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Biography

We are honoured to welcome Ambassador
Yvette Stevens, an engineering professor
who transitioned into a distinguished dip-
lomatic career, successfully negotiating
issues of global concern. After earning
degrees from the Moscow Power Engin-
eering Institute and Imperial College Lon-
don, she taught engineering at the Uni-
versity of Sierra Leone for six years. In
1980 Ambassador Stevens brought her
analytical rigor to the UNHCR, evaluating
refugee situations in over 30 countries
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and leading technical support initiatives.
Her leadership roles in Africa — as Deputy
Liaison Representative in Ethiopia and
UNHCR Representative to Kenya and
Somalia - placed her at the forefront of
complex humanitarian crises. Exhibiting
her negotiation skill and strategic thinking
as United Nations Humanitarian Coordin-
ator for Somalia.

Returning to Sierra Leone, she served as
an Energy Policy Advisor before becoming
the nation’s Permanent Representative in
Geneva. There, she championed human
rights issues like Child and Forced Mar-
riage and advocated for trade assistance
to Least Developed Countries (LDC). As a
Geneva Gender Champion, she under-
scored her dedication to dignity and
equality.

Now an Executive-in-Residence with the
Global Fellowship Initiative of the GCSP,
Ambassador Stevens shares invaluable
insights drawn from her unique experi-
ence on both sides of international nego-
tiations.

Interview conducted on 27th of October 2024
by Jean-Jacques Subrenat, IGN Distinguished
Fellow & IGN Publication Board member, with
Frederik Nuehnen, IGN Publications Coordin-
ator.
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Practitioner Interview

Yvette Stevens

Jean-Jacques Subrenat (JJS): Be-
fore we start, could you say a few
words about your current activity?

Yvette Stevens (YS): After retiring
from the U.N., I went back home to
Sierra Leone as the Government’s
Energy Policy Advisor, after which I
was appointed as Ambassador to the
U.N. here in Geneva, a position from
which I retired in 2018. I was then
asked by the President of the Human
Rights Council to lead a study on how
that Council itself could enhance its
role in the prevention of Human Rights
violations. I spent one year on that
task and reported back to the Human
Rights Council, just one day before
the COVID lockdown was enforced in
March 2020. Since then, I have been
Executive in Residence at the Geneva
Centre for Security Policy (GCSP). This
offers me the opportunity to pull my
experience together, be it in lecturing
in some of the courses they run, or
moderating discussions, or giving
presentations. For a retiree, this is a
very convenient setup, as it allows one
to transmit one’s professional experi-
ence while I also continue learning.
This is the important thing in life: to
embrace that the opportunities for
learning never end. The GCSP deals
with many issues related to security,
disarmament, sustainability. So, I can
participate in my own time and con-
tribute what I have to offer in those
discussions.

JJS: And before joining GCSP, you
were deeply involved in Human Rights
Council Resolution 38-18.

YS: Yes indeed, the Human Rights
Council serves as a major reference
for anyone preoccupied with human
rights violations and how to avoid or
diminish such violations.

JJ3S: We would like to hear about your
experience as a practitioner in negoti-
ations, as this might be of special

interest to IGN Members. Could you
speak about instances when this was
the case?

YS: Yes. One reason why I am happy
to give this interview is that, all too
often in multilateral negotiations,
people believe that each state in-
volved has an equal voice in those
negotiations. What I want to bring out
is the role of small countries in these
huge negotiations, where you have all
these large powers negotiating, and
you as a small country must make
your voice heard and your interests
reflected in the results of the negoti-
ations. So, I would like to speak on
behalf of a small state in these mighty
negotiations on the international
scene.

Let me mention a first example, which
I feel could be a model for negoti-
ations: this was not about human
rights, but rather in the framework of
the World Trade Organization (WTO),
during the negotiation of the Trade
Facilitation Agreement (TFA). I was
involved in this sequence shortly after
my appointment as an ambassador.
As you know, the WTO deals with the
global rules of trade. And this Trade
Facilitation Agreement was aimed at
expediting the movement of goods,
their release and clearance, including
goods in transit, and also customs
cooperation. One must remember that
under WTO rules, its members are
bound by such agreements. But in
reality, the situation brought to light
some important problems, for in-
stance the requirement for all coun-
tries, including the smaller ones like
my own, also known as Least De-
veloped Countries (LDCs), to imple-
ment all of the agreed procedures.

