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1. The Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions has considered 
the report of the Secretary-General on the establishment of the Information Systems 
Unit in the Department of International Economic and Social Affairs (A/C.5/35/32 
and Corr.l). This report has been submitted pursuant to General Assembly resolution 
34/233, section I, in which the Assembly decided that 

11 subject to the availability of additional voluntary funds, the pilot 
operation of the Development Information System of the Information Systems 
Unit shall be extended for a further year, that the use of the pilot system 
shall be carefully monitored by valid statistical methods and that the system 
shall be submitted to the Inter-Organization Board for Information Systems 
for review and comment and a report thereon circulated to delegations no 
later than 1 August 1980 so that the General Assembly may pronounce itself, 
at its thirty-fifth session, on the continuance, or otherwise, of the 
Information Systems Unit IY. 

2. The Secretary-General recapitulates in Section I of his report (paras. 1-8), 
the circumstances leading to the establishment in March 1978 of the Information 
Systems Unit and subsequent developments culminating in General Assembly resolution 
34/233, section 1. In Section II, he discusses the role of information systems 
for international development (paras. 9-11). Section III of his report (paras, 12-
29) provides background information on the setting up and operation of the 
Development Information System (DIS) as well as the activities of the Information 
Systems Unit in the area of co-ordination and co-operation with substantive units 
during the initial pilot phase. He then describes the activities of the Unit 
during the extended period of pilot operation, in particular, the further 
development and operation of its system, and outlines the activities that could be 
undertaken during 1981-1982 as well as the possible financial consequences should 
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of DIS (Sects. IV to VI, 
In this connexion, the 

the General Assembly decide to continue the operation 
paras. 30-.64, and Sects. VII and VIII, paras. 65-75). 
Advisory Committee notes that in paragra:rh 1, Section 
the General Assembly 

II of resolution 33/116 A, 

" ... Recalls the decision in section V, paragraph 2, of its resolution 
32/212 of 21 December 1977 that there is no commitnent on the part of the 
Organization subsequently to transfer the costs of the operation of the 
Information Services Unit of the Department of International Economic and 
Social Affairs of the Secretariat to the regular budgetH. 

3. In the course of its consideration of the question" the Advisory Committee on 
Administrative and Budgetary Questions visited the DIS facility, met the 
representatives of the Secretary-General and received an evaluation report on 
DIS prepared by an evaluator provided by the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). In paragraph 7 of his report, the Secretary­
General explains why he sought an evaluation of DIS throuzh mTESCO instead of 
arranginr, for a review by the Inter-Organization Board as called for by General 
Assembly resolution 34/233, section 1. The representatives of the Secretary­
G~neral informed the Advisory Committee that the U}JESCO evaluator's report became 
a~ailab~e in late September 1980~ 

4. ;tn· 'iris previous reports to the General Assembly (A/C.5/3l/69, para; 4, and 
A/C.5/32/47, para. 4), the Secretary-General advocated the establishment and 
continuation of the Information Systems Unit, on the grounds that (a) it would 
lead to the creation of a retrieval system capable of providing access to 
unpublished documents containing information of lasting value in the files of 
the Departments of International Economic and Social Affairs and of Technical 
Co-operation for Development; (b) it would co-ordinate the sectoral information 
serv;i.ces in various units involved in economic and social act.iv;ities as well q,s 
cu.-Qr1:1~nate the proposed ~ystem with those of otb~r membE;rs. of tb,e United Nations 
fq,m.il.y, EJ,nd (c) it would a$si;;t Uemb~r States ;i.n identifying their information 
needs anO: in estaolishing link(; vrith appropriate international information systems 
and services. Jn its related reports, the Advisory Cbmmittee questioned the cost­
effectiveness of the proposal. 1/ The Joint Inspection Unit, in its report to 
the General Assembly (A/34/380,-para. 15), also stated that 

11 If the need for it at the costs in prospect can be demonstrated, then the 
other activities proposed ror the Unit, such as advising divisions and 
regional commissions and participating in international vork on information 
systems, can be taken up; but in the absence of a proven need for the proposed 
information system, these ancillary activities could not justify the continued 
existence of the ISU." 

