PAGE  

Improving the Drafting of NGO Statements for 
UNHCR’s Standing and Executive Committee Meetings

NGO Side Meeting, UNHCR’s Standing Committee, 8 March 2007

ICVA Meeting Report

The ICVA Secretariat hosted a meeting for NGOs in the margins of UNHCR’s March Standing Committee to discuss concerns and possible improvements to drafting NGO statements for UNHCR’s Standing and Executive Committee meetings. As focal point for coordinating these statements, the ICVA Secretariat produced a discussion paper to provide a background to the meeting and to solicit input from NGOs unable to attend the meeting:  (www.icva.ch/doc00002087.html). This meeting report summarises the discussion and outstanding questions and finally provides some areas of agreement at the meeting and next steps. A list of participants is annexed.

Discussion and Questions Raised

ICVA aims to facilitate the drafting of concise statements that are as representative as possible of the range of concerns raised by NGOs while still providing a strong message. While consolidated statements are an effective means to push UNHCR and States to improve their response, they should be seen as one of a number of methods that NGOs should utilise.

Given the diversity of NGO views, the process of developing a consolidated NGO statement on any particular topic will never be perfect. ICVA has generally looked for NGOs to lead the drafting, based on their expertise and presence in regions, but finding volunteers to lead can be difficult. Negotiations over text have taken place in the past between NGOs and differences have usually been successfully resolved, although there have been a few examples of significant disagreement. ICVA expressed the belief that UNHCR and States realise that statements cannot necessarily provide a definitive reflection of every NGO concern, although some NGOs at the meeting did not agree. 

Clear Timelines and the Consequences
NGOs have been asked for suggestions to improve the drafting process by ICVA. Despite not receiving many suggestions, ICVA has made a number of changes over the years. For this March Standing Committee meeting, ICVA provided a clear set of deadlines for each part of the drafting process (see annex to the discussion paper). While these deadlines were helpful, there was a problem when it became unclear as to when certain input was originally provided, which was included after the final deadline for one statement. The situation was eventually sorted out by the ICVA Secretariat after contacting the lead drafter, but the situation highlighted that substantive issues of contention may not get resolved no matter what process is put in place.

There was general agreement that a clear timeline with deadlines as part of the drafting process could help to clarify the process for NGOs and could contribute to improved consultation on statements. UNHCR sends an agenda with invitations to NGOs more than one month prior to each meeting, but it was suggested that the drafting process begin before this point in order to avoid the usual problem of having few volunteers to lead drafting until close to the dates of the meeting and to allow more time for NGOs to consult their field staff. 

A final deadline of one week prior to each meeting for finalisation of the statements, after which no changes or additions would be allowed, was proposed. A process for consultation on the shorter oral statement could be included in such a timeframe. However, this option presents the risk of statements becoming NGO “position papers” by not allowing late changes that could make statements more relevant to the discussion during the meeting. 

Early finalisation of drafts becomes more problematic due to UNHCR’s background documents often not being made available until the week before meetings, by which time NGO statements would already be finalised if this approach were adopted. One option to overcome this problem could be the use of the additional NGO statement (per agenda item) that the Chairman can allow to address issues arising during the discussion. However, such statements would require an additional mechanism for consultation to be agreed, involving those NGOs present.

· Should the consolidated statement be an NGO “position paper” based on a process with a strict final deadline for input or include flexibility to address, clarify, and/or contribute to issues that arise during discussion at meetings? What would the implication of such strict deadlines be on the process, timing of input, and deadlines?
· Could the second statement allocated to NGOs on each agenda item be used to address issues arising during the discussion and, if so, what kind of process would need to put into place?
Consensus in NGO statements?

Several participants felt that NGO statements should reflect consensus whenever possible. Some suggested, in this context, that any issues with political implications should be avoided as there are enough broad issues of NGO consensus to include in statements for any controversial topics to be censored or excluded. It was argued that an appearance of consensus through self-censorship could make statements look stronger in the eyes of UNHCR and States. It was also argued, however, that leaving out issues can be more of a political statement than addressing them. A note of concern was the real potential for NGO views to be censored on a range of important humanitarian issues such as the United States’ asylum policies, reproductive health, and Palestinian refugee/IDP issues if a consensus view were sought.
One suggestion was made that rather than aiming for consensus there may be value in making clear, in statements, the differences in opinion between NGOs on specific issues, thus reflecting the true diversity of the NGO community. Another alternative to consensus could be the use of a “disassociation” clause/footnote by NGOs that are not in agreement with a majority view put forward on particular issues in a statement. Some NGOs were against this idea, saying that no one would look at the line declaring disassociation and that it would be to the detriment of the NGO “disassociating”. An alternative compromise agreement on this issue might be that the controversial issue be left out from the oral statement, but included in the written version with a footnote. It was suggested that examples from other networks on how they reach consensus could help inform further discussion on this issue.

