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D i  g i  t  i  z i  n  g f  o r  e i  g n  a i  d 

'Ï ÄÉÇÉÔÁÌȣ 

 
Just after the World Economic Forum, 
businesspersons and others went out in 
the press and encouraged people to go 

digital.  
 

The reason is quite simple, my colleague 
explained: Ɂ6Ìɯare at a crossroads 
between two  types of societies ɬ the old 

traditional  one and the emerging new 
digital  ÚÖÊÐÌÛàȭɂ 

 

Transition  periods are never easy, though, 
he continued. There will  be winners  and 
losers, and ÐÛɀÚ now that we should start 
to determine what  kind  of society we 
want  to see in  the future.  In France, the 

Yellow Vests protest movement might  be 
an example of what  we will  see more of 
in the future.  In the beginning,  it  was just 
protest against the rise in the gasoline 
prices. Now, it has gone further and 
might  even turn  into  a political  party. 
One of the things that they are asking 
for is a different  system of participatory 

democracy. The French president has 
launched a ɁÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯËÐÈÓÖÎÜÌɂȮɯand 
although most people do not expect 
much outcome, it  might  turn  out to be 
better than most people expect. 

In Norway, the Norwegian  government 
just appointed the first minister in 
charge of digital issues. Erna Solberg, 

the Norwegian Prime Minister,  said 
recently that Norway  has to prepare 
for  the digital  revolution.  She therefore 
appointed Nicolai Astrup, who  was 
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the Minister  of Development, to this 

important position. Mr Astrup also 
sits on the United  Nations High -Level 
Segment for Digital Cooperation 
established by United Nations 
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres 

last year. The Panel is reflecting  on both 
the risks and the incredible  benefits of 
digital  transformation.  It goes without 
saying that new thinking  and innovative 
ideas are needed to harness the benefits 
and manage the risks of this digital  age. 
Norwegian  banks will  start to employ 
robots to give people advice on how 

and where to save money based upon 
their  spending history.  So, apparently, 
2019 will  be the year! 

A recent study  published  in the United 
States by the Brookings Institution 

showed that robots and artificial 
intelligence will replace as many as one 
quarter of the US working  population 
in the years to come. Robots ÈÙÌÕɀÛɯ
replacing everyone, but a quarter of 
U.S. job situations severely disrupted 
as artificial intelligence accelerates 
the automation of existing work is 

significant. The report further says 
roughly  36 million  Americans hold  jobs 
ÞÐÛÏɯɁÏÐÎÏɯÌß×ÖÚÜÙÌɂɯÛÖɯÈÜÛÖÔÈÛÐÖÕɯɭ 
meaning at least 70 percent of their tasks 
could soon be performed  by machines 
using current technology. Those jobs 
that remain largely unscathed by 

this evolution will be those requiring 
not just advanced education but also 
interpersonal skills and emotional 
intelligence and maturity.  
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However banal the question  may 
sound, it  is imperative  that we ask it  and 
try  to answer it:  where are we heading 

after all? Nobody  really  knows, but let 
us orient  ourselves by quoting  Martin 
Luther King: Ɂ'ÜÔÈÕɯprogress is 
neither automatic  nor inevitable... Every 
step toward  the goal of justice requires 
sacrifice, suffering, and struggle; 
the tireless exertions and passionate 
concern of dedicated ÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚȭɂ 

It  is not enough to look ahead to, and 
brace for, technological developments. In 
thinking about how we shall participate 
in the making of this new emerging 

type of society, we must demand that 
justice be an integral  component of it. 
Technological transition is not enough 
ɬ there is ample evidence of that already 
in ÛÖËÈàɀÚɯworld. We must bend our 
efforts to use this momentous transition 
to bring  about the just world  that Martin 
Luther  King  fought  and died for. 

MARIT 
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It  is not every day that one has the chance to meet a person 

like the Norwegian  Minister  of International  Development, 
Nicolai  Astrup.  He belongs to one of the traditional  shipping 
families in Norway;  he is young, but retains the pioneering, 
forward -looking and innovative outlook of his  ancestors. 
. The Norwegian Prime Minister, Erna Solberg picked the 
right  man for  this important  position,  because the Minister 
is a person who wishes to help as many as possible, with  the 

means he has on his development  budget. 

We had a chance to meet him in Geneva, where he participated 
in the United Nations Secretary-&ÌÕÌÙÈÓɀÚɯHigh -level Panel 
on Digital  Cooperation. Despite his young age, he is one of 

20 members appointed by Antonio  Guterres, appointed in his 
personal capacity, representing a cross-section of expertise from 
government, industry,  civil  society, academia and the technical 
community.  Ms. Melinda  Gates, Co-Chair of the Bill  & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, and Mr.  Jack Ma, Executive Chairman of 
Alibaba Group were appointed by the UN Secretary-General as 
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Co-Chairs of the Panel. The Secretary-General asked the Panel 
to contribute to the broader public debate on the importance 

of cooperative and interdisciplinary  approaches to ensure a safe 
and inclusive digital  future  for all  taking into account relevant 
human rights norms. The panel is expected to identify  policy, 
research and information  gaps and make proposals to strengthen 
international  cooperation in the digital  space. 

We have also financed an application  called EFAU for  Syria, 
which is designed for Syrian children who live in refugee 

camps and who do not have access to ordinary  schooling as 
they should have had under  normal  conditions.  

 

Another  application  we have financed is the MPESA Platform,  
which  is a mobile phone banking service being used by more 

than 30 million Kenyans. This  gives 
Q: You seem to be the youngest 

member of the Erna Solberg 

Government? 

3ÏÈÛɀÚ not the case. I think  (ɀÔ 7 years 
older than the youngest Minister. 
Historically there are others  who 

have been far younger than me 
holding a  ministerial  position.  
I think the youngest one in the 
government  is 33 years old. 

Q: You are one of 20 members of the 

UN Secretary-'ÅÎÅÒÁÌȭÓ High-Level 

Panel, appointed in your personal 

capacity. What  are the prospects for 

global digital  cooperation? 

