Brief summary note of meeting

Meeting:
NGO/UNICEF/WFP/HCR Dialogue on financial partnership and contractual arrangements

Date: 

Thursday, 18 May 2010 at ICVA Geneva

Participants: 
UNICEF (Christine Knudsen), WFP (Heiko Knoch, Brian Lander), UNHCR (Bernie Doyle, Jadwiga Pietrzak, Fatima Sherif-Nor, Elizabeth Pelster), ICVA (Ed Schenkenberg, Rüdiger Schöch), Sally Austin (CARE)

The group met to complete the priority items on the matrix and discuss next steps for the dialogue.

Looking back at the last meeting, which focussed on issues of accountability and timeliness, it was noted that progress was made in identifying issues, but not in solving them. Therefore, the group had a responsibility to list the issues going beyond the remit of this group for submission to the appropriate forum (e.g. IASC WG) would be useful.

The group moved on to Support Costs. UNICEF’s new Project Cooperation Agreement (PCA) gives some guidance about what support costs can be but also leaves some flexibility. It provides a fixed 7% for support costs to all NGO partners, with additional admin costs covered up to 25% if justified by line item. In exceptional circumstances, such as where security costs are very high, the 25% limit may be waived. As the 7% do not have to be justified, they can be used for activities as capacity building as well. WFP calls what is named “indirect cost recovery” in the chart “management costs”. There is no fixed percentage but these costs are negotiated at the country level with no specific ceiling. UNHCR has a 7% limit for contribution to INGO headquarters’ costs of operation and an upper limit for international staff costs. All other overhead costs – for international or national partners – are left to the field to negotiate. OFADEC remarked that it would be helpful to have some guidance from UNHCR’s HQ about what is possible on the country level, instead of leaving it to every office to decide. The idea of using the 7% to support a fund for capacity development was also mentioned again. HCR suggested that the capacity issues goes far beyond the 7% and expressed hope that some headway could be made at this year’s Annual Consultations with UNHCR and NGOs.

As for INGOs funding local partners, some NGOs said that it varied both from country to country and from donor to donor, as attempts were made, for example by CARE, to mirror the overheads they received in their agreements with local partners. None of the agencies currently has much guidance on sub-contracting in their agreements with NGOs. It was hoped that the UNHCR-NGO Annual Consultations would bring some concrete results on how to identify needs and then see how to meet them, as it is not about percentages, but about improving outcomes. There was support for the idea to identify good practice in sub-contracting arrangements between international and national partners, to see what the role and added value of INGOs is in such arrangements. Including some indications around sub-contracting in agreements with UN agencies could help to ensure a minimum of consistency.
There was some hope from the NGO side that some steps could be taken to harmonise the process for reporting, if not the reporting policies of the agencies, not least to improve the consistency of reporting requirements from country to country. Following a discussion on the HACT in the previous meeting, it was clarified that, while it was located in the development group, it was open to all other agencies. WFP, UNDP, UNICEF, and UNFPA will be obliged to apply the HACT, others can opt for it. It could be seen as a way of transferring funds depending on the partner and the associated risk, allowing a systematic way of assessing weaknesses and strengths of the partner organisations. Following a proposal from UNHCR, it was agreed that Fatima (UNHCR) would share some information on the HACT and lead a brainstorming on how HACT could be useful for the issues discussed in this dialogue. She would also share some countries where the HACT is used for NGOs so that feedback could be sought on NGOs’ experience with HACT. At the same time, it was important not to stray too far from the real question for NGOs, i.e. how to simplify and rationalise the very different reporting requirements from UN agencies and make them friendlier. The discussion on reporting should also include how to improve the assessment of partners. It was suggested to update a table in which UN agencies outlined the reporting requirements of their governing bodies in 2006.
Wrapping up the discussion on reporting requirements, it was mentioned that it would be useful if UN agencies put together a note with a timeline on what can be changed and what cannot be changed in this regard, given the institutional requirements (e.g. approval by governing bodies needed for some of the processes).
The following action points were identified:
· A timeline will be established for next steps until the November IASC Working Group, including on possible improvement in the area of accountability; for that, the matrix needs to be reviewed;
· A light survey of NGOs in a few countries on experience with HACT and good practice in partnership would be developed for some of a few countries where the HACT has been active longest; it should be distributed in early July to have results by end of July; 
· Fatima will distribute information on the HACT, including a questionnaire she already prepared on NGO views that could help to develop the survey; a discussion on HACT could be held in the coming weeks;
· The three UN agencies will update the matrix from Montreux as committed early on in process.
The next meeting on 8 June will focus on monitoring and reporting.