The UNESCO evaluator states that he is in complete agreement with this point" 

1/ A/32/256 and Add.l; Official Records o~ the General Assembly, Thirty-third 
.§_ession, Supplement No. l (A/33/7 and Add.2) and ibid., Thirty-fourth Session, 
Supplement No" 7 A (A/34/7 and Add.2). 
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5. The Secretary.-.Genera:L states in p.a:ra[!ra.ph 31 of his report that the a~t.ivi:tl:es 
of the ln.forrn:~tion Systems U.nit d:u:tirt.g the erlended ;pe:r>io0. o-f pilot o:p~ratiQ.n in 
1980 have been coneent:ta:t~d itt. the folloWintJ are-1;:l.J?: · 

(aJ Trw ·collectiqn an.d: com.p~t~ri~atioh of Ji~at>e:ti&·l tr.oil). t·he. D:epar'tjQ~_tiir.,:s 
df Irrterna.biom~l 'Econprtii~ -a.ua Soci-a .. J., Af';fui;r~ .~a cJ;lf 'i:eo~n.:i,cai 'E:'Q..;.p'_Q·e:r-!;tt:}:O'h f'bt 
Dev-elopm'err.t '(i)-IE$-A ·anq.· DTt::b) ; 

{o1· The· t'!issemination of information about DIS and its services; 

(c) The provision of services and measurement of the use of the system as 
requested by the General Assembly. 

1-Tith rer,ard to the first activity, the Advisory Committee notes that the Secretary­
General has not provided any information on the current size of the data base. Such 
information is contained, however, in the UNESCO evaluator's report. According to 
the evaluator, as at 1 September 1980 ., the total size of the data base was not much 
more than 3,000 items, broken down as follows: 

Centre for Human Settlements 

DTCD 

Units of DIESA 

Population Division 

Office for Science and Technology 

Ocean Economics and Technology Branch 

Centre for Social Development and 
Humanitarian Affairs 

No. of items 

750 

1,000 

3,100 

(backlog and current items) 

(no bacldog; current items 
only) 

(minimal as this unit's 
documents b0co~e United 
Nations documer.tts and go into 
the United Nations Biblio­
graphic Information System) 

(minimal as this unit's 
material is published in 
journals) 

(minimal since transfer of 
Centre to Vienna) 

6. In the opinion of the UNESCO evaluator, a data base of approximately 3,000 items 
growing at little more than 1,000 items a year (DTCD - 400 items and DIESA units -
600 items) constitutes a relatively small bank of information. In this connexion, 
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the Advisory Co~~ittee recalls that at the thirty~third session of the General 
Assembly, the Secretary-General informed the Committee that some 20,000 pieces 
of lllaterial ( 6 > 000 from DIESA and the balance from DTCD) -vrere available for 
nossible processing and that the Information Systems Unit expected to enter some 
4>000 items into its DIS by the end of 19'79 (A/33/'7/Add.2, paras. 3 and 4). In 
the circurnstances, the Advisory Committee concurs with the UNESCO evaluator's 
conclusion that, bearing in mind that the Information Systems Unit has existed 
for approximately two and a half years, the progress achieved with DIS has been 
less than expected, and that it is certainly legitimate to question whether the 
value of such a limited data base justifies an annual expenditure of $230,000, 
vrhich is the estimated cost of operating the Unit in 1981. 

'7. The Advisory Committee notes that neither the report of the Secretary-General 
nor the report of the UNESCO evaluator addresses the question whether the material 
already included in DIS is indeed of permanent value. However, in the light of 
the statement in the UNESCO evaluator's report that much of what is included in the 
data base consists of rather informal reports, that material may not be of lasting 
value. 

8. In paragraphs 34 to 47 of his report. the Secretary-General describes how 
he has disseminated information about DIS and its services through the distribution 
in May 1980 of a printed brochure, Development Information Abstracts, and a 
questionnaire to some 1,500 addresses. According to the Secretary-General, 
distribution of the Development Information Abstracts has created an awarness of 
DIS and resulted in some 1,000 search requests for specialized bibliographies from 
respondents (para. 36). Some 318 replies to the questionnaire sug~ested, inter 
alia, a potential user profile comprising United Nations family organizations (102), 
Member States and their permanent missions to the United nations ('72) and research 
institutes, universities and teaching institutions (144) (para. 40). The UlTESCO 
evaluator states, however, that such evidence of use of DIS as has been obtained 
is too tentative to allow a definitive evaluation as called for by the General 
Assembly. The UNESCO evaluator cautions that, although the initial number of 
requests to be placed on the DIS mailing list and of search requests appear high, 
there is no evidence that the respondents who have elected to try the service will 
become regular or repeat users, and that some of the search requests could have been 
made less out of need than of mere curiosity. In his assessment, the limited scope 
of the present data base tends to suggest that the audience of potential users may 
be small. 

