28 September 2026

Summary of the “The Role of the Secretariats in International Organizations’ Activities” Curated Conversation held on 16 September 2026 on the occasion of the Public Forum at the World Trade Organization

During this curated conversation, 23 experts, including government officials, international civil servants (current and former), and academics, discussed challenges that International Organizations (IOs) face and potential solutions to overcome them. 

1. Finding Balance Between the Membership and the Secretariat 
Participants unanimously agreed that a balance must be found between the authority of members and the autonomy of IO secretariats. They identified the question of autonomy as one of degree, with some expressing satisfaction with the current level of autonomy enjoyed by secretariats, while others supported endowing them with more agency and resources. Emphasizing the importance of secretariat autonomy, some participants discussed examples of initiatives like the WTO Aid-for-trade programme to highlight the invaluable role that secretariats played in supporting the work of members with limited capacities. Some other participants, however, suggested issuance of guidance to secretariats so that IOs remain “member-driven”. Such guidance could take the form of “broad” strategic advice and high-level principles based on members’ expectations and something more “structured” without engaging in “micro-management”, so that ample space is provided for the secretariat to properly operate. 

2. Trusted Partnership Rather Than Client-Service Relationship
While most participants valued the work of secretariats, representatives of small countries, developing and developed alike, highlighted how important secretariats are for them. Some participants offered case studies of their experiences, emphasizing the importance of the technical advice, analytical work, independent expertise, quality research, knowledge transmission, and evidence-based and fact-finding outputs provided by secretariats, as well as their convening, advisory, and brokering roles. In this context, protecting secretariats as reservoirs of institutional memory is crucial. These missions were seen as especially valuable to delegations endowed with limited resources. Other participants, while recognizing that IOs must fulfil their mandates, expressed scepticism vis-à-vis the leeway given to secretariats in advising members or publishing reports and data. 

Participants expressed the importance of building trusted partnerships between the membership and secretariats. They highlighted that the idea of “partner-relation” instead of “client-relation” denotes equal efforts in accomplishing overall objectives in a dynamic environment. However, there was consensus that members need to remain the masters of the IOs they created. It was also highlighted that secretariats at times have to handle inaccurate information, which has a negative impact on their data analysis and management functions. It was mentioned that ensuring data is accurate and representative mostly falls on members, who should cross-check data provided by other members when in doubt, while the secretariat must also be diligent on this issue. 

3. Transparency as a Key Principle
Many participants raised issues related to transparency and trust, acknowledging transparency as the pathway to overcoming mistrust. In particular, reporting was seen as sensitive, since IO members were often faced with the fait accompli of reports already being published. Some participants, while having nothing against the research and reporting activities of secretariats, thought that these activities should be more transparent, citing as an example the necessity of knowing who is working on what or alongside whom within the secretariats, or who requested a given report. The same view was expressed in relation to technical assistance and advisory functions vis-à-vis smaller members, which should be done transparently and openly.

In addition to transparency, some participants also highlighted the following key principles that ought to drive secretariat work: (a) independence, objectivity and impartiality; (b) efficiency—defined as the best use of limited resources with discretion; (c) autonomy coupled with common sense; (d) coherence and consistency; and (e) ultimately acting in “service” of the members. 

4. The Role of Members in Filling Institutional Gaps
A recurring remark related to the importance for members to provide appropriate guidance to secretariats. Participants noted that members do not always share the same priorities. For instance, some participants expressed the view that secretariats should serve as auxiliaries in discussion. Many participants went further, saying that secretariats should facilitate discussions within the membership. They highlighted the unique position of secretariats as “honest brokers”, and neutral intermediaries, enabling members to fulfil their legislative functions. Some even held that secretariats should catalyse discussions and build momentum, while others insisted that secretariats should serve merely as providers of technical support. 

Some participants underlined the asymmetries between members, including power asymmetries and divergent interests, as well as the limitations associated with the principle “one member, one vote”, even when a member financially contributes more than others. A few noted that dealing with interference from some members affects the neutrality of the secretariat. They also underlined that such challenges hinder consensus on common goals, with single-member or bilateral agendas often taking over and obstructing secretariat action. 

It was also highlighted that member-driven organizations require active members, with one participant noting that the idea of “member-driven” IOs remains undefined. Some participants blamed a “weak” membership for leaving too much room for secretariats, which tend to fill institutional “gaps”.

5. The Variety of IOs as a Source of Inspiration
Many participants drew inspiration from IOs that face less criticism from member states. While each organization has its own mandate, governance arrangements, structures, membership composition, and institutional culture, participants identified opportunities for greater exchange of methodologies, institutional experience, and technical expertise. The IOs and organizations located in Geneva, i.e., the Genève internationale, constituted a starting point, but participants also invoked the experience and institutional knowledge of IOs beyond Geneva such as the IMF and the OECD. Some participants also highlighted value in examining the practice of smaller IOs and IOs with unconventional models, e.g., those partnering with donors, civil society, the private sector; and even state coalitions functioning without a permanent secretariat, e.g., the G7 and G20. Some participants highlighted the inclusion of actors other than states in governance processes and the importance of ensuring their voices be heard. 

Some participants highlighted some IO’s practice of establishing programmes of work and budget as reducing member criticism while increasing the secretariat’s accountability. Many participants saw this kind of reference point as something worth trying to overcome institutional deadlocks. However, participants noted that such plans could lead to rigidity and might be harder to adopt in larger IOs.

6. Budget Issues 
Most participants noted that IOs are under financial constraints and underscored the importance of prioritizing functions, resources, and innovative partnerships and synergies with other institutions and actors. There were diverse perspectives depending on whether such budget cuts were temporary or permanent. While noting that secretariats offered a high cash value for members, the operational functions of the secretariat being very “cheap” for the services provided, many participants called for greater efforts to be made, especially in terms of task prioritization and focus. It was also proposed that IOs run different budget scenarios, outlining to members what was possible with different budget allocations. While financial and budgetary transparency was highlighted, a certain measure of budgetary autonomy was also heralded as the key to ensuring the appropriate level of independence, impartiality and trust of IO secretariats.

7. Artificial Intelligence
A few participants highlighted the role that AI could play in relation to IOs. They identified AI and other emerging technologies as important tools for improving the efficiency and accessibility of secretariat functions. Participants put forth examples of ongoing initiatives to establish databases of procedural rules, analytical guides, bases of consensus, formal meeting records, the codifications of institutional practice, and the like, for as many IOs as possible. In turn, this information could feed AI, which member states could then rely on, according to the participants. This technical and procedural information was seen as crucial by member-state delegates, in particular from developing nations but not exclusively. Some participants considered the use of AI to provide such information as a way to ease the workload of secretariat personnel while improving transparency and fair access to knowledge.

8. Dispute Settlement
Dispute settlement was identified as an area subject to particular challenges with crucial concerns of balance, trust, volatility of interpretations, and legitimacy. Some participants said adjudicators or arbitrators often relied heavily on secretariats for assistance because they were undertaking adjudicative tasks on top of other responsibilities. Others highlighted the secretariat’s administrative and supportive role in facilitating resolution processes, noting that legitimacy changed over time through diverse roles of the secretariat. The main pathway to overcome what some perceive as undue reliance on secretariats was the professionalization of adjudicators, arguing that the ultimate means to avoid appearances of conflict of interest is to rely on autonomous adjudicators.

*

This summary was prepared by Ana Balcazar-Moreno, Antoine Comont, André-Philippe Ouellet and Akshaya Venkataraman.  
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