UNHCR’s Annual Consultations with NGOs
Rapporteur’s Presentation to UNHCR’s Executive Committee

James Thomson, Rapporteur for the Annual Consultations
October 2008
The Annual Consultations between UNHCR and NGOs – commonly known as Pre-ExCom –are meant to provide a forum to discuss various challenges in our day-to-day work. Given that UNHCR works with operational NGOs and advocacy NGOs, it is always a delicate balance to try and organise a meeting that suits the needs and expectations of over 300 participants. Needless to say, we can never succeed in being able to cover all the issues that need to be discussed. The best we can hope for is to highlight some areas where progress can be made and then to also examine how NGOs and UNHCR are responding in various situations.

You will have all seen the report of the Consultations so instead of repeating some of the conclusions and recommendations contained in that report, I will instead highlight some of the major issues that were raised and that require immediate attention from UNHCR, States, and NGOs.

This year, the theme of the Consultations was “Universal Human Rights for All”, given the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In his keynote address, Virendra Dayal noted some of the lessons that can be learned from history, particularly when it comes to the rights of refugees. He also commented on the difficult ground that UNHCR must tread, I quote:

…the UNHCR protection function remains fraught with difficulty and sensitivity when it comes to dealing with governments. Part of the quandary is that while it is usually diplomats who are party to Executive Committee decisions on the ground it is the Home Ministry and Immigration officials who call the shots, and they are obsessed with security and illegal immigration.
Governance
That difficult ground to which Mr. Dayal referred was highlighted in the discussion around governing refugee law and supervision of the 1951 Refugee Convention. Proposals were put on the table to revisit the conclusions and recommendations from the Global Consultations, as contained in the Agenda for Protection. The recommendations included learning lessons from human rights mechanisms or having the High Commissioner appoint an independent Advisory Group, which would have recognised refugee protection experts. In order to bring those discussions to ExCom, a side event was hosted yesterday to move the debate about supervision further where it was made clear that there are no existing models that match the dual operational and supervisory role that UNHCR must fulfil. As such, UNHCR, States, and NGOs must to come together to craft an appropriate mechanism and ensure that 7 more years do not pass before there are practical modalities put in place, as recommended in the Agenda for Protection.
Humanitarian Space
During the Annual Consultations, the High Commissioner highlighted a major topic of concern to NGOs, namely the need to ensure that any drive for integration within the UN system does not mean that there is a shrinking of humanitarian space. Increasingly, humanitarian organisations are finding it difficult to access populations in need, as we articulated in the NGO statement yesterday. States have a responsibility to ensure access to impartial humanitarian organisations when the population on their territory is receiving inadequate protection and assistance. We fear that this responsibility is not being given adequate attention in many cases.

As humanitarian organisations, we realise that we need to be much more forceful in advocating on humanitarian principles and for respect of the missions of humanitarian organisations so that populations in need can be assisted and protected. It is in such situations that the importance of partnership becomes even more apparent, as the actions of one will affect all.
Partnership

In this context, the High Commissioner’s commitment to, and involvement in, the Global Humanitarian Platform and its Principles of Partnership must be commended, particularly as he was the only head of a UN agency to attend the July 2008 meeting. There is a need to have such a forum where NGOs, the International Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement, and the UN and other inter-governmental organisations can come to the table on an equal footing to discuss various challenges to humanitarian response. 

Without working together, we will be unable to provide the most effective response to those in need. The Principles of Partnership, to which the High Commissioner has committed UNHCR, are a good starting point for measuring our partnership. NGOs also have a long way to go in incorporating the PoP into their organisations, but UNHCR also needs to ensure that partnership is embedded within all levels of the organisation. 
One way for States to contribute to better operationalising partnership is to increase support for UNHCR’s role in working with national and local NGOs, which are essential in responding to the needs of refugees and IDPs, particularly in urban settings. While we understand that it might be difficult for some donors to provide funds directly to national and local NGOs, creative ways of supporting their work through UNHCR and international NGOs must be found to strengthen their response capacities.
The Link between ExCom and the Annual Consultations
One of the challenges that remains to be tackled is finding ways to better link ExCom and the Annual Consultations. This year, the report from the Consultations was available in advance of ExCom. Did that enable you to take up some of the recommendations and conclusions in your statements and bilateral meetings at this year’s ExCom? 

However, having the report in advance still does not solve the perennial question of “what is the link between ExCom and Pre-ExCom?”. Do you – as ExCom Members and Observers –think there should be a link? Is there a way for the Annual Consultations to be better structured to feed into the various meetings of the ExCom? Would it be better for the Annual Consultations to focus efforts on trying to influence the discussion during the High Commissioner’s Dialogue, for example?
I hope that these questions will encourage you to respond – even informally or in an individual capacity – so that we can move forward on improving the dialogue between States, UNHCR, and NGOs. Currently, it is clear that the formal ExCom meeting is not the place for such a dialogue. The question then is, “In what forum or how can we best have the dialogue that is so needed between States, UNHCR, and NGOs to ensure that we can better contribute to the protection and assistance of refugees and other persons of concern to UNHCR?”
Thank you.