When I took up this (ministerial)  

Ɂ6Ì hope that the fund will 

contribute to private and public 

investments, in particular in 

waste management systems. 

Many countries do not have 

proper waste management 

systems and the result is that 

the pollution goes directly 

ÐÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÖÊÌÈÕȭɂ 

persons who have never had a bank 

account or a credit  card to be part 
of the modern economy, both in 
terms of savings and investments. 

 

We are progressing quickly. 
Telenor (the Norwegian Tele- 
communications Company) told 
me that on broadband coverage in 
Myanmar,  they have achieved in 
5 years what  it  took them 20 years 

to develop in Norway.  (ÛɀÚ all  about 
how  fast we can realize the potential 
hidden  here. These are the inputs  I 
have put  forward  in this panel, and 
ÐÛɀÚ called Digital  Public Goods. 

post, it  struck me that there is a huge potential  in using digital 
tools, and that these would  enable us to get better results out of 

our traditional  development aid projects. In addition,  it  would 
enable countries to progress quicker on the development path 
than we did.  

 

We havemanyindividual, outstandingexamplesoftechnologies 
and innovations  that have contributed  to excellent results but 

Q: What do you mean by digital public goods?  

3ÏÈÛɀÚɯtechnologies based upon open source, unlicensed 
technology that anybody  can use and develop further.  They 

are free, easily accessible for  everybody  ɬ in other words,  a 
common good. 
A good example is a health information system with 
corresponding  software, developed by the University  of Oslo. 
The system is now being used in more than 100 countries, 

 

 
Prime Minister Erna Solberg, Minister of Foreign Affairs Ine Eriksen Søreide and Minister of Development Nikolai Astrup. 
UN General Assembly September 2018 

we were lacking a strategic approach for  the use of digital  tools. 
Therefore, we elaborated a digital  strategy for  our development 

aid policy,  which  we launched last August.  Now  we are working 
on the elaboration of a report to the Norwegian parliament 
about digitalization  in  our development  aid policy.  I have spent 
a tremendous amount of time on this issue last year. So, the 
invitation  to participate  in this panel came in time and fits  in 
well  with  the key issue ɬ on how to modernize the development 
aid policy.  

In our traditional development aid programmes, we  have 

noticed that in those cases where we have used digital  tools 
the outcome is better, and this has given us the possibility  to 

reach out to a larger number of beneficiaries than in the past. 
I will  give you a concrete example: Last year, I visited  Malawi, 
and a project that has benefited from  Norwegian  financial 
assistance. 30,000 first  and second grade pupils  in school use 
digital  learning  material  somewhere between 30 minutes to 
one hour  a week, which  we would  say is close to nothing. 
Nevertheless, the result  is amazing. 100 per cent improvement 

in literacy rates, and 60 per cent increase in mathematics in 
comparison with  those who do not participate  in the project. 
The parents of these pupils  have access to these tools in the 
afternoons and evenings, and they learn to read and write.  So, 
this is a project that has a double utility.  

reaching out to 2.3 billion people.  
 

Funnily  enough, one of the countries not using it  is Norway, 
but it  is being used all  over the world.  (ÛɀÚ a system that gives 
information  about health to the authorities,  and gives them 
the opportunity  to improve  health services. India  has built 
an ICT system for  their  population  of 1.2 billion.  It is based 
upon open source technology that everybody  can use. For 
developing  countries, this is something very  positive.  In many 
cases, they do not have the capacity or resources to develop 

their  own system, but here they can take something already 
existing and adopt it  to their  local needs. This is happening 
in India,  where with  the assistance of the World  Bank, they 
will  export their  system to Morocco. And  this is only  the 
beginning, and can turn into something like our  health 
service system. So, you see there, is a tremendous potential 
out there. What we are now trying  to do is to bring  together 
both private  companies and non-governmental  actors to set 

up an accessible software platform. To arrive at this  stage, 
we have in addition  challenged UNICEF Venture, to set up 
a prototype  of a digital  public  goods platform.  If  we succeed 
in this venture, I think  this can really  make a difference at 
the global level. We hope that the Panel will  also consider 
it  as their  priority  because the UN  system by and large is a 
platform  for  independence. China, the U.S. and India  have 

their  own  approaches on how  the digital  future  will  be, so this 
can be a common denominator  platform,  which  will  have a 

tremendous potential.  
 

So, it is indeed very exciting to be present here and to 
participate  in this development.  I also think  that the time has 
come to reflect upon how we can use each Norwegian  Krone 
to get the most out of it,  and that we can reach out to many 
more people. 

 

A lot  of exciting things are taking  place. Let me just mention 

a new alliance between FAO, UNICEF, the World Food 
Programme, the United Nations, Microsoft, Amazon and 
Google using Big Data to predict  famine, so that we will 
be able to come up with  resources before disaster strikes, 
thereby save many human beings from  a tragic death, and 
not the least reduce the cost at a time when international 
humanitarian  funds do not cover the needs. 

 

Q; All this is indeed very impressive.  

Well there is a perspective, and there is a new approach to 
how we work,  both in terms of development  and finances. 

The /ÈÕÌÓɀÚɯwork covers global interests, whereas I would 
say that this might  have the biggest impact for  the poorest 
nations. 

Q: What other work do you do in the field of Norwegian  
development aid?  

One of the biggest challenges that we are facing is marine 
pollution and marine debris. Every year, 8 million tonnes 
of plastic waste go into  the ocean. At  the end of the day, 

something has to be done before ÐÛɀÚɯtoo late. We need 
clean oceans if  we are going to be able to feed our future 
generations. We have therefore launched a new development 
project to clean the ocean. We will use 1.6 billon NOK 
(1 USD = 8.5 NOK)  over a 4-year period.  When we were 
looking  for  an organization  to carry out this project, we 
did  not find  any so we took the initiative  to set up a new 
fund  under  the auspices of the World  Bank ɬ the ProfBlue. 

