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This paper presents the circumstances of middle-income countries, how UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS have been working with these countries, and how these agencies are planning to enhance this collaboration in the future. Briefly here, the agencies are tailoring their development services to meet the specific needs and aspirations of these countries, and are adapting their operations in these countries, including staffing and funding. The agencies also recognize the great diversity of needs, interests and capacities of middle-income countries and the need for region-specific approaches. It is recognized, too, how the work and mandates of the different United Nations agencies complement one another, even as greater coherence is sought. In the future, each agency will be offering the Board further information regarding its approaches, as well as the specifics of the operational changes. 
The substantial support of the United Nations system to middle-income countries is helping them sustain and advance their development gains and address persistent inequities, environmental challenges and population imbalances. In addition, middle-income countries have been undergoing impressive economic growth and have an increasing role to play in supporting development around the world, and in international affairs more generally. UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS activities in middle-income countries help them pursue their national goals under their own leadership and also help improve the welfare of people in less developed countries. Countries that have succeeded in becoming middle-income countries offer, among other things, a treasure trove of best practices for United Nations agencies to adapt, apply and transfer to other developing countries.

The circumstances
Middle-income countries make up the most rapidly growing group of countries — in terms of population and as regards some key economic and human development indicators. Middle-income countries are also playing a growing role as development-cooperation partners. Many have become visible donors and are regional if not global players in world trade and foreign investment.
These countries’ income gains, however, have often been accompanied by persistent poverty, by inequality, by the social and economic exclusion of certain populations, and by an inability to address population challenges or achieve universal access to health care. As a whole these countries are home to two thirds of the world’s extremely poor. For example, 6 out of every 10 Mexicans remain outside the category of “middle-income citizens” by international standards. They are living on about $10 a day – or less.
The contribution of middle-income countries to the global economy is significant and expected to grow. Yet this rapid growth is adding significant stress to the environment, including as regards climate change. The response of middle-income countries and their partners to this and other challenges will have a global impact. Addressing these challenges will also require paying attention to population dynamics, which remain relevant regardless of countries’ income status.
The progress of these countries on human development goals is quite variable. The poverty rates of middle-income countries range from 2 per cent to more than 60 per cent of a given country’s population. While some of these countries have made excellent progress on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a significant percentage are not on track to meet certain Goals.

Moreover, even the most prosperous middle-income countries – the upper-middle income countries, according to the World Bank classification system – are confronting other challenges on the development agenda, including the challenge of improving the transparency, accountability and inclusiveness of their systems of governance. Recent events in the Arab region underscore the acuteness of this need. A lack of institutional capacity and of more effective civil-society institutions also jeopardizes economic, social and political reforms and leads in some cases to persistent inefficiency in policy implementation and programme delivery. Many of the less prosperous middle-income countries – the lower middle-income countries (L-MICs) – face these same challenges, along with the challenges of achieving sustainable growth and creating institutions to support the most vulnerable groups.
Middle-income countries need to strengthen their resilience to natural disasters and other environmental challenges, to external financial/economic shocks, to political conflicts and to epidemics such as HIV/AIDS. Such shocks and challenges can undermine development gains and rapidly push people back into poverty. Examples in recent years include the impacts of the food, fuel and financial crises. Past experience has shown that, because of these shocks, the reversal of countries’ income status (from middle to low), and of their progress towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals, is highly probable in either the short or medium term. For example, the recent global economic crisis has seriously increased the challenge of achieving the targets for universal primary education and reducing child and maternal mortality.
As a result of such shocks, many middle-income countries at times find themselves in “special development situations” for prolonged periods. A particular problem is “frozen conflicts”, in which, in the aftermath of violent conflict a de facto authority may come to the fore without having either the international or national standing, or country-wide presence, to govern effectively. The violence has subsided, but the transition to established institutions is not completed.
Strategic considerations
While middle-income countries have much in common, they are also quite diverse, and agencies’ work with these countries needs to offer a palette of approaches and to be driven by demand. Probably the best gauge of agencies’ work being attuned and relevant is government cost-sharing, which the agencies need to promote as an important pillar of their funding bases. A clear indication that the agencies have something to offer is if middle-income countries are willing to invest their resources in the implementation of internationally agreed goals and targets, providing funds to support United Nations programmes and increasing their voluntary pledges to United Nations agencies at the global level.
At the same time, the agencies cannot be only responsive and reactive. In working with the middle-income countries the agencies need to pioneer, lead and advocate for a new agenda for the twenty-first century. They need to sensitize leaders and citizens in these countries to what is meant globally, and for each country, by sustainable human development. The particular issues here include: increasing inequalities; climate change; inadequate access to reproductive health care; and the rights of and opportunities for young people and for other underserved population groups, such as the elderly and indigenous peoples. This agenda-setting requires that agencies have the resources and flexibility to invest in creating dialogue with middle-income countries as these countries are crucial contributors to global public goods and knowledge.
The agencies also need simultaneously to distinguish their approaches from the offerings of other development partners and to work successfully with other United Nations agencies, Bretton Woods institutions, private consulting firms and other non-governmental players. Each of these many actors offers different comparative advantages and eager to offer its services to middle-income countries. Therefore there is increased pressure on and an increased need for UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS to demonstrate the value of their approaches, and of their ability to work synergistically with others.
The principle of universality forms an integral part of the triennial comprehensive policy review approach. This principle calls on the United Nations to be receptive to any country’s request for a United Nations presence, except in those cases where conditions are prohibitive. In the case of middle-income countries, meeting this goal requires high-quality, impartial and timely policy and technical advice and services, but relatively modest financial resources. As regards middle-income countries, a strength of the United Nations system is its ability to promote relatively quick policy reform. This ability stems from the Organization’s extensive global expertise and its reputation as an unbiased adviser.
The universality goal also needs to be met. Bilateral donors play relatively limited roles in providing development assistance to middle-income countries. A vigorous United Nations presence is required to complete the work on the MDGs and to tackle the other development and environmental challenges. At the same time, clear priorities need to be set. These priorities should draw on the middle-income countries’ existing capacities, promote the exchange of global and local knowledge, and broker new commitments, including an increase in national funding and mobilization of the private sector and of foundations. It will certainly be easier to draw on these capacities and to secure these commitments if the United Nations is seen as being responsive to these countries’ needs and interests.
The work to be done
UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS will be continuing to provide a full range of quality services, including operational assistance and infrastructure construction, but with an increasing emphasis on knowledge transfer, consensus building and advocacy, and capacity strengthening.
 These services – linked to public policies – cover such essential areas as inclusive growth (accounting for population characteristics and dynamics), socially responsible foreign direct investment, consolidation of trade and market access, citizen participation and specialized services in the areas of health, energy and the environment. 

