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	Seventy-fifth session
	
	

	Agenda item 141
	
	

	Proposed programme budget for 2021

	
	





		Progress in the implementation of a flexible workplace at the United Nations Headquarters 


		Forty-third report of the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions on the proposed programme budget for 2021


	I.	Introduction


1.	The Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions has considered the progress report of the Secretary-General on the implementation of a flexible workplace at United Nations Headquarters (A/75/342/Add.1 and A/75/342/ Add.1/Corr.1). During its consideration of the report, the Advisory Committee received additional information and clarification, concluding with written responses dated 19 May 2021. 
2.	The report of the Secretary-General is submitted pursuant to section XIII of General Assembly resolution 75/253, in which the Assembly endorsed the recommendation of the Advisory Committee to request the Secretary-General to provide an assessment of the flexible workplace project and propose detailed options on the remainder of its scope, for the consideration of the Assembly during the second part of its seventy-fifth session (A/75/7/Add.13, para. 14). 


	II.	Project status and proposed next steps


3.	In his report, the Secretary-General indicates that, as of January 2021, 22 floors of the Secretariat Building have been reconfigured into flexible workspace, of the 27 originally planned, resulting in an additional capacity of 1,291 in the main United Nations Headquarters complex since the start of the project (A/75/342/Add.1, para. 5). The report further indicates that, with five floors remaining to be reconfigured, and taking into consideration scheduling risks, emerging user requirements and the evolving use of flexible working arrangements, the Secretariat re-evaluated the overall scope of the project and considered two different scenarios, as follows: (a) scenario 1, which would entail the resumption of construction works for the remaining five floors in July 2021 and the completion of the flexible workplace project by mid-2022; and (b) scenario 2, which would entail the close-out of the flexible workplace project, without the completion of the remaining floors (ibid., paras. 20 and 21). In the report, the Secretary-General discusses the project scope, schedule and cost under each scenario (ibid., sect. III–V), provides a comparison between the two scenarios (ibid., sect. VI) and makes proposals on the way forward (ibid., sect. VII). 
4.	The Secretary-General proposes to proceed with scenario 2 (project close-out) which, in his view, offers more compelling advantages and fewer risks (ibid., table 7 and para. 37). Upon enquiry, the Advisory Committee was informed that this scenario was deemed to be more prudent, owing to the current uncertainties regarding work modalities in the post-pandemic environment, which were currently being discussed (see paras. 17–19 below), and their impact on the workplace and future office space requirements at Headquarters.
5.	Under the envisaged project close-out scenario, the flexible workplace project would conclude with the 22 floors completed as at January 2021. Upon enquiry, the Advisory Committee was also informed that, while the reconfiguration of the remaining five floors would allow for an estimated additional capacity of 150 to 200, the Secretariat anticipated no further risks from not completing the project as planned, pending clarity on the new work modalities and their impact on the workplace. Moreover, the additional leased space vacated as a result of the reconfiguration of the remaining floors[footnoteRef:1] would not lead to rental savings in the short term, as it could not be terminated separately from the main leases (see also para. 23 below). The Committee was also informed that no fees or legal implications would arise from the termination of the flexible workplace contracts.  [1: 	 	The potentially vacated space would correspond to one floor in the FF building, one floor in the DC-2 building and an office area of 600 square feet scattered across different floors of the Albano building.] 

