourcéH"num'F'eS granted to the commissions under the
contractual services rather than on additional Unit&gSPective host country agreemerits addition to legal

Economic Commission for Afica

(a) Formulating a public education programme;
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guidance, any proposed commercialization of the two (c) Poor local infrastructure. The ESCAP

centres alsorequires the Programme PlannindgBt and Conference Centreis notlocated close to most of the large,

Accounts Division to take a policy decision on howuality hotels in Bangkok. In addition, it is not served by

properly to reflect any revenue deriving from commercialn efficient urban transport system and road traffic delays

activities in the Organization’s financial statements. are frequent. Other venues closer to the city centre are
more attractive to prospective clients;

(d) Lack of adequate promotion There is no
recent evidence to indicate that ESCAP has actively
promoted the use of the Centre to other United Nations
offices in Bangkok, non-governmental organizations,
Governments of Member States in the region, the Thai
31. The tentative calendar of meetings of ESCAP fdpurism Authority and local chambers of commerce.
1998-1999 showed that more than 50 per cent of ftgrthermore, no additional resources or personnel were
meetings were scheduled to take place outside Bangke&tmarked for the marketing and promotion of the Centre
indicating that even the substantive divisions and the otlsétce its completionThe ESCAP secretariat responded
United Nations offices at Bangkok were not makindpat it had recently made contact with companies in
optimal use of the Conference Centre. The review by theailand which are in the business of organizing meetings
Office of Internal Oversight Services identified severa&nd is inviting them to visitthe ESCAP premises for a tour
possible explanations for this situation: of the facilities and a discussion on possible use of the

(a) More economic alternativesAs a result of the Conference Centre in preference to hotel venues in the
Bangkok area

economic downturn, local hotels were making very
attractive offers to conference organizers and participan3d, The ESCAP facility has several competitive
such as free meeting rooms and discounted caterfdyantages thatneed to be leveraged. The cost of servicing
options. Three different United Nations offices at Bangkokeetings is relatively low compared with other United
informed the Office of Internal Oversight Services thdfations offices, especially Headquarters and facilities
using the Centre for every meeting or function was cod@ased in Europe, owing to the local salary structure and a
prohibitive; high reliance on lower-cost outsourced services. The
facility itself is very modern, flexible and multifaceted. It

(b) More attractive locations. Frequently, non- is a prestigious rofessional, high-quality venue
governmental organizations, governmental agencies or P 9 P ' gn-q y '

Member States offer alternative facilities, sometim consistent with the dignity and standing of the
' %rganization, close to both governmental facilities and

organizing conferences and meetings in resort-type . : . .
i : . — everal major Bangkok tourist attractions. In contrast with
locations. The Economic and Social Commission for Asia . o

D . commercial conference facilities and hotels, the ESCAP
and the Pacific does not wish to refuse such offers,

. . : S . facility has no rental or debt-servicing costs to cover.
especially since it has an obligation to satisfy donors whi . . : o
. inally, ESCAP is the lead United Nations organization
may also represent sources of extrabudgetary funding tha : - : .
. L . In the Asian and Pacific region and, in the absence of a
is becoming increasingly scarce. There are also some. . o . :
. . . regional political forum, the only institution dealing with
advantages to holding meetings for technical cooperati

projects in the recipient countries. Altetive locations e region’s economic and social issues. In thisregard, the

might also be selected because they are closer and Conference Centre is the physical embodiment of the

. . rqﬁed Nations in Asia and the Pacific and could be
convenient to the residence or workplace of the

. . ._promoted as such, consistent with the proposal by the
participants.n its response, the ESCAP secretari ecretary-General to consolidate field presences under a
pointed out that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs o y P

Thailand had recently opened a multi-million dollar nevc\i/e5|gnated United Nations House.

headquarters facility which is located approximately two
kilometres from the ESCAP premises and which contains
conference rooms and related facilitid$iis development 33. The Economic Commission for Africa faces some, but
is expected to draw existing government-related functionet all, of the same obstacles facing ESCAP with respect
away from the ESCAP Centre; to improving the rate of usage of its Centre. Factors
limiting Addis Ababa as a choice conference location

[Il. Market factors influencing usage

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and
the Pacific

Economic Commission for Afica
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include its relative isolation and local infrastructurdESCAP in the same period. The main meeting rooms atthe
limitations. Complex negotiations with the hosVienna Centre were used for 66 per cent of the available
Government have also delayed the establishment of thee.

