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I. Statement of the issue 

Crit.icism of the activities of the Economic and Employment Commission 

has been growing both among its own. members and in the Economic and 

Social Council .. In response to these. ,criticisms the Connni.s.sion at its .; ., 

last session established a COI!lillittee .on Organization to "exQ.IUine the 

future or~ization and terms of reference of the Commission and its two 

sub-Connnissions". The Economic and Social Council at its seventh session 

also expressed dissatisfaction with the achievements of the Commission 

and decided "to consider at a future session the question of the most 
· .. 

effective way to fulfil the purpose for which the Commission was 

establ·ished". 

II. Background 

The United Nations Char~er gives full recognition to the need for 

staqle economic ~~d social conditions as a basis for peace. For this 

reason the Economic and Social Council was granted the status of a 

"principal organ" at San Francisco. The Council was to undertake a number 

of distinct but inter-related functions in the economic and social fields. 

These included not only the initiation of studies and reports and the 

formulation of plans and recommendations, but also the co-ordination of 

activities and policies. 

In order to carry out these broad responsibilities, the Council 

established a number of subsidiary bodies including nine functional 

commissions &~d determined their terms of reference and compsoition. 

Agreements were negotiated with the specialized agencies to determine 

working ~~d other relationships. Regional economic commissions, not 

originally contemplated in the United rrations structure 1 were established 

to deal with regional problemso The Council indicated certain other gaps 

in the United Nations system and in some cases took steps to create new 

jagenc ies or 
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agencies or other bodies to fill these gaps. 

It was expected that after initial orga.nlzationa.l difficulties had 

been overcome, each part of the United Nations system would begin to 

fUnction properly and make its contribution to the solution of common 

problems. To same extent this has occurred. The specialized agencies 

have been operating with varying degrees of effectiveness.. The regional 

commissions an~ certain of the more technical functional commissions 

(such as the Statistical Commission) have undertaken a_ number of use~~l 

projects. P".cogress has been made toward proper co-ordination of all 

these activities. However1 some functional commissions, including the 

Economic al'ii Employment Comlssion1 have been notably devoid of 

achievements. For the Economic and Employment Commission this lack of 

achievement is in sharp contrast not only with the activities of other 

United Nations organs but even more so with the original aspirations and 

plans for the Commission itself. It is clear that theca responsible for 

formulating its terms of reference and composition intended it to be one 

of the most important economic units in the United Nations structure. 

Why then has it accomplished so little? 

!II. ~e~ess~_of the Econom.1.c and Employment Commission 

The Economic and Employment Commission suffers from a weakness 

inherent in all the functional machinery established since the end of 

the \Tar. iHth the conclusion of hostilities it seemed logical to assume 

that the best x·esu.lts could be obtained by dealing with economic problems 

on a universal basis. v1hile this approach would still see::n to offer 

important ad.var.~.tag'38, it is evident that tho rapid deterioratJ.or: :i.n 

international !Jo:.itical rele:!::ionships· has l~enC:.erBd. egr·oemf.::::.c ::m nlf::..r.._v 

important i8sues la.rge!.y :Impossi:)le at !JX"BOBnt, Mos·t; (1f t.h·c ~:'lz, . .j-.:ir issues 

to be dealt ~.-ii-'.;11 b:f t:lC ?on;:tcwic a..:nd Em.ploym-Bnt Corr.:;do:~:.~~n _.·:'\''i:-1 ztrong 

divergen~J,>s ir:. pc•lit.ical outlooks" It :!.s thc'.:::>e:::'c::·8 r:::>t ;;;1.:.:r:>:.: [:< '=nc that 

its ac !:;iv:' .. t.:ies . .\~,e:v-e 'been S6veraly hani'i.ka;~)_,1eG. ··;~r r;c·:t :.·:;,;_c4.l o.:'issf:.:~ .. Jion. 