6.	Under the proposed scenario, the Secretariat would: (a) conduct a post-occupancy survey during the last quarter of 2021 for the six flexible workspace floors completed in 2019 and 2020; (b) initiate the procurement process for an external independent evaluation of the project to be carried out in the second half of 2022; (c) close out the flexible workplace project; (d) assess alternate work modalities and changing workspace requirements in the post-pandemic environment to incorporate them into new plans for the Headquarters premises; and (e) submit a final report to the General Assembly during its seventy-seventh session, containing a summary of the outcome of the project, findings and recommendations stemming from the project evaluation and lessons learned (A/75/342/Add.1, paras. 25 and 38).
7.	The estimated cost for scenario 2 amounts to $753,700 and would provide for the following: consultancy services for carrying out post-occupancy surveys ($30,000); project management ($352,900) (see para. 8 below); and an independent project evaluation ($370,800) (see paras. 10–13 below). Given that the General Assembly already appropriated an amount of $145,700, the additional requirements for the year would total $608,000 (A/75/342/Add.1, para. 35). The cost of closing out the project without completion of the remaining five floors is estimated at $48,327,800, at a cost avoided of $6,653,600 from the original estimate (ibid., para. 33).
8.	Project management requirements in the amount of $352,900 would provide for the continuation of one P-5 position until December 2021 ($275,000) and one General Service (Other level) position until August 2021 ($77,867), to undertake project close-out activities, including the following: ensuring that work has been completed according to contractual terms; the finalization of retainage payments; the closure of contracts; the preparation, handover and archiving of project records; the documentation of lessons learned; and the preparation of the final project report. The Advisory Committee notes that the compilation of lessons learned is an activity of an ongoing nature and recalls that project management resources were also provided for this purpose in 2020 and 2021 (resolutions 75/253, sect. XIII, para. 3, and 74/263, sect. IX, para. 12; see also A/75/342, para. 53 (c), and A/74/345, para. 42 (c)).
9.	Taking into account the Secretary-General’s analysis of the risks and benefits of completing the project and his proposal for its close-out, and in view of ongoing uncertainties regarding work modalities in the post-pandemic environment and their impact on the workplace, the Advisory Committee recommends that the General Assembly request the Secretary-General to close out the flexible workplace project on 31 December 2021, without the completion of the remaining floors. The Committee also recommends that the Assembly request the Secretary-General to conduct a post-occupancy evaluation of the floors occupied in 2019 and 2020 during the last quarter of 2021, and submit a final project report in the first part of the resumed seventy-sixth session of the Assembly. The final report should include a comprehensive list of lessons learned (A/75/7/Add.13, para. 29). The Committee recommends the approval of project management resources in the amount of $352,900, for one P-5 position until December 2021 and one General Service (Other level) position until August 2021, to carry out remaining project activities.

		Independent project evaluation

10.	The Advisory Committee recalls that, notwithstanding repeated requests by the General Assembly, the project has progressed to near full implementation without an assessment of the project pilot or an independent evaluation of the project itself (A/74/7/Add.18, para. 21). The Committee has therefore previously stressed the importance of an independent and comprehensive evaluation by the Board of Auditors or the Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), taking also into account the implications for flexible workplace strategies in other duty stations (A/75/7/Add.13, para. 29). 
11.	In his current report, the Secretary-General indicates that the Board of Auditors recommended that OIOS or an external evaluator be requested to conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the project. The Secretary-General proposes to engage an external evaluator through a procurement process, as OIOS reiterated that there were limited resources to undertake such an evaluation in 2021 (A/75/342/Add.1, paras. 14–15). The evaluation is scheduled for the second half of 2022, following the procurement of consultancy services (ibid., para. 25).
12.	Upon enquiry, the Advisory Committee was informed that the evaluator would assess staff productivity and wellness in the flexible workplace. The evaluation could also complement the work of the project team with respect to the documentation of lessons learned, address aspects of the flexible workplace strategy not covered by post-occupancy surveys and serve as a benchmark for similar projects. The Committee was further informed that the estimated cost of the independent external evaluation, in the amount of $370,800 (ibid., para. 35 (b)), was based on the flexible workplace project consultant rate and an anticipated duration of three months. 
13.	The Advisory Committee is not convinced that an external evaluator would be best placed to conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the flexible workplace project, given its complexities and possible implications for similar projects across the Organization, and recommends that the General Assembly request the Secretary-General to entrust the Office of Internal Oversight Services with an independent evaluation of the workplace project, including with respect to the accomplishment of its stated objectives, to be presented during the first part of the resumed seventy-sixth session of the Assembly (see also A/75/7/Add.13, para. 29). The Committee therefore recommends against the proposed requirements in the amount of $370,800 for the undertaking of the independent evaluation.

