Meeting Note from UNHCR NGO Consultations Appraisal

10 October 2008

(Follow-up Meeting to 9 September 2008 Meeting)

Participants

IRC
InterAction
Refugee Council Australia
International Federation of Social Workers
National Council of Churches of Australia

Sudan Health Association
UNHCR Inter-Agency Unit (IAU)
ICVA

Introduction

A meeting was organised as a follow-up to a previous meeting examining the Annual Consultations in September in Geneva. The date was chosen to take advantage of the presence of other NGOs in town for UNHCR’s Executive Committee meeting (ExCom). Issues discussed in the previous meeting that were raised included looking at the link between ExCom and the Annual Consultations, the format of the Consultations, and their timing.

There is a concern amongst some within UNHCR that the Consultations do not, at this point, realise their full potential. As such, efforts should be made to increase their impact on the response on the ground, i.e. by focusing more on operational outcomes. For UNHCR, lobbying efforts and networking are valuable, but are of secondary importance in the considerations about the organisation of the Consultations.
Purpose of the Consultations

There are several objectives or priorities that could be seen as possible for the Annual Consultations and their timing. After identifying what the main objective or priority is, other issues, such as timing and format, should follow.

The objective or priority for the Consultations could be: 
1) NGO-HCR dialogue; 
2) NGO-NGO dialogue and networking; 
3) getting increased State participation and dialogue, whether at 
a) the working level or 
b) focused on high-level State representatives; or 
4) NGO-HCR-State dialogue. 
It was suggested that, due to the nature and original intent of the Consultations, the starting point should be the discussion and exchange between UNHCR and NGOs. On the other hand, it was mentioned that the possibility of combining the different elements would make the Consultations more attractive. Practically speaking, however, it would not be possible to achieve all four to the same extent.
When talking about lobbying States, it should be kept in mind that careful advocacy on the bilateral/national level often goes further than concerted advocacy in Geneva: the latter can sometimes results in negative outcomes, for example with the EXCOM Conclusions process, when it comes to some States refusing NGO suggestions because they are not particularly ‘pro-NGO’. 

Structure of the Consultations

In order to give the Consultations a clearer focus and clearer outcomes, it was suggested to possibly have a two-pronged approach: a more operational stream and a more advocacy-oriented stream. There was also support for the strengthening of the theme of each Consultation to achieve more focused outcomes. At the same time, there should be some room kept for unstructured discussion, which is often useful.

One concrete proposal to improve the outcome of the Consultations was to have those NGOs or UNHCR staff who propose sessions to include the expected or desired outcomes in the description, which could help NGOs focus on outcomes when voting on the sessions. 

It was suggested that the keynote address be separated from the opening remarks of the Deputy High Commissioner, in order to avoid attention being taken away from the keynote address.

The session with the High Commissioner attracts the most interest, yet the link between this session and other sessions hardly exists. One suggestion was for the sessions to be planned so as to more concretely feed into the discussion with the High Commissioner. 

Follow-up
There should be some action points resulting from the Consultations, to give NGOs and UNHCR ways forward. It should also be discussed in more detail how the implementation of such action points could be monitored, perhaps by the Rapporteur providing an update in his/her report. The problem remains that there is disagreement on what the “outcomes” should be, e.g. between operational and advocacy NGOs, as well as the problem that monitoring implementation of action points is a gargantuan task that the Rapporteur would be unlikely to be able to achieve in a meaningful manner. 
Rapporteur’s Report

A full, comprehensive report of the Consultations should be written by UNHCR’s IAU as done in the past. This report would allow the Rapporteur’s report to focus better on key messages and pull out the main points, conclusions, and/or recommendations from the Consultations.

In terms of reporting from the individual meetings, the organisers of each panel should arrange for someone specifically to take notes to allow the moderators to focus on moderating and to ensure that the notes are more comprehensive. 

Possibility to Influence the ExCom Process and Conclusions
UNHCR explained how the ExCom process is ongoing throughout the year and that it is in continuous participation in that process that NGOs can best influence the work of ExCom. There are numerous channels to which NGOs have access, as opposed to the ExCom meeting itself, in which participation is limited. One good example of when NGOs deeply, and positively, influenced the ExCom process, is the Conclusion on Women and Girls at Risk. The possibilities and opportunities to influence the ExCom process at the ExCom meeting itself are very limited. Yet some NGOs felt that the opportunity to lobby high level delegations from their countries at the ExCom meeting was valuable.
Venue and Timing
For 2009, the Conference Centre is fully booked. The options, therefore, are to have the Consultations in the Palais, either in the week directly preceding the June Standing Committee meeting, or in the week directly preceding the ExCom meeting. Since the Palais has so far confirmed neither of the dates, there may be no choice about the timing next year.
Arguments for keeping the Consultations close to ExCom included: 
· The high-level, as well as ‘policy development level’, participation of States in ExCom provides a unique lobbying opportunity for those who can only come to Geneva once a year;
· The contact with States, including in informal lunches and side meetings, for example, may allow NGOs to raise issues with high-level representatives from State capitals that they would not be able to do otherwise; and 
· Costs of participation in terms of flights are reduced for NGO participants who want to attend both the Consultations and ExCom.
On the other hand, there were arguments for having the consultations in June: 
· Lobbying “high level” State representatives is probably not all that relevant, since State delegates in Geneva are usually the ones who suggest policy developments, not the high level representatives;

· Having the report early this year encouraged States, for the first time, to react to it in the ExCom meeting following the Rapporteur’s report and to use the outcomes of the Consultations for the preparation of their ExCom statements; 
· The Rapporteur’s report is not read by States if distributed only the day before ExCom, as pointed out by some States; and
· State delegates have more time in June than around ExCom and would hence be able to meet with NGOs, to some extent, during the Consultations. States often say they want to do so, but cannot because they have very little time around ExCom.
Next Steps
A message will be sent to NGOs soliciting input concerning how to improve the concrete outcomes and the operational impact of the Consultations, using an options paper, which will ask NGOs to prioritise the options. This effort to improve outcomes should also include what can be done after the Consultations, throughout the year, to implement recommendations issued from the consultations, etc.
The suggestion was made that if UNHCR has a publicly available strategic vision for the next couple of years, having it would help NGOs to address specific issues of importance to UNHCR. In this sense, it was also suggested that UNHCR issue a concept paper on its desired outcomes from the Consultations.
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