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Abstract

This contribution offers recommendations for strengthening the effectiveness of the OSCE
based on the results of the “Fit-for-Purpose” reform agenda, which the author conducted
during his term as Secretary General of the OSCE (2017–2020). While the OSCE is capable
of reform, there is a clear need for further political engagement. The author recommends
giving the Secretariat the space it needs to amend management processes and structures. Further
recommendations include streamlining the budget process, providing executive structures with
a timely budget and adequate resources, strengthening the Secretariat’s capacity for strategic
planning, encouraging coordination among executive structures, and updating the modalities of
their programmatic work.
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Introduction

The OSCE is operating in a challenging
political environment: trust in multilater-
al institutions and mechanisms for solv-
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ing global problems is low, and unilateral
and transactional approaches are prevail-
ing. The polarization of key state actors
in the Euro-Atlantic and Eurasian securi-
ty area is deepening, violent conflicts are
once again a reality in the OSCE area,
arms control regimes are dissolving, and
the risk of military incidents is rising. At
the same time, we face a broad range of
transnational threats that can only be ef-
fectively addressed through cross-border
cooperation. These include terrorism and
violent extremism, state and non-state cy-
ber threats, trafficking in people, arms,
cultural goods, and drugs, and challenges
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related to illegal migration. More recent-
ly, the security implications of climate
and technological change (especially de-
velopments in artificial intelligence) have
come to the fore. We are thus confronted
with a paradox: while multilateral coop-
eration is being questioned and spaces for
dialogue are shrinking, the need for co-
operation and genuine dialogue is greater
than ever. This situation is reflected in
the OSCE.

If responding to modern security risks
requires multilateral cooperation, how
can we strengthen the OSCE as a fo-
rum for inclusive dialogue and a facil-
itator of effective security cooperation?
What constraints does the organization
face, and how can they be overcome?
These questions were foremost on my
mind when I began my term as Secretary
General of the OSCE in 2017. Together
with my Directors, and led by the new-
ly created Strategic Policy Support Unit,
we devised the “Fit-for-Purpose” agenda,
which I presented to the participating
States in February 2018.1 Three years on,
the results are mixed. Analysis of the Fit-
for-Purpose agenda’s achievements shows
that numerous changes have been imple-
mented to increase the efficiency and ef-
fectiveness of the OSCE. The positive
message for the future is that reform is
possible. At the same time, however, es-
sential reforms were stymied early on or
have yet to cross the finish line. There
is a clear need to sustain reform efforts
to ensure that the OSCE remains capable
of responding effectively to security chal-
lenges and makes efficient use of its limi-
ted resources.

This contribution to OSCE Insights fo-
cuses on four topics that the Fit-for-Pur-
pose agenda addressed:2

• reviewing the management processes
of the Secretariat;

• ensuring adequate resourcing for the
OSCE;

• promoting the OSCE as a forum for
inclusive dialogue; and

• enhancing programmatic coopera-
tion.

I will briefly assess what has been
achieved thus far and, where we have
failed to reach set objectives, why this is
so. In conclusion, I will offer recommen-
dations to the participating States and the
Secretariat.

The achievements and failures of the
Fit-for-Purpose agenda

The management review

The OSCE Secretariat has grown organi-
cally since its establishment more than
two decades ago. Its management pro-
cesses have adapted in an ad hoc manner
to new challenges, an increasing work-
load, participating States’ changing prior-
ities, and ever tighter budgets. In addi-
tion, new technologies and modern busi-
ness practices have changed conditions
of work. These developments created
a need to systematically review the Sec-
retariat’s central management processes
with an eye to increasing effectiveness
and efficiency. For precisely this reason,
I launched the Secretariat Management
Review in April 2018, involving all Secre-

Thomas Greminger

14
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-01, am 25.05.2023, 07:37:22

Open Access –  - http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-01
http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


tariat staff and supported by an interna-
tional consulting firm. A total of eighty
optimization steps were pursued. By Ju-
ly 2020, sixty-eight had been implement-
ed, five abandoned, and seven continued
in separate processes. The implemented
changes include:
• greater cost transparency through bet-

ter control and reporting instruments;
• the introduction of a new travel man-

agement tool to reduce administrative
workload and costs;

• a new online registration tool and
conference management guide;

• a reduction of the administrative
workload in procurement;

• a new electronic recruiting platform;
• online induction training for new

OSCE employees and all staff; and
• revision of the approval process for ex-

trabudgetary projects to differentiate
between low- and high-risk projects
and allow for an accelerated proce-
dure.

