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ABSTRACT
THE CHANGING DYNAMICS OF THE INTERNATIONAL TELECOMMUNICATION
UNION: AN HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE
By

Jean-Luc Renaud

The growing number of newly-independent nations who joined
the various international organizations, starting in the 1950s,
have changed the priorities on these organizations’ agendas to
the point where about 80 percent of all United Nations resources
and 90 percent of its personnel are at present devoted to
improving human welfare of the Third World through economic and
social development. Like all other agencies of the United Nations
system, the specialized agency in charge of telecommunication
matters-—-the International Telecommunication Union (ITU)--was
naturally called upon to assist the developing countries in the
establishment of their telecommunication networks.

One might have expected that the ITU--established in
1865-~-would not have survived the changing geopolitical environ-
ment caused by the newly-independent nations asserting their
power within international forums. Such was not the case,
however. Not only is the ITU today the oldest international
organization but it has the largest membership, larger than the
United Nations itself.

The longevity of the ITU is unique in the annals of interna-
tional organizations. It is due to the fact that the Western
industrialized nations who created an organization mostly geared

toward technical coordination, equipment specification and



Renaud
operating standards, and therefore uniquely responsive to their
needs, have come to accept the idea of their special duty as a
groﬁp to assist their 1less-endowed counterparts in the Third
World which involves redirecting the ITU toward policy planning.

The purpose of the study is to document and explain this
changing dynamics. The investigation 1is two-fold. First, it
provides an historical account of the origin and evolution of
technical-assistance activities, under the aegis of the ITU,
targeted to developing countries. Second, it proposes and tests
three hypotheses aimed at explaining the reasons for the longe-
vity of the ITU in the midst of a changing political and techno-
logical environment. The research reveals

1) that to a large degree the basic instrument of the ITU,
namely its flexible Convention, accounts for the integration
of conflicting demands within the institutional framework,
even though this arrangement may have reached the point of
diminishing return in view of the complexity of the Union.

2) that as telecommunication networks become more sophisticated
and global in scope, the technologically advanced nations
who manage them are increasingly dependent upon a healthy
organization and for the sake of stability are ready to
accommodate unrelated demands.

3) that it is the unique characteristic of the ITU’s province--
telecommunication--which accounts for the centrality and
longevity of the organization, since all nations are
compeled to collaborate if they want to safeguard their

domestic telecommunication systenms.
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INTRODUCTION

International organizations have traditionally been of
marginal interest not only for the so-called "realist" scholars,
but for wvirtually all <citizens and national decision-makers of
developed countries, with the exception of those persons directly
connected with the study or operation of international institu-
tions. During the last two decades, however, this lack of
interest has been reversed. An important factor accounting for
the increased attention to international organizations was the
decolonization which 1led to a rapid expansion of United Nations
membership in the 1960s.

The raw-materials prices and shortages during the 1970s,
moreover, helped the developing countries collectively to assert
themselves as active members of the international system in which
they emphasized the work of the United Nations more than did the
established, economically developed states. Through the forum of
the U.N. General Assembly, developing countries also articulated
the life-and-death importance of accelerating their economic and
social development. These countries <called for the expansion of
financial and technical assistance programs of existing interna-
tional agencies, and for the creation of new agencies. These
demands were already enunciated in the 1964 Declaration and the
Program of Action on the Establishment of a New International
Economic Order (NIEO).

Information and telecommunications were not items on early
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agendas for development. Development and assistance concepts and
strategies were largely dominated by economists. Mass media
messages and telecommunication systems were not thought of as
significant correlates of development.

In their 1973 meeting in Algiers, however, the heads of
states of the Non-Aligned Movement determined that "developed
countries should take concerted actions to reorganize existing
communication channels which are a 1legacy from the colonial
past." This determination provided the momentum for looking at
information as a natural resource over which developing countries
should assert sovereign rights and, with telecommunication
supports, should be wutilized 1like any other resource in the
process of development. Later on, the implementation of telecom-
munication systems started to be seen as a promoter of develop-
ment rather than as the consequence of development.

The growing number of newly-independent nations, in joining
the various international organizations, have changed the priori-
ties of these organizations’ agendas to the point where about 80
percent of all United nations resources and 90 percent of its
personnel are at present devoted to improving human welfare of
the Third World through economic and social development. Like all
other agencies of the United Nations system, the specialized
agency in charge of telecommunication matters—--the International
Telecommunication Union (ITU)--has not been left unaffected by
the post-World War II geopolitical redistribution of power. It

was naturally called upon to assist the developing countries in
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the establishment of their telecommunication networks.

