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Mr. Chairman, distinguished delegates, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to introduce this report and thanks also to the CEB 

for its comments. This report reviews the experience of seven United Nations system 

organizations in considering and developing multifunction global shared service centres 

for administrative support services: FAO, UNHCR, and UNICEF in Budapest, UNDP 

in Copenhagen and Kuala Lumpur, UNOPS in Bangkok, WHO in Kuala Lumpur and 

WFP (not established). An eighth focus was on the experience of the United Nations 

Secretariat in developing the Regional Service Centre Entebbe (RSCE) to support peace 

operations. All but one of these eight were developed as shared services platforms. 

“Shared services” means the consolidation of service delivery from multiple into fewer 

or one unit within the organization. It does NOT inherently mean inter-agency sharing. 

The report in fact observes that the centres studied reflected virtually no inter-agency 

effort to plan, develop or operate facilities for common benefit, beyond traditional 

provision of services such as WHO which provides services for UNAIDS. 

Some of these centres have been operating for long periods of time: UNDP 

started placing HR functions in Copenhagen in 2001 and shifted finance functions to 

Kuala Lumpur in steps after 2010. UNHCR, FAO and WHO started in 2008, while 

UNICEF and UNOPS became fully operational in 2016.  
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The fact that the Secretary-General had proposed a global service delivery model 

for the Secretariat was one of the considerations in our decision to review the 

experiences of other UN organizations in carrying out somewhat analogous initiatives. 

We examined the drivers of change, the experience in developing business cases and 

cost-benefit analysis, selecting locations, realizing benefits, defining governance 

arrangements, measuring performance and addressing change management and the 

human resource management issues. 

Perhaps the most important high-level insight drawn from our work is that the 

development of a multifunctional global shared service centre is not merely a technical 

project, but a vehicle for business transformation. It cannot be viewed as a one time, 

over and done with, investment. It represents significant change in how organizations 

work, so it needs determined, top-level corporate sponsorship, appropriate governance 

arrangements, which should include operational autonomy, the modern tools required 

to manage customer relationships, solicit feedback, and carry out business analytics 

necessary to drive future improvements. A long view is required because experience 

shows not only that embedding change requires resources and time, but that service 

centres often offer appealing platforms for the addition of other non-location dependent 

functions. 

The top level sponsorship referred to needs to ensure sufficient resources to 

support the development of a strong change management process, communication and 

training plan to facilitate the introduction of the new business model and manage 

resistance to change. The critical importance of change management was repeatedly 

emphasized during the JIU study.  

Second is the evident requirement for a strong business case. The main driver of 

change in the organizations we studied has been a quest for cost savings. As far as we 

could see the attention of intergovernmental bodies has also focused heavily on the 

savings aspects. But there were other motives as well. For example, the RSCE was put 

forward, partly, to reduce mission footprints and the number of civilians in hazardous 

locations. Improving service quality, reducing errors and reducing risk are all among 

the motivating considerations. A broad view of what needs to be pursued and of how to 

measure success is required. 
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With respect to the efficiency aspects of the business case, organizations too 

often bundle together different concepts: process optimization; standardization; and 

relocation to low-cost venues. They should be unbundled and executive heads and 

legislative bodies alike should be able to understand what can be accomplished through 

these distinct stages. Relocation is not a precondition for the other two. 

Business cases always need to test common assumptions rigorously. In the belief 

that effective service provision required adequate time zone coverage, FAO established 

three centres, in Santiago, Bangkok and Budapest. It later realized that its administrative 

service delivery standard in any case was a 24-hour turnaround, which rendered the time 

zone argument less relevant. UNICEF also assessed multiple versus single location 

options and concluded that multiple locations were not the only or most effective means 

of meeting language, time zone, and business continuity needs. 

Benefits are not self-realizing. They have to be harvested. That is why we 

emphasize the importance of preparing plans that stipulate responsibility for actively 

managing benefits realization. The difficulty we observed in reporting on benefits 

actually realized stems partly from insufficient baseline information at the outset. This 

applies to service quality and customer satisfaction as well.  

Third, labour arbitrage is indeed an important consideration. The cost 

differentials, in particular for local staff, between Budapest, Kuala Lumpur and 

Bangkok and the originating locations of Rome, Geneva, New York, and Copenhagen 

have been sustained and remain significant. However, one cannot conclude that the 

savings being realized are the sum of the difference of the staff costs; not all relevant 

costs incurred are systematically gathered.  

Operating multifunctional, transaction oriented service centres presents specific 

challenges for United Nations system organizations. Local staff turnover rates are high 

in some locations, the UN staff contractual framework lacks the agility required in 

dynamic markets, lack of pension portability is an issue for staff not making a career in 

the service centre, international staff often see service centre work as not helpful for 

their professional advancement, and low post adjustment in locations such as Malaysia 

and Hungary have been a problem for international staff who have expenses abroad. 
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Managing such operations require skills not found in abundance in UN system 

organizations. 

Recommendation five addressed to the General Assembly is related to a human 

resources issue that bears on the future development of service centres. The service 

centres illustrate the need for locally recruited professional expertise for functions not 

limited to national content or nationality. That is why the report encourages 

reconsideration of some of the policies governing National Professional Officers. 

Fourth, standards and performance management, supported by Service Level 

Agreements (SLA) and key performance indicators (KPIs) have not always been a 

strong feature of the UN system service centre experience. Among other things, we 

believe KPIs should be periodically revised, drawing on practices of real world 

counterparts. 

Finally, we observe a range of practices by legislative bodies in the extent to 

which they engage and participate in decisions to establish service centres and how they 

track results. Without wishing to intrude on how different bodies have calibrated what 

they decide and what is left to the executive head, recommendation four of the report 

aims to enable accountability to and oversight by legislative bodies.  

Mr. Chairman, I am grateful for the opportunity to present this report and will 

gladly try to respond to any questions here or in the informal consultations.  

Thank you. 

 