Other areas where processes were opti-
mized include logistics, building manage-
ment, internal coordination, communica-
tion, and the digitalization of staff man-
agement and payment. There was a pat-
tern to many of these changes: digital
technology was introduced to improve
service while cutting costs. Although the
management review was originally de-
signed not to cut costs but to redirect
resources to increase added value, savings
of around €300,000 were secured for 2019
alone. Shared service centres in areas such
as information technology support and
human resource administration, and a re-
source mobilization strategy for extrabud-

getary contributions from state and non-
state actors and for in-kind donations are
further initiatives almost ready for imple-
mentation.

Although the Secretariat Management
Review focused on processes, it also
considered organizational structure. In
a quick win, the Records Management
Unit merged with the OSCE Documenta-
tion Centre in Prague, and information
communication technologies functions
were consolidated in a specialized unit
of the Department of Management and
Finance. Other changes, however – such
as making the Ethics Coordinator and
the Gender Issues Programme directly
accountable to the Secretary General –
were met with resistance from participat-
ing States and could not be implemented.
Organizational changes such as these are
reflected in the post table, which is part
of the Unified Budget, and therefore re-
quire consensus. The same difficulty arose
when I attempted to create the function
of a second Deputy Head of the Secre-
tariat. Since the OSCE does not want to
fund a full-time Deputy Secretary Gener-
al, the task of deputizing formally rests
on the already busy Director of the Con-
flict Prevention Centre. I therefore ap-
pointed the Director of the Office of the
Secretary General as second Deputy Head
of the Secretariat. The division of tasks
was clear: the Director of the Conflict
Prevention Centre took on the deputy
duties for external, conflict cycle-related
business, while the Director of the Office
of the Secretary General was responsible
for internal, management-related issues.
The practice worked perfectly and was
never questioned by participating States.

Making the OSCE More Effective
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When I wanted to formalize it by amend-
ing the post table, a head of delegation
launched a successful campaign against
it and blocked the decision, arguing that
the change had not been properly dis-
cussed with participating States.

I briefed heads of delegation thorough-
ly about the Secretariat Management Re-
view and kept them updated through the
Secretary General’s hour and my small
group meetings with ambassadors. The
review was initially met with support
and even enthusiasm from participating
States, but interest in these managerial
issues faded over time. In the budgetary
discussions of the Advisory Committee
on Management and Finance, little ap-
preciation was shown for the resulting
gains in efficiency and effectiveness. At
the same time, a few states blocked
well-argued organizational changes to the
budget process, limiting the Secretary
General’s room for manoeuvre even in
management matters. The participating
States would do well to give the Secretari-
at some leeway and avoid micromanag-
ing. They should instead focus on the
political mechanics of achieving consen-
sus and taking joint action based on com-
mon commitments.

The tendency for participating States
to micromanage the Secretariat stands in
sharp contrast to the assertion that man-
agement responsibility and competence
are the undisputed core of the Secretary
General’s terms of reference. Paradoxical-
ly, the very states who have argued that
the Secretary General is “only” the Chief
Administrative Officer have not let the
Secretary General perform that role un-
hindered. For my part, I observed that

a clear majority of OSCE participating
States prefer an active and diplomatical-
ly profiled Secretary General – and the
Secretary General’s mandate creates space
for that. In practice, there are two areas
that allow considerable scope for inter-
pretation: one pertains to the Secretary
General’s political and diplomatic role;
the other is the coordination that is in-
cumbent on the Secretary General as
Chief Administrative Officer. While the
relevant Ministerial Council decisions of-
fer a broad outline of the Secretary Gen-
eral’s political tasks,3 it is the Chairper-
son-in-Office who ultimately defines the
precise political scope of his or her activ-
ities. In my experience as Secretary Gen-
eral different Chairs placed different ex-
pectations on the Secretary General, to
which the Secretary General has to adapt.
The Secretary General’s role as coordina-
tor concerns both programmatic cooper-
ation among executive structures and cri-
sis management, as we witnessed during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Effective coor-
dination by the Secretariat is needed to
ensure that two top objectives, duty of
care and business continuity, are consis-
tently pursued across the entire organiza-
tion. With the increasing demand for in-
terdisciplinary answers to complex securi-
ty threats, the need for greater coordina-
tion of the OSCE’s programmatic work is
growing.

