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Preparing NGO Statements at StCte and ExCom – ICVA, March 2007

Discussion Paper to Improve the Drafting of NGO Statements for UNHCR’s Standing and Executive Committee Meetings
ICVA Secretariat, 7 March 2007

1. Introduction

The process of drafting NGO statements for UNHCR’s Standing and Executive Committee meetings is one that has always had (and likely always will have) a number of difficulties attached to it. The process of coming to a consolidated NGO statement on any particular topic is a challenge, given the range of NGO views that exist.
This document has been prepared as a contribution to try and improve the development of NGO statements for UNHCR’s Executive and Standing Committee meetings. It should be stated up front that it will be impossible to find a process that satisfies every NGO, but the hope is that starting a discussion around some of the existing challenges and constraints may lead to a shared understanding of the process.

This paper was produced by the ICVA Secretariat (given ICVA’s role in coordinating NGO statements) with the generous input of an individual who has had many years of experience with NGO statements. The paper provides a brief overview of the UNHCR Executive Committee (ExCom) and Standing Committee (StCte), including NGO participation. It then discusses issues for consideration by NGOs that have an interest in contributing to the NGO statements, regardless of whether or not they are able to attend the Annual NGO-UNHCR Consultations (also known as Pre-ExCom) and/or meetings of the ExCom or StCte.
2. Background to UNHCR’s ExCom and StCte
UNHCR’s governing body, the Executive Committee, holds its annual meeting at the UN Palais des Nations (Geneva), usually during the first week of October. ExCom was established by the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), which is a subsidiary body of the General Assembly of the UN and reports to the Third Committee. ExCom has standard-setting functions (ExCom Conclusions on protection are one example); a policy-making role; budgetary and administrative oversight of the organisation. ExCom members are States 
The Standing Committee carries out much of the preparation work for ExCom three times a year (March, June/July, and September). Generally, the March StCte deals with programmes; June/July meeting focuses on protection; and the September meeting deals with administrative matters. The outcomes of StCte sessions feed into the annual ExCom meeting.

ExCom and StCte meetings are attended by a large number of delegates representing the 70 members of the ExCom, including States Parties to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, attend the ExCom and StCte meetings, along with a range of observers. The observers include States, international organisations (such as ICRC, IFRC, IOM, and other UN agencies), and numerous non-governmental organisations (NGOs). State delegations have the right to address each point on the agenda of ExCom and StCte, as well as retaining a “right of reply” on matters concerning their State. NGOs are able to present one to two consolidated statements on each agenda item.
The current criteria for NGO attendance and participation at these meetings are (1) consultative status with ECOSOC or (2) ICVA membership. Attempts to extend these criteria to implementing and operational partners of UNHCR met with little favour from the member States of the ExCom.
Pre-ExCom provides NGOs with an opportunity to discuss common issues of concern over the three days preceding the ExCom meeting.
3. The Role of NGOs and the Value of Attending ExCom/ StCte Meetings
The ExCom and StCte meetings provide unique opportunities for NGOs to lobby individual State delegations, UNHCR and other NGOs, as well as to publicly advocate on particular issues by way of NGO statements. In addition to the consolidated NGO statements, NGO representatives who attend the ExCom meetings generally have been permitted to approach government delegations (discreetly) on matters concerning them. .More on the process of drafting these statements is discussed below.

The ExCom also permits NGOs to distribute their own material or written statements on particular subjects outside the meeting room, as long as there are no financial implications for UNHCR or the ExCom. 
NGOs can also benefit from organised parallel/side sessions on specific areas of concern, which usually last an hour and a half. These can be organised by NGOs and are held in the morning or during the lunch break, during pre-ExCom and/or at St Cte and ExCom. The format often involves a series of short interventions, sometimes including interventions by States and/or UNHCR, followed by a moderated discussion.
4. Preparation of Consolidated NGO Statements
Based on a decision of the ExCom, NGO statements to UNHCR’s ExCom and Standing Committee meetings need to be consolidated “using the coordination mechanisms of …ICVA” (A/AC.96/1003). ICVA is network of some 75 human rights, humanitarian, and development NGOs (both national and international) around the world and among other functions co-hosts the annual NGO-UNHCR Consultations (Pre-ExCom) meeting with UNHCR. ICVA discharges the responsibility of facilitating the drafting process for the broader NGO community (i.e. beyond its membership).
Many NGOs consider the consolidated NGO inputs to be the most concrete interventions that they can make at the ExCom. Due to the rules that the ExCom have laid down, NGOs have a unique opportunity to present both a short oral and/or written consolidated statement on the main agenda items. These agenda items normally cover general issues related to refugee protection and assistance, as well as matters relating to international protection and to finance and budget of UNHCR. In the rare situation that issues come up on the agenda by surprise, ICVA adapts to the situation.