An examination of the origin and evolution of development-
assistance activities wundertaken by the ITU could well be a
promising road to understanding the way in which the objectives
and discourse rooted in the NIEO have impacted upon the ITU.

The expansion of the mandate of the ITU, compared with that
of other international organizations, toward addressing the
specific needs of its developing constituency, has been remarka-
ble.

World War II had deeply shaken the colonial empires and
initiated the process of decolonization. The basic instrument of
virtually all the other U.N. agencies, established only after
World War II, embodied the ideas of emancipation. To those
organizations, development-assistance activities were naturally
rooted in their basic instruments.

Such was not the case of the ITU. The Union was established
in 1865 by a small group of twenty ERuropean countries interested
solely in coordinating the technical operations of their tele-
graph, then telephone and radiocommunication systems. Their
preoccupations were s8till reflected in the 1947 ITU convention,
namely, (1) to allocate the radio-frequency spectrum and register
radio-frequency assignments in such a manner as to avoid harmful
interference between radio stations in different countries; (2)
to establish tariffs for the use of telecommunication services as
low as posajble consistent with sound administrative practices;

(3) to undertake studies, formulate recommendations, and publish
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information on telecommunication matters. The idea of assisting
members in building their telecommunication infrastructure was
not part of the ITU’s mandate as all were at a somewhat similar
industrial stage.

Unlike the recently created international bodies, enmeshed
almost since their inception with development-assistance activi-
ties, the ITU has enjoyed eighty years of relative "lethargy" so
far as its founding members, the technologically-advanced
countries, were concerned. It is only in the late 19508 that the
Western industrialized nations started to react to demands of the
emerging developing nations by insisting that the activities of
the ITU remain within the purely technical domain defined by its
convention.

One might have expected that the ITU would not have survived
the change in geopolitical environment caused by the newly-inde-
pendent nations’ asserting their power within international
forums. Such was not the case, however. Not only is the ITU today
the oldest international organization but it has the largest
membership, 1larger indeed than the United Nations itself.
Moreover, owing to technological progress and to the importance
of telecommunication networks in the national and worldwide
economy, the ITU is increasingly asserting its centrality. The
longevity of the ITU is unique in the annals of international
organizations.

Thia longevity is a testimony of the acceptance by the

industrialized nations of the development-assistance agenda
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imposed upon the organization by the Third World countries who
now compose the Union’s largest constituency. In contrast with
the past, the ITU is today overwhelmingly concerned with techni-
cal assistance to developing countries. The industrialized
countries’ acceptance of this expanded agenda is remarkable and
should not be taken for granted. After all, no state is forced to
join an organization whose mandate they disagree with, and states
can always terminate their organization’s membership as well. Not
every international body is universal in scope, and some nations
have actually withdrawn from existing organizations.!?

Unlike what happened with the mandate of the other interna-
tional organizations, the fundamental shift in that of the ITU
toward development assistance has taken place in a relatively
short period of time considering the Union’s 120 years of
existence. The adjustment of the ITU to the new environment
shaped by the concerns of developing countries has been initiated
only thirty years ago. It is nothing short of a Copernican
revolution that the industrialized countries, who created the
organization, came to accept in the 1980s what they had vehement-
ly opposed in the 1950s, namely, that the ITU is no longer
uniquely concerned with technical coordination matters but is

solidly engaged in policy planning and technical assistance to

1The United States had temporarily withdrawn from the
International Labor Organization (ILO) in the mid-1970s, and this
country and Great Britain have pulled out from the United
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNBSCO) in 1985. The United Stated had threatened to withdraw
from the ITU in 1982, but for reasons unrelated to the Union’s
changing agenda.
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the Third World. It is this changing dynamics which 1is the

subject of the present dissertation.
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ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY

The dissertation, besides an introduction that provides the
background to the study, apd a conclusion that assesses the
effectiveness of the ITU in the field of technical cooperation
and delineates future trends, is composed of four parts.

Part 1 presents the purpose of the study, the formulation
and rationale for the hypotheses to be tested, and the methodolo-
gy used.