Within  6 months we managed to set up the fund  and get 
pledges of 1 billion NOK. We hope that the fund will 
contribute  to private  and public  investments, in particular 
in waste management systems. Many  countries do not have 
proper  waste management systems and the result is that the 
pollution  goes directly  into  the ocean. So that is another 
issue that we are working  on. Of course, we do collaborate 

with  the big polluting  countries, and we will  also establish 
collaboration  with  Africa.  They do not pollute  much today but 
with  some of the rapid  economic development  taking  place 
on the African  continent, which  is an excellent thing,  they 
might  be faced with  the same problems as in India  today. Ɉ 
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Interview between Marit Fosse & 

Rolph Payet  
Executive secretary of the Basel, Rotterdam, and Stockholm conventions 

the BRS Secretariat with the greatest platform to advance 
the decisions of the parties to those conventions. And  with 
187, 161, and 182 parties to the three conventions ɬ Basel, 

Rotterdam and Stockholm - respectively, the coverage really 
is global in its  extent. 

 

So, the journey from  my island to Geneva is to meet the world, 

and for  us to see how we can reverse global pollution  and its 
impacts on human health and our one and only  planet. 

 

MF: Very interesting indeed. The inter -connectivity of 

ecosystems. And we as part of the ecosystems are also 

therefore connected, for better or for worse. Tell us about 

the situation  regarding  chemicals and waste: what  does this 

slogan Ȱ-ÁËÉÎÇ the Invisible,  6ÉÓÉÂÌÅȱ actually  represent? 

RP: Making  the invisible,  visible is how we bring  the issue of 
chemicals and wastes to the doorstep and home of each and 
every consumer without  the need for a degree in chemistry or 
otherwise. Under the present scenario not many consumers 
know  that only  9% of their  electronic wastes are actually 
recycled, and that millions  of tonnes of those end up in parts of 
Africa  where children  break them up and are thus exposed to 

toxic chemicals. The modern consumer raids the supermarket 
and the high  streets every day, removes plastic packaging, and 
throws it away. Cumulatively, such unnecessary packaging 
becomes millions  of tonnes! Who takes a moment to think 
about what  happens to those wastes? We live in societies in 
artificially -created bubbles where we are not ɬ currently  - 
accountable for our footprint  on the planet. It is one thing  to 

and positively, the alternatives ɬ to toxic chemicals. Some 
years ago, we developed the Ɂ!ÖËà Burden ,ÈÕɂ diagram to 
illustrate the multiple pathways of hazardous chemicals into 

our body. Research has also clearly showed that pregnant 
and nursing  mothers, children,  and the elderly  are most 
vulnerable. 

 

MF: These are very important, yet quite disturbing 

conclusions. Thanks for  sharing  that.  Why is it  so key that 

people should be aware  of the hazards  from  chemicals and 

waste, other  than  because they have the right  to know? 

RP: I see it  from  two  important  angles. First, informed  people 
can make better decisions as to their  purchasing and disposal 
habits, and second, they can then play  an important  role in 

ensuring the government, private  sector do what  is necessary 
to ensure that measures to recycle wastes, for  example, are 
properly  undertaken. And  in a safe manner, of course, and 
not illegally  dumped  in a remote country.  

Indeed many studies have confirmed that implementation  of 
our conventions and national laws, especially  environmental 

laws, at national  and local levels is improved  when citizens 
are well-armed with information. Tackling the challenges 
of chemicals and waste requires partnership between the 
international community, individual governments, the 
private  sector and the general public,  so the better-informed 
people are, the better the implementation.  

And in fact, so many solutions are actually already there!  

The Basel, Rotterdam and Stockholm conventions aim to protect 

human health and then environment from hazardous chemicals 
and waste, are legally-binding,  almost universal  in their  global 
geographicalcoverage, andareadministeredby  UNEnvironment 
in Geneva. I recently caught up with  the ÊÖÕÝÌÕÛÐÖÕÚɀ Executive 
Secretary, Rolph Payet, to find  out more. 

Marit Fosse (MF): 

Dr. Payet, thank you and let us begin. You are a former 

Minister  of Environment  and Energy for  the Seychelles. 

Please tell  us, how has your  island  upbringing  shaped you in 

your  professional  career, and how did that  career lead you 

to the United Nations, and to Geneva? 

I am born and raised in  the Seychelles, a group  of islands 
more than a thousand miles from  any landmass. This feeling 
of isolation,  in environmental  terms, indeed came to an end 

when tonnes of wastes were continuously  washed up on some 

of our inhabited  islands, chemicals like DDT found  in Indian 
Ocean whales and the wonderful  red sunsets during  certain 
times of the year which  presumably  arise from  air pollution 
on the continents. Islands are not alone anymore, through 
our  industrialisation  and consumption  we have spread wastes 
and chemicals to all  the remote corners of the planet. So you 
can say, this is what  prompted  me to come to Geneva. 

Geneva, this year celebrates 100 years of multilateralism, 
and with  reason, as the city  hosts hundreds of organisations 
and many conventions leading to a positive impact on 
our planet. The hub for chemicals and wastes multilateral 

issues reside here in Geneva, and together with the World 
Health  Organisation, The World  Trade Organisation and the 
International  Labour organisation, among others, provides  

pay for  an environmental  levy  on a product  and feel exonerated 
of our environmental responsibilities, and another to see it 

turn  up in the backyard of someone less fortunate, doing  them 
harm, or eventually  into  our food systems, doing  harm to us. 

 

Because chemicals are everywhere, in the air we breathe, the 
food we eat, the water we drink.  In the furniture  we sit on, in 
the mobile telephone we communicate with,  in the cooking 
equipment  we prepare our food with,  the clothes we wear. 
They are in the heavily  industrialised  regions of the world, 
and on the highest, most remote, seemingly pristine  alpine 

mountains.  They are in our  mega-cities, and also in our polar 
regions. So, we have the responsibility  to make them visible!  

