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SUMMARY 

The 2021 meeting of the OECD Network of Senior Officials from Centres of Government (CoG) was 
hosted by the government of Luxembourg and chaired by Jacques Flies, Secretary General of the 
Government Council. The meeting was held in Luxembourg in a hybrid format as a result of the 
ongoing challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. Senior officials from Prime Ministers’ and Presidents’ 
offices in 31 OECD Member countries participated, mostly represented at the level of Secretary-
General, Head of Government offices, or Ambassador to the OECD. The meeting first explored how to 
build national government capacities to address global challenges, and second, how to navigate the 
climate transition from the centres of government. 
 

Keynote introductions 

The opening intervention from Xavier Bettel, Prime Minister of Luxembourg, highlighted the critical 
need for countries to work together to overcome global challenges, as seen during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Solidarity between neighbouring countries, with developing nations, and at the national 
level was key to overcoming the crisis and restoring trust. He underscored the difficulty political 
leaders had in finding the right balance between imposing necessary restrictions to ensure public 
health and avoiding societal fatigue and social divisions. Communicating such decisions clearly to 
citizens was crucial in this context. He emphasised the global challenges of digitalisation and climate 
change, acknowledging that governments had a key role to play in addressing these in co-operation 
with other countries. The digital transformation needed to be harnessed in a way that would avoid 
digital divides between generations, between places and between workers. Addressing the climate 
transition would be the legacy of this generation of decision makers, as action was now more urgent 
than ever. This would only be effective through partnerships with business and society in order to 
benefit from technology and engage societal changes with open and participatory debates. He 
concluded by reiterating the importance of centres of government in tackling these complex 
challenges, and insisted on the need to learn from past mistakes. He thanked the OECD for its support 
on Luxembourg’s broad, multi-dimensional lessons learned exercise on the management of the 
COVID-19 crisis in the country.  

The Secretary-General of the OECD, Mathias Cormann, underscored the central role of centres of 
government in the previous 20 months, with their organisational clout to make things happen. CoGs 
helped political leaders make good decisions and ensured the implementation of necessary measures 
during the crisis to save lives and livelihoods. Sharing the latest analysis from the OECD Economic 
Outlook, he emphasised that the recovery was underway, with a 5.6% global GDP growth expected in 
2021. However, the economic prospects were uneven, with new variants and outbreaks still posing a 
major risk. Looking ahead, he mentioned a series of immediate, medium and longer term challenges 
for which CoGs would need to deploy the same sense of urgency. These included optimising the 
strength and quality of recovery; addressing climate change and the urgency to put economies on 
track to net zero in 2050; harnessing the opportunities of digital transformation while better managing 
related risks; ensuring well-functioning global markets and a global level playing field with a rules-
based trading system in good working order; and fostering gender equality, equal opportunity, and 
social mobility and cohesion. Effective international co-operation would be essential to address these 
issues that could only be solved at a global level. He emphasised the OECD International Programme 
of Action on Climate (IPAC), a new inclusive initiative on carbon pricing, and the Organisation’s work 
to tackle mis- and dis-information as concrete avenues to advance these important agendas. In 
conclusion, he recalled that the OECD Reinforcing Democracy Initiative would foster policy co-
ordination to address many of these challenges. There was a need for governments to scale up their 
capacities to co-ordinate and co-operate internationally, and the work of the CoG Network would be 
indispensable in guiding OECD support to Members for the recovery and beyond. 
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Session 1:  Building government capacity to address global challenges 

Moderated by Jacques Flies, the first session focused on the competencies that governments needed 
to strengthen in order to find solutions to global challenges that affected populations at a national 
level. Delegates highlighted that an upgrade of government machinery was required in order to better 
co-operate and co-ordinate internationally on a range of challenges, including the COVID-19 crisis, the 
digital transformation and associated risks, and the climate transition.  

The discussion started with a strong focus on the challenge of mis- and dis-information, which was 
seen as an increasing threat that governments could only address effectively by working together. 
Delegates noted that mis- and dis-information was not only a challenge in itself, but it was also a 
barrier to the effective implementation of public policies as it undermined trust in democratic 
institutions. To face this challenge, they expressed the need to establish dedicated government 
structures to detect mis- and dis-information campaigns, prepare appropriate evidence-based public 
communication, and co-ordinate international policy responses. In the fast-changing information 
environment, democracies required a combination of policy responses which included improving 
regulatory frameworks, fostering media ecosystems and strengthening media literacy within societies, 
and finding the right balance with freedom of information. Overall, the desired objective was to 
improve the quality of public debate which would lead to better policies. The OECD Reinforcing 
Democracy Initiative was welcomed as a platform for like-minded countries to share lessons and 
practical tools.  

