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Dear Madame President, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure to be here with you today on the occasion of the 22nd CONGO's General Assembly. I very much appreciate the opportunity to share with you, now, some thoughts with regards to SDC's cooperation with the civil society and its organisation with a particular emphasis for NGOs and on the themes you are going to discuss tomorrow.

1.
Introduction

In pursuing its objectives, SDC closely works with a variety of partners including governments, civil society and international organisations. There has always been primary role played by the civil society. More recently, social changes caused by globalisation have reinforced the need for development cooperation to take civil society even more into consideration. Foreign policies, as well as development cooperation and humanitarian aid are more and more characterised by an enhanced role for civil society organisations and amongst them, in particular, non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Due to their operational experience, commitment and dedication, as well as political and critical views, NGOs have the capability to call the attention on issues which may not be considered as a central priority on the various political agenda and to denounce abuses and violations.

Since its founding in the 1960 as the major coordinating body for Switzerland's official development cooperation, SDC has always considered the pivotally crucial role played by NGOs with regards to development co-operation. SDC has, therefore, undertaken efforts to build up fruitful partnership with NGOs both in the North and in the South. SDC favours enhanced collaboration with a diversity of partners, including NGOs' aiming at promoting human rights, reducing the digital divide and fulfilling the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Pursuant to SDC's 2010 Strategy, effectiveness, credibility and plurality are for SDC underlying conditions for this collaboration whether in Switzerland, abroad or in the multilateral arenas.

2.
Levels of SDC's cooperation with NGOs
SDC's cooperation/interaction with NGOs takes place at three different levels: 

· in Switzerland with Swiss NGOs 

· at SDC's priority country's level for the implementation of development bilateral co-operation programmes and projects

· at the multilateral level

2.1
SDC and Swiss NGOs

Allow me to emphasise that several Swiss aid organisations, for example, the Swiss Red Cross and Helvetas, were active in development related issues before the Swiss government became involved. 

As a result, the early SDC could benefit from their valuable experience both at the operational and strategical level. Since then Switzerland and the rest of the world have witnessed the establishment of a variety of non-profit private organisations covering a variety of themes and orientations. Some refer to this situation as a "mushrooming process"…!

SDC classifies Swiss NGOs in the following categories:

· organisations working on development policies and acting as such as lobbies

· operational organisations implementing development programmes

· faith-based or religious organisations, often pre-existing the NGO's recent development

· specialised non-profit organisations (i.e. education, health, child's rights and etc.)

· organisations assigning volunteers abroad

· multi-functional aid organisations

Although these organisations are specialised in different forms of development cooperation and fields of expertise, they pursue a common goal which meets the SDC's one: to promote sustainable development and the respect for human rights, as well as to reduce poverty.

Swiss NGOs are precious partners for SDC. Thanks to their critical views and approaches, concrete experiences and thematic themes, they contribute to the evolution of SDC's development cooperation policies and strategies. Furthermore, they are key players with regards to the sensitisation of the public opinion on development problems and human rights violations affecting people in the developing countries. It is of great importance Swiss citizens understand the enormous challenges many people around the world are facing and that they are, in particular, made aware of the existence of groups which are more vulnerable than others to violations and injustice such as children and women.

Swiss NGOs operating at field level concentrate efforts for promoting the respect for human rights and implementing programmes guiding towards sustainable human development. In many instances, we notice that these are in line with SDC's development policies.

2.2 SDC and NGOs implementing bilateral cooperation programmes

It is doubtless that development programmes in developing and transition countries could not be implemented and achieve their goals without the active involvement of those local NGOs that are committed towards the well-being of their communities.  

In order to implement development projects and programmes at field level, SDC's coordination offices based in SDC's priority countries strictly collaborate with local NGOs which are active in given geographical areas and possess the adequate potential and  expertise  In the field of human rights, for example, local NGOs play a crucial role for:

· advocacy amongst decision makers and civil society;

· human and institutional capacity development benefiting public institutions in view of strengthening their capacity of protecting the human rights of their citizens;

· capacity development amongst the population whereby individuals are enabled to know and claim their rights and to promote and protect the human rights of others;

· identification and denunciation of human rights violation: due to their independence, NGOs are in a privileged position to assess the implementation of human rights in various countries and are also crucial to denounce violations;

· research on human rights related issues;

· organisation of debates and conferences on  specific themes;

· implementation of specific project with a specific target population.