We need to be more transparent to our  consumers with  regards 
to hazards they are being exposed to - and most importantly  

Ecological agriculture to produce food without harmful  
pesticides; organic cotton for  our clothing  and bedding; 

mosquito  nets to prevent  malaria whilst  avoiding  the spraying 
of harmful  chemicals such as DDT; innovative  solutions to 
waste management; the advent of circular  economy, life -cycle 
approaches to product  design, use and recycling; lead-free 

paint;  the list  is endless. We need to embrace and promote 
these solutions. 

 

MF: Take marine  plastic  litter.  What  is happening  with  the 

recent groundswell  of public  awareness on that? 

RP: A great example indeed! It is in some ways many decades 
too late, but now we have the attention  of the public,  ÓÌÛɀÚɯ
do something about it!  Governments have recognised and 
responded to this heightened sensitivity  around  this issue, be 
it  the large number of countries which  have introduced  and 
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are now enforcing bans on single- 

use plastic bags, such as Kenya, or 
be it the many countries which 
are collectively throwing  human 
and financial resources into 
international processes aiming 
at tackling this global problem 
in a coordinated and connected 
manner. But there is more that can 

be done, and I am confident  more 
would be done. The observation 
of plastic particles in our food 
should not be taken lightly.  

 

MF: Can you say more? 

RP: Of course. For example, 

Norway, a country you  feature 
elsewhere in this magazine, 
has been quite instrumental in 
providinginternationalleadership, 
and also financial resources,  

to help engage governments 
and stimulate UN efforts to pull together state -of-the-art 
information,  analysis of policy  gaps, and the discussion of 
potential governance options, for tackling marine plastic 
pollution,  including  through  the Basel Convention.  In fact, 
a growing  group  of countries, both in the developed and 
developing  world,  are calling  for  clear and tangible action on 

the issue of plastics. It is one area, they declare, that we have 
had enough talk  ɬ we now  need impactful  action ɬ and I agree 
with  them. For this reason, I am very excited that the meeting 
of the Conference of the Parties to the Basel Convention  will 
be considering a range of concrete actions to address this 
issue, including  a proposal for  more comprehensive coverage 
of the plastic wastes moved across borders. 

MF: What meeting is that?? 

RP: Every two  years the parties (governments) come together 

to take decisions on the sound management of chemicals and 
waste, within  the legal framework  of the three international 
conventions ɬ the Basel, Rotterdam and Stockholm 
conventions. Those decisions should then be given effect in 
those countries that are parties to those conventions. This 
year, our Triple  Conference of the Parties (or COPs) will 
run  from  29 April  to 10 May under  the banner of Ɂ"ÓÌÈÕɯ

Planet Healthy  /ÌÖ×ÓÌɂ and we hope that it  will  send a strong 
message that we indeed need to clean up our planet for  the 
sake of the health of all. 

Our  message is that even if  wastes are being dumped  far 

away from where we got rid of them, in remote  locations, 
there is clear scientific evidence that their  hazards come 
back through  our air, food and water. If  there is one thing 
on our planet that we cannot hide ɬ it  is our waste. Sooner 
or later it  will  be washed up on our coasts, turn  up in our 

food, in the air we breathe. I challenge anyone to bring  me a 
glass of naturally  collected water which  does not contain any 
manmade chemical or microplastic!  

MF: The COPs sound interesting. 

What else apart from marine 

plastic waste is on the agenda? 

RP: Both the Rotterdam and 
Stockholm conventions will  also 
work on the possible listing of 
more chemicals either for  further 
controls or outright restriction. 
This is done through a robust 
scientific review process. They 
will  be deciding  upon chemicals 
found  in fire extinguishers, non- 
stick cookware, and other it ems 
we use at home ɬ for example 
in stain-resistant textiles such as 
carpets - and which have been 
found  to be linked  to major health 
issues such as kidney cancer, 
testicular cancer, thyroid disease, 
pregnancy-inducedhypertension, 
and high  cholesterol. 

 

MF: Non-stick pans? What can people do then, at the 

individual level, to protect themselves and their families 

ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȰÉÎÖÉÓÉÂÌÅ ÈÁÚÁÒÄÓȱȩ 

RP: Well, once aware, people can do a host of things which 
will  lower  their  own exposure, and at the same time benefit 
the environment.  Some of these actions might  even save them 
money! Changing habits is the first step. Choose cooking 
pans with  safer coatings, for  example. Cutting  down  on waste 
is a no brainer! 

Especially avoiding single -use plastics and by reusing or 
recycling as much as one can. In some circles some consumers 
have adopted the slogan - If  it  ÊÈÕɀÛ be reused or recycled, 
refuse it!  

At  our COPs we will  also be encouraging all delegates to 

walk  the walk.  For many years now, our meetings have been 
paperless, we have also made them carbon-neutral,  and since 
last year we have increased our  efforts in  reducing  wastes and 
eliminating  the use of single-use plastic materials. This year, 
we will  be asking the delegates to BYOBottle: Bring Your 
Own  Bottle ɬ as there will  indeed be no plastic water bottles 
available or sold. 

 

MF: Wonderful! Dr Payet, thank you for explaining all 

about chemicals and waste, good luck with those important 

decisions at the COPs, and we look forward to hearing 

positive  outcomes for  human  health  and environment  very 

soon. 

