PAGE  

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

NGO Side Meeting, UNHCR’s Standing Committee, 27 June 2007

ICVA Meeting Report

The ICVA Secretariat hosted a meeting for NGOs in the margins of UNHCR’s June Standing Committee as part of the effort to improve the drafting of NGO statements for UNHCR’s Standing and Executive Committee meetings. This meeting followed up on an initial meeting held during the March Standing Committee (see www.icva.ch/doc00002118.doc). This meeting report summarises the discussion and has attached the drafting procedure agreed (Annex 1). A list of participants is annexed (Annex 2).
Introduction

The ICVA Coordinator, a.i., Manisha Thomas, opened the meeting with an overview of the statement drafting process that had been implemented by ICVA for the June Standing Committee following an agreed pilot process decided by NGOs attending the March Standing Committee. This process involved a very clear timeline and deadlines (see www.icva.ch/doc00002259.html) in response to criticisms from some NGOs that the process had previously been lacking in transparency and that statements should be finalised prior to Standing Committee. The first call for NGOs to lead the drafting of statements was sent by ICVA more than three months prior to Standing Committee to encourage more volunteers and earlier input.
However, this process had failed to facilitate more volunteers to draft and raised new criticisms from NGOs who saw the changes as too inflexible and process driven. Following targeted requests by the ICVA Secretariat, drafting leaders eventually stepped forward for only two statements. Additional volunteers came forward after the deadline, including at the Standing Committee, but these offers to draft were turned down to maintain the integrity of the process and timeline agreed. NGOs at Standing Committee had commented that the process prevented an NGO response to discussions in the room, that it did not allow for the inclusion of new information that had come to light during Standing Committee, and that the quality of NGO statements was compromised as a result.
NGO Statements are important to UNHCR and many States as NGOs are able to articulate issues that UNHCR and States may be less able to do. NGOs, in the past, had received praise from UNHCR and States on the relevance and quality of statements. The lack of statements on a number of agenda items had elicited comments of concern from UNHCR staff who felt that NGOs had an important role in raising issues and pushing UNHCR and States to improve. NGOs were no longer expressing their views and concerns as they should.
The purpose of NGO statements should be to push for improvements in the protection and assistance of those persons of concern to UNHCR. It appeared that more time had been spent discussing the process around NGO statements instead of on statements themselves. The desired objective of this meeting was to decide on a clear, transparent, and inclusive process that is as representative as possible of all interests and concerns raised by NGOs so that discussion on process could come to an end.
Discussion and Questions Raised

Some NGOs present recognised that they had not taken enough responsibility in leading or providing input to statements within the agreed timeline, and there was discussion about how to encourage earlier and better input. There was general consensus that a process is needed that maintains clarity, transparency, and inclusiveness, but that also provides more flexibility to respond to State interventions during the meeting to allow important issues not included in statements to be raised.
Improving NGO input
Discussion about more and better input to statements from NGOs started with the suggestion that there should be more frequent and ongoing communication to bring forward issues, avoid the last-minute rush for input, and broaden ownership over what is included in statements. A lot of input from the field currently arrives too late for the deadlines of the process used at this Standing Committee meeting and there is a need to ensure that the new process is designed to be open to such information. The process should also try to engage NGOs outside of Europe and North America.
Statements should be seen as a permanent feature on NGOs’ radars, with issues being put forward throughout the year as they arise. It was stated that the ICVA Secretariat should be trusted to run the process if this suggestion was to work, rather than giving responsibility to a committee and suggested that ICVA could nominate NGOs to track specific issues, which might increase participation. The possibility was also raised of a meeting/teleconference to be held six weeks in advance of Standing and Executive Committee meetings to get the important issues on the table, although doubts were raised over how many NGOs would participate.
ICVA is open to having information that can be used for statements sent in throughout the year. The ICVA Secretariat has, in the past, provided an early list of headline issues to encourage NGOs that have access to information from the field to provide their experience and this effort could be tried again. It was noted that it is useful to have an early draft or outline to send to the field in order to increase the input provided. 
The drafting process