Ensuring adequate resourcing

In their policy statements, participating
States consistently highlight the relevance
of the OSCE as a forum for dialogue,
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a facilitator for managing and resolving
conflict, and a provider of support for ad-
dressing security threats and implement-
ing OSCE commitments. However, this
does not automatically translate into pro-
viding the organization with adequate
resources. There are quite a number of
issues at stake. Here I will talk about
the budget process, the size of the Uni-
fied Budget, the timing of its adoption
and the scales of contribution. I will not
go into issues related to extra-budgetary
resources, even though they are highly
relevant given their potential to signifi-
cantly expand the resource base of the
OSCE. The resource mobilization strate-
gy mentioned above will have to include
practices and rules for making more stra-
tegic use of current extra-budgetary con-
tributions and tapping into new funding
sources like aid agencies, international
financial institutions and the private sec-
tor.

In principle, the need to reform the
budget process is undisputed among par-
ticipating States. The current process is
complex, tedious, and protracted. It in-
vites states to micromanage the financial
affairs of the Secretariat and other execu-
tive structures and to link (often narrow)
political and personal agendas to broad-
er operational issues. A longer-term bud-
get cycle would allow a more strategic
approach to planning and better align-
ment of resources with political and man-
dated activities. In 2018, a proposal for
budget reform drafted by the Secretariat
was submitted to participating States. It
contained two main elements: an exten-
sion of the Programme Outline from one
to four years and the introduction of a

two-year budget. The exact financial allo-
cation would continue to be approved
by the participating States annually. The
proposal was well received. Even a key
delegation voiced no fundamental resis-
tance – after intensive preparatory work,
including in its capital – although con-
sent was made contingent on two essen-
tial requirements: the reform exercise had
to be presented as a pilot and the Pro-
gramme Outline limited to two years,
since there was not enough confidence
in the institutions to allow for a four-year
plan.

The Italian Chairpersonship was about
to submit the reform proposal to the Per-
manent Council for adoption shortly be-
fore the 2018 summer break, when a new
obstacle appeared that ended up blocking
this and other decisions proposed by the
Secretariat for almost three quarters of a
year. It concerned a matter totally unre-
lated to budget reform, the question of
the so-called disclaimer. As this is typical
of workings in the OSCE, I will offer
some details.

In June 2018, a disclaimer was added
to documents distributed to participating
States through the official document dis-
tribution system, clarifying that the Sec-
retariat bore no responsibility for their
content. This was met with anger from
one participating State, which suspected
it to be a manoeuver against it by an-
other. Indeed, several participating States
had regularly complained to the Chair-
personship and the Secretariat that the
document distribution system was being
used abusively to share information from
unrecognized de facto entities. Although
the disclaimer was based on a decision
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by the Permanent Council and appeared
on all documents in a non-discrimina-
tory manner, the participating State in
question insisted on perceiving it as an
unfriendly act. Countless conversations
with representatives at all levels – from
the ambassador to the foreign minister –
could not convince it to withdraw its op-
position. It was not until the first quarter
of 2019 that the issue was resolved thanks
to an intervention by the Chairperson-in-
Office, Slovak Foreign Minister Miroslav
Lajcak. This allowed other important
processes to go forward, but the momen-
tum of the budget reform could not
be re-established. Stripped-down budget
documentation and a more user-friend-
ly Performance-Based Programme Report
were all that remained of the first attempt
at budget reform.

A second attempt was planned for
2020, but here too, the window of oppor-
tunity opened late because the regular
budget was not approved until May. In
addition, the coronavirus crisis made con-
versations with participating States more
difficult. Despite these challenges, the di-
alogue on a two-year budget and a mul-
ti-year Programme Outline resumed. The
introduction of a longer-term capital in-
vestment plan seemed to gain traction,
but the ensuing leadership crisis in July
2020 again dampened the drive for re-
form.