Part 2 sets the context of the investigation. At which
stage in the development thinking do information and its supports
emerge as developmental factors? The nature of the response of
international organizations to Third World demands in this domain
is analyzed. It also provides a brief historical overview of the
International Telecommunication Union as well as the structure
and function of the ITU’s various organs.

Part 3 gives the institutional history of the ITU’s activi-
ties in the specific domain of technical assistance to developing
countries. It presents the chronology of events which 1led to the
ITU’s concern with development issues and the evolution of its
mandate as a result of the power redistribution within its
constituency.

Part 4, proposes, through the testing of the hypotheses, an
explanation of the reasons which account for the longevity of the
ITU despite the conflicting demands made upon the organization.
It also includes a review of other factors that might account for
the internal dynamics of the ITU.

7



PART 1
FRAMEWORK OF THE INVESTIGATION

CHAPTER 1

PURPOSE, HYPOTHESES, RATIONALE, METHODOLOGY

Purpose of the Study

Though a number of specialized agencies of the United
Nations system have been analyzed, the ITU, the oldest U.N.
agency and the one having the largest constituency, has rarely
been the center of scholarly attention, (see Appendix A). Is the
ITU a global actor in its own right, or does it merely provide an
arena for the political maneuvering of national interests? How
well has the international organization done in creating for
itself some degree of autonomy from member-states? These ques-—
tions are surely important to students of international organiza-
tions, and therefore it is worthwhile to examine the way in which
the ITU conducts its operation, resolves conflicts, reaches deci-
sions, implements policies, and manages new demands.

The study examines the dynamics at work in the ITU by
focusing on its development-assistance program. The ITU, surely,
administers other types of programs. Assistance activities,
however, are the newest service offered by the Union and has
become over the years the most prominent one. Moreover, at the
United Nations--of which the ITU is a specialized agency--
development-assistance activities presently occupy 80 percent of

its personnel and 90 percent of its resources.
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An historical examination of development programs within the
ITU will, therefore, provide an understanding of how an interna-
tional organization responds to environmental changes, how the
structure, function, goals, and performance of the organization
have been affected by the geopolitical redistribution of power,
and how the dynamics of decision-making has evolved.

The purpose of the dissertation is then two-fold. First, it
will provide an historical account of, and analyze the reasons
for the evolution of the ITU specifically regarding assistance
programs targeted to the development of telecommunication
services in the Third World. Second, it will attempt to provide
an explanation for the 1longevity of the ITU in a changing

political and technological environment.

Formulation of Hypotheses

The study will test the following three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1:

It is the flexibility of a Convention, unlike the relative
stability and rigidity of a Constitution, which has enabled
the ITU, by allowing evolutionary changes in the composi-
tion of 1its organs, to modify its agenda so as to integrate
the new demands of the Third World constituency for develop-
ment assistance.

Hypothesis 2:

It is the 1increasing reliance of developed countries on
global telecommunication systems and new technologies which
has led them to accommodate Third World pressures for
development assistance in an effort to maintain the cohesion
of an international arrangement whose disruption would have
severe consequences for the industrialized countries.
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Hypothesis 3:

It is the unique nature of its domain of jurisdiction--tele-

communication--which has guaranteed so far the 1longevity of

the ITU since the protection of a nation’s telecommunication
systems is directly tied to the need for collective agree-
ments regarding the allocation of radio frequencies,
satellite orbit allotment, and standardization.

Rationale for Hypothesis 1

In the history of multilateral treaty-making, the Interna-
tional Telegraph Conventions of the previous century emerge as
unusual instruments. Rights and obligations appearing in them
were not limited to States alone, but extended to legal and
natural persons. Upon acceptance of certain obligations, private
telegraph enterprises, for example, were admitted to the advanta-
ges of the Telegraph Convention and Regulations. Today’s involve-
ment of private telecommunication agencies in the work of the ITU
follows the early practice of the Telegraph Union 2 (see Appen-
dix B).

