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Preface 

Nine Years at UNCTAD: 
A Personal Testimony 

Rubens Ricupero 
Secretary-General of UNCTAD 

I took over as UNCTAD’s fifth Secretary-General in mid-September 1995, at the invitation of then United Nations 
(UN) Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali and after the approval of the UN General Assembly. I came on the scene at a 
time when UNCTAD, after thirty years of existence, found itself in the throes of a severe crisis that many saw as terminal. For 
over a year and a half it had been left without a Secretary-General, a clear indication that some influential people were plotting 
its extinction. 

The year 1995 and the immediate following years also coincided with the broader crisis of the UN, of which the acute 
financial difficulties mainly created by the arrears on payment of the United States’ contributions were one of the most 
damaging aspects. Thus UNCTAD’s problems were a crisis inside a much bigger crisis involving the mother-organization. 
From the start it was made clear to me by the UN Secretary-General and the Under Secretary-General for Management that 
UNCTAD should undergo a drastic process of reform and downsizing. Together with my colleagues, I decided to face the 
challenge head-on. Without waiting for UNCTAD IX (May–June 1996), which took place only several months later in 
Midrand, South Africa, we went ahead with a radical restructuring of the organization. We adopted a new structure by 
regrouping the previously existing nine Divisions into four, based on their subject matters, namely: Globalization and 
Development Strategies (GDS); Investment, Technology and Enterprise Development (DITE); International Trade in Goods, 
Services and Commodities (DITC); and Services Infrastructure for Development and Trade Efficiency (SITE). Besides these 4 
Divisions, a Special Coordinator would ensure the cross-sectoral cooperation of all the Divisions in favour of the Least 
Developed Countries (LDCs). 

The reform was generally well-regarded and even received complimentary remarks in the report emanating from the 
Group of Seven (G-7) Summit in Lyon (June 1996). Having dealt in that way with immediate administrative problems, we then 
turned our attention to the ideological allegation that UNCTAD had become redundant after the establishment of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995. It was argued that over the years UNCTAD had been the primary forum shared between 
the North and the South, i.e. between rich and poor countries, in the context of hostility typical of the bipolar world of the Cold 
War. Just as the East-West confrontation had collapsed with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the disappearance of the Soviet 
Union, the North-South confrontation should give way to a unified economy of planetary dimension through the globalization 
of trade, investment and financial flows. If the North–South antagonism was to be thrown into History’s “dustbin”, this should 
also be the fate of the institutions that had promoted or encouraged it. 

*   *   * 

It thus became necessary to rethink the very basis of UNCTAD’s work. In the first phase of its life, UNCTAD had 
embodied the unique spirit of the turbulent 1960s, which had given birth to it. During one of the most intense moments of the 
Cold War, the decade opened with the construction of the Berlin Wall and the Cuban missile crisis while closing with the Thêt 
offensive and the escalation of the Viet Nam War. Just as important as these events in international relations was the inner 
convulsion of societies which broke out in the explosive uprising of Parisian youth in May 1968 and then spread to many 
countries and regions assuming different forms, as in the anti-Viet Nam War protests of Nixon’s United States. In the 
aftermath of the turbulence in 1968 there was a rise in political violence that would herald the “leaden years” of terrorist 
actions in affluent countries such as then West Germany and Italy. The frustrated guerrilla outbursts in Congo or Bolivia, and 
the tragic death of Guevara in the latter; the military coups in Algeria, Brazil and Greece; the bloody succession of Sukarno in 
Indonesia and the Cultural Revolution in China, although independent of each other, are among the numerous examples of that 
tumultuous era. 

External and internal episodes of violence reflected a deeper fermentation, a genuine crisis of this acute disenchantment 
with formerly accepted beliefs, including some of the values of consumer society. The craving for liberation came to a head in 
the guise of the sexual revolution in a broad sense, which implied above everything else the struggle for women’s equality, i.e. 
the most important and far-reaching twentieth century contribution to the transformation in human relations. It also equally 
helped set off the reaction to the repression of homosexuality. Furthermore, changes were brought about by rock music, not 
only as a new form of artistic expression but almost as the manifestation of a new life style in the mammoth festivals, of which 
Woodstock became the symbol. These changes were also expressed in the hippie communes, intermixed with self-destructive 
developments such as the widespread consumption of drugs. 
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