The scales of contributions, which de-
fine how much each of the fifty-seven
OSCE participating States annually pay
to the OSCE’s regular budget, have been
the subject of reform efforts for years.
The key that determines the contribu-
tions of each state is complicated and out

of date. Various attempts to modernize
the scales of contributions and to adapt
them to the current distribution of eco-
nomic power have failed. Since one par-
ticipating State in particular increasingly
tied its budget approval to revising the
contribution key, Chairpersonships were
forced to take on the difficult task of try-
ing to amend it. Although the amounts
at stake are relatively small, the discus-
sions have been politicized and in want
of pragmatism. Chairs face an impossi-
ble task as long as major stakeholders
remain unwilling to adjust the level of
their contributions. It is therefore unfair
to make approval of the Unified Budget
conditional on revised scales of contribu-
tions. This is not to say that they should
not be revised – quite the contrary. How-
ever, the problem cannot be solved on
a purely technical level, as evidenced by
the efforts of Slovakia when it chaired
the OSCE in 2019. A solution would ne-
cessitate a significant investment of polit-
ical capital by the Chair and a willing-
ness to move forward on the part of the
key stakeholders. At the same time, the
technical details, while often minute, are
important and difficult for high-ranking
diplomats and officials in capitals, who
only deal with such matters occasionally,
to grasp. Perhaps this matter requires the
attention of a former finance minister.

In 2020, unperturbed by the pressure
the coronavirus put on the functioning
of the OSCE, participating States contin-
ued a lengthy and narrow-minded discus-
sion for the approval of the 2020 Uni-
fied Budget, which should have been
adopted by Christmas 2019. Despite the
Chair’s skillful leading of the process, the
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OSCE did not receive its regular budget
until the end of May, i.e., with a five-
month delay. Unfortunately, late budget
approval is no longer the exception but
the rule in the OSCE. Approval processes
represent a heavy burden on any Chair
and divert time, energy and attention
of participating States from dealing with
more substantive issues. They reduce the
time available to discuss reform-related
matters and massively complicate the
smooth running of the organization. As
long as there is no approved Unified Bud-
get, operations must be financed through
quarterly (and later monthly) allotments
based on the budget of the previous
year. Even worse, new programmatic ac-
tivities are not allowed to start. Timely
budget adoption is thus crucial to the ef-
fective functioning of the OSCE, and par-
ticipating States should treat it as a strate-
gic concern. Regular, desperate calls by
Chairpersons-in-Office are not sufficient;
a mechanism obliging states to adopt the
Unified Budget on time must be imple-
mented.

The lengthy 2020 Unified Budget dis-
cussions did not lead to an increase of
funds. The result, for the ninth year in
a row, was zero nominal growth. The
OSCE is thus again losing around two
per cent of its real purchasing power.
Granted, any organization can stay afloat
for some time under austerity measures,
but there are limits to how long one can
achieve more with less. These limits have
clearly been exceeded by the executive
structures of the OSCE after years of zero
nominal growth and an increase in tasks,
for example services for the benefit of the

Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine
(SMM).

Some states argue that the amount
they are paying to the OSCE has in-
creased since 2014 because the SMM has
a separate budget which is almost as big
as the Unified Budget. This is true, but
what is forgotten is that the deployment
of the SMM has significantly enlarged
the workload in the Secretariat, with
no corresponding augmentation of the
Secretariat’s budget. Thanks to efficiency
gains due to the Secretariat Management
Review and the more frequent charging
of services to other executive structures,
it has been possible to prevent major de-
ficiencies in the fulfilment of mandates.
However, the time has come for partici-
pating States to either reduce tasks sub-
stantially or discard the zero nominal
growth dogma.