Centre’s technical capabilities, such astelephonelinesaid 1o  Office of Internal Oversight Services

satellite links. In addition, the Office of Internal Oversighf o jedges that the presence of two specialized agencies
Services believes that the Africa Hall of ECA effectively, y several other factors favourably influence usage of the
competes with the Centre as a cheaper, albeitless modéfon 5 facility. Nevertheless, nearly 50 per cent of the

venue for meetings, and ultimately attracts some of the, 46 inyolved offices or divisions of the United Nations
Centre’s own potential clientele. Also, other United, . etariat

Nations agencies and the Organization of African Unit ) _
are able to use Africa Hall at no cobhe ECA secretariat 38 It appears, therefore, that United Nations users may
also indicated that the Organization of African Unity wal€ actively encouraged to patronize this facility. The

currently building its own facility for conferences and®resence of a quality catering facility, a philatelic outlet,
meetings. a guided tour operation, a duty-free commissary shop and

3 he ti ¢ th dit. th ) | ooliti roximity to the city’s mass-transit facility also add to the
34. At the time of the audit, the regional political i ctjyeness of the Vienna location. Although not all of
instability and concurrent security risks for external US€fiSese features can be replicated at ECA and ESCAP, the

and.meeting participants aIsp limited the select_ion of tBf¥fice of Internal Oversight Services believes that the
Addis Ababa Centre as a suitable conference site. existence of some of the amenities would assist in

35. InOctober 1997, several key stakeholders, includidgveloping a strategy to improve usage. The Office also
the ECA management and representatives from otlbelieves that measuring performance by creating key
United Nations offices, performed an extensive analysispgrformance indicators would help the ECA and ESCAP
the competitive advantages and weaknesses of the ECdnference Service units to focus their attention on precise
Conference Centre. Based on this analysis, ECA engagbiectivesBoth commissions agreed to undertake such an
a consultant who formated a management and marketingxercise

proposal. The Officer-in-Charge of the Conference and

General Services Division at ECA informed the Office of )

Internal Oversight Services that implementing th®V. LOw revenues and operational
consultant’s recommendations would be one of the main shortcomings

priorities of the newly recruited Chief of the Centre. As

with ESCAP, however, the ability of ECA to market ang9 The Office of Internal Oversight Services

promote its Centre depended on the availability of fu_nda?cl.(nowledges that the centres at ECA and ESCAP were not
To date, however, the Centre has not had a dedicalgflgicted as money-making ventures but rather to satisfy
promotional budget. The Officer-in-Charge cited severgly cnference and meeting needs of the commissions, their
informal arrangements which have helped to improve tQgyqjgiary committees and other regional United nations

promotion and usage of the Centre. For example, duriggices 1q date, the financial performance of both centres
the celebrations for the fortieth anniversary of ECA, bupfas been poor.

travel rate discounts and joint catering and local - ) ) )
transportation arrangements were negotiated with the t#fy  In addition, there is currently no incentive for the
main hotels at Addis Ababa and with Ethiopian Airline§$ommissions toimprove the rate of usage of the centres or
The Office of Internal Oversight Services commends the¥@Ximize revenues earned, since revenues are currently
initiatives and has recommended that, to the extdfgateéd as miscellaneous income and remitted to
possible, formal agreements be negotiated, in consultatfdg@dquarters. As long as the activities of the centres are

with the Office of Legal Affairs, as appropriate. not recognized in the financial accounts of the
Organization as revenue-producing activities, there will

continue to be no incentive to increase revenue. At the

) ] ] ) same time, both facilities will become more of a financial
36. The United Nations Office at Vienna appeared t0 B§rden to the Organization as deterioration and

the most comparable conference centre within the commgk olescence make large-scale capital replacement projects
system. In 1997, Vienna hosted more than 2,400 mee“”rgécessary.