NGOs usually are permitted five to seven minutes maximum (depending on the Chair’s decision) to present an oral statement to the meeting. The oral statement, therefore, usually is an overview of a more-extensive, written consolidated statement. While the substantive content must relate to particular agenda items, the items are—almost invariably—the same from year to year, while refugee protection situations and “key protection issues” may change.

ICVA’s role is to coordinate the process of drafting the statements and, as such, NGOs that are invited to attend StCte and ExCom are provided with the contact details of the ICVA Secretariat in their invitation letter so that they can contribute to the drafting process. In addition, the ICVA Secretariat sends out e-mail messages in advance of the meeting requesting NGOs to take the lead in drafting statements for individual agenda items. Often, as the date of the meeting nears and it becomes clear that no one has volunteered to lead the drafting process, representatives of NGOs with past experience attending StCte and ExCom have stepped forward to volunteer.

The ICVA objective is a concise, quality statement that is as representative as possible of all interests and concerns raised by NGOs present, though not necessarily reflecting each and every NGO’s concerns or objections. The ultimate goal of the statements is to raise issues of concern about particular refugee/IDP/stateless situations and to push UNHCR and States to improve their response.
5. Criticisms of the Statement Drafting Process

NGOs come to these meetings from different parts of the world, raising numerous and diverse issues of concern. So many diverse issues mean that NGOs sometimes end up “competing for space” in ensuring that their particular issue gets on to the agenda through the consolidated NGO statement.

Being a concise, consolidated statement, it is clearly impossible to cover all issues and concerns of NGOs. The process of producing these statements raises NGO objections every year, asserting that the statements are not an accurate or thorough representation of their concerns. Such objections have included:

· a perceived lack of transparency in the process;
· removal or dilution of crucial language, during the process of editing statements;
· perceptions of dominance in the process by ”northern” and international NGOs and marginalisation of ”southern,” or national NGOs;
· exclusion of those who attend Pre-ExCom, but for financial or eligibility reasons do not attend ExCom;
· reflection of controversial issues without adequate debate; and
· paying extensive attention to some issues and arbitrarily ignoring others.

Such objections come from NGOs who have considerable experience and established relationships with UNHCR, NGOs whose experience and networks with ExCom are recent or limited, and from State delegations.

Being the obvious and frequent target for objection, ICVA has responded by pointing out that:

· NGOs are a diverse community with various perspectives and viewpoints. Coming up with a consolidated statement is, as a result, an imperfect reflection of the NGO community’s views.

· ICVA has always welcomed (and asked) for suggestions for improving the process.
· NGOs are informed of the process well in advance of the meetings (i.e. in their invitations from UNHCR), but interest in the drafting process often comes very close to the dates of the meeting. There has been much more feedback provided once drafts of statements are made available.

· The consolidated NGO input cannot reflect all issues of concern to every NGO, given the limited time available for the statement to be delivered and to ensure that messages do not get diluted.
· NGOs leading the drafting of statements are the ones who receive feedback from other NGOs and generally decide on what should be the primary focus of the statement, which may result in some issues not being included. 

· For particularly controversial issues, NGOs should discuss such issues with each other and try and come to a consensus on language to be included in the statements; ICVA has also facilitated the provision of meeting rooms for discussing such issues.
· ICVA believes that quality control, which includes a reality check as to the relevance of the statement and its “political” tone/balance, are part of ICVA’s responsibility of facilitating the drafting process.
6. Conclusion and Options for a Way Forward

ICVA understands that the process of preparing statements is problematic for all involved. While a similar process has been followed for producing these statements for years, with some attempts to improve it, there is still much dissatisfaction. This document, therefore, presents a first step in opening up a more constructive discussion on how to further improve the drafting process.

Some Challenges and Concerns to be Addressed (in no particular order):
Challenge 1: 
Despite NGOs being informed of the coordination process of NGO statements at the time of invitations being sent out, very few NGOs volunteer to come forward to draft statements on their own.
· While NGOs are informed of the dates of StCte and ExCom meetings well in advance of the meetings, only on a few occasions has an NGO voluntarily stepped forward to take the lead in drafting an NGO statement. Usually, it is only after the ICVA Secretariat sends out several e-mail messages asking for volunteers to step forward that NGOs come forward.

· NGOs are not very forthcoming with input for statements. They seem to be much more comfortable commenting on drafts once they are written. At the same time, they find it is difficult to make substantial changes to drafts (for example, in terms of changing the style, tone, and focus of statements) once there is a draft.
· The result of the late “stepping forward” is that the timeframe for commenting becomes shortened, with the result that many NGOs feel they do not have enough time to comment on drafts. The short timeframe also means that there is little time to discuss competing views on issues.