9. The UNESCO evaluator's conclusion is that, at present, DIS has to be evaluated 
more in terms of its promise than its achievements. IIe suggests that the future 
of the Information Systems Unit and of DIS could perhaps be considered meaningfully 
1rithin the context of a broader network of development information resources. The 
Secretary-General appears to anticipate such an eventuality in his outline of 
possible activities the Information Services Unit could undertake durinG 1981-1982 
should the General Assembly decide to continue the operation of the Unit on a 
regular basis (para. 65 (a) to (i)). Bearing in mind that the achievements of 
the Information Systems Unit and of DIS have been below expectations, the Advisory 
Committee is not convinced that such an approach would be promising. In this 
connexion, the Advisory Committee draws attention to the experience of the Common 
Register on Development Activities which was embarked upon -vrithout adequate 
preparation and which remains in the developmental stage despite years of effort 
and considerable expense. 
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10. In paragraphs 68 and 69 of his report, the Secretary-General estim~tes tLe 
cost of operation of the Information Systems Unit ancl DI0 in 1980 at ~~167 ,000 (out 
of voluntary funds totalling sor,1e ~3193 ,000). In response to inquiries, the 
representatives of the Secretary-Generecl info:cmed the l'.dvisory Com1.~ittee that. as 
actual exnenditure at the end of Septenber amounted to ¢1lLl1 ,Goo and projecteu 
expenditu~e durin[\ the last quarter of 19130 \Wuld be $44 )500, the total ezpend.iture 
for 1980 vas now esti!Jated at ~>189,300 instead of ::n67 ,000 as reportedo 

ll. In paragraphs 74 and 75 of his report, the Secretary~General provides an 
estimate of the total cost in 1931 should the General Assembly decide to continue 
the operation of the Information Systems Unit and DIS under tvo options involving 
either the outright purchase or lease of a mini~-computer. In this conne:xion, t11e 
Advisory Committee notes that the maintenance cost of the E:ini-computer under 
either option is given as $9,500 per annum without provision for inflation. In 
response to inquiries, the Advisor;; Comrni ttee was informed that the maintenance cost 
in 1981 would be $12,240, rising by from 3 to 5 per cent per :rear thereofter. 
Consequently, the total estimated cost of operatinc; the Information Syscerns Unit 
and DIS in 1981, should the General Assembly decide to continue it:s operation 
on a re~ular basis, -vrould be $233,140 under the first option e;:f the purchase of 
a mini-computer (instead of $230,400) and !~185 ,640 under the second ontion of 
leasing a mini-computer (instead. of fS182 ,900). 

Conclusion 

12. In view of the fore{Soinr-;, the Advisory Co:mr1i ttee is of t;1P op1n1on tbat the 
need for the Information Systems Unit and DIS as C"L'.rrently constituted has no~ beer., 
demonstrated. Accordincly, the Advisory Committee reconmtend.s that the pToposed 
continuation of the Information Systems Unit by financin.:- it fro!'l t~1e recular 
bud~et should not be approved. 

13. The Advisory Comrai ttee ~-ras informed by the representati 'res of the Secretary­
General that some 60 per cent of the material alreacly contai:1ed in DIS ancl of 
items still to be processed relates to technical co--operation activities. :,s can 
be seen from parat;raph 70 of the Secretary-General 1 s report, arran::;em.ents h,-·''<::: ~een 
made for the reimbursement by DTCD from extrabudgetary funds for 1-rork performed in 
1980 by the Inforn1ation Systems Unit. The Secretary-General may wish, therefore~ 
to explore the possibility of continuing the Information Systems Unit on a limited 
basis in support, particularly, of technico.l co-operation activities under 
arrangements whereby the Unit would be reinbursed for its vork froz:1 extrabudgetary 
resources at rates to be acreed upon by the users. The Secretary-General could seek 
to supplement the reimbursement resources by solicitin[; volunte.ry funds. 




