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Introduction and Purpose

Each year, evaluation forms are handed out during the UNHCR Annual Consultations with NGOs (commonly called “Pre-ExCom”) as a means to try and improve the next year’s Annual Consultations. There is also a “post-mortem” held in Geneva to examine the results of the evaluations. This year, given the time change of the Consultations, an additional meeting was held during ExCom with UNHCR and NGOs to look at the Consultations in terms of their purpose, their link with States and ExCom, and, following from these issues, the timing. The minutes of these meetings are available at: <www.icva.ch/doc00000807.html>. 

The focus of this paper – which was felt necessary during the last post-mortem – is the Consultations and their purpose and/or objective. The Consultations are a costly undertaking that needs to have maximum impact because resources are scarce. It is evident that the Consultations cannot be all things to all NGOs. There are many diverging reasons as to why NGOs and UNHCR participate in the Consultations. Within UNHCR, there is a feeling that the Consultations have become too much of a mix of various issues and that there is a need to better tackle issues connected to operations so that the Consultations can come up with outcomes that are helpful to those with whom, and for whom, we are working. As part of an improved approach UNHCR is suggesting a more operational and outcome focused Annual Consultations for NGOs with a more operational focus. UNHCR would like to see topics with a strategic character focusing on the needs of specific operations. Briefly put, UNHCR’s aim is to reorient rather than radically change the event and to make it more outcome- oriented and relevant to UNHCR-NGO operations. 
This paper describes four options of what the objective of the Consultations can be. Pros and cons of each option are listed as a means to help take informed decisions. The hope is that both NGOs and UNHCR will be able to come back with a view on which objective should take priority for the Consultations. We will ask NGOs to rank their preferences for what they see should be the objective of the Consultations (with “1” being the most important objective and “4” being the least important objective). It is only after we are clear on the objective/purpose of the Consultations that we should start to think about when the Consultations should be held in order to best meet the objective/purpose.
Priorities/Objectives

One fundamental question is: Is the point of the Consultations to improve the work that UNHCR and NGOs carry out in support of refugees, IDPs, and other persons of concern or is it to lobby States on particular issues? Can both of these objectives be achieved? And, if so, how? The original aim of the Consultations was to have a dialogue between UNHCR and its NGO partners. Today, there are basically four possible objectives that can be identified for the Annual Consultations. 
1) HCR – NGO dialogue

2) NGO – NGO dialogue

3) HCR – NGO – State dialogue

4) NGO – State dialogue/lobbying at:

a. Working level (e.g. those working in State Missions in Geneva and who attend Standing Committee and ExCom and possibly Annual Consultations)

b. Higher level (e.g. those working at the State capital level in ministries or departments who may attend ExCom)

To date, objectives 1) and 2) have been the most easily achieved during the Consultations. Objective 3) has been tried, but few States attend the Consultations usually because they are too busy preparing for ExCom (when the Consultations were held in September) or because they were busy attending Standing Committee (when the Consultations were held in June 2008). Objective 4) is carried out by some of those NGOs that attend Standing committee or ExCom, but not all. The effectiveness of objective 4) varies greatly depending on the State and the NGO.

Pros/Cons of Each Objective for the Annual Consultations

1) UNHCR – NGO dialogue

	PROs
	CONs

	· opportunity to discuss particular operational challenges

· strategise on particular issues

· opportunity to meet policy makers within UNHCR and share operational experiences

· allows for NGO – NGO networking as well
	· cannot cover all issues that all NGOs want to discuss

· too many people to be able to have an outcome-oriented meeting

· expensive to hold meting with over 300 people


2) NGO – NGO networking

	PROs
	CONs

	· opportunity to meet NGOs from different regions working on similar issues and to share experiences

· can talk about issues beyond refugees and others of concern
	· HCR is paying the bill for NGOs to network

· Loses the UNHCR dimension


3) UNHCR – State – NGO dialogue

	PROs
	CONs

	· opportunity to influence State policies/thinking on refugees/IDPs and UNHCR policy/approach

· way to understand better the perspectives of governments, UNHCR, and NGOs

· combining the different elements/dialogues can add value
	· very few States have attended/participated when held in September or during June Standing Committee (the latter is more easily solved)

· not conducive to have dialogue in such large groups

· topics on agenda usually more focused on UNHCR – NGO issues

· risk of losing focus due to mixture of different objectives and dialogue/advocacy strategies


4) NGO – State dialogue/lobbying

	PROs
	CONs

	· some NGOs have stayed on for ExCom and use it as an opportunity to talk with States

· influencing States can sometimes have a direct impact in terms of improving outcomes on the ground
	· not many states come to Consultations

· not all NGOs coming to Consultations feel comfortable lobbying States

· HCR pays the bill for NGOs lobbying States