There is evidence that the same partici-
pating States that block approval for the
Unified Budget can do things quite differ-
ently. The SMM budget was passed in
good time in 2020 despite an increase of
eight and a half per cent. State capitals
showed a strong interest in securing the
SMM’s resources, and when risks such as
delays in approving the budget in Vienna
threatened, unmistakable political signals
were given by the headquarters. Why the
difference? I would argue that participat-
ing States accept the well-defined role of
(and need for) the SMM. If the OSCE’s
Unified Budget were based on a clearer
set of priorities agreed by participating
States – perhaps at the level of foreign
ministers – its adoption would proceed
much more smoothly. As it stands, spoil-
ing comes at a low cost to individual

Making the OSCE More Effective

19
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-01, am 25.05.2023, 07:37:22

Open Access –  - http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748911456-01
http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


states but hurts the organization as a
whole.

Promoting the forum for inclusive
dialogue

One of the OSCE’s strengths since its
inception as the Conference on Security
and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in
1975 is that it is a forum for inclusive dia-
logue. During the Cold War and again in
the 1990s, the CSCE (renamed the OSCE
in 1995) was a place for states to discuss
and resolve a wide range of differences.
As Chairperson of the Permanent Coun-
cil in 2014 when Switzerland led the or-
ganization, and again when I served as
Secretary General, my sense was that the
culture of dialogue and cooperation was
waning. OSCE meetings were being used
to read speeches, score points, and engage
in public diplomacy. Together with the
OSCE Chairs, I sought to recapture and
promote the organization’s unique role as
a space where fifty-seven non-likeminded
countries can come together, engage in
constructive dialogue, and build security
through cooperation. Efforts under the
Fit-for-Purpose agenda to revitalize dia-
logue in the OSCE were three-pronged:
create a strategic planning capacity in
the Secretariat, create additional oppor-
tunities for informal dialogue, and sup-
port the Structured Dialogue, the infor-
mal working group of participating States
established by the Hamburg Ministerial
Council in 2016 to discuss current and
future challenges and risks to security.

When Switzerland held the OSCE
Chair, I noticed that the Secretariat

lacked the capacity to plan for the medi-
um and long term because its policy and
coordination units were absorbed with
day-to-day business. Therefore, at the end
of 2017, I established the Strategic Pol-
icy Support Unit, financed as an extra-
budgetary project and staffed with ex-
perts seconded by the United States, the
Russian Federation, the EU, and Switzer-
land. The aim was to bring greater conti-
nuity to the OSCE’s planning processes
and to better provide the Chair and the
Troika (the current, past, and incoming
Chairs) with strategic policy advice. The
unit supported the 2019 and 2020 Chairs
(Slovakia and Albania) in formulating
their priorities, helped the Conflict Pre-
vention Centre to develop regional strate-
gic frameworks for the Western Balkans
and Central Asia, produced recommenda-
tions for prospective Chairs of the OSCE,
and studied the implications of relations
with China for the OSCE. It also con-
tributed to making the Programme Out-
line a more strategic document aligning
the allocation of budget resources with
policy priorities.

In addition to allocating regular bud-
get means more strategically, it is equal-
ly important to devise OSCE's extra-bud-
getary activities in a more holistic way.
They have been growing in size and are
particularly relevant when it comes to in-
novation and new thematic accents set
by the organization. With this aim in
mind the position of a Strategic Planning
and Resource Mobilization Coordinator
(SPRM) has been created.

Strategic planning in the OSCE is a
function of planning capacities in the
Secretariat on the one hand and policy
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support and practice on the part of the
Chairpersonship, the Troika, and partic-
ipating States on the other. Although
challenging, strategically aligning the po-
litical priorities defined by the Chairper-
sonship and the Troika is of the utmost
importance. Each Chair tends to view the
OSCE through the twelve-month lens of
its leadership responsibilities. However, it
would make sense to adopt a longer-term
perspective, ideally in the form of a three-
or four-year plan. When Finland chaired
the OSCE in 2008, five consecutive chairs
met as a quintet. Switzerland and Serbia
agreed a joint work plan as successive
Chairs in 2014 and 2015. Unfortunately,
this model has not caught on. Current-
ly, the prerequisites for longer-term plan-
ning exist, with the OSCE Chairs deter-
mined until 2023 (Sweden, Poland, and
North Macedonia).