At the time, in 2013, out of the 159
member states of the WTO, there
were 34 LDCs, including Sierra Leone.
Because of the predictable difficulties
LDCs would encounter in implement-
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ing new rules, they formed a separate
group in preparation for the negoti-
ation to make sure that they would
not be bound by obligations they could
not adhere to, nor implement. So, we
came to the discussions with a mes-
sage: we agree with the purpose and
overall plan of the agreement, but
there is a clear need to apply a special
and differential treatment in order to
allow LDCs to actually meet the com-
mitments that these agreements are
going to entail. And as a result, the
TFA has two sections. The first section
deals with all the steps needed to
facilitate the worldwide movement of
goods. The second section was initially
meant for LDCs and developing
countries. But this is the important
innovation: the second section al-
lowed LDCs to actually enumerate and
classify the various actions within the
agreement that would realistically
require temporary concessions, in
light of their real situation. As a result
of our coordinated approach, under
the agreement, the commitments
were set out in three categories, each
country remaining free to determine
their own status. Category A con-
tained the commitments which could
be implemented without delay. Cat-
egory B referred to actions which
required a transition period of, say, 3
to 5 years in order to bring infrastruc-
ture and personnel up to speed. And
Category C included a provision that,
while agreeing to the overall purpose
of the Agreement, it could only be
implemented with international tech-
nical assistance aimed at developing
the required capacities.

As I said, this discussion went on
during all of 2013. We spent many
nights discussing this, but as part of
the LDC group, we were determined
not to let anything go, because the
problem with small countries is that
even if they’re theoretically involved
in a negotiation, they’re not always
physically present in each and every

meeting, due to the limited numbers
in their negotiating teams. Indeed,
when you’re not there, the negotiation
goes on, and you can't say, “by the
way, I was not present”; you just have
to be there! So as a group we made
sure we were there and that we spent
all the time required, and meetings
sometimes ended at seven o’clock in
the morning. We sat there all night to
make sure that our requirements were
not only introduced but accepted by
the other member states.

Of course, there was a lot of interme-
diary negotiation going on as well: in
the U.N. system, whereas LDCs are a
recognised category, “developing
countries” is quite a vague notion. At
the time, when China or India claimed
to be developing countries, other
member states, e.g., the United
States, took issue with their using that
label. For the LDCs, including my
country, in the end we managed to
have Section Two within the agree-
ment itself, which affords us the
necessary time to implement the
provisions of the agreement. Now it's
my conviction that the TFA should be
used as a model, even beyond trade
issues. From my experience coming
from a small country, such negoti-
ations go on for a long time and
require a constant presence. I was
there alone, with negotiations going
on in all the different bodies of the
U.N. I could not attend all of them
personally, and I didn’t have staff for
that. It often happens that, by the
time you come to the negotiations,
you find out that it's gone way beyond
where you could have made a point
you thought was important. So basic-
ally, yes, I believe that the TFA could
serve as an example because within
the negotiations, provision was made
for the LDC group to arrive at a con-
sensus and come to the main negoti-
ation with their coordinated positions,
which was then delivered by a spokes-
person for the group.

Journal for Global Negotiation 5



Practitioner Interview

Yvette Stevens

JJS: How would you characterise the
overall positions of the main parties in
the TFA negotiations?

YS: Well, the developed countries had
the required facilities, e.g. customs
facilities, transport and other infra-
structure, everything was in place.
And so, for them, it was just taking the
necessary steps to make sure that
facilitation was effectively carried out.
But our countries lacked those infra-
structures. For instance, for goods
crossing the borders of our country,
we cannot simply identify a problem
and apply the necessary measures. To
begin with, we lacked the regulations
in place, as well as the physical facilit-
ies to enforce them. So, viewed from
the developed countries’ point of view,
the agreement was only to make sure
that they did what they had the capa-
city to do. Whereas for us, once we
agree that trade should be facilitated,
and a lot of trade goes on within Africa
itself, the problem was that we could
not immediately implement the provi-
sions of this particular agreement
because we did not have the legal,
regulatory or structures, to carry out
those commitments. This was the
biggest difference.

JJS: So, in fact, in the TFA negoti-
ations it was less a confrontation
between ideologies than a question
about capacity. If various groups
agreed on some principles, it came
down mainly to a question of possess
ing the means to implement.