Unlike the United Nations, the ITU has not experienced the
unfortunate destiny of the’League of Nations. The ITU already had
more than 70 years of collective practices at the end of World
War II. The 1947 Atlantic City Conference established a new
Convention and additional organs to respond to new demands. In
its essence, a Convention provides more flexibility than a

Constitution and this may well be the reason why the ITU is able

to assert its centrality through a continuous process of adjust-

—————— — ————————————{— —

2J, H. Glazer, "The Law-Making Treaties of the Internatio-
nal Telecommunication Union Through Time and in Space, Michigan
Law Review, 60/3 (January 1962), p. 307.
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ment to the changing political and technological environment.3

The Plenipotentiary Conference is the supreme organ of the
ITU. Its authority stems from the fact that it, and it alone, has
the power to amend the International Telecommunication Conven-
tion. The Convention gives the ITU its legal authority, esta-
blishes its structure, and defines its functions. It follows that
the dynamics at work at Plenipotentiaries has a direct impact on
the ITU as a whole. Each conference has seen an increase in the
number of delegates elected to administrative organs. It also
represented a larger variety of interests.

Development-assistance issues, which wunder the more rigid
institutional framework of a Constitution might have severely
shaken the organization’s structure, have been channeled at the
ITU into specific actions such as technical assistance and
training in connection with other United Nations agencies.

The Plenipotentiary is also a political event in which the
representatives of member countries attempt to secure changes in
the ITU’s structure and functions that will give them some
appreciable advantage. The advantage could range from the
chairmanship of a committee, or of the Conference itself, to
decisions which would give advantage to a national telecommuni-
cation industry, or even technical assistance in the upgrading of
a domestic telecommunication network.

Although ITU conferences, in the tradition of the Union,

3See for a discussion of Convention and Constitution, C.
Barret and H. Newcombe, "Weighted Voting in International
Institutions,”"” Peace Research Reviews, 2/1 (1968).
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generally decide all matters of any importance by consensus,
voting sometimes occurs. The rules are simple. All decisions are
decided by simple majority vote. Voting by secret ballot may
occur when requested by five delegations. However, given the
tremendous increase in Recommendations and Amendments of all
kinds, the increasing membership, and the diverging interest of
the constituencies of both developed and developing countries, it
is somewhat remarkable that the rule of consensus is so widely

used.*

Rationale for Hypothesis 2

Beginning with telegraphy, then telephony, radiocommunica-
tion, and digital networks born out of the marriage of computer
and telecommunication technologies, the transmission of informa-
tion is transborder in character.

As the information sector has come to occupy more than half
of the industrialized nations’ workforce, the relationship
between computer/telecommunication technologies and economic
progress has become widely recognized.S Sovereign states are
obviously part of a global economy. International enterprises are
more than ever dependent upon a secure global web of transmission

channels. World markets have superseded domestic markets in the

4See G. A. Codding and A. M. Rutkowski, The International
Telecommunication Union in a Changing World (Dedham, MA: Artech
House, 1982.

$SSee M. U. Porat, The Information Economy, U.S. Department
of Commerce, Office of Telecommunications Special Publication
77-12 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1977).
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strategy of the major telecommunication-equipment manufacturers
and service providers. Radiocommunication uses a scarce resource,
the electromagnetic spectrum, whose allocation calls for interna-
tional coordination.® It is of the utmost importance that
standards, as well as radio-frequency allocations, can be
developed in time for the emerging new services, so that inter-
working between installations for basic s8services can be safe-
guarded, and efficient communication between facilities for
different kinds of public and specialized services can be
guaranteed. Standardization is also necessary from an economic
point of view, in order to reduce the need for a great variety of
different techniques or for complex conversion equipment.
Standardization is therefore of great importance to telecommuni-
cation operators and customers in both the developed and the
developing world. Interdependence between telecommunication
systems worldwide is a prerequisite for the orderly development
of global telecommunication systems.”?

ITU documents suggest that the increasing acceptance by the
industrialized countries of the development agenda imposed upon
the ITU by the Third World constituency echoes the increasing
reliance of the technologically-advanced countries on the

International Telegraph and Telephone Consultative Committee

6See B. Segal, "ITU Plenipotentiary Conference and Beyond,"
Telecommunications Policy (December 1983), pp. 326-334.