· Is there a way to encourage NGOs with the relevant experience and excellent writing skills to step forward as soon as the agenda and invitation are distributed so as to provide more time for commenting on the statements?
· How can we encourage operational agencies to come forward with information from the field so that it can be raised in NGO statements?
Challenge 2:
Putting in place a process that arrives at finalised statements before the meeting takes place, leaves no room for statements to be adapted to the debate in the room.

· NGOs that are unable to attend the meetings feel that changes made at the last minute to reflect the debate are unfair, as they are not able to feed into them. Southern/national NGOs feel that they are “closer to the ground” in tracking relevant issues of international protection, but many lack funds to attend international meetings. When they do attend, they often feel marginalised by the perceived dominance of international NGOs that are more familiar with the process of lobbying at the UN. 
· NGOs that attend the meetings feel that without the flexibility to adapt statements to the debate and presentations taking place during the meeting, the NGO statements will not be of the quality that they should be. This fact also means that it becomes difficult to find an NGO willing to read a statement with which they are not comfortable. In addition, NGO will be perceived as not reacting to what is happening in the meeting.

· Even with a clear time line/process (see example of March 2007 StCte in Annex), NGOs are busy and have little time to provide input and/or comments. It is often only once NGOs arrive at the meeting that they have the time to read through the statements closely and then see issues that might be problematic.

· At the meeting, it became difficult to find NGOs to read some statements because they felt uncomfortable with some of the language in statements, despite having had earlier drafts available to comment on them.
· Is there a way to resolve these differences in approach/opinion so that NGOs attending or not feel more satisfied with the process and outcome?

· What should be the goal of NGO statements: to ensure an inclusive process so NGOs feel they can associate themselves with each and every statement or should NGO statements be used more flexibly to also respond to issues raised during the StCte and ExCom meetings?

Challenge 3:
There are issues of concern on which there is opposing views in the NGO community.
· There have been cases where NGOs will have diametrically opposed views on issues that have been put into NGO statements.

· How can such situations be resolved?
· Could there be a “disassociation” line inserted if NGOs are fundamentally opposed to an issue that other NGOs feel is important to raise with UNHCR and States in an NGO statement?
These are some of the main challenges with the NGO statement drafting process. Undoubtedly there are others that must also be addressed. These have simply been presented as a starting point for discussion.
Annex

Timeline - NGO statement drafting process for 

UNHCR's 38th Standing Committee Meeting, 6-9 March 2007

2 February
(32 days prior to Standing Committee)

UNHCR sends invitation to NGOs, including provisional agenda and ICVA’s details as focal point for coordination of NGO statements.

8 February
(26 days prior to Standing Committee)

ICVA Secretariat sends message to ICVA Members, NGOs invited to Standing Committee, and Pre-EXCOM 2006 NGO Participants, calling for volunteers to lead the drafting of NGO statements and setting out a clear drafting process with dates. Drafting leaders asked to volunteer within seven days. Eleven agenda items identified as particularly relevant for NGO statements.

15 February
(19 days prior to Standing Committee)

First deadline for drafting leaders to nominate. Only three NGOs volunteer.

19 February
(15 days prior to Standing Committee)

ICVA Secretariat sends follow-up message providing contact details for NGO input directly to the three drafting leaders and calling for additional volunteers.

21 February
(13 days prior to Standing Committee)

Second deadline for drafting leaders to nominate. No additional NGOs volunteer. An urgent and final call sent by ICVA Secretariat, stressing the importance of NGO statements and making it clear that without additional volunteers there will only be three statements.

23 February
(11 days prior to Standing Committee)

Final deadline for drafting leaders to nominate. The threat of having only three statements is successful in bringing the total to six volunteers leading the drafting of seven statements (one of the initial three drafters having volunteered to lead on a second statement). Contact details for input to all drafting leaders provided in a message from ICVA Secretariat.

27 February
(7 days prior to Standing Committee)

Drafting leaders provide ICVA Secretariat with first drafts, which are distributed for comment and posted on the ICVA website (with a password provided to NGOs). Feedback and further input again requested directly to drafters. 

1 March
(5 days prior to Standing Committee)

Final drafts provided to the ICVA Secretariat for copy-editing, distribution, and final legal/factual corrections from other NGOs. Proposed edits sent to drafters in “track changes” mode. 

6 March
First Day of Standing Committee Meeting

NGOs attending Standing Committee provided with hard copies of the final, copy-edited drafts. Further changes/additions accepted only if there are inaccuracies or if major developments take place at the Standing Committee. 
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