YS: Yes, the main challenge for us was
implementation, and a lot had to do
with the facilitation process. For
instance, regarding customs facilities
at the borders of an LDC, the assump-
tion was that these should be func-
tioning. The truth was that in many of
our countries, they were not function-
ing at all. When taking goods across
the border, there were all sorts of
loopholes, which aided corruption and

other malpractices. For obvious reas-
ons, the Facilitation Agreement was
important for us, for our government.
But sometimes it was not viewed in
that light. It wasn’t always understood
by some of our core partners in the
negotiation process. I did find one
point interesting: on the part of
wealthier countries, there was an
expectation that, even as an LDC, and
because you are a member of the
WTO, you simply must be prepared to
do what is required, in the same way
that the United States has to do its
part, of course with entirely different
means. I came across this attitude
quite frequently on the part of na-
tional negotiation teams, which in-
cluded many business people, and
they were not always keen to under-
stand our problems. So, we had to
spend a lot of time explaining some of
our background reality. And I think in
the end, everybody was on board.

But I would like to add a point: the
crucial importance of the facilitator.
And I think the facilitator who was the
director general of the WTO, Mr.
Acevedo, was a role model, because
once we entered the negotiation
phase, we all dispersed in small rooms
and all the necessary facilities. We
would break out into small groups and
were told to come back with a consol-
idated position. And I think that
worked very well. When there was a
specific problem, this arrangement
allowed us, as LDCs, to find out how
far we were prepared to go. And that,
within one’s own group, is also part of
negotiating.

JJ3S: Thank you for this insight. Could
you describe other negotiations in
which you were involved?

YS: Yes, I want to bring up another
topic in which I am particularly inter-
ested. I was Ambassador at the U.N.
mission here in Geneva during the
Ebola crisis, which affected my coun-
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try, Sierra Leone. And during that
time, in 2015, we were negotiating
the Sendai Framework for Disaster
Risk Reduction. I entered the negoti-
ation with one clear goal, which was
that pandemics should be considered
as natural disasters. That proved to be
a difficult task because many repres-
entatives considered pandemics to be
within the exclusive purview of the
World Health Organisation (WHO). So,
I had to make a strong case that, for
my country, which luckily does not
suffer from some natural disasters
that occur in other parts of the world,
the Ebola crisis was unmistakably a
natural disaster and should therefore
be recognised as such. It was not an
easy task because some countries,
like India, did not agree. But in the
end, a whole chapter was included in
the Sendai Framework on pandemics
and how to prepare for and deal with
them.

You see, my point was that once
pandemics were included in the
Sendai Framework, you can contem-
plate preparations for such a disaster,
preventing it, and everything that
follows. That was something I was
happy to be involved in. It’s also true
that in the process I became frus-
trated because WHO, due to budget
constraints and reduced staff num-
bers, did not have the capacity to deal
with the Ebola pandemic. During
those two years in which so many
people died of Ebola, and once again
in all-night negotiations, I was keen to
see WHO come up with a more robust
emergency response unit. Once the
Ebola crisis abated and things calmed
down, negotiations began in conjunc-
tion with WHO to create a joint mech-
anism to better respond to pandem-
ics. I felt vindicated in my wish to see
pandemics included in the Sendai
Framework.

JJS: I suppose that your experience
related to the Ebola crisis gives you a

vantage point on the COVID-19 pan-
demic and how it was diversely
treated in the world. Urgent action
was required on an international
scale: this included detection as well
as the production and availability of
vaccines. So how do you view the
responses to the COVID pandemic?

YS: Well, for me, it was a disappoint-
ment because, having gone through
the negotiations related to WHO pre-
paredness in the Ebola crisis, 1
thought the new pandemic could be
dealt with more efficiently. But I think
it did not work out well because it
required the active understanding and
involvement of the bigger countries,
which had the means to address some
of the issues, such as vaccine produc-
tion. But my major disappointment
was that the moment something like
a worldwide epidemic occurs, sud-
denly countries become very selfish.
They forget that such pandemics do
not respect national borders. I mean,
you can try to protect your own
people, but if the infection is still
lurking somewhere, it's going to come
back to haunt you. So that was a
major disappointment. Luckily, the
COVID crisis in my part of the world
was not as severe as elsewhere. I
wonder why COVID claimed propor-
tionately less victims in Africa, even
though there were very limited vac-
cination campaigns in that region. And
I think that's something that medical
experts should investigate.