On the digital transformation, delegates shared examples of innovative approaches taken by their 
governments to better grasp this major evolution of economies, which brought both benefits and 
risks. For instance, a few countries had established tech ambassadors, making technology a foreign 
policy priority, or set up international tech fora with the objective of increasing both government 
digital savviness and their ability to address global digital issues. Influencing the global tech agenda 
and fostering values-based technology development required engagement with the tech sector at a 
global level using new approaches as opposed to traditional diplomacy. Delegates highlighted how 
they had increased their use of digital tools and data throughout the COVID-19 crisis significantly, and 
that this should remain a positive legacy. The teleworking environment had enabled regular exchanges 
between centres of government and their peers. This had improved policy co-ordination and 
facilitated better cross-country comparisons and sharing of lessons learned, which fed into policy-
making at the national level. Similarly, the use and exchange of real-time and better integrated data 
across sectors of government to support policy-making had significantly accelerated in many countries 
and would be useful to better address a number of global challenges in the future.  

Delegates discussed government set-up to best address global challenges. During the COVID-19 crisis, 
CoGs had been called upon to co-ordinate better, foster co-operation across vertical siloes, centralise 
public communication, and execute many other tasks for the required whole-of-government response 
to handle such a global challenge. Taking more responsibilities at the centre appeared essential to get 
things done, but some countries were more cautious in their approach, and were reluctant to take on 
too much, in an effort to remain lean and avoid duplication of existing ministerial structures. Going 
forward, several delegates mentioned the need to carefully manage the balance of responsibility post-
pandemic to ensure that sectoral ministries remained competent, confident and accountable, and in 
charge of what they were best at in a normal governance setting.  

Delegates highlighted a number of lessons that had been learned in fostering global co-operation 
during the crisis that could be useful to tackle other global challenges, as the crisis required the 
complex integration of national and international dimensions. Many mentioned the evolving roles of 
foreign services, which had teamed up with sectoral ministries to negotiate vaccine contracts or limit 
border closures. Foreign services were increasingly taking the role of a service provider for sectoral 
ministries, broadening ownership of international co-operation. New forms of international 
collaboration also emerged during the crisis, such as the organisation of a space for country leaders 
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to exchange candidly about shared challenges in a closed setting, sharing lessons between centres of 
government, or making better use of cross-country comparison in policy making. Another lasting 
result for governments would be closer engagement with other stakeholders, in particular the private 
sector and civil society, to accelerate the identification and deployment of innovative solutions during 
future crises.   

 

Session 2: Navigating the climate transition from the Centre 

In the second session, CoG delegates focused on the existential climate crisis and explored how to 
ensure that government machinery was fit for the successful transition to a low carbon economy. In 
his introduction, the moderator called on delegates to share their views on how to achieve consensus 
in public administrations and societies on operational plans to get to net-zero, on how to look beyond 
immediate budget perspectives, and on how centres of government were organising themselves to 
manage the transition. 

The session started with a presentation from the OECD showing that governments were just starting 
to gear up to steer and implement the climate transition through public management mechanisms: 
budget, regulations, procurement, public employment, infrastructure governance, digital 
government, innovation, etc. Green budgeting was progressing and 14 of the 38 OECD countries had 
implemented green budgeting practices, and integrating environmental consideration in regulatory 
impact assessment was more advanced with tools in place in most OECD countries. However, only one 
fifth (21%) of economic recovery spending in OECD countries was currently allocated to 
environmentally positive measures. The OECD saw three key areas for transformation where CoGs 
had a central role to play: 1. Steering, building consensus and trust for delivering green in the next 
decade; 2. Greening all public management tools; 3. Leading by example and strengthening 
government accountability on its own functioning and operations. Setting consensus and engaging 
with society to build ownership and support would be essential in a context of both high expectations 
from society and low trust that climate action will be effective.  