Th:: eiverse effects of political dissr;J:,J.::rion ll::i~'e 

aggravatc,(l by the dec:l.s:1.on t~at th'3 CoJ.11Jrtisa~on 21>.:nlrl co;1Gl.ot cf · 

represar:t .. :o.i:tves. froB U11itec~ l'T&-t:ions m.9!:ll..l-;;:rs S~"lec~~ld. by the Council rather 

than " 

dec'islor. -.:·r::.s rrlf.i~te 1 the C:.mat'1.i.:~n rls: .. ::;.gation ;.;~~.:J a:-t<)::JG 

the aivisa'!J:U~ ty of est..a.blts:ring A.r:.:)~,her bct:y of 

'::hiC'h questioned 

to advise the Councdl which is itself composed of re:t:reGentativas. Eveln 

though the Secretary-Qeneral must be consul ted before representatives are 

/selected, 
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selected, 'it seemed obvio~s that a Corm1ission differing from the Council 

only in the number of its members could hardly be more successful in 

reaching agreement on compl~x issues than would.the Council itself. The 

evideace to date supports th~s conclusion. Instead of provjding expert 

guidance and recommendations for the Council, the Economic and Employment 

Commission has merely added another J,ayer of political discussion. 

To these ·political handica12s should be added certain difficulties 

of an organizational nature. There is no clear division of functions. 

betweeD. the Economic and Employnent Commission, the regional commissions 

and the specialized agencies in the economic field. Often they are 

dealing with different aspects of a common problem.· The result has been 

overlapping jurisdictions and duplication of aims, objectives and 

programmes. Ho•..rever, membership of some of these. other bodies does not 

113present as wide a range of polit:l.cal interests as does the membership 

of the Connni'ssion. In some ca.'3es they have executive powers and even 

funds of their own. Therefore the tend.ency has been to .enhance their 

importance and prestige, often to the detriment of the Economic and 

Employment Commission. Describing this situation, the Carnegie Endowment 

in its stuiy of "Coordination of Economic and Social Activities" (United 

Nations study No. 2) stated: 

"Mention has already been made of the fact that many of the 
most urgent economic problems of the present-day world are 
being handled either completely outside the framework of ·the 
United Nations or by the regional commissions, or, in some 
cRses, by specialized agencies. There is little point, for 
example, in an analysis by the Economic and Employment 
Commission of international arrangements for the allocation· 
of scarce commodities in Europe since this vrhole problem is 
now being dealt with concretely_ by .the Economic Commission for 
Europe with the assistance of FAO. The 'economic commicsions 
for Ash and the Far East and for Latin _A.merica will dot-'.btless 
assume a slmilar role in respect of their g0ogre.y;hical area·:;. 
J:;J this C011Ilection, it must· be remembered that t;he meLibership 
of c.ll three of the regional comnissions includds the Uni tell 
Stal:./3'3 of America, the United Kingdom and :B,rance as well as 
the ccuntrj_es within each region and that the co:::n':llissic.:s for 
}__j\:>.rope and for Asia and the Far East include the SoYiet . 
lJnicn. 

"On . ... o consoCJ.'..W:-J.ce of this situation is that ~11:.porta..nt govA:.cnment 
officio.ls no~; se0~1 to prefer to sit on the ree:;:i_o'.•.'l.~. co..r.:njssions, 
or to serve as de.Le~Jates to specialized agcmcy co:lferenc3s, or 
to partici:rate in 1;:(.1e cor.rrm..ittees of the Eu:~-o~)C/:l.ll _s,~:J:loi:ri'-~ 
Co-operation orGe.nizatio:c., rather than to sp~nr1 8Av-era:.. ·~:reeks 
a year in whr:t aE-ca.rs to them the so:nswhat 'ste:cH:J 1 G.ic;-cussions 
o1' the Ecor ... o:t'2ic anu Employment Co:rnmiss ion of ECOS'.)C. ll..ccordingly, 
r.:'iclJC of the goverr ... monts represented en this Com.T.:i.r~:'3ion are 
b?.gin,"ling to send 'aJ_ terna tes', ·or even 'al.tc<.:·r~a tes to 
alterrv1tes'' to its sessions, vrith frec:uent shifts of :r·epresen·sation 
during the session." 