JJS: As I heard, there are statistical
indications that the expansion of the
COVID epidemic followed quite closely
air passenger traffic numbers. The
fact that there’s less air traffic within
Africa could be one of the reasons. I
think Frederik Nuehnen would like to
put a couple of questions.

Frederik Nuehnen (FN): Ambas-
sador Stevens, thank you so much for
these insights. Especially for the read-
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ers of our Journal who are in the early
stages of their careers in negotiation,
could you speak a bit more about your
individual experience? For instance,
when you faced stakeholders who had
a different way to negotiate and who
might have been ignorant about the
needs of countries like yours, how did
you deal personally with the situation?

YS: It's a good thing you brought this
up, because I learned a lot from both
sides. One thing about such negoti-
ations is that you do not just go in and
throw everything on the table. You
first have to do your homework. That
means not only knowing the issue at
stake but also understanding what the
others are thinking on the issue, and
to recognise that, although positions
differ, it's important to actually initiate
an exchange. I think it's very import-
ant that you explain your point of view
to the other side in order to avoid
ambiguity.

For instance, in the Human Rights
Council, I found that when a text to be
negotiated is just thrown in without
adequate preparation, a lot of ques-
tions are raised. I found that the effi-
cient way was, first of all, to identify
the actors who could be supportive of
your position in drafting a resolution.
It's extremely important to have alli-
ances. And for a smaller country, of
course it's also good if you can forge
an alliance with a bigger country. Just
one example: when I wanted to nego-
tiate a resolution in the Human Rights
Council against child- and forced-
marriage, I knew that I needed to
have strong allies. I knew that Canada
was at the forefront of women’s
issues, so I immediately lined up with
Canada and a few like-minded coun-
tries, and we formed a core group
within the Human Rights Council. This
core group introduced the topic and
presented a draft resolution.

Another thing you should pay atten-
tion to in a negotiation is that you also
have to be empathetic and listen to
the views of others, and understand
where they are coming from. Because
unless you know what governs their
thinking, you cannot actually convince
them. So, for me, representing a
small country, I needed to know a lot
more about the issue and the different
positions. In this case, I benefited a
lot from various contacts, including
NGOs which, like the South Centre,
had done a lot of work on these
issues. It's one’s duty to be properly
briefed and make sure that when you
enter a negotiation, you have solid
facts that you can not only put to the
table but actually defend with confid-
ence.

So, these are some of the things
which I think are very important when
you go to the negotiating table: don't
just walk in! All too often, negotiations
fail because teams just roll up with the
deadline. How can a real negotiation
take place if everybody is only guided
by the deadline? You need to be able
to adapt whatever you’re thinking in
order to accommodate, to comprom-
ise. That's very important because
having an initial position is not
enough, you have to listen to the
other person and try to reach a com-
promise. Indeed, if each side sticks to
its own position, no negotiation will
occur, and no draft resolution will be
implemented.

Let me add another remark about
small states. They must exercise cau-
tion, otherwise they may be forced
into supporting the views of bigger
states which come and campaign with
you, but mainly when that is in their
own interest. I'm saying this because
it is a reality: in some negotiations
you can tell, from the positions small
states are taking, that they’ve been
influenced by the bigger powers, be-
cause the bigger powers sometimes
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need the support of many small coun-
tries. And some of the time, small
countries support positions that are
clearly not in their own interest.

I remember an instance when negoti-
ating during the third United Nations
LDC conference. I was then a member
of the U.N. Secretariat as a regional
Director for LDCs. Suddenly, some of
the countries were coming out to sup-
port what was being fed to them. In
2001, the question of renewable en-
ergy was not as acute as it is now, but
to my surprise, many of the smaller
states started condemning hydro
power generation. My question to
them was “How are you going to
provide power in your country, if you
exclude hydro power generation?” I
think that small states have to really
get the advice that they need, not the
advice that benefits others. And in
order for them to be able to decide
whether or not they go along with the
bigger states and with the crowd, or
whether or not they say “"Wait a
minute, for my country, here are my
concerns”. And this is what I want to
see. So that’s the point I would like to
see in these multilateral negotiations:
small countries have to act together to
make sure that they are not just being
used by bigger countries in the nego-
tiation process.