Delegates acknowledged that in OECD countries, managing the climate transition well would be the 
most important stress test for their democratic political systems. Most recognised that technological 
innovation alone would not be sufficient to get to net-zero and the transition would require great 
compromises. Obtaining and maintaining public trust would be central to success and to overcoming 
polarisation among diverging interest groups. In this context, many delegates highlighted the need to 
find appropriate models to structure civil society engagement through inclusive participatory 
processes in order to better understand what compromises societies were ready to accept and in 
which conditions, and to ensure a fair transition that left no one and no place behind. A key task for 
politicians was to find a policy narrative on a low-emission society that people would find attractive, 
and competent governments would need to implement this by establishing the right structures, tools, 
skills and accountability mechanisms to achieve the ambitious goals of the Paris Agreement.   

In terms of institutional structure to manage the climate transition, delegates presented the different 
models that they were establishing in their countries. These included a central role in the CoG through 
special units, cross ministerial structures, special envoys, and the enlargement of the roles and 
mandates of environment ministries in overseeing major carbon-emitting sectors. Whatever the 
leading structure, CoGs had a crucial role to play in defining a long-term vision of the climate transition  
as the most pressing domestic policy issue, maintaining the focus and priority across all sectors of the 
government and the economy, and making trade-off decisions. An effective transformation would also 
require new tools to work across siloes and encourage agile structures, and to adjust operational 
models to take a systemic approach to public policy decisions.  

Delegates emphasised the importance of establishing strong accountability mechanisms, such as 
independent watchdogs, to ensure the long-term multi-party political commitment needed for the 
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climate transition. Defining clear and detailed criteria to monitor progress in the implementation was 
also critical. Specifically, interim targets to reach the longer term net-zero binding objectives were 
required to sequence governing agendas, measure every step of implementation and demonstrate 
results. Delegates highlighted the need for such a measurement framework and the OECD 
International Programme of Action on Climate (IPAC) was mentioned as a key tool to support them. 
Government accountability mechanisms were also of high importance, as climate justice was playing 
an increasingly significant role. 

Delegates highlighted that a number of public management tools needed to be altered to better 
incorporate the climate agenda. Public procurement, spending reviews, sustainability checks on 
legislation, fiscal frameworks, regulation on climate-risk disclosure and others could not only green 
government actions, but more importantly steer the economy more effectively towards net-zero and 
resilience. Delegates also commented that the economic stakes of the transition were enormous, not 
yet fully understood, and could impede public actions. For instance, many countries would need to 
change their tax system and rethink the revenue structure for public finance. There were also 
significant risks that private investors would pull out if the incentive structures affect business models 
too strongly.  

Finally, delegates mentioned that the large-scale transformation needed within the public sector 
would require a change of mindset and culture in national administrations. New teams, new skills 
and ambitious training programmes would be critical to meet climate ambitions, design the new public 
management tools that were needed, and adjust the operational models to take a systemic 
transformative approach in the implementation of climate policies.   

 

Conclusions 

In the concluding session on the way forward, the OECD Deputy Secretary-General Jeffrey 
Schlagenhauf shared his reflexions on the need to develop better capacities within governments to 
steer transformation for global issues. He emphasised that strengthening government global 
competencies and managing the transition to a low-carbon economy were critical to reinforcing 
democracies, and that this required leadership and co-ordination from the centre. He also thanked 
CoG delegates for their stocktake of the COVID-19 response evaluations, encouraged CoGs to 
participate in the OECD’s Expert Group on Preventing and Combating Mis- and Dis-information, and 
announced the upcoming expert level meeting on strategic decision-making at the Centre of 
Government next February.  

The Chair of the Public Governance Committee (PGC), Dustin Brown, recalled the unique partnership 
between the PGC and the CoG Network and highlighted the importance of the OECD Reinforcing 
Democracy Initiative at what was a unique moment for OECD countries. He underlined that trust in 
government was the ultimate outcome for public governance, and that the results of the OECD cross-
country trust survey would be a useful tool for bringing evidence to policy making.  

The session ended with Luxembourg passing over the CoG Chairmanship to Austria. CoG delegates 
expressed their gratitude for the excellent chairmanship of Luxembourg during a difficult period, and 
commented on how CoG meetings had been a useful forum to exchange during the crisis. The Austrian 
delegate stated that Austria stood for multilateralism and that he looked forward to welcoming CoG 
delegates in Vienna next year.  