The OSCE’s formal dialogue forums
such as the Permanent Council and the
Forum for Security Co-operation have
largely become platforms for harsh, con-
frontational public diplomacy. The “Talk-
ing Points” series initiated under the Fit-
for-Purpose agenda provided a new op-
portunity for informal dialogue. Experts
were invited to the Secretariat premises
to discuss new studies and publications
with representatives of the participating
States and OSCE staff. This was also an
attempt to bring delegation members in-
to the Secretariat. Another invaluable in-
formal space for dialogue is the Security
Days initiated by my predecessor, Lam-
berto Zannier. With the Strategic Plan-
ning Support Unit, I had the necessary
capacity in the Secretariat to conceptual-
ize such events in a targeted manner and

to ensure consistent follow-up. Security
Days have recently been held on issues
such as the future of OSCE field oper-
ations, military incident prevention, sus-
tainable development goals, technologi-
cal change, and lessons of the Paris Char-
ter.

I also encouraged think tanks to create
informal space for dialogue on topical is-
sues. At my suggestion, and with the po-
litical support of Miroslav Lajcak, a con-
sortium formed by the Friedrich Ebert
Foundation and GLOBSEC launched the
Cooperative Security Initiative. The ini-
tiative aims to promote the concept of
cooperative security in mainstream Euro-
pean security policymaking and generate
new ideas for strengthening multilateral-
ism and security cooperation in Europe.

The OSCE’s Structured Dialogue, orig-
inally intended to stimulate arms con-
trol discussions,4 has in practice gener-
ated constructive exchanges on current
threat perceptions, military postures, and
measures to reduce tension. Participating
States have also shown interest in using
the forum to develop instruments to in-
crease transparency, for example a tem-
plate for major military exercises or a
best practice guide for the prevention and
management of military incidents.

I supported the Structured Dialogue to
the  best  of  my ability,  especially  in  my
interaction with governments and organi-
zations like NATO, although participating
States,  in  particular  the  Structured  Dia-
logue sceptics among them, never tired of
emphasizing that it is state owned and state
driven. This stems from a fear of losing
control over the process to the broad group
of states supportive of the dialogue, to a
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committed Secretariat,  and to interested
think tanks and civil society organizations.
The Structured Dialogue faces risks from its
key stakeholders as well, who have mutual-
ly exclusive ideas about its  priorities.  In
addition, maintaining its momentum has
been challenging because a different par-
ticipating State has chaired the informal
working group each year. It is in need of
new political motivation, decisive leader-
ship, and a broader support base to increase
its resilience. The latter could include par-
liamentarians, think tanks, the media, and
civil society groups. The Structured Dia-
logue would also benefit from a more clear-
ly  defined  vision of  how the  discussion
should evolve and what topics it should
cover.

Enhancing programmatic cooperation

The Fit-for-Purpose agenda aimed to en-
hance the OSCE’s programmatic coop-
eration, including by mobilizing new
donors and partners for cooperation.
There is growing interest in the private
sector in partnering with the OSCE and
sponsoring its activities. Other non-tradi-
tional donors, such as international orga-
nizations and financial institutions, are
also increasingly keen to support its pro-
grammatic work. The OSCE has to adapt
its rules and working modalities if it
wants to seize these opportunities. Efforts
in this direction were kicked off under
the Secretariat Management Review with
the drafting of the resource mobilization
strategy.

Alongside the programmatic depart-
ments of the Secretariat, the OSCE’s field

operations and institutions are essential
for conducting its programmatic work.
The good news about the field missions is
that host country pressures on them have
decreased significantly in recent years.
This has a lot to do with the fact that
we have succeeded in shaping the cooper-
ation between the OSCE and host states
as a partnership and in enhancing nation-
al authorities’ sense of ownership with
respect to field operations. Today the
prevailing perception is that having the
OSCE in the country is advantageous be-
cause it helps to implement important
national reforms. In addition to strong
local ownership, a clear profile and coor-
dination with other international actors
are important factors for the effectiveness
and efficiency of the OSCE in the field.