/F-.trthermore, 
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Furthermore, because of budgetary l~itations the Commission has 

been meeting only once a year. It seems very doubtful that even with 

the-best political atmosphere, any organ of the United Nations meeting 

intermittently would be capable of undertaking sor~.e of the functions 

allocated to the Commission under its terms of reference. In document 

E/CN.l/W .Jl of 26 April 194.8, the member of the Economic and Employment 

Commission from Australia drew attention to certain organizational 

weaknesses in the economfc machinery of the United Nations. In his paper 

the Australian representative questions the ability of the Commission to 

do economic reporting, make emergency recommendations etc. Activities of 

this kind presuppose the availability of time and facilities of a kind 

which are only available in a permari.ent organization such as the United 

Nations Secretariat (with whatever additional outside expert assistance 

may be required), an academic institution or in other bodies with the 

proper atmosphere and facilities for study and research. 

IV. The sub-commissions 

The tvm sub-commissions (on Economic Development, e.nd Economic 

Stability and J:.mployment) have each published three reports to date, but 

it is doubtful whether their contribution to the understanding or 

solution of problems has been substantial. To some extent this has been 

due to circumstances similar to those which have handicapped the 

Commission. Given broad responsibilities under their terms of reference 

to study and advise on complex and important phases of economic activity, 

they have been limited to two short sessions annually. Wide differences 

in political az1d economic outlooks among the Commi'3sion "experts11 have 

often presented insuperable obstacles to agreement on proced.l;.res, methods 

of analysis and recommendations., To compromise such w:td,.g:y divergent 

points of vievr, their reports have usually been reduce,} to ge:1eral 

statements of li.Tilited use or significance. Hhere :lmrc:rtan.t recan::::w::r::tdations 

have been nade during sessions, these have often been abe.nd.oned during 

the course of discussion in the face of extreme hostility, or have been 

finally accepted in forms so different from the original intentions of 

their proponents as to be almost unrecognizable .. 

Although, as will be indica ted later in this st·u.d.y; there may be 

certain benefits to be obtained from discussion in tha Commission even 

when the representatives find it impossible to agree on rna~ aspects of 

the issues with which they are required to deal, when this occurs in the 

sub-commissions it means a frustration of their entire purposes. It 

seems likely that individual studies or reports prepared either by the 

/Secretariat or 
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Secretariat or by individual exper~s or ~ ~ working parties specially 

selected by the Secretary-General, would prove amore effective way for 

obtaining the information and advice the sub-oonlilliss:i.ons are intended to 

provido under their term".! of refe~ence. In constituting such vrorking 

parties, the Secretary-General could of course draw upon the present 

membership of either sub-commission, individually or collectively, if 

any of the matters to be dealt with would lend themselves to consideration 

by such a body. 

V. Proposed changes 

It seems clear that the critic:!sms of the Commission a'"d its 

sub-commissions have been justified IUJ.d that the economic machinery of 

the United Nations should be altered if the Council is to receive the 

advice in the economic field which it requires. 

It would appear desirable, as a first i:mprovement, to suspend the 

activities of the t-wo sub-commissions. This would not mean the 

ce3sation of the work with which they are charged under their terms of 

reference but merely the transfer of these functions to other groups now 

in existence or which may be specially congtituted to perform these 

duties more effectively. In this redistribution of duties, the 

Secretariat and experts individually or collectively selected by the 

Secretary-General, would be expected to play a prominent part. 

The Commission should, however, be maintained intact although its 

functions al1d work should be re-organized. Any other course of action 

would seem to leave a serious gap in the economic machinery of the United 

Nations. Although there are many specialized agencies or other United 

Nations organs charged with dealing with specific aspects of economic 

activity or with the problems of particular geographic areas, there is 

no one body except the Council itself {which is now overburdened with 

responsibilities} suited by membership or terms of reference to exan1ine 

economic questions in their broad international perspective. Even 

though under present circumstances, the Commission has admittedly been 

unable to perform this work with the effectiveness which the Council 

might desire, it has undoubtedly proven useful as a medium for given 

preltminary consideration to economic questions and, in some cases for 
' , 

proposing and crystallizing suggestions on matters with which the Council 

must deale To the extent that it has been capable of indicating areas 

of' ac;r-eement or disagreement among the Governments represented in its 

membership, it has probably contributed to the efficiency and economy ~ 

Council debates. It would appear that even though its other activitias 

/cont!nu• to 
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continue to be hampered by political dissension, the Commission might 

usefully extend its efforts in this direction. 

