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INTERVIEW Carlos A. Magariños, head of the UN agency for Industrial Development speaks

“The poor countries must increase

productivity”

In the opinion of the Argentinian economist, the multinationals should transfer

knowledge and technology to the developing countries, while in the southern

hemisphere small and medium sized companies are a driving force.

“We must improve the standard of living quickly or we will all be in trouble”

PRAGMATISM Carlos A. Magariños, director general of

Unido

Carlos Alfredo Magariños, an Argentinian economist, 38 years old. Since December

1997 he has been the Director General of Unido, the United Nations industrial

development organisation, with the mission of combating poverty in the world by

accelerating the growth of productivity. The youngest of the heads of the agencies of

the UN galaxy, Magariños has already been engaged in the battle for a decade. At the

beginning of the nineties he was, in fact, part of the economic council set up by the

monetarist Domingo Cavallo, then Finance Minister in Buenos Aires, to combat

hyperinflation and nurse the stricken economy of the Latin American country back to

health. Responsible for foreign trade, then minister for industry under Carlos Menem

from 1993 to 1996, the current head of Unido spent two years in Washington as

Argentina’s ambassador and representative for trade and industry, to then be elected

head of the UN agency, backed by Italy, among others. An intense journey, which,

combined with the fact of coming from a family of businessmen, has made him “very

pragmatic”, as he himself stated during an interview in Vienna, where Unido is based.

It has convinced him of a few “truths”, among which that globalisation absolutely

should not be stopped but guided in the right direction and that the right direction

passes via a connected economic and social system, that is, connected in all aspects,

in which the private sector plays an increasingly important part.

Let’s start with the private companies: what role should they play today?

“The private companies have now become the driving force of the economy. The great western transnationals

not only have huge investment opportunities but above all have the capacity to understand which projects are

economically advantageous. Private companies only invest where it is worth their while to do so. For this

reason, two years ago, we began to actively involve a few multinationals in our industrial development
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programme. Co-operation with Fiat and Ford has already begun, in a few days we will sign an agreement with

Ericsson and we are having discussions with Alfa Laval. On the other front, that of the developing countries,

it is still the private companies, but in this case the small and medium sized companies, which play a driving

role. They are already an important source of employment, innovation and economic dynamism. The next step

must be that of access to the global markets. Thanks to the partnership with the private companies of the

industrial world much can be done, as has been seen in India (see box)”.

You mentioned Ford: but didn’t the United States, together with Canada and Australia, leave Unido a

few years ago?

“The United States abandoned the agency in 1995 leaving us a debt of 62 million dollars. We would all like

them to return, but above all we would like them to be more sensitive to the problems of the poor countries

and not consider payment of the contributions optional. On the other hand, the number of member states

continues to increase, we now number 169 with the addition, in the last few days, of South Africa. And anyway,

Washington’s absence does not prevent us from working with American companies, which in a global

dimension cannot fail to be present.”

The global dimension of the economy is increasingly contested. What is your point of view?

“Globalisation is not necessarily good for everyone. But it is very positive for those involved in it. Therefore,

we need to create a “connectivity” between the economy and the population, to extend as much as possible the

base which participates in it and quickly improve the standard of living. However, we must be careful not to

make mistakes. Twenty-five years ago, when Unido was founded, the aim was to increase the quota of products

manufactured in developing countries to 25% of the world’s total before the year 2000. Well, today this quota

is 25%. But if we look more closely we discover that the production is concentrated only in a few countries

and China alone accounts for 8%. Entire regions, such as Sub-Saharan Africa, instead are cut off. In the United

States also, where the problem of unemployment has officially been resolved, 40 million people do not have

health insurance.”

What could be the consequences of an increase in the inequalities?

“It would lead to an increase in social tensions, which in its turn would slow down the process of globalisation

to the point of cancelling out its beneficial effects on the economies. It would be damaging for everyone and

it is for this reason that everyone – governments, multinationals and transnational bodies – should concern

themselves with understanding what is happening. For the private companies it is not a question of “doing

good” but of self-interest.”

What are the priorities, then?

“The first point is that of improved analysis of the reality. At research level, to date no one is yet equipped to

understand how we can increase productivity in the developing countries and in the economies in transition.

We know that technological innovation is a springboard for the economy, but the solution certainly does not

lie in installing an Internet terminal in Dakar. Rather, we must understand how to make better use of this

technology. Over the last 50 years, economic research has concentrated on monetary policy, on inflation. Now

is the time to expand the frontiers of theory also.”

Is Unido moving in this direction?

“The agency, although it has, since my arrival, reduced both its permanent personnel and its expenditure, is

focusing heavily on research, in collaboration with research institutes (among which Oxford University) and

multinational bodies (a short time ago we also began to work with Fini). Our research is not very complex or

lengthy, instead directed towards understanding how to proceed. At the request of the Hungarian government,

for example, next year we will hold a high-level meeting in Budapest with politicians, private companies and

academics of Eastern Europe and Latin America to compare experiences and possible directions of the two

macroregions.”

In concrete terms, what should the governments do?

“They can, in fact they must, create a macroeconomic stability and guarantee a correct institutional dimension

to facilitate the commercial and financial flows, which must be liberalised. These latter are in fact the two main

roads along which private sector capital moves, the main driving force for increasing productivity and therefore

combating poverty.”
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What do you think about the current impasse of the WTO?

“I think that it is serious. I hope that a new round will be called as soon as possible. But for it to be successful

there are two conditions which cannot be renounced: internal transparency must be increased and China must

enter the organisation. And the rich countries of the world must begin to make concessions also. To date, the

greatest effort has been made by the developing countries, which in particular as regards textiles and agriculture

have, nevertheless, obtained next to nothing.”

Cecilia Zecchinelli

“A model to be followed: the Fiat-Unido-India alliance for the components

industry”

Second most important contributor to Unido after Japan, Italy is also among the countries most active in the

co-operation between private companies and the UN agency which promotes industrial development in

developing countries. With the Fiat group (through Magneti Marelli), Unido has, in fact, launched its first

Partnership Programme (and the first absolute joint-venture launched by a United Nations organisation with a

private multinational), to develop a network of suppliers in the automotive components industry in India. Begun

at the end of 1998, together with the same Unido and the government of New Delhi, the project was aimed

at approximately twenty small and medium sized companies of the Indian sub-continent, where the Turinese

group has for some time been active in the production of vehicles (in 1999 alone, local investment reached 200

million dollars).

“Many of these component manufacturers needed to improve their own standards to avoid remaining cut off

from the globalisation process,” explains Carlos A. Magariños, Director General of Unido, “The results in a

single year have been exceptional, with a fall of 52% in the average production times, an increase in the

application of standard operating procedures of 39%, a significant reduction in absenteeism and a general

improvement in quality. The companies have seen a decided increase in turnover, without any financial

investment. The greatest effort,” explains the head of the Viennese agency, “was made in the area of training,

while the expenditure of the three partners on the project was limited to one million dollars.”

“This is a classic example of how the government-private multinational-international body triangle can work,”

continues Magariños. “Without a stable macroeconomic situation, the achievement of which is the

responsibility of the public authorities, no one would have invested in India. And with the collaboration of

Unido, a private multinational, which therefore is oriented towards profit, added to its own industrial

investments a training operation from which everyone will benefit.”

C. Zec.
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