compared with the approximately 230 meetings hosted by

United Nations system benchmark

10
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Economic and Social Commission for Asia and further developmentor to encourage usage. Both are vastly
the Pacific underutilized and they are located in areas which face

41. External user revenue of $209.333 for 1997 whidnfavourable economic and political conditions in the short

was down nearly 25 per cent since the first year & Medium term.

operation, covered tlle more than one eighth of thed7. Decisions to make the initial capital investment in
operating costs of the ESCAP Centre, which amountttee centres were not fully substantiated. Continued
approximately $1.53 million, excluding charges foallocation of funds to operate and maintain the centres, at
depreciation of its capital installations. Oifits at ESCAP current usage rates, is a questionable use of scarce
indicated that major equipment replacement costs arebources. On the other hand, it could be embarrassing for
capital maintenance and improvement jpcts would the Organization if usage continues to decline or if the

exceed $2nillion over the next five years. facilities are not properly maintained. The Office of
Internal Oversight Services believes that critical decisions
Economic Commission for Afica concerning the ECA and ESCAP Centres need to be taken

42. User revenues and cost recovery levels for the E&/&hout further delay.

Conference Centre were very low. This and an ineffecti¢8. In thisregard, the General Assemblyis encouraging
system for establishing receivables and recovering debteativity and a departure from traditional approaches. By
have resulted in an unimpressive financial performancegsolution 52/220 of 22 &emberl997, the Assembly
date. invited the Secretary-General to propose measures to

43. For the ten-month period ending 31 October 199 prove the profitability of the commeed activities of the

ECA earned $59,410 in revenue from external users of { Q'ted Nations gnd, where appropriate, to develop new
Centre, compared with $32,000 for all of 198060king Income-generating measures.

records, which also included use of the Africa Ha#l9. The Office of Internal Oversight Services believes
complex, indicated that more than 120 events were héhdt, abovell, the centres should be used for large United
by external users at the Conference Centre. Less than Nagons meetings. Appropriate non-United Nations events
third of the external users were, however, paying clien@d other viable revenue-producing activities should be

44, The 1998 allotment to ECA for Centre expenditur'récorporaItecj Into their operations and an appropriate

totalled $1,162,000. The Office of Internal Oversigh udge_t forpromqtmgand rparketmgthecentres should be
: . .~ .~ established. While the main purpose of the centres should
Services questioned, however, whether this figure . T
o . ncEt be subjugated, a degree of commercialization is needed
accuratelyreflected all capital installation and replacem%n ;
. o allow each Centre to become an attractive prospect for
expenditures. . . . -
any external service provider. This includes the ability to
manage and promote the facilities creatively and
aggressively and to use them for fund-raising activities,
45. The Office of Internal Oversight Services madgithin parameters established by United Nations
several observations concerning administrative amgadquarters. Particularly at ESCAP, the outsourcing of
operational matters at both centres, relating to evettivities, including the day-to-day management of the
pricing structure, catering and insurance, conferengperation, may be the most viable future option. Full
coordination and customer service. For the most part, d@nmercialization and outsourcing ofthe ECA Centre are
ESCAP and ECA managements have begun implementprgbably not feasible in the short term owing to the limited

the audit recommendations of the Office concerning theseailability of professional services within the region.

matters. Where issues or action remain outstanding, gbe Action should be taken within the framework of a
recommendations have been included in section V bel%‘ﬂmprehensive operating strategy for the centres. Making

each Centre more attractive to the conveners of conferences

will also involve finding ways to mitigate the impact of

weaknesses in the regional infrastructure at both locations.

Mostimportant, strategies to increase the number of events
&nnot be devised without determining how the meetings
iftl conferences would be serviced and supported.