		Assessment of post-pandemic workspace requirements

14.	In addition to the project close-out, the Secretary-General proposes that any further reconfiguration of workspace be incorporated into plans under consideration to address the emerging needs of the new work modalities that will prevail post-pandemic (A/75/342/Add.1, summary). Upon enquiry, the Advisory Committee was informed that the Secretariat was undertaking ongoing efforts aimed at assessing new work modalities (see paras. 17–19 below) and defining related workspace requirements. Pending such definition, it was difficult for the Secretariat to assess the required level of design changes and reconfiguration, but it was expected that office space would encompass greater flexibility and versatility. The Secretariat indicated that flexible workspace floors might be modified without major disruptions and with less adjustments than traditional floors, in order to: (a) provide for increased collaboration space (e.g. by replacing storage banks and clusters of desks with meeting rooms); (b) support a hybrid work environment based on a mix of onsite presence and telecommuting (e.g. by providing more videoconferencing equipment); and (c) increase floor capacity (e.g. by replacing storage banks with work benches and by applying a higher seat-sharing ratio than the current ratio of four seats to five staff members) (see also A/75/342/Add.1, table 7). The Committee was further informed that any revised workspace arrangements would follow several months of data gathering post-pandemic, to ensure that long-term decisions were based on actual experience.
15.	The Advisory Committee notes that, in his report, the Secretary-General appears to suggest the initiation of a new project and indicates that any future reconfiguration project would require mobilization, new contracts and resources (ibid.). Upon enquiry, the Committee was informed that, once a new scope of works had been determined, a new solicitation would be issued, with costs reflecting the scope of the requirements and the market price at the time of the bidding.
16.	The Advisory Committee recommends that the General Assembly request the Secretary-General to undertake a forward-looking overall assessment of the workplace at Headquarters, taking into account, inter alia, the evolving needs of the Organization; lessons learned from the flexible workplace project and the experience gained during the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic; the impact of any new work modalities, including with respect to flexible work arrangements; the Secretary-General’s strategic assessment and cost-benefit analysis of the Organization’s real estate portfolio in New York (A/75/7/Add.13, para. 26; see also para. 23 below); the realization of additional efficiency gains; considerations related to productivity, occupational safety and health and staff well-being; and any relevant findings from the OIOS evaluation of the flexible workplace project. The assessment should also highlight any implications for offices away from Headquarters and regional commissions that are implementing, or that plan to implement, flexible workplace strategies. The Committee further recommends that the Assembly request the Secretary-General to submit a detailed report on the outcomes of such assessment during the seventy-seventh session of the Assembly. Moreover, the Committee stresses that the recommendations contained in the present report do not constitute a preliminary endorsement of any future reconfiguration projects and trusts that, should any proposals with financial implications arise from such assessment, the relevant rules and procedures will be adhered to. 


	III.	Other matters


		New work modalities

17.	Upon enquiry, the Advisory Committee was informed that the Organization was engaged in an ongoing interdisciplinary effort to define future work modalities, on the basis of the experience of the past year, that would guide entities in determining their operational needs in a post-pandemic work environment. A working group composed of 130 representatives of the Secretariat and the agencies, funds and programs was discussing approaches related to flexible working arrangements, technological equipment and services, staff health and well-being, culture, communication support for Member States and the requirements of duty stations away from Headquarters. The Committee was also informed that guidance provided to heads of entities on the determination of critical functions that must be performed on‑site was reviewed regularly and would inform decision-making on functions that could be performed remotely, even after the relaxation of COVID-19-related restrictions. In addition, the High-Level Committee on Management was currently examining different types of future work arrangements.
18.	The Advisory Committee was further informed that it was assumed that telecommuting would be increasingly used by staff members, on the basis of the practices of other large organizations and observations made within the Secretariat, including preliminary indications gauged from a survey by the United Nations Staff Union of Secretariat personnel in New York. The Secretariat planned to gather more comprehensive data on current flexible work arrangements and future preferences and to conduct a review thereof as more staff returned to the premises, which was anticipated towards the end of 2021. Furthermore, managers would be requested to assess the impact of remote working on quality and performance. The Secretariat expected that decisions on remote work would likely depend on a combination of factors, including the nature of the functions, staff preferences on telecommuting and public and occupational health considerations. No clear indication on the timeline for the completion of the review of the work modalities and the definition of new work modalities was provided in the context of the present report.
19.	The Advisory Committee looks forward to receiving comprehensive information on the review of the current work modalities and any proposals for new work modalities, including their potential financial implications. The Committee emphasizes the importance of taking a holistic and coherent approach to human resources management strategies, which should be geared towards meeting the operational requirements of the Organization and build on lessons learned during the ongoing large-scale remote working experience. In addition, work modalities should inform the determination of future workspace requirements for owned and rented premises at Headquarters (see para. 16 above and para. 23 below). 

