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Carlos Magariños – Youngest Member of the UN Family

UNIDO’s reform-minded Director-General from Argentina

Geneva, end of July

Every other summer, the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations meets in Geneva.  While that

event hardly produces any results, it at least provides an opportunity for making contacts.  And contacts are

what Carlos Alfredo Magariños, the Argentine Director-General of the United Nations Development Organization

(UNIDO), seeks to make there.  Mr. Magariños, who has a doctorate in business management, took advantage

of his latest brief visit to Geneva to hold talks with representatives of UN sister organizations and the World

Trade Organization in order to promote the work of UNIDO and to ensure its  better integration into the

programmes of other agencies.  The 38-year-old is considered to be the youngest member of the UN family

– an attribute with which he, who at 31 was State Secretary in Argentina’s Ministry of Industry and was part

of Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo’s team, can live with.  He consciously draws on his age and youthful

enthusiasm to reform the often bloated structures within the UN system.

At the beginning of his first four-year term in 1998, Magariños demonstrated that he didn’t lack the

courage to shake up the status quo.  He quickly began to redefine the purpose of the Vienna agency which,

after the withdrawal of the United States, the biggest contributor, seemed to be on the way out.  Less than

600 of the once approximately 1,000 staff at UNIDO headquarters have been retained, and the number of field

projects has been reduced from 1,500 fragmented “mini”-programmes to around 50 integrated projects that are

mostly based in Africa.  Moreover, the whole research area was eliminated and transferred to leading

universities.  Even if Magariños was only carrying out measures that had been planned during the term of his

predecessor, Mauricio de María y Campos, he nevertheless distinguished himself through a bold action that until

then had been unusual for the UN family.  “I certainly could have taken more time, but I didn’t come to Vienna

to defend the interests of the bureaucracy,” says the communicative Argentine, whose actions have naturally

also gained him enemies.  Nevertheless, a few weeks ago he was elected by a large majority for a second term.

He points out not without pride that an evaluation developed by the Montreal Protocol came to the

conclusion that UNIDO now has, in comparison with other institutions, one of the highest levels of efficiency

in the field of environmental protection.  That is higher than the level of the World Bank and United Nations

Development Programme.  The secret of this success is the Global Cleaner Production Programme.  This is

a UNIDO initiative, financed to a considerable extent by Switzerland, which seeks to make production methods

in the third world more environment-friendly.

For this much is clear to Magariños:  even the best macroeconomic reform programmes and guarantees

of  “good governance” cannot improve industrial productivity and environmental awareness in developing

countries.  And as long as nothing changes, such countries cannot count on foreign direct investment.  UNIDO

can and must play an important role in ensuring the better integration of national economies into the global

system.  That is why various joint projects, with the participation of large international companies, have already

been launched – and he admits openly that there is still room for improvement in UNIDO’s project work.  That

was reason why he sought a second term.  In his opinion, it would have been irresponsible of him not to

complete the reform process that he began.