Increasingly, however, this work will be more tailored, more focused on the specific circumstances of middle-income countries. It will focus both on the needs of these countries, and on the resources and aspirations they are bringing to the world at large – on what they can offer less developed countries, as well as share among themselves.
While a handful of the lower-middle-income countries are active contributors to South-South, triangular and other forms of horizontal cooperation, partnerships with this group of countries will seek primarily to mobilize internal United Nations resources, knowledge and expertise to support nationally defined development objectives. The work of UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS in the more prosperous middle-income countries, however, will also come to serve a dual, two-way purpose. There will be a need to manage this complexity, and to give these, and indeed all middle-income countries, a greater voice in the designing, implementing and evaluating of global and regional projects and programmes in the least developed countries.
In addition, and not to be overlooked, is the continuing challenge of coordinating United Nations work in middle-income countries as elsewhere. This involves supporting the Resident Coordinator function, implementing joint programming and channeling multi-sectoral expertise and policy advice, including from non-resident and regionally based agencies.
In order for the agencies’ work to be relevant in middle-income countries deliberate investment in several key cross-practice areas will also be needed. These areas include: low-carbon or green growth, social inclusion, choices for youth, gender equality and women’s empowerment, effective democratic governance, resilience to shocks and crises, civil society development, partnership-building and South-South cooperation.
 A global network of internal experts, spanning Headquarters and country offices, should be established. 
Meeting needs
Assistance in this context will be increasingly centred on a few thematic and geographic areas and on underserved and disadvantaged groups. Work with the lower middle-income countries will continue to concentrate on inclusion and social cohesion, on entrenched inequalities and marginalization, and on supporting government planning and capacities. With upper middle-income countries the focus will be yet more on addressing inequalities, as well as on planning and capacity building in various areas, such as reproductive health or the environment.
Activities that will be given special attention include:

· Building resilient societies and institutions that can withstand threats and crises. For example, for countries emerging from armed conflict, especially countries in which the United Nations has a peacekeeping mandate, UNDP is well positioned to contribute to peacebuilding and confidence-building measures that promote development over the long term, while UNFPA helps address gender-based violence in conflict and post-conflict situations. To reduce damage caused by natural disasters, UNOPS also works with a number of countries to develop their capacity for prediction, preparedness and mitigation as well as to prepare infrastructure damage assessments in the aftermath of disasters. UNOPS supports humanitarian mine action efforts and the removal of unexploded ordnance.