J3S: On that point, a question if I may.
There are a number of articles and
speeches about the Global South. But
on closer inspection, the notion of
Global South seems tenuous, as there
are in fact a variety of points of view,
because of ideology but also because
of different interests. For example,
countries which are energy rich have
policies which protect their resources,
and countries which have very little
water and very little resources require
a different approach.

YS: You have a point there. Even
within Africa, because we often have

to work within the African group.
When we’re talking about trade
facilitation agreements or anything
about the situation in the Middle East,
I can’t compare my country to South
Africa, for instance. So, within the
African regional group, we have to
engage in preparatory work before
going to the overall negotiation to
make sure that countries like South
Africa really understand your own
position and are prepared to support
you.

FN: Your point about empathy and
preparation was truly interesting. I
would like to add a question: how did
you deal with significant intercultural
communication challenges, say talk-
ing to the US delegation or the
Chinese delegation?

YS: I would actually call to make an
appointment with whoever was the
negotiator, outside the whole venue,
to explain my country’s position. 1
realised that in several instances, that
helped because my country’s situ-
ation, and therefore its position on the
topic, was not understood. This actu-
ally happened quite a lot in the Human
Rights Council, for instance on the
question of female genital mutilation.
Everybody condemned it. And I was
saying, well yes, we ban it for children
under the age of 18, but after 18, a
woman has the right to choose. And
surprisingly enough, women over 18
are joining because it's not just a
physical thing, it's also about becom-
ing a member of the female society, a
sort of secret society. People want to
be a part of that society. And there are
Sierra Leoneans, you will not believe
it, coming from the U.S. at age 21 to
be initiated into this society. Also,
there are regional differences: for
instance, in East Africa it was not
linked to joining a select society, gen-
ital mutilation was carried out on their
children. So, when I expressed the
position of my government, “Yes, it
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should be banned for anyone under
18", everybody would reply, “No, it
should be banned completely!”. So, I
had to go and explain why Sierra
Leone had its own position, with the
understanding, of course, that at 18
and above, it's up to the individual to
decide if they want plastic surgery.
The challenge was just to sit down
with whoever and try to explain our
position and the context, which it is
your duty to support.

FN: So, in the course of negotiations,
your purpose was to take the issue
outside of the formal context?

YS: Yes, outside of the formal context.

FN: From a personal point of view,
when you faced barriers in these
negotiations and it became frustrat-
ing, and you noticed that your efforts
were not successful, what was your
personal trick against frustration?
How did you keep going?

YS: Yes, I think one has to know how
to make a compromise. So, you don’t
say to the other party “You know, this
is what I want, and I see you are
against it”. You listen to the reason for
which the point you’re making is not
accepted. And then you have to envis-
age a halfway house, where every-
body does not come out of negoti-
ations being happy but where nobody
comes out unhappy. So basically, you
sit down and think *What are some of
the concessions which we have to
make?”. For instance, in the Human
Rights Council, you can insist a bit
because the rule is not full consensus,
there is a vote at the end, so you just
need to convince enough countries to
vote in favour of your resolution. But
in the WTO, or for the Sendai Frame-
work, where consensus is the rule,
sometimes you have no other choice
but to give up on some points. And
usually there’s a deadline. In the
Trade Facilitation Agreement, in Bali

the night before it was agreed upon,
the deadline was four o'clock, we
adjourned at one o'clock and went
back at four o’clock, and everybody
had to swallow some part of whatever
they were insisting on in order to
reach a compromise, and to have an
agreement, because at least it's
something that is acceptable to you.

JJ3S: Throughout your very interesting
career, you represented a sovereign
state and did not act as a facilitator
between two or more negotiating
parties. Our readers should be made
aware that there can be other roles in
negotiation, for instance as facilitat-
ors, which includes taking care of
practical arrangements, such as ap-
propriately discreet and safe venues,
interpretation and translation facilit-
ies, secretarial support, secure com-
munications, and accommodation
where necessary.

YS: You're right, I do not have exper-
ience as a facilitator. But I've seen
that at close quarters, and it can be
interesting in its own right.

JJS: Ambassador Stevens, that brings
us to the end of our conversation.
Thank you for this interview, which will
be one of our very first in the Practi-
tioners’ Interviews series.
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