· Should statements aim for broad NGO consensus or can statements include different NGO views to reflect the diversity of the NGO community where there is a lack of consensus? 
· Should there be an option for disassociation by NGOs who do not agree with text or should text that is controversial not be included (which also risks making a political statement)?

Drafting and editorial roles

Following some discussion, it was generally felt that those leading the drafting of statements should not have editorial control over final content. It was suggested that final drafts of statements could go through a separate editing process, which would including negotiation of contentious text. One suggestion was to form an editorial committee representing NGO consortia, which would then represent, and be accountable to, their memberships. The challenge with such an option is to ensure that southern and eastern NGOs, in particular, are represented in such a body. This option would require further discussion on how representatives are selected and what kind of process would be undertaken to overcome controversial issues. An option put forward to help the process was for lead drafters to have a “shadow” NGO following the input provided to the drafter and the drafting process so if there is controversy at any point, the “shadow” drafter could step-in to provide clarification on the process and potential suggestions on a way forward to the editorial committee. 
One suggestion to better address substantive issues was that NGOs could be asked to identify the topics of greatest priority and then spend more time on fewer statements. It was suggested that when NGOs with “very pronounced views” on a particular issue step forward to lead, the drafting should be given to an NGO with a more “general” view, in order to avoid politicising the process.
If the drafting and editorial roles are separated, there is still a need to clarify how each function should be performed. Clear procedures would have to be put into place in order to avoid controversy after the fact. Such procedures, however, will be dependent (to an extent) on the outcome of the discussions on the questions raised above.

· Should the drafting and editorial roles for NGO statements be separated? How would NGOs filling these roles be selected to ensure adequate representation of the NGO community?
· Should there be an editorial committee comprised of representatives from NGO consortia? How would such an editorial committee be formed in order to ensure adequate representation of NGOs? What kind of procedures would such a committee follow to address controversial issues?
· Is there a way to ensure that NGOs with a more “general” view step forward to lead the drafting of statements, given that so few volunteer now?
Areas of Agreement/ Next Steps

· NGOs not at this meeting will be asked by ICVA to provide feedback on the background paper and any additional input on the drafting process. NGO responses will, with their permission, be posted on a section of the ICVA website dedicated to improving the drafting process: <www.icva.ch/doc00002088.html>.

· ICVA will pilot changes to the drafting process for statements to the June Standing Committee meeting, including a call for drafting leaders at least two months in advance and the establishment of a pilot editorial committee for the protection statement, although the question of adequate representation is one that needs to be addressed
· How other consortia (i.e. ECRE, InterAction, RCUSA) formulate consensus statements will be examined.
· In order to ensure that the broadest range of NGOs possible are able to feed into this process to improve the drafting of NGO statements, a meeting will be held in the morning of the first day of Pre-ExCom (before it begins) to discuss the discussions/input provided over the year, as well as the pilot changes made for the June Standing Committee.
ICVA Secretariat, 

13 March 2007

Annex

Meeting Participants
· Sayed Fazlullah Wahidi, Afghan NGOs Coordination Bureau (ANCB)

· Daniel Lack, American Joint Distribution Committee(AJDC)/ International Council on Jewish Social and Welfare Services (INTERCO)

· Gotzon Onandia-Zarrabe, Amnesty International (AI)

· Alice Kennedy, European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE)

· Veronika Martin, InterAction

· Neil Grungras, INTERCO

· Ed Schenkenberg, International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA)

· Manisha Thomas, ICVA

· Myke Leahy, ICVA

· Mary Pack, International Medical Corps

· Christine Bloch, Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS)/Women’s Commission on Refugee Women and Children
· Hermione Holland, Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC)/Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC)

· Paul Nesse NRC/IDMC

· Oliver Robertson, Quaker United Nations Office (QUNO)

· Denise Allen, World Vision International (WVI)
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