The Cominission should therefore discontinue those functions sUch as 

economic reporting etc., for which it has proven unsatisfe.ctory, but should 

concentrate its attention on preliminary consideration and clarification of 

questions on the Council agenda and other matters of similar kind vrith 

'ivhich it is able to deal. · The Cou:acil, with its e.x.tremelJr broad range of 

interests, is unable to give these matters the attention they deserve. By 

preliminary examination not only of agenda items but of relevant reports and 

studies pl~esented by the Secretariat and others, the Commission could perforn 

a useful function somewhat akin to that now performed by the Economic 

Co:r:mrl ttee during Council sessions. The advanta(Se of CoJIDJJ,ission considere.tior 

'i'/Ould be that, owing to the nature of its membership, the advice of 

representatives specially qualif1ed in the economic field ;.rould be· available. 

It vrould also provide a representative body to which the Couucil could refer 
f 

questions for further study betvreen sessions. 

Soi!'I.e difficulties l·rould probably arise out of differences in 

membership between the Council and the Commission. However, this difficulty 

should be.largely mitigated by the fact that the countries represented on 

both bodies do cover generall;y the same broad areas of opinion and therefore 

the3r might be expected to come to similar conclusions. Actine in this vmy 

as a catalyst and advisor to the Council, the Commission could do much to 

expedite Council activities. 

To perform this function properly, the meetings of the Commission vrould 

have to.be held i:p proper re],ationship to those of the Council. This rrould 

probably rr.ean that the Commission should meet a fe;r weeks prior to each 

Council session. Agenda items proposed by Member Governments or reports 

by the Secretariat, specialized agencies, or others, which vrould subsequently 

be the subject o:f Council consideration, could be examin~d by the Commission 

at these pre-Council sessions. Among such matters vrhich could usefully be 

examined vrould be the reports of the many United Nations economic agencies 

and otl:er United Nations .organs including the regional economic commissions. 

(The Council has .already eXpE!rienced some difficulty in giving these matters 

the full consideration I·Thich they merit and has contemplated tho 

establishment of an ad hoc committee on co-ordination and other groups --
for dealing with thE1se questions between sessions.) This rearrangement of 

the uork of the Council and the Commission should not req_uire any chance 

/in the dates 



E/CN .1/iv .4 7 
Page 7 

in the dates that reports are required from these bodies. The Commlssion 

vrould confine its work to vrhatever reports would normally be available. In 

this "\vay, although it might be unable to come to final conclusions, it 

could go a considerable vre.y in digesting these documents end defining certab 

of the issues -vtith vJhich the Council might later be required to deal. 

Th:'.s altered relationship of the Commission to the Council could be 

accomplished either by a revision of the existing terms of reference or, 

alternativel,y, by more precise directives from the Council vTithin the existir:. 

terms of reference. These arrangements would have the dual advantage of 

retaining intact the Commission structure, though rearranging and 

redistributing certain of its functions, while at the same ti~ leaving the 

way open for a later restoration of its original objectives should the 

economic and political climate seem to make this worthwhile. 

VI. Conclusions 

The following, therefore, is a sUil'l.!lll'll'y of the Canadian proposals: 

l. The t·uo sub-commissions should be abolished and their present 

functions redistributed among the Secretariat or other experts working 

individually or in special groups. 

2. The Commission should be retained intact but it should be viewed 

more as a medium for interpreting and catalyz~:ng opinion and for 

indicating practical ~ossibilities open to the Council, rather than as 

an organ for original research and economic reporting. It vrould 

continue to assist the Council in giving attention to those phases of 

international economic activity '\<hich are novr being dealt with by a 

numJer of separate agencies but which could benefit from some central 

consideration. 

3. At a later date the whole DlEl.tter .n:night be reviewed in the light 

of altered conditions. 




