Minutes of the Board Meeting of the Conference of Non-Governmental Organizations in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations (CONGO)

Vienna, October 30-31, 2002

In the Chair: Renate Bloem, President of CONGO

Attendance: List attached

1. OPENING REMARKS BY THE PRESIDENT, AND ROLL CALL

The President called for a moment of silence in honour of David Brook and Gideon Ronnell, recalling their great services to the NGO community. 

The President recalled that this was, exceptionally, the third CONGO Board meeting within the present calendar year, and expressed pleasure that it was taking place in Vienna. 

The Secretary conducted the roll call of Board attendance (see attendance lists). Sign up lists were circulated on each day. 

2. AGENDA

The provisional agenda was adopted. The President indicated that CONGO Committees should prepare written reports for the first Board meeting in 2003. 

Before proceeding Mr. Antonio Costa, Director-General of the UN Office at Vienna welcomed the CONGO Board and emphasized the importance he attached to partnership with NGOs. He urged that NGOs not  wait for the UN to pose questions but rather should feel free to offer their ideas. 

Mr. Costa, who is also head of the UN Office for Drug Control and Crime Prevention, informed the Board that as part of the refocusing of priorities, this body was now renamed UN Office on Drugs and Crime, and would make this combat part of promoting sustainable development. 

3. MINUTES

The minutes of the CONGO Board meeting of June 20-21, 2002 were adopted with the modifications that are set out in Addendum 1 that is attached to the present minutes. 

4. MATTERS ARISING FROM THE MINUTES

In relation to the establishment of the Elections Committee for 2003 (item 17.a) the President stated that this would be reviewed later in the present meeting. 

Members again asked for more timely distribution of Board documents, notably those concerning finance. The President accepted a suggestion to provide annotations to future Board agendas. 

5.   REPORTS OF PRESIDENTS AND VICE PRESIDENTS

In addition to the written reports (q.v.) the following points were highlighted orally: 

· Particular thanks were expressed to those many organizations and individuals who had devoted time and effort to planning and/or implementing particular activities such as the ECOSOC Forum, the Asia Civil Society Forum, and the representation of NGO interests in regard to UN access. 

· Board members collectively and individually were challenged to seek new financial resources particularly for the New York and Vienna offices. 

6. UN/NGO RELATIONS

a. The President drew attention to the UNSG’s report “Strengthening the United Nations” (A/57/387) and it said it would be important for CONGO to be involved with the proposed “panel of experts” on civil society. In this connection she had written on September 15th to the DSG Mme Frechette (q.v.). CONGO’s extensive experience including in relation to Summits and UNGA Special Sessions could not be ignored. 

b. CONGO had been part of a “Strategic Group Meeting of Civil Society Organizations” discussing constructive inputs to the preparatory process for UNCTAD XI (2004). A letter (q.v.) had been addressed to the SG of UNCTAD on October 3rd. 

c. Joyce Buchanan addressed the Board on behalf of Hanifa Mezoui (NGO Section, DESA, UNHQ), emphasizing the involvement of the Section in the substantive contributions that NGOs make to UN goals. The ECOSOC Committee on NGOs (19 governments) was also increasingly focussing on this aspect, and had also approved a new application form that was more user-friendly (available on the UN website).

The NGO Section was planning to expand the informal NGO regional networking arrangements: an African network had been created in early 2002, and an Eastern Europe meeting was being prepared for the coming months, when adequate funding was assured. 

CONGO’s work for the ECOSOC High Level Segment was much appreciated. The NGO Forum was not a side event but a way of bringing substantive and broad NGO input to the HLS. 

The “panel of experts” on civil society was not yet designated: the persons being sought would be of high calibre, possessing extensive experience and a vision of the limitless future potential of UN-civil society cooperation. 

7. DRAFT AMENDMENTS TO THE RULES OF CONGO

Danielle Bridel, Chair of the Task Force on Rules, introduced the text of proposed amendments (q.v.), which had emerged from the previous year of debate and consultation. Additional written proposals were also attached. 

Following a discussion on a number of the amendments, and in light of further proposals made, the President asked that a group be formed in each office to bring forth proposals to Danielle Bridel who will consolidate them. 

This enlarged Task Force would incorporate the membership Task Force, and would include persons from the three CONGO centres. The President and the Vice-Presidents would initiate in their respective centres a process for designating such persons. Early action was required, to complete this process in the first months of 2003, in order to have a final text to submit to the general Assembly (see Rules 75-77). 

8. REPORT OF THE TREASURER

Daniel Lack expressed appreciation for the tribute paid to Gideon Ronell, and reported that he had been replaced by Nils Ashlyn, CPA. 

The following papers were presented (q.v.)

· Consolidated statement for the year ended 30.09.2002 (in US$ and in CHF)

· Consolidated budget for the year ending on 30.09.2003 (in US$ and in CHF)

· Membership arrears list for fiscal year 2001-2002

In the course of discussion it appeared that the Statement would have to be revised to take account of earmarkings and possible double bookings; consultation with the New York office was undertaken during the meeting. The agreed revised statement is attached to these minutes (Addendum 2). 

In relation to the 2002-2003 budget, it was agreed that this would be revised for submission to the first Board meeting in 2003, taking into account comments made by Board members, such as 

· The full activation and involvement of the Finance Committee

· Calculation of membership income based on the obligation of all members to pay in full and on time

· The trimming of all administrative costs in all three centres, recognizing that an administrative presence at UNHQ was essential

· Greater commitment by Board members to fund-raising

· Termination of membership for those who did not pay for three successive years. 

The President emphasized how slim the financial base of CONGO was, and underlined the responsibility of all Board members, notably in the periods between Board meetings. 