As an example, SDC has been supporting since 2000 in Istanbul Women for women's human rights which has the mandate of promoting human rights and, in particular, women rights, as well as empowering women to raise awareness on democratic principle amongst the society.

SDC firmly believes that economic, social and cultural rights and civil and political rights are indivisible and correlated. A full enjoyment of all these rights is a pre-condition for poverty reduction and human sustainable development. 

In the human rights field as in other fields, SDC is committed to further strengthen the cooperation with civil society development organisations. In this regard, SDC recognises the need to enhancing its relations with NGOs operating in the South.

An efficient network still need to be established between northern and southern NGOs with the aim of exchanging information, knowledge, experiences and challenges in the implementation of development's strategies and programmes. SDC is ready to support initiatives in this direction. It appears, therefore, necessary to assist NGOs to make the best possible use of ICT. This with the aim of promoting the respect for human rights and achieving the MDGs. 

More generally, SDC will pursue its efforts towards the identification of sustainable interventions aiming at offering the opportunity to people and organisations in developing countries to benefit from modern information and communication technologies. 

2.3
NGOs and SDC's multilateral strategy

A consensus prevails within the international community that NGOs together with other civil society's actors, whether at the national or international level are key stakeholders with regards to our field and are playing a growing role on the international scene. 

NGOs are important vehicles for raising awareness and support amongst international institutions and donors, drawing the attention on "forgotten issues", making the voices of the most marginalised and vulnerable be heard at the international level. 

They also contribute to the elaboration and adoption of international conventions, I am thereby thinking to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Ottawa Treaty to ban landmines. NGOs are among those conducting research on key topics. Finally, NGOs concretely implement strategies and programmes and offer independent opinions on key issues. The fact that the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child invites NGOs to prepare and submit country reports on the implementation of child rights appears to be an excellent approach.

SDC encourages NGOs to be actively involved and enrich the debates in International Conferences and Summits, either within government delegations or independently, and to be considered as key partners in the implementation of these event's outcomes. I wish here to recall their participation in the ICPD Conference held in Cairo in 1994. This participation contributed to laying down the framework for the recognition of the right based approach to sexual and reproductive health. This with the aim of providing women and adolescents with adequate information and services to prevent pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS. 

I wish also to share with you SDC's experience with the Johannesburg Summit and, in particular, the International Partnership for Sustainable Development in Mountains Regions of which Switzerland is one of the initiators. This multi-stakeholders partnership has included governments, international organisations, NGOs and research institutions interested in promoting mountain development as a contributing factor for human sustainable development.

My agency also favours international mechanisms based on public private partnerships including the business sectors as well as NGOs. The ideal situation is when these partners are involved in the governance process. I have in mind, in particular, the example of the Global Found to Fight HIV/Aids, Tuberculosis and Malaria in which southern and northern NGOs, people living with the disease NGOs, as well as private foundation have a seat on the Board.

Let me now turn to ICT4D. There is a need to identify sustainable, affordable and culturally-friendly mechanisms to reduce the digital divide. SDC is focusing its attention on how to offer to those people affected by poverty to have a voice in the decision-making process, to improve their economical and social situation, to share knowledge, to develop their capacities on key issues, to establish partnerships and to communicate more effectively with their peers. 

The identification and implementation of these mechanisms should be a multi-stakeholders effort in which NGOs certainly have a great role to play. The WSIS will take place in few weeks. 

As a complement to the political segment of the WSIS, SDC, together with the Global Knowledge Partnership organises the ICT4D Platform which will be enriched by the representations of a large variety of actors, namely governments, international organisations, NGOs and other relevant civil society components, companies and etc. The aim of this Platform is to "act as a market place for ideas to promote the exchange of knowledge and experiences and at the same time serve as a catalyst for new and innovative partnership and projects" in view of "connecting people for a better life".

SDC clearly consider civil society and its organisations as a component of its multilateral strategy and encourages multilateral institutions and fora, as well as governments to cooperate with them while implementing programmes and fulfilling responsibilities.

SDC favours the dialogue between NGOs and the United Nations and for this reason it is one of CONGO’s financing sources.

Geneva is a host of international civil society. This is the reason why Switzerland is interested in knowing each others better