		Rental obligations

20.	Upon enquiry, the Advisory Committee was informed that total rental obligations to landlords for the space occupied by the Secretariat in New York (DC‑1, DC-2, FF, Albano and Falchi buildings) amounted to $47,028,674 in 2020 and were estimated at $47,499,372 in 2021 and $48,669,754 in 2022. While the base rent is fixed, rental obligations include costs for operating expenses, porter wages and, in some cases, real estate tax increases, which are variable from year to year. The United Nations continued to pay the full rental costs during 2020, in accordance with the terms of its lease agreements. 
21.	The Advisory Committee was again informed that the earliest opportunity to release additional leased space was in March 2023, with the expiration of the lease for the DC-1 and DC-2 buildings. The Committee was also informed that the lease for those two buildings might be terminated only upon the departure of United Nations Headquarters from its current location in New York City and that current lease agreements for the FF and Albano buildings provided that early termination might be exercised in December 2024, with penalty fees of $25 million, and May 2025, with penalty fees of $12 million, respectively (see also A/75/7/Add.13, para. 25). The Secretariat considered that the existing leases had proven to be cost-effective, with the United Nations benefiting from favourable-market average base rental rates, also owing to the long-term nature of such arrangements. 
22.	The Advisory Committee was also informed that future rental plans were highly dependent on the post-pandemic office space requirements, which were linked to the as-yet undefined new work modalities, prevailing market conditions and the outcome of the ongoing lease negotiations on the DC-1 and DC-2 buildings. Furthermore, future lease negotiations could consider space contraction options allowing for flexibility to adapt to conditions that would result in reduced occupancy.
23.	The Advisory Committee recalls that, in its resolution 75/253, sect. XIII, the General Assembly endorsed the recommendation of the Committee requesting that the Secretary-General provide a strategic assessment and cost-benefit analysis of the real estate portfolio in his programme budget submission for 2022. The Committee again stresses that greater efforts should be made to assess evolving space utilization and market price fluctuations with a view to achieving greater efficiency gains, taking also into account the ongoing consideration of the work modalities (see also ibid., para. 26). Furthermore, the Committee is of the view that, in its negotiations of rental leases, the Secretariat should give appropriate consideration to the inclusion of contractual clauses related to force majeure and flexibility for space occupancy adjustments. The Committee also considers that the Secretary-General should provide updated and comprehensive information to the Assembly prior to the renewal of its leases in New York.

		Safety and health considerations during the COVID-19 pandemic

24.	The Advisory Committee was again informed that, as indicated in the previous report of the Secretary-General on the flexible workplace (A/75/342, para. 26), the Administration had concluded that, from an occupational safety and health perspective, it was safe to use flexible workspaces, cubicles and enclosed offices in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Committee recalls that, in its resolution 75/253, sect. XIII, the General Assembly endorsed the recommendations of the Committee requesting the Secretary-General to: (a) arrange as soon as possible an independent technical evaluation to assess that the Headquarters premises are safe to use during the pandemic and recommend any adjustments; and (b) provide detailed information on all measures implemented to ensure the safe use of the premises and their costs in the context of the next regular budget submission (A/75/7/Add.13, para. 5). The Committee again stresses the paramount importance of ensuring a safe workplace in the context of COVID-19 and notes that no information on the independent technical assessment on the safety of the premises during the pandemic was provided in the current report of the Secretary-General (see also ibid.). The Committee also looks forward to receiving detailed information on the measures implemented and their costs in the context of the regular budget submission for 2022. 


	IV.	Conclusion


25.	The actions requested of the General Assembly are contained in paragraph 39 of the report of the Secretary-General (A/75/342/Add.1 and A/75/342/Add.1/Corr.1). Subject to its recommendations and observations above, the Advisory Committee recommends that the General Assembly take note of the report of the Secretary-General. 

image1.jpg




image2.gif




image3.png
Please recycle @