There was a view from one NGO that the goal should be a less rushed drafting process that provides for statements to be finalised before people start travelling to Standing Committee, preferably a week before the meeting. However, another noted that NGOs have failed to produce more than two statements in advance of this Standing Committee, although given the opportunity to do so well before the meeting. 
There was a broadly shared belief that more flexibility is needed to make ad hoc statements during Standing Committee and Executive Committee meetings, which could be in the form of a second NGO statement on agenda items to be made after the formally prepared statement. It was noted that it had been a shame at this Standing Committee that important issues were not raised by NGOs because of the inflexibility of the process used. There is a belief by many NGOs that it is more important to address issues of concern than it is to ensure a statement is prepared in advance with a full process for consensus. For example, information that was only brought to the notice of one NGO during Standing Committee about a specific country situation and that should have been raised in the Standing Committee could not be, due to the rigid process in place. It was noted that States regularly make ad hoc statements to Standing Committee on issues of importance that arise during discussion. 
The ability to respond to issues raised during the meeting using the NGO expertise available in the room was seen as a strength of NGO statements in the past, and ad hoc statements could again be utilised and identified as statements representing only the NGOs in attendance. There was an opinion that this flexibility would not detract from the quality of statements, as statements five years ago, which were often produced or completed in the room were generally of better quality than now. 
There was agreement on the possibility of having two types of statements on each agenda item – a formally prepared statement finalised prior to Standing Committee and, if required, a second ad hoc statement to reflect issues arising from discussion at the meeting or important issues that had not been included in the original statement. One NGO held the view that any “second statement” should only be made within the parameters of addressing issues that had been raised in the meeting and should not just become an opportunity for input by people who missed deadlines for the first statements. However, others stated that all important issues should be raised and that the integrity of statements should not be sacrificed for the sake of the process. It was argued that, in reality, no process was going to be perfect and that an imperfect process was better than not making statements on important issues, as had occurred at this Standing Committee.
There was general agreement that statements on one or two key agenda items at each meeting should be prepared in advance of the meeting (such as the Protection statement for June Standing Committee), with more flexibility allowed for the drafting of statements on the remaining agenda items.

Dealing with contentious issues
There were different views on how NGO statements are perceived by UNHCR and States, but most NGOs believe it is clear that consolidated statements are not seen by anybody as representing all NGO views. There was a comment that it needs to be accepted that no matter how statements are drafted, you cannot please everybody. Statements should be seen as one of many “pin-pricks” that need to be provided regularly to push UNHCR and States to improve their response along with other methods, rather than being seen as the “be all and end all” of NGO representation.
It was asked whether NGOs should steer away from sensitive issues through the drafting process or address them. Some NGOs may be hesitant to criticise governments, but it was generally agreed that honest interventions by NGOs, even on sensitive issues, are appreciated and needed – NGO views should not be watered down. 
In response to a suggestion to have a drafting committee to decide upon what content should go into statements, others felt that the ICVA Secretariat is best placed to take decisions on sensitive issues and should be given the trust to lead, rather than a committee. It was noted that there is a lot of confidence in the ICVA Secretariat to run the drafting process as it feels most appropriate and that introducing a drafting committee risked moving towards a “Soviet style” process with a lot of control, but no initiative. There was an additional comment that a drafting committee would only take any controversy over substantive issues to another level, where it would be no more likely to be resolved. Any veto by committee would also prevent controversial issues being dealt with effectively. A consolidated statement provides a certain degree of “protection” for NGOs to be able to critique States or UNHCR and to raise issues that individual NGOs cannot. This feature of NGO statements should not be lost.
One NGO was, however, clear that it did not want any divisive language in statements and that there should at least be the possibility of disassociation if there was significant disagreement. It was agreed that an introduction to the statement such as “This statement does not reflect the views of all NGOs” or footnotes identifying disassociation on specific issues could be used in such cases. This approach was accepted as a way to avoid watering down the content of statements. It was agreed that any footnote should not name any NGO disassociating itself, and that disassociation should be seen as an extreme measure, only to be used as a last resort when consensus cannot be reached. It was suggested that disassociation should provide an indication of the numbers of NGOs that are in disagreement with the statement.

Areas of agreement

There was consensus that the outcomes of this meeting should be used by ICVA to put a process in writing, so NGOs not in attendance could comment (see Annex 1). There was agreement that no further meetings were needed. The key areas of agreement were:

· ICVA to take a prescriptive role in pushing NGOs to follow issues and lead drafting. NGOs should flag issues to ICVA throughout the year, with the understanding that there is also a need for them to contribute to the drafting process;

· ICVA will flag one or two statements on key agenda items for each Standing and Executive Committee meeting that will be produced under a process and timeline as piloted at this June Standing Committee;

· On other agenda items ICVA will approach relevant NGOs to lead the drafting of a statement in advance of the meeting;

· An additional statement can be developed on any agenda item at Standing and Executive Committee meetings, while being clear that such statements reflect the views of NGOs in the room;

· NGO statements should aim for broad consensus, but disassociation can be used as a last resort when consensus cannot be reached.
ICVA Secretariat, 

30 July 2007

 Annex 1
NGO Statement Drafting Procedure for Statements to 

UNHCR Standing Committee and Executive Committee Meetings

 As agreed at NGO Side Meeting, UNHCR’s Standing Committee, 27 June 2007

FOR COMMENT

General Purpose of NGO Statements

The purpose of an NGO Statement to UNHCR’s Standing or Executive Committee (ExCom) or other UNHCR forums is to ensure that NGO thinking and views are heard. NGO statements are important because they often provide a view that neither States nor UNHCR are able to articulate. NGO statements should be of a high quality and must not aim for the lowest common denominator.