RP: Thank you Marit, it has been a pleasure. I urge 
anyone interested in finding out more, including our 
colleagues from  the media, to consult our websites at www.  

brsmeas.org or to follow  us on Twitter  @brsmeas Ɉ 
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Behind the patina of diplomatic politeness, he is  pleasant, 
even friendly, the Norwegian ambassador in Geneva, Mr 
Hans Brattskar, who,  despite a long list  of achievements, also 

comes across as modest. We did  not know  much about him 
when we first  met, but digging  into  different  sources, we 
found  out that Mr  Ambassador was trained  as an economist 
with  a PhD in political  science before entering the Norwegian 
Ministry  of Foreign Affairs  in  the early 1980s. 
Commensurate with his long list of achievements, 
Ambassador Brattskar has had an impressive career. Let us 
briefly  mention  that that he has been Embassy Secretary 

of the embassies in Washington, D.C., and Kuala Lumpur; 
head of the Secretariat for the Minister of International 
Development  in the Ministry  before going back to the 
U.S. as Ministerial Counsellor at 

Delegation there. At  the time, I was State Secretary in the 
Ministry  of Foreign Affairs,  and this year I am the President 
of the Mine  Ban Convention,  so, (ɀÓÓ be leading the review 

conference in Oslo, from  25 to 29 November. In addition 
to reviewing  the last five àÌÈÙÚɀ achievements, ÞÌɀÓÓ develop 
what ÞÌɀÓÓɯcall the Oslo Action Plan, which looks at  the 
priorities  for  the next five  years. This activity  will  take up 
almost the whole year. 

 

Q: You have now just  finished  a mine conference here in 

Geneva. Were you happy with  the outcome? 

Very much so, although  it  was not part  of the Mine  Ban 
Convention; it was the United Nations Mine Action 

Conference. I participated  in parts of this conference. On 
Friday,  8  February,  I  chaired a 

the Norwegian United Nations 

delegation in New York. Later, he 
was -ÖÙÞÈàɀÚɯambassador to Sri 
Lanka. Back in Oslo, Ambassador 

Brattskar became the Foreign Affairs 
,ÐÕÐÚÛÙàɀÚ special adviser for peace- 
building  operations, and then head 
of the ÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯclimate and 
forest project. He was appointed 
-ÖÙÞÈàɀÚ ambassador to Kenya and 
-ÖÙÞÈàɀÚɯrepresentative to United  

Ɂ,ÐÕÌɯÊÓÌÈÙÈÕÊÌɯÐÚɯÐÕ 

many places a requirement 

for development. 

Mine clearance come first, 

and opens up land again 

for productive ÜÚÌȭɂ 

meeting on what  we can do better 

to protect children.  The last official 
figures we have are from  2017, and 
they clearly show 2450 causalities 

ɬ children  either killed  or injured 
by landmines. We brought together 
persons from  different  parts of the 
world  working  on this issue, both 
from the UN and representatives 
from the field. We have to teach 
children  in school what  they have 

Nations organizations in Nairobi. Under the Erna Solberg 
government, from  2013 to 2015, he was State Secretary for 
Development  Assistance for  Foreign Minister  Børge Brende 
(who was appointed President of the World Economic 
Forum in 2017), and finally,  he arrived  here in Geneva. So, 
now let us leave the floor  to Ambassador !ÙÈÛÛÚÒÈÙȱ 

Q: Mr Ambassador, what could you tell us about your 

background  beyond the list  of diplomatic  and government 

posts ÙÏÕȭÖÅ held? 

I have been in the Norwegian  Foreign Service since 1984, 
so that is quite a few years now ɬ 35 years this summer. I 
studied many years in the U.S., first  a degree in economics 
and later international relations. While I was finishing 

my PhD in international relations at Claremont Graduate 
University  in California  I taught  economics for  a year at a 
college in Norway.  Then I got into  the Ministry  of Foreign 
Affairs  in 1984 and have been there since, except two  leaves 
of absence. I have been here in Geneva for  two  years and six 
months. In the ministry  of foreign  affairs, we have four -year 
terms, so, I have a year and a half  to go. 

Q: 2019 is an important  year for  Norway  here in  Geneva. 

Could you tell us about it? 

Well, every year is important.  But, this year, we have again, 
for  the third  time, taken on the presidency of the Mine  Ban 
Convention.  The official  title  is the Anti -Personnel Mine  Ban 
Convention.  It was adopted in Norway  in 1997 and signed 
in Canada later the same year. This year, we have something 
called the review  conference, to assess what  has been done 

over the last five  years. The last review  conference was in 
Maputo,  Mozambique,  in 2014, and I headed the Norwegian  

to be careful about in terms of mine awareness. About  80 % 
of all mine victims  are boys and men, so this we also take 
into  account and tailor  education to the different  needs that 
boys and girls have. 
It  was very interesting  and a good opportunity  to exchange 
experiences and lessons learned. It was also very well 
attended. 

Q: In one of the side-events, it was said that one dollar 

spent on de-mining gives a return of five dollars to  the 

community.  

Yes, ÐÛɀÚ very important,  and, with  that in mind,  last year 
Norway  created a new humanitarian  development  strategy 
under  our foreign  minister,  Ms Ine Marie Eriksen Søreide. 
The key words there are protection and prevention.  What 
can be done so that we do not need to spend huge amounts 
of money, over and over again, when disaster strikes? It  is 

very important  that we focus more on prevention.  
Mine clearance is in many places a requirement for 
development. Mine clearance come first, and opens up 
land again for  productive  use. This then enables people 
to invest in education, health, infrastructure,  education, 
job opportunities in the areas that are opening again. 
It is something that must be done so that sustainable 
development can take place and thereby achieve the 

millennium  development  goals. The ambition  is that, in 
2025, we should have a mine-free world.  

Q: Is that not very ambitious, when you know that the 

cheapest form  of warfare  is to lay mines? 

(ÛɀÚ indeed very ambitious, and we will  still  have challenges 
in 2025. But I think  ÐÛɀÚ crucial to stress that the Mine Ban 

 
Convention  has been a huge success! Around  52 million  anti- 
personnel landmines have been cleared around the world 
in the last 20 years! Mauritania  was the last country  to be 

declared mine-free, recently, and it  is no longer acceptable to 
produce, buy and sell landmines. Having  said that, I should 
also say that we have an increasing problem with  what  we call 
improvised  landmines, which  are made by non-state actors. 
That, for instance, is a huge problem in Syria. It  is important 
to stress that the Mine Ban Convention  State Parties must 
tackle the huge challenge of improvised  mines. 