OSCE field operations operate on the
basis  of  the comprehensive  approach to
security and are required to develop activi-
ties in all three dimensions. Another com-
parative advantage of OSCE field presences
is their proximity to government and their
responsiveness to its wishes. However, both
factors also expose the OSCE field activities
to the constant risk of spreading their re-
sources too thin. It is essential that heads of
mission work closely with host states to
build a clear and long-term plan for their
activities. A multi-year strategy would en-
able defining where to concentrate exper-
tise and invest the bulk of the resources.
This would not entail being less responsive
to government needs. It would sharpen the
OSCE’s profile in the country and make its
added  value  clearer.  Making  the  switch
from the predominant “project” approach
to a “programme” mindset may seem sim-
ple, but it requires a complete change of
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corporate culture among both Secretariat
and field operations staff and donors. In the
framework of the Secretariat Management
Review, a number of management process-
es  were adapted for this  purpose.  I  also
initiated a dialogue among the twelve ma-
jor donors, with a view to introducing a
sustainable programme culture.

Providing programmatic support to
participating States that have an interest
in cooperation but lack a formal OSCE
presence is another challenge. Belarus,
Armenia, and Azerbaijan undoubtedly
fall within this category. With regard to
the first two, there have already been
initial attempts to integrate individual
projects into the framework of a country
programme. However, recent experience
has revealed difficulties that require res-
olution based on general principles. Co-
operation based exclusively on extrabud-
getary financing is unsustainable, so at
some point funds from the regular bud-
get will have to be made available for
such programmes. Even in the absence of
a formal OSCE presence, rules defining
the relation to the host state are needed.
Without them, the OSCE cannot open a
local bank account or protect its employ-
ees. Coordination among OSCE execu-
tive structures is necessary if the OSCE
wants to establish a coherent country pro-
gramme and conduct political dialogue
with host authorities.

As outlined in the Fit-for-Purpose
agenda, complex security challenges re-
quire interdisciplinary responses. This
may require cooperation between differ-
ent OSCE structures to mobilize differ-
ent types of expertise and deliver a joint
product. The EU-funded trial monitoring

project in the Western Balkans, which
will be implemented from 2021, is a per-
fect illustration of this: the OSCE will
have a comparative advantage as an EU
partner if it can combine the geograph-
ic context knowledge and the proximi-
ty to local governments of its field pres-
ences with the Office for Democratic In-
stitutions and Human Rights’ expertise
in trial monitoring. This requires coordi-
nation by the Secretariat. The executive
structures of the OSCE would therefore
do well to cooperate in the spirit of the
UN motto “Deliver as One”. This is not
the approach regularly voiced by partici-
pating States, however. The “autonomy
of institutions” has become a mantra, and
calls for cooperation and coordination
among executive structures are rare. Yet
the limits of that autonomy are all too
evident when it comes to discussions on
the budget or the appointment of heads
of executive structures.

Conclusions and recommendations

Despite the mixed results  of  the Fit-for-
Purpose reform agenda, significant  steps
have been taken to increase the efficiency
and effectiveness  of  executive structures.
This  shows that  reform of  the OSCE is
possible. The following recommendations
outline how participating States and execu-
tive structures could stimulate it further:
• Participating States should provide

more space and support to the Secre-
tariat and other executive structures to
improve management processes and
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organizational structures and should
refrain from micromanagement.

• Participating States should reform
and simplify the budget process, ideal-
ly by introducing a biannual budget, a
multi-year Programme Outline, and a
capital investment plan.

• The OSCE Chair should discuss and
agree in principle a revision of the
scales of contributions with participat-
ing States who are key contributors –
on the political level.

• A mechanism5 that compels partici-
pating States to adopt the Unified
Budget before Christmas should be
introduced.

• Participating States should drop the
zero nominal growth dogma and ei-
ther provide the OSCE with adequate
resources to fulfil its mandate or pur-
sue a clearer and more limited set of
priorities within a longer-term strate-
gy. The OSCE cannot continue to do
more with less.

• The strategic planning capacities of
the Secretariat should be further con-
solidated, and strategic planning tools
like the Programme Outline and a
multi-year plan by an extended Troika
further developed.

• Participating States should expand
and make full use of informal fo-
rums for genuine dialogue. The Struc-
tured Dialogue should be strength-
ened by establishing a higher pub-
lic profile, a two-year Informal Work-
ing Group chairpersonship and work
plan, and should be made more re-
silient through academic/think tank/
civil society support.