9. REPORTS OF TASK FORCES AND WORKING GROUPS

a. Outreach 

Updates were provided on planning for an Asian Civil Society Forum (December 2002); an eastern European Forum possibly in 2003; a Latin American Forum that might be arranged in November 2003 but in view of the CONGO Assembly would be probably better in 2004. 

The President stated the underlying principles of these Forums: responding to a need in the region, strengthening NGOs in the region, capacity building with a priority to human rights and sustainable development, demonstrating the value of networks. She added that the African Consultation of 1998 needed further follow-up. 

Comments from Board members included the importance of civic education, and the need for NGOs not to be too closely allied with any one government. 

b. Dialogue

Among items signalled under this heading were:

· The need for NGOs to dialogue not only directly with IGO Secretariats but also with governmental delegations

· The good and bad lessons to be drawn from the experience of the Johannesburg WSSD

· The complexity of CONGO trying to function effectively with 39 Committees: some of them dormant; some with either very static or very volatile leadership; some with overlapping (competing?) terms of reference

· A possible contact between CONGO and the UN. CEB (formerly ACC)

· The allocation of responsibility for dealing with “substantive issues relating to programmes, policies and activities of the United Nations system” (CONGO Rule 49) to special meetings or committees (see also Rule 52)

The Task Force on Dialogue (Chair Cyril Ritchie) would be meeting to explore these issues before the next Board session. 

c. Communication

CONGO communications, including newsletters during UN events, had expanded considerably thanks to the new staff available n Geneva under the Swiss Government grant. Regular press contacts were also being initiated. 

A proposal for a  “CONGO members Projects Bank” (q.v.) was given tacit approval, after some reservations were expressed as to the long-term feasibility of CONGO serving as an information exchange mechanism on substantive NGO projects, particularly in relation to the intra-CONGO search for funding. 

d. Role of CONGO vis-à-vis UN Conferences

The President stated that she would be asking all three centres to prepare for an evaluation of CONGO’s role, for discussion at the next Board session. The Committee Chairs in New York wanted to look at the strategic role of NGOs vis-à-vis the UNGA and ECOSOC, and this might also include the Security Council. 

e. Relations with WHO/WHA

The Board took note of a report (q.v.) entitled “CONGO-NGO Forum for Health – Health Panel”. 

(This item gave rise to the general point that written reports should bear the name of a person to whom reference could be made.)

f. Youth Advisory Committee to CONGO

In the light of the decision made at the previous Board Session (item 16 of the Minutes), a first written report (q.v.) was presented indicating that an interim steering committee would meet in New York in February to draft terms of reference. The UN Youth Unit would convene this meeting, to be chaired by the CONGO First Vice-President. 

g. “Spiritual Caucus” Geneva

A Spiritual Caucus created a year ago in Geneva submitted a written application to become a Committee of CONGO under the name – Committee on Spirituality, Values and Global Concerns. 

After clarifying that the members would be NGOs in consultative status, the Board accepted this new committee in accordance with CONGO Rule 42. 

(This item gave rise to a referral to the enlarged Task Force on Rules – see item 9 above – of Rule 42 for examination as to possible inconsistencies with Rules 40, 41 and 44.)

10. HIGHLIGHTS

This item enabled supplementary information to be given on events reported in the President’s/Vice-President’s written texts (items 5, 6, 7 above), notably the ECOSOC High Level Segment, the World Civil Society Forum, the World Summit on Sustainable Development, the UN DPI Annual Conference and the Berlin Ministerial meeting on Implementation of the Second World Assembly on Ageing. 

In relation to the last-mentioned event, while the Ministerial Declaration had been amended to place social and participatory aspects before economic ones, the overall weakness remained implementation by governments. The whole Ageing sequence of conferences had given good visibility to CONGO thanks to the excellent cooperation among the three CONGO Committees. 

11. UPDATES

a. World Summit on the Information Society (Geneva, December 10-12, 2003): CONGO had played a significant facilitating role at PrepCom I (July 2002) and was encouraged to continue this role throughout the preparatory process (PrepCom II is in Geneva February 17 - 28). There were rough waters to be steered through in regard to consultative status NGOs’ relationships with other civil society actors and with businesses. Thorny issues were arising in relation to participation, and to the right to information and communication. 

b. World Social Forum, Porto Alegre: CONGO was maintaining contact to encourage inclusiveness. 

c. CONGO General Assembly: After discussing options, the Board decided (with one abstention) to hold the 22nd General Assembly in Geneva from December 3 to 5, 2003. 

The following tentative suggestions were put forward for an Assembly theme: NGOs in the electronic century; We the People and the Millennium development Goals; Towards a democratic international order in the new millennium; Bridging the Gaps – virtuality and reality. The Officers were asked to consider these and other suggestions, with a view to a decision being made by the next Board session. 

The UN “panel of experts” (see item 8. c above) would be in existence approximately one year by the time of the CONGO Assembly of 2003, and their work would surely have relevance to the Assembly’s deliberations. 

In relation to the Elections Committee required for Assembly, the Board endorsed the seven persons named in the President’s written report (section VI). The Board further authorized the Officers to replace any of the members who might resign during the intervening period. 

12. OTHER BUSINESS

A brief exchange took place on the desirability of the holding of a further International Women’s Conference. No conclusion was reached, but the hope was expressed that the relevant CONGO Committees would consider the matter. 

13. DATE AND PLACE OF NEXT BOARD MEETING

After discussion options, the Board decided by 9 votes to 2, with 4 abstentions, to hold the next Board in New York on March 13 and 14, 2003. 

In closure, the President thanked all members for a productive meeting, and the Vienna NGOs for so warmly hosting the session. She conveyed the Board’s appreciation to the President of the Austrian Parliament who hosted the Board in the Parliament. 
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