Operational shortcomings

V. Conclusions and recommendations

46. The operations of the United Nations conferen
centres at Bangkok and Addis Ababa have reache
critical point. Both centres have been functioning wit
little strategic guidance or resources to support their
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51. The two regional commissions generally responde@rformed and provided to the General Assembly for its
positively to the recommendations contained in the audéview prior to approving funds for future large-scale
report of the Office of Internal Oversight Services. Thmnstruction projects. Also, thecessary resources should
Office of Legal Affairs, however, expressed concern thag provided to sustain operations, based on the submission
General Assembly resolution 52/220 had beef a detailed cost plan and revenue jpctons
misinterpreted and that it could not be construed gsecommendation No. AM/1998/14&15/002).

endorsing Iarg_e—scale gommercializatioTwhe Office of The Department of Management did not comment on
Internal OverS|ght Se.rvu_:es does not advo_cate a d_e_partHﬁg recommendation.

from the governing principle that commercial activities be ) . _

limited to those that are consistent with the aims and Recommendation 3.The executive secretaries of
activities of the Organization. The commissions, howevétCA and ESCAP should take the lead in assessing
need more specific guidance in terms of which kinds Bfoposals for improving the usage of the two centres and
activities would be withiacceptable legal parameters. Th@nhancing public activities. Adequate guidance should be

recommendations of the Office of Internal OversigtPtained from United Nations Headquarters to determine
Services are set out below. the legal and operating parameters for establishing new

. . activities (recommendation No. AM/1998/14&15/003).
Recommendation 1.The Central Planning and

Coordination Service of the Department of General The ESCAP secretariat supported this
Assembly Affairs and Conference Services, in conjunctiégcommendation and stated that it was formulagingther
with the executive secretaries of the two regionRfoposal to increase usage through enhanced public
commissions, should formulate a medium-term plan faftivities. The ECA secretariat stated that its Conference
utilizing the ECA and ESCAP conference centres as th€ntre needed a proper staffing structure and that funds
venues for certain major United Nations events am¢ere required for this purpose.

meetings. The plan should include an assessment of Recommendation 4Once the operating modalities

different conference-servicing and funding mechanisrfagve been decided upon, the Office of Programme

(recommendation No. AM/1998/14&15/001). Planning, Budget and Accounts should determine how
In its comments on the original audit report, th&CA and ESCAP are to record and report the income and

Department for General Assembly Affairs and Confereng¥penditure of the operations of the centres and associated
Services stipulated that the above recommendation wog®nmercial —activities in the financial accounts
be difficult to implement without further guidance frorffécommendation No. AM/1998/14&15/005).

Member States he Office of Internal Oversight Services Both commissions pointed out that their ability to use
believes thatthe Department, after consultations with EGAcome from commercial activities for improving the
and ESCAP, should bring this matter to the attention of thgjlities and services of the centres would create an
General Assembly tiough the Committee on Conferencesadditional incentive to enhance usage and run operations
in conjunction with the recent review of proposals tefficiently. The Programme Planing, BudgatiAccounts
improve the utilization of the United Nations conferendgivision responded that instructions for the biennial
facility at Nairobi. preparation of the budget relating to miscellaneous

Centre should be established as a formal United Natioggcountsuchrules (Rulé§7.3 and 107.4 of the Financial
conference-servicing locatioriThe Office of Internal Rules of the United Nations).

Oversight Services believes that this proposal may hag2 Concerning the Conference Centre at Bangkok, the

merit but should only be considered after a proper analygiffice of Internal Oversight Services makes the
of the requisite costs and staffing requirements has beeBommendations set out below.

conducted. Recommendation 5.The secretariat of ESCAP

Recommendation 2The Department of Managementhould secure the services of an external consultant to
should ensure that a realistic needs assessmenpdfform the comprehensive cost-benefit and regional
market analysis needed to develop proposals for improving
the use and profile of its Centre. This effort should include
" The reference number is taken from the original audit an assessment of the regional competitive environment and

report. Where corrective action has been taken, the projections of potential visitors, numbers of meetings,
recommendation is not included in the present report.
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potential cultural and fund-raising events etc. Theertain activities such as the bookshop operations. The
overriding criteria for the establishment of commerci®SCAP secretariat, however, reiterates its position that
activities should be consistency with thejeatives of the performance of aregional market analysis and strategy
ESCAP and self-sustainability (recommendation N& not feasible in the absence of formal policy guidelines,
AM/1998/14&15/009). legal parameters and development strategies. As discussed

