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	Purpose
This contribution provides Australia’s views on the importance of taking a strategic approach to strengthening ITU’s regional presence; proposes the development of explicit criteria to guide future deliberations on establishing regional/area [or field] offices; and points to existing gaps in ITU’s regional presence in the Pacific region.
Action required by the Council
The Council is requested to continue considering ways to strengthen ITU regional presence and address existing gaps to ensure ITU Members’ needs are adequately supported; and task the Council Working Group on Financial and Human Resources (CWG-FHR) with recommending explicit criteria to guide future deliberations on establishing regional/area [or field] offices for the decision at the next Council session.
__________________
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Introduction
Regional presence is an essential part of delivering the benefits of ITU’s activities across the globe, in particular to developing countries. Strengthened regional presence ensures that ITU is fit for purpose, and can continue to provide specialised expertise and assistance to meet the needs of diverse regions. 
The process of strengthening ITU’s regional presence takes place in an increasingly complicated environment. While ongoing reform of the UN Development system and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Agenda shift expected roles and ways of working by UN agencies at a country level, it offers opportunities to improve effectiveness and efficiency. ITU’s current budgetary constraints put additional pressure on the Union and its membership.
Discussion
Australia commends joint efforts to strategically strengthen ITU’s regional presence while ensuring the right mechanisms are in place to achieve the Union’s goals. Collective work and resources invested in a comprehensive independent review by PWC, the internal and external analysis of the PWC review recommendations, agreement on the high-level strategic principles of ITU regional presence, and the steady implementation of the workplan, deserve full acknowledgement and appreciation. Equally valuable is the recent establishment of an ITU Area Office in India to serve specific telecommunications/ICT needs of Member States ‘in the vast and varied geographical stretch of Asia-Pacific region’.
To ensure successful delivery of the strategic goals outlined in the ITU Strategic Plan over the period of 2024-2027 and beyond, the Union should look to address remaining gaps in its regional presence as a priority. It is in Australia’s view the gap in the Pacific sub-region presents as the most pressing example. 
While constituting almost one-third of the Asia-Pacific membership, occupying an area of 30 million square kilometres, and faced with a unique set of challenges, Pacific Member States receive comparatively inefficient and inadequate international support to address their telecommunications/ICT development needs. There is consensus that the ‘one-size-fits-all’ and ‘fly-in, fly-out’ approaches do not effectively support the successful delivery of programs and strategic priorities required by the Member States in the Pacific. Any further delay in meaningful intervention will likely exacerbate existing vulnerabilities and hamper the Pacific Member States’ ability to meet the SDGs. 
Australia is already working closely with the Pacific Member States and other partners to strengthen regional collaboration and engagement, and is funding a feasibility study using our annual voluntary contribution to ITU to identify telecommunications/ICT needs of the Pacific region, existing governance structures and ongoing development assistance provided by ITU and other similar agencies. The study will identify and evaluate potential solutions, including options to strengthen ITU’s presence in the Pacific region, for further consideration.
In this regard, Australia considers that any future deliberations on establishing regional/area [or field] offices, including addressing the existing gap in the Pacific, should be based on a framework of sound objective criteria and detailed evidence. Developing and agreeing explicit criteria to assess the need for ITU regional/area [or field] offices or alternate/innovative solutions for the Union to meet the needs of its membership, accompanied by a regular review process, is a practical first step to be taken by the membership. This will ensure ITU’s regional presence is relevant and effective, as highlighted by PWC and acknowledged by the Council and relevant Council Working Groups.
Proposal 
Determining any criteria to underpin future deliberations on establishing regional/area [or field] offices is a matter for Council[footnoteRef:1]. As such, Australia proposes Council task CWG-FHR with recommending explicit criteria to guide future deliberations on establishing regional/area [or field] offices for the decision at the next Council session in 2024. [1:  See document CWG-FHR 13/2 + Annexes “Report of the Ad Hoc Group of CWG-FHR on ITU regional presence” including Annexes (Chart 4 – Recommendations requiring Council Decisions).] 

The cumulative analysis and initiatives carried out in the past decade (for example, outcomes of the UN Joint Inspection Unit report and PWC review; discussions and subsequent recommendations by CWG-FHR and its ad-hoc group on ITU regional presence; regular reviews of ITU regional and area offices; and the recent experience of establishing an area office in India) provide ample information to commence this work. 
In developing the criteria, potential parameters to consider could include: the size of serviced populations; total covered area; remoteness from ITU Headquarters (or “proximity” as referred to in the PWC Review); accessibility of existing ITU offices (“accessibly”); availability (or lack of) of human and financial resources in existing ITU offices as well as in serviced Member States; the existing ecosystem; and strong leadership support at the national, sub-regional and regional levels. Given the current ITU’s budgetary constraints, cost implications for the Union should also be carefully considered (“feasibility”).
We would welcome a strengthened ITU presence in the Pacific should the set criteria be met, to ensure cohesion across the organisation, and the ability of regional/area offices to respond effectively to the unique circumstances of the Member States they serve.
___________________
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