So, I would  say that at a time when international  cooperation 
is facing many challenges, ÐÛɀÚ important  to look at where 
we have had significant  success. The Mine  Ban Convention 
and its sister convention, the Cluster Munition  Convention, 
are examples of positive  practical and concrete results of 
collaboration.  

Q: Going to another  issue: I see a poster  behind you where 

ÉÔȭÓ written  Ȱ.ÏÒ×ÁÙ for  the Security #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȱȢ Do you have 

a special assignment  in  this  regard? 

It is a vital  task for  all  of us in the Norwegian  Foreign Service. 
Norway  has been a reliable and consistent partner  since the 
United  Nations was founded  in 1945, and we continue to 
be a loyal  and active member of the global community.  If 

you look at net contributions,  Norway  is the seventh largest 
contributor  to the UN  system. 3ÏÈÛɀÚ quite significant  for 
a small country  such as ours. We provide  one percent of 
our gross national income to development assistance. I 
think  that Norway  together with  Denmark, Sweden and 
Luxembourg  are the countries giving  1% of our national  

 
income to development assistance. We have had 40,000 
persons participating in peace keeping operations since their 
beginning.  We are very active in environmental  and climate 

issues as well  as peace building  and peace negotiations. As a 
strong supporter  of the multilateral  system, it  is natural  for 
Norway  to once in a while  be a member of the UN  Security 
Council,  as part  of our strong international  engagement 
We have not been a member of the Council  since 2001 and 
2002 ɬ almost 20 years. We would  like  to make ourselves 
available because we think  that we can have an important 

voice in the Security Council.  
Last time we were in the Security Council,  I was based in 
New  York and was the Security Council  coordinator,  so, I 
was very much involved  last time, and I hope to see Norway 
back in the Security Council  in two  àÌÈÙÚɀ time 

Q: So, how was that? 

It  was a very interesting  experience in every way. We saw 

close up the importance, and the positive  achievements that 
the international  community  can do if  we work  together. It 
was, also of course, a very busy time. We had a very good 
team, and I know  that we will  have a good team this time, 

as well.  

 

Q: You said earlier  that  we are the seventh largest  contributor 

to the United Nations System. Do we benefit  from  it,  or  could 

it be better? 

Obviously  everything  can always be better. I would  say 
that we benefit greatly from  being a member of the United 
Nations. We have benefited from  international  collaboration  
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in general. If  you look at Norway,  we have an ocean that is 
seven times larger than the land mass of our country.  Without 
the laws of the sea and other regulations of the use of ocean 
areas, Norway  would  not have the same opportunities  that 
we have today. We have benefited from  ocean resources and 
will  continue to do so. This is also one reason Norway  is 
now working  with  others to reduce marine litter  and micro 
plastics. Having  rules and regulations  benefits all  states, large 
and small. Being a smaller state, we benefit greatly  from 
rules and regulations, international  

our voices are definitely heard, and we see a clear interest 
by these organizations in Norwegian  policies and priorities. 

I mentioned the new humanitarian strategy that came  out 
last year, and that is one that has generated a lot  of interest 
here in Geneva. 

 

Q: While  I was listening  to all  the things  you do, I wonder  if 

you ever have time to rest. 

(ÛɀÚ very seldom there are meetings during  the weekends here. 
When Norway  was in the Security 

T h  e B a n  g l  a d e s h  s u c c e s s s t o r  y  

laws and active cooperation 
whether it is humanitarian issues, 

human rights, trade or economic 
co-operation. So, my answer would 
be, we would  not have the living 
standards that we have today if  it 
was not for rule -based international 
cooperation. Since we benefit 
greatly from  having  this system, we 

will  continue to work  with  others 
so they can also benefit further  by 

ɁȭȭȭÞÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÏÈÝÌ 
the living standards that 

we have today if it  was 

not for rule-based 

international 

cooperation. ɂ 

Council  there were meetings on the 
weekends too, but luckily  here in 

Geneva, that is not the case. There 
are exceptions to that of course, 
and I must say it  is a very pleasant 
place to work  and to live.  The work 
is very meaningful and Switzerland 
is a wonderful  host country,  

 

Q: Among all the international 

organizations is there one in  

Norway investing in for instance education and in health 
around the world,  and working  to create job opportunities. 
Climate cooperation is another example of the need for 
cooperation. So, yes, we do benefit from  many aspects of 
international  cooperation, and that is why, when you look 
at opinion  polls, you see that, when Norwegians  are asked 

about our engagement in the UN,  there is strong support 
from  the general public.  In addition,  people in Norway  have 
a great deal of faith  in the United  Nations. 
All  this does not mean that we should not have a critical 
voice if  we see something that we are not happy with,  but 
the overall  question is whether  we benefit from  multilateral 
cooperation, and the answer is clearly yes! 

particular that is close to your heart?  

I have colleagues at the Mission who  are specialists in the 

different  thematic areas, whereas I am lucky  enough to be 
involved  in all aspects of the work  at different  times of the 
year. We move from issue to another, and one big event 
this year that I may highlight  is the celebration of the (+.ɀÚɯ
Centenary. It will  attract Heads of State and representatives 
from  all over the world  and is something we are all very 

much looking forward  to. 
 

Q: You mentioned  the 100th  anniversary  of the ILO. Does 

this mean something in  particular?  

Yes, on the theme for  the celebration is the future  of work. 
ILO has already made a report  on this issue, which  will  be 

 

 
Interview with His Excellency Mr.  

M. Shameem Ahsan  
Ambassador of Bangladesh 

Q: The UN family consists of many specialized agencies 

ɀ WHO, 5.(#2ȣ How do you see .ÏÒ×ÁÙȭÓ role  in  these 

organizations?  