• The profile and strategic outlook of
field operations’ programmatic port-
folios should be sharpened. Manag-
ing countless small projects should be
abandoned in favour of steering well-
chosen programmes.

• Participating States should elaborate
and agree on a general procedure
for conducting programmatic work in
participating States where the OSCE
has no formal field presence. Coun-
try programmes could be financed
by both the Unified Budget and ex-
trabudgetary resources and operated
through a technical presence under
rules agreed with the host states.

• The rules should be amended and
mind-sets changed to increase coop-
eration with non-traditional partners
such as large regional organizations,
international financial institutions,
aid agencies, and private sector actors,
including foundations.

In line  with the recent  “OSCE Call  for
Action” by more than fifty former OSCE
leaders to step up “political-level engage-
ment to ensure that the OSCE maintains its
ability to continue addressing these [secu-
rity] challenges effectively”,6 I would en-
courage the Ministerial Council to agree on
a “compact for a well-functioning organi-
zation”. This would establish as matters of
political concern objectives such as provid-
ing the OSCE with a timely and adequate
budget, overcoming obstacles to adopting
the agendas of routine meetings, and en-
abling reform. Such a compact would rep-
resent a political commitment to ensuring
that the OSCE remains – or once again
becomes – fit for purpose.
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Notes

1 At the Secretary General’s hour of 14
February 2018, a non-paper outlining the
ten points of the reform agenda was
made available to participating States.

2 The reform agenda covered ten areas.
This article focuses on selected thematic
clusters. The author is currently working
on a comprehensive assessment that will
be published in 2021.

3 The original mandate of the Secretary
General was defined in Stockholm
(1992). Ministerial Council Decisions
from Porto (2002), Sofia (2004), Brus-
sels (2006), and Vilnius (2011) provided
the most important amendments. See, re-
spectively: OSCE, Final Document of the
Third Meeting of the CSCE Council of
Ministers, Stockholm, 14–15 December
1992, 15 December 1992, https://www.
osce.org/mc/40342; OSCE, Final Docu-
ment of the Tenth Meeting of the OSCE
Ministerial Council, Porto, 6–7 Decem-
ber 2002, 7 December 2002, https://ww
w.osce.org/mc/40521; OSCE, Final Doc-
ument of the Twelfth Meeting of the
Ministerial Council, Sofia, 6–7 December
2004, 7 December 2004, https://www.osc
e.org/mc/41813; OSCE, Final Document
of the Fourteenth Meeting of the Minis-
terial Council, Brussels, 4 and 5 Decem-
ber 2006, 5 December 2006, https://ww
w.osce.org/mc/25065; OSCE, Final Doc-
ument of the Eighteenth Meeting of the
Ministerial Council, Vilnius, 6–7 Decem-
ber 2011, 7 December 2011, https://www.
osce.org/mc/88839

4 Article 3 of MC.DOC/4/16 tasked the
Structured Dialogue as follows: “Today,
in Hamburg, we commit ourselves to ex-
ploring, inter alia, how the negative de-
velopments concerning the convention-
al arms control and CSBM architecture
in Europe can be reversed. Together,
we will work towards creating an en-
vironment conducive to reinvigorating
conventional arms control and CSBMs
in Europe. The strong commitment of
the OSCE participating States to full im-
plementation and further development
of arms control agreements is essential
for enhancing military and political sta-
bility within the OSCE area.” OSCE,
From Lisbon to Hamburg: Declaration
on the Twentieth Anniversary of the
OSCE Framework for Arms Control, 9
December 2016, https://www.osce.org/ch
airmanship/289496

5 Creative ideas were put forward, for in-
stance, by Romanian Minister of Foreign
Affairs Teodor Melescanu at the 2019 In-
formal Ministerial Council in the High
Tatras. He suggested that the Unified
Budget should be submitted to the Min-
isterial Council in early December. Alter-
natively, good practices of other interna-
tional organizations should be assessed.

6 OSCE PA, OSCE Call for Action: Reaf-
firming a Common Purpose, 4 December
2020, https://www.oscepa.org/documen
ts/osce-call-for-action/4114-osce-call-for
-action-reaffirming-a-common-purpose-e
ng/file; also available as a flipping book,
https://online.flippingbook.com/view/77
9749/
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