The Programme Planing, Budget and Account@ rec_ommend_ation 3_ above, the Office_ of Interna_l
Division welcomes the recommendation to secure tQé(er&ght Services believes that the executive secretaries
services of an external consultant to perform ahpulq|n|t|at§theefforttoe_stabllapproprla_teoperatlng
comprehensive cost-benefitand regional marketanaly&&'.'de“nes' in consultation with  United Nations
This analysis should take into account the efforts beiH&adquarters.
undertaken to develop a cost-accounting system fa8. Regarding the Centre at Addis Ababa, the Office of
conference services. Internal Oversight Services makes the recommendations

Recommendation 6 With the collaboration of the set out below.

Office of Legal Affairs and the Commercial Activities Recommendation 9.The ECA secretariat should
Service, the secretariat of ESCAP should determine firvealize the operating strategy, along with the proposed
necessary legal protection, appropriate revenue-sharingrketing and operational cost plan, for budgetary
arrangements and oversight that the Organization walpproval (recommendation No. AM/1998/14&15/013).

need to successfully implement a service contract with  p..ommendation 10 The ECA secretariat should

an external service provider (recommendatiofapish and apply clear criteria as to whether a potential
No. AM/1998/14&15/011). client is to be charged a full or discounted rate, or allowed

The Programme Planning, Budget and Accounts use the Centre free of charge (recommendation
Division cautions that outsourcing is alggcally senstive  No. AM/1998/14&15/014).

issue that requires careful assessment of related costs and The Executive Secretary of ECA agreed to implement

benefits before proceeding. recommendation 9 by the end of 1999 and informed the
Recommendation 7.The Executive Secretary ofOffice of Internal Oversight Services that some initiatives
ESCAP should formulate a promotional and marketifad already been taken, including a decision to staff the
plan aimed at improving usage levels and increasiBgisiness Centre (within the Conference facility) on a full-
revenue from external users. Adequate staff and supponie basis, thereby enhancing the professionalism and
resources should be dedicated to this task, includirgyenue-earning potential of the facility. The ECA
temporary redeployment from existing funds if necessasgcretariat is also in the process of creating the
Through additional outreach initiatives, the ExecutivBechnological Centre for Africa within the facility. The
Secretary should further promote utilization of the Centie@chnological Centre is scheduled to be in operation in
to divisional directors, the heads of other United Natioi@ctober 1999. The Office of Legal Affairs expressed
Offices at Bangkok, governmental agencies, Membeoncern about the appropriateness of this activity in view
States, local chambers of commerce and tourism authoritiésthe current policies on the use of United Nations
(recommendation No. AM/1998/14&15/012). premises. The Office of Internal Oversight Services

Recommendation 8 An operating proposal Shc)uldcommends the initiative of ECA in this regard, and
be submitted for the consideration of the Genersb:lleievesthattheprovision ofthis service is consistent with

Assembly, based on the results of the analysis describegﬁrpvera” .mandate to |mprov'e'the economic Qevelopment
recommendations 5, 6 and Bove, including the tdget of the region. The Ie'g.al validity of this activity should,
implications of capital costs, promotional and marketir@owever’ be fully clarified.

budgets and forecasted revenues (recommendation Concerningrecommendation10,the ECA secretariat
No. AM/1998/14&15/010). has started to apply consistent policies for charging

With the exception of total outsourcing, which i?xternal parties for the use of the Centre.

believes is not feasible or desirable in the political area

inwhich it has to work, ESCAP supports recommendations
5 to 8 above and has explored various options, such as
expanding its souvenir sales outlet and contracting out

(Signed)Karl Th. Paschke
Under-Secretary-General for
Internal Oversight Services
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