We have a very strong voice in these organizations. 
Norwegian politicians make frequent visits to Geneva to 
follow -up on the work of international organisations and 
to promote Norwegian  policy.  I think  this is the interesting 

thing  about Geneva: the work  here is so varied and there 
are so many things happening. Geneva is really  the ÞÖÙÓËɀÚɯ
meeting place, and it  all  goes back to the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent movement in the 19th century. 
We have a steady stream of delegates from  Norway  visiting 
Genevatoparticipatealsointhemoretechnicalorganisations, 
such as the World  Meteorological  Organization,  the ITU 
and 6(/.ȱ All  these and others are very important  for 

what  I said earlier about rules and regulations and practical 
collaboration.  
Then we have the UNHCR,  as you said, OCHA,  the IOM 
and the Office for the High Commissioner of Human 
Rights ɬ Norway  is one of the largest donors to these and 
other organisations. The WHO,  UNAIDS,  GAVI  and the 
Global Fund are followed with great interest for all  the 

normative  work  being done in the medical field.  So, yes, 

much discussed this year. That is of interest to us all since 
our world  is changing owing  to international  trade but also 
to technology. How  do we meet these challenges, what  will 
happen to the traditional  jobs? Of course, we do not have 
answers to all these questions yet, but again it  is another 

example of an area in which  we need to collaborate and 
exchange experiences. 

Q: Finally  if  you have a message for  our  readers, what  would 

that be? 

We are at a time when things are moving very quickly, 
and the international architecture that came out of the 
two  world  wars is under  more pressure than before. My 
message to everybody  would  be that we need to stand up 

and defend a system that has benefited us in so many ways. 
I explained earlier why it has benefited Norway so much, 
but it  has benefited all  countries, big and small. If  we want 
to continue to move forward  we need to preserve what  has 
been established by previous  generations. We need to move 
forward  in cooperation, not in confrontation!  

PHOTos AND  TEXT MF 

You have a long diplomatic  career  of more than  thirty  years. 

Could you tell  us a bit  about  the major  highlights  of your 

career? 

After graduating with Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor 
of Surgery, I joined the Bangladesh Foreign Service in 1986. 

This 32-year long career took me to diplomatic  posts in New 
Delhi,  Geneva, Kuala Lumpur  and New  York. Ambassadorial 
assignment is considered the pinnacle of ÖÕÌɀÚɯdiplomatic 
career. My first assignment as Ambassador started in 2005 
in Iran. Next, I served as Bangladesh High Commissioner 
to Brunei Darussalam and Ambassador to Brazil  before 
coming to Geneva as the Permanent Representative to 
UNOG.  I am also assigned as Permanent Representative to 

the World Trade Organization and Bangladesh Ambassador 
to Switzerland  with  concurrent accreditation to the Holy  See. 
Over the last four  years in Geneva, I was a Member of the 
Bureau of PrepCom of the 3rd World  UN  Conference for 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Vice President of the Bureau of 
the Conference at Sendai, Member of the Troika  of Global 
Forum on Migration  and Development  (GFMD) representing 
Bangladesh, Coordinator of LDCs Consultative Group at 

the WTO, President of the 9th Conference of Convention  

on Certain Conventional  Weapons - Protocol V and global 
Coordinator  of LDCs in the UN  System. I have also been 
serving as a member of the ACWL  (Advisory  Centre on 
WTO Law) Management Board and Alternate Member of 
the Governing Board of the Global Community Engagement 

and Resilience Fund (GCERF) here in Geneva. Obviously,  the 
experiences are varied,  interesting  and profoundly  enriching, 
to say the least. 

 

As you said, many years back you first  served in Geneva as 

a young Bangladeshi  diplomat.  What  are the changes that 

you can see now in  multilateral  diplomacy  in Geneva in 

comparison to your previous  tenure? 

In 1994, I joined our Mission in Geneva as First Secretary 
and after a little  over 2 years left  as a Counsellor in  1996. In 

more than 20 years since then, the world  has gone through 
unprecedented transformation.  To many, it  is now a fast- 
changing, complex, hyper-connected and uncertain world. 
The nature of ȿ×ÖÞÌÙ ÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚɀ in  the global ȿÉÈÓÈÕÊÌ of ×ÖÞÌÙɀɯ
has been shifting  from  a bipolar  to unipolar  to a multipolar 
world.  Indeed, we are passing through  a tumultuous  time 
and an age of uncertainty.  The centre of global economic 
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His Excellency is opening the exhibit of the International Language Day 2017 

good of the people of the country  in the 
days to come. 

 

Bangladesh has recently  become eligible 

for graduation from the LDC category 

to a developing country.  What  are your 

thoughts  about  this  graduation?  

Bangladesh, the largest least developed 
country  (LDC) in terms of population 

and economic size, looks likely to 
graduate out of the LDC category by 
2024. The recent widely acclaimed 
socio-economic development propelled 
by better health and education, lower 
vulnerability and sustained economic 
growth  is behind this achievement. We 
met the three criteria for graduation  at 

the Committee for  Development  Policy 
(CDP) triennial  review  held in March 
2018. Now,  Bangladesh will  be required  

Bangabandhu made a clarion call on 7 March 1971 for 
emancipation at a mammoth  gathering at the Suhrawardy 
Udyan  in Dhaka which  marks a turning  point  in the ÕÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ
history.  The tide turned  in the wake of mass killing  by army 
crackdown in the midnight  of 25 March when Bangabandhu 

made the declaration of independence on 26 March 1971. 
The Bengali people, under  his guidance and leadership, 
started the war of independence 

to be recommended for graduation at the next triennial  

review in 2021 and we are well set to attain that landmark.  
 

To meet long-term development challenges, in 2010, the 
Government of Bangladesh adopted a forward -looking  ȿ5ÐÚÐÖÕɯ
ƖƔƖƕɀ to make the country  a middle -income one by 2021. That 
year marks the 50th anniversary of independence of Bangladesh. 