TR. Naslund, "ITU Conference in Nairobi: Confrontation or
Mutual Understanding?"” Telecommunications Policy (June 1983),
pp. 100-110.
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(CCITT). These industrialized countries are doing critical work
in CCITT circles regarding the standardization of equipment and
operation for the implementation of global digital telecommunica-
tion networks supporting their respective industrial infrastruc-
ture. The immediate benefits of the CCITT - outcome are not so
clear to members with a restricted telephony base. Some develop-
ing countries have suggested that there might be a case for
cutting back on budget allocations for the International Consul-
tative Committees (CCIs) to make available more for technical
assistance, which 1is of more immediate relevance to the majority
of members.®

The receptiveness of developed countries to the demands of
their less well-endowed counterparts stems from an imperative to
maintain the status quo to the extent that the higher the stake
in world-wide telecommunication networks, the higher the cost of
breaking up the collective arrangements that make their operation

possible.

Rationale for Hypothesis 3

Established in 1865, the ITU survived two World Wars and
numerous other international conflicts. It has adapted to
coordinate the ever-increasing international wuse of rapidly
developing telecommunication technology while taking on many new
members with different concerns and priorities. It will be argued

that the reasons for the ITU’s longevity and centrality in the

8J. Solomon, "Rejoinder, The Politics of Relevance and the
ITU," Telecommunications policy (September 1983), p. 244.
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field of telecommunication may have to do with the unique nature
of its domain of jurisdiction--telecommunication.

The desire for self-preservation and the recognition that
order in the world community is essential if vital resources are
to benefit everyone have created pressures for cooperation and
mutual problem-solving. Equitable and efficient management of the
environment and national resources, and the orderly development
of international telecommunication systems, are vital to national
interests. The context within which international decision-making
occurs is therefore characterized by world tensions at one level,
and pressures for self-preservation and collective agreement at
another.

The effectiveness of the ITU can be assessed by looking at
the way in which this organization prevents and resolves con-
flicts in radio-frequency assignments and the frequency with
which the conflict-resolution procedure has been used. The ITU
Convention encourages members to settle their disputes involving
interpretation or application of the Convention or Regulations
outside the ITU through procedures established by other treaties
to which they are parties. History shows that these procedures
have been largely ignored.

From time to time, it has been suggested that the ITU needs
to become more active 1in the conflict-resolution process,

ostensibly because the high stakes involved in contemporary
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global telecommunication conflicts warrant it.® This concern,
however, may be irrelevant regarding the ITU because of its
unique domain of Jjurisdiction, unknown in other international
bodies, namely, telecommunication. As nations become more
dependent upon telecommunication, they will be 1less able to
ignore situations that render their services unusable. Similarly,
as their 1level of financial commitment to telecommunication
facilities and services increases, nations will be less willing
to risk actions that would diminish the returns on investment.

Clearly, the incentives for international cooperation before
conflicts arise can only be expected to become stronger. Such
cooperation is most 1likely to exist when it is in a nation’s
self-interest. If, for example, a member nation desires interna-
tional recognition and protection of its frequency assignments,
it must adhere to international standards. Catering to its
members’ self-interests is one of the ITU’s greatest strengths,
and one which distinguishes it from other international organiza-
tions. As a nation’s stake in advanced teleconnunication systenms
increase, its willingness to prevent conflict will permeate other
areas of interest to the ITU community such as accommodating

demands of developing countries.l©

®D. Leive, The Future of the International Telecommunication
Union (Leiden: A. W. Sijthoff, 1970).

10D, C. Gregg, "Capitalizing on National Self-Interest: The
Management of International Telecommunication Conflict by the
ITU," Law and Contemporary Problems, International Telecommunica-
tions, 45/1 (Winter 1982), pp. 38-52.



17
Methodology

Since the study offers an historical perspective on the
internal activities of the ITU, it borrows the research tools of
historiography, namely, the use of primary and secondary sources
as well as interviews. The entire collection of ITU documents is
available at the organization’s Central Library and Documents
Section at the Geneva headquarters, where the author spent one
month. The holdings also include a working collection of the
documents and publications issued by the United Nations and the
specialized agencies of interest to the ITU. The successive
International Telecommunication Conventions are examined and
reference is made to documents issued by World Administrative
Conferences as far as they relate to development assistance.

The investigation focuses, however, mostly on the relevant
information contained in the documents issued by the Administra-
tive Council and the Plenipotentiary Conferences, complemented
with interviews conducted at the Geneva headquarters with
long-time ITU personnel involved in technical assistance to
provide elaboration and context where needed.

The Administrative Council--the ITU’s governing board--gives
a clear, living record of the <climate for an international
organization’s dependency on sovereign nation<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>