· Strengthening national capacities. For example, UNFPA is focusing on helping middle-income countries implement the agenda of the International Conference on Population and Development, paying particular attention to institutional capacities, support for national policies and strategies, and community partnerships and networking. UNOPS provides training to ensure that local personnel have the necessary skills for successful and sustained project implementation. UNOPS and UNDP have worked synergistically to support security sector reform, with UNOPS constructing security infrastructure (such as police stations, prisons, courthouses and border crossings) and UNDP helping to build the capacities of justice and security personnel. UNOPS works closely with national governments to fill capacity gaps and develop existing capacities in physical infrastructure design, engineering, construction and rehabilitation, including roads, schools and hospitals. As “a central procurement resource in the United Nations system”, UNOPS supports large-scale procurement of goods and services, including guidance to clients throughout the procurement process.
· Building consensus, mediation and advocacy, empowering government and civil society institutions and leaders so they lead more effectively. Civil society – non-governmental organizations, faith-based organizations and the media – is more developed in middle-income countries than in low-income countries, as is the private sector as well. As impartial and trusted partners, with extensive experience working on sensitive and polarizing issues, UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS can play a special role in empowering these national actors.
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· Providing high-level policy advice and assistance with policy implementation. The policy advice will continue to be focused on specific issues of concern at the national level, such as social equity, environmental sustainability, youth bulges, ageing populations and migrants’ remittances. Policy implementation assistance tends to be focused more at the subnational level, where capacity gaps often constrain implementation of national policies and where international financial institutions’ assistance often does not reach. 
Helping middle-income countries help others
In this context UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS will help:
· Facilitate knowledge exchange between countries so that these countries can share their policies, reforms and solutions with other countries and among themselves. The expanding commercial and political interests of these countries call for a shift in emphasis from micro-level programme delivery to upstream policy advice and technical assistance. A specific objective here is to facilitate exchanges of knowledge that address social inequities not sufficiently addressed by national programmes.
· Launch centres of excellence in strategic locations. United Nations and UNDP-supported centres – such as the International Policy Center on Inclusive Growth in Brazil, the UNDP-Republic of Korea Center for Global Development Partnerships, and the newly opened Istanbul International Center for Private Sector in Development – support the development and region-wide sharing of knowledge in such areas as energy, the environment, socially responsible investment, equity and sustainability. UNDP also supports in-country multi-stakeholder partnerships, but the focus is increasingly on connecting expert institutions and other centres of excellence. This work responds to the South-South agenda and supports the growing aspirations of many middle-income countries to themselves provide development assistance.
· Overcome the “donor-recipient” divide, and thus contribute to the creation of a new development assistance architecture. This work involves intensifying South-South, East-East and other horizontal cooperation and partnerships with emerging Powers in order to accelerate progress on the MDGs and other internationally agreed development goals and targets. To respond to and proactively shape this new agenda, UNDP is elaborating its new strategic partnerships approach, a significant part of which focuses on middle-income countries. Meanwhile, UNFPA has concluded the revision of its 1997 South-South cooperation strategy, which incorporates findings from a survey and analysis of UNFPA global, regional and country programmes and from a global consultation with national, regional and global partners.
In conclusion
It is hoped that this succinct review will stimulate discussion by Executive Board members and by others regarding how best to address the challenges facing middle-income countries – and regarding the tremendous resources these countries have to offer other developing countries, their regions and the world.  As noted in the introduction, the substantial support of the United Nations system to middle-income countries is helping these countries sustain and advance their internal progress, and helping them fulfil their aspirations to be players on the global stage.
The recent events in the Arab region clearly demonstrate that civil society has a huge role to play throughout the world. More generally, as countries’ income levels rise, the private sector becomes increasingly the source of employment, and of poverty reduction and economic diversification. Many of the world’s new multinationals are from the middle-income countries and their undertakings have a major impact on development trends in the least developed countries. Particularly with middle-income countries – though certainly with all the countries United Nations agencies assist – partnerships with non-State actors cannot be considered optional. A more aggressive outreach to such groups will have significant advocacy, policy and other strategic benefits to UNDP, UNFPA and UNOPS, benefits that will go far beyond the more narrow, financial and service-delivery-based model of the past.











�  These arguments have been articulated in the Secretary-General’s report on middle-income countries and in the relevant General Assembly resolution, 64/208. In the case of UNDP, many of the same arguments presented in the present paper also apply to high-income countries, which in UNDP terminology are referred to as net-contributor countries. Therefore, for all intents and purposes the scope of this paper covers both middle-income countries and net-contributor countries.





�  At present a little more than 10 per cent of UNFPA-supported middle-income countries have achieved Millennium Development Goals 3 and 5 (on gender equality and empowerment of women and on maternal health), and another 30 per cent are considered “on track” to achieve these goals, but more than 10 per cent of middle-income countries are considered “off track”.


�    In the cases of UNDP and UNFPA, capacity strengthening focuses on institutional capacities. UNOPS works to strengthen physical and project-implementation capacities.


�  South-South cooperation in action involves such practices as UNFPA recruitment of technical advisers from the Office of the Registrar General in India to provide census-related advice to the Governments of Afghanistan Nigeria, the Sudan and Timor-Leste.





�  UNDP and UNOPS have also been working together through the Global Environment Facility’s Small Grants Programme to provide grants to non-governmental and community-based organizations in middle-income and many other developing countries in order to help these countries and their citizens deal with climate change and other environmental issues. In addition to benefitting the environment, these projects seek to generate sustainable livelihoods and reduce poverty.
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