Graduation  is thus very much consistent 

power  is also shifting.  Devastating effects of climate change, 
protracted conflicts, forced displacement of population and 
rampant inequality characterize the current world while 
pockets of growth are also visible. To keep pace with such 
transformation  and to adapt to new realities, the dimension, 

shape and magnitude  of multilateral  diplomacy  in a place 
like Geneva pose a quotidian  and evolving  challenge. This 
challenge is to be perceived and confronted in terms of 
changes in mindset, in organization  of work  structure and in 
ways of doing  business. Business is never as usual. 

In the above context, I must say, it  demands a very high  level 

of engagement, commitment  and diligence in Geneva, often 
transcending the traditional  approach. Each organization  is 
nowadays dealing with  issues that are not quite the same, 
neither in number nor in nature. For instance, human 
rights issues are receiving much more attention since the 

but has actually become key to move forward. So, the 
international  Geneva as a centre of multilateral  diplomacy 
and policy  making  is much more vibrant,  engaging and 
challenging now than it  was two  decades ago. 

 

You will  soon celebrate the 48th  Anniversary  of Independence 

and National Day of your country on 26 March. What 

was the source of inspiration for your nation towards 

independence? 

We gained independence through  a nine-month  long bloody 
war  in 1971 at an incredibly  high  cost ɬ 3 million  martyrs 

sacrificed their  lives, 200000 women were dishonoured,  and 
scores of intellectuals were murdered  to deprive  the nation 
of their  valuable service. In 1947, British  rule ended with 
creating two states based on religion - Hindu -majority 
India  and Muslim -majority  Pakistan. In no time, substantial 
linguistic,  cultural,  socio-economic and political  differences 

to defend the motherland and to 
liberate Bangladesh. Bangabandhu 
2ÏÌÐÒÏɯ,ÜÑÐÉÜÙɯ1ÈÏÔÈÕɀÚɯÊÏÈÙÐÚÔÈÛÐÊɯ
leadership inspired our decisive 

victory on 16 December 1971. 
 

Indeed, Bangladesh and Bangabandhu 

have been synonymous in the eyes of 
freedom loving  people. He not only 
instilled  the spirit  of freedom in the 
hearts of mi llions,  but also inspired 
everyone to believe in and to build 
Ɂ2ÏÖÕÈÙɯ!ÈÕÎÓÈɂɯ(Golden Bengal). But, 
on 15 August 1975, Bangabandhu, 
along with his family members, was 

assassinated by anti -liberation  group  of 
conspirators in one of the most barbaric 

Ɂ Úɯan export-driven 

economy, we have to 

improve our export 

competitiveness and 

diversify both markets 

and products. We also need 

to look for meaningful 

regional and sub-regional 

partnerships. ɂ 

with our national development efforts 
and aspirations. This will  bring  a lot of 
opportunities for Bangladesh and quite 

a few challenges as well.  Diversification 
of the economy, infrastructural and 
technological upgradation,  training  and 
skill development of human resources 
and institutional strengthening would 
be key. We would  also need to prepare 
to face the challenges of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution comprising the 

prospect to reshape all  dimensions of our 
existence ɬ economic, social, cultural  and 
human. Its effect is still  not clear, but the 
disruptive potential for societies and its 
systemic impact including  on economic 
growth  is of concern. As an export-driven  

Human Rights Council replaced the Commission in  2006 
with  intense focus on thematic issues. Similarly,  the pace of 

engagement and volume of business have also intensified in 
the humanitarian, social, disarmament, migration and trade 
sector. There are then issues emerging due to rapidly  changing 
technology and their impact on other areas. Development 

issues and the architecture in which to address them now 
demand special attention.  From the MDGs, we have moved 
on to the sustainable development  goals or SDGs with  the 
ÊÖÔÔÐÛÔÌÕÛɯÛÖɯȿÓÌÈÝÌɯÕÖɯÖÕÌɯÉÌÏÐÕËɀɯɬ an unprecedented 
vow.  New  ways of doing  business comprise partnerships and 
coalitions across stakeholders in multiple areas. In nearly 
everything  that we do, often, innovation  is not only  desirable 

became visible  between the two  wings  of Pakistan - West 
Pakistan and East Pakistan (Bangladesh). The widespread 

discontent among the Bengali people in East Pakistan 
arising out of discrimination, economic deprivation and 
marginalization,  found  expression in major movements in 
various stages that include  the 1952 Language Movement, 

1966 Six Point Movement  for  greater autonomy  and the 
1969 Mass Uprising against the continuous repression. 
This led to the 1970 general elections through  which  the 
majority  party  from  the then East Pakistan earned the right 
to form  the Government. All  these movements were led 
by our Father of the Nation  Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman. When denied the right  to form  government, 

carnages in the human history.  But, their  conspiracy against 
the nation was eventually  foiled  when !ÈÕÎÈÉÈÕËÏÜɀÚ able 
daughter current Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina assumed  the 
responsibility  of the state for  the first  time in 1996. She vowed 
to complete her ÍÈÛÏÌÙɀÚɯunfinished tasks. The temporary 
break in 2001 aside, from 2008, the ÕÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯonward march 

was increasingly visible in all aspects of development under 
her leadership. Since then, the country  has been continuing 
in its journey to development reaching one  remarkable 
milestone after another. As you know,  very recently, she was 
sworn in as our Prime Minister  for  a record fourth  term. We 
are confident that under her dynamic leadership, we will 
continue to come up with  many more achievements for  the 

economy, we have to improve our export competitiveness and  
diversify  both markets and products. We also need to look for 

meaningful regional and sub-regional partnerships. At the same 
time, we have to remain active at the World  Trade Organization 

to realize any potential  benefit. In the post-graduation  period, 
Bangladesh will still be eligible for Generalised System of 
Preferences or Ɂ&2/ /ÓÜÚɂ benefits for market access under 
certain conditions. On the other hand, we must remain mindful 
of our commitment  to achieve the SDGs. That is our pathway  to 
secure smooth graduation  from the LDC status. 

 

"ÁÎÇÌÁÄÅÓÈȭÓ economy is booming  with  an impressive  annual 

growth  rate  over the last  few years. What  are the reasons 
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