Throughout the Year

When the UNHCR annual meeting calendar is released, NGOs should note the dates of each meeting and plan to contribute to specific statements. The dates are also posted on ICVA’s website calendar (see www.icva.ch/calendar.html). The statement drafting process should be of a continuous nature. NGOs agree to seek input from their field colleagues on an ongoing basis throughout the year and to share this information with the ICVA Secretariat. The ICVA Secretariat will keep track of these issues and make them available during the statement drafting process.

NGOs commit to produce a prepared statement (according to the agreed drafting procedure) for at least the main agenda items of each Standing Committee/ExCom meetings, which include:

· March Standing Committee: regional statements;

· June/July Standing Committee: international protection;

· September Standing Committee: no main agenda item; and

· ExCom: general statement.

Before Standing Committee/ExCom Meetings

When NGOs receive their invitation letters from UNHCR they are invited to contact ICVA about statements.

Eight weeks:
ICVA will send out a message with details of the drafting process and an initial call for drafting volunteers eight weeks in advance of the respective meeting. 

Six weeks:
To further facilitate the process, the ICVA Secretariat will host a meeting/teleconference to discuss issues for inclusion in statements six weeks ahead of each Standing Committee/ExCom meeting. NGOs will be invited to attend this meeting in Geneva or participate by telephone.

Five weeks:
The deadline for NGOs to volunteer for leading the drafting will be five weeks in advance of the Standing Committee/ExCom meeting. The ICVA Secretariat will play a proactive role by requesting NGOs with known expertise on particular agenda items to lead the drafting. If there are no volunteers for statements on the main agenda items, the ICVA Secretariat may produce a draft statement based on the information sent by NGOs throughout the year and the Secretariat’s knowledge of the issues for comment. The ICVA Secretariat will send out contact details of drafters and input for statements should be sent directly to drafters for incorporation into the first draft.

Three weeks:
The first draft of each statement will be received from the lead drafters by the ICVA Secretariat and then sent to NGOs three weeks in advance of the Standing Committee/ExCom meeting. Input and/or comments on the drafts are to be provided directly to the drafters.

Two weeks:
The second draft of each statement, incorporating input on the first draft, will be received from the lead drafters by the ICVA Secretariat and then sent to NGOs two weeks in advance of the meeting. Comments (but no new input unless there has been a new event warranting an addition/change) are to be provided directly to the drafters.

One week:
The third (and final) draft of each statement, incorporating comments on the second draft, will be received from the lead drafters by the ICVA Secretariat to copy-edit, format, and send to NGOs one week in advance of the meeting. Only serious objections (i.e. legal/factual inaccuracies) can be raised to these drafts and are to be provided directly to the ICVA Secretariat.

During Standing Committee/ExCom Meetings

NGOs attending Standing Committee/ExCom meetings may draft and deliver a so-called “second statement” against each agenda item addressing concerns and issues that arise during the meeting (subject to agreement by the ExCom Chair). A “second statement”, coordinated by ICVA, can also be used where a prepared statement on an agenda item has not been drafted according to the procedure outlined above, but that is considered important by NGOs attending the meeting. These “second statements” will be less formal and more ad hoc and will state explicitly that they “represent the views of those NGOs attending the meeting”.

NGOs will strive for consensus in the statement drafting process, but without settling for the lowest common denominator. As a last resort, NGOs may disassociate themselves from a particular statement or section of a statement. Such disassociation will be referred to, anonymously, when reading the statement and in the opening paragraph as follows: One (two; a number of; a significant number of) NGO(s) disagree(s) with the content of this statement (paragraph(s) x of this statement) and wish(es) to be disassociated from the content.

After Standing Committee/ExCom Meetings

Following the meeting, ICVA will send a message to NGOs informing them where the final versions of all NGO statements can be found on the ICVA website and providing a reminder of the main agenda item requiring an NGO statement for the following Standing Committee/ExCom meeting.

Annex 2

Meeting Participants
· Laetitia van Haren, Action by Churches Together (ACT)
· Pia Oberoi, Amnesty International (AI)
· Rachel Simmons, AI
· Ann Mary Olsen, Danish Refugee Council (DRC)

· Gerry Simpson, Human Rights Watch (HRW)

· Mark Hetfield, InterAction 
· Veronika Martin, InterAction
· Tobias Theodoor Roosen, International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW)
· Deirdre Clancy, International Refugee Rights Initiative (IRRI)
· Myke Leahy, International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA)
· Manisha Thomas, ICVA
· Robbie Thomson, ICVA

· Mary Pack, International Medical Corps (IMC)
· Christine Bloch, Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS)/Women’s Commission on Refugee Women and Children
· Mi Christiansen, Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC)
· Hermione Holland, NRC/Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC)
· Paul Nesse, NRC/IDMC
· Mamadou Ndiaye, Office Africain pour le Développement et la Coopération (OFADEC)
· Paul Power, Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA)

· Elizabeth Campbell, Refugee Council USA (RCUSA)

· Richard Parkins, RCUSA
· Tom Getman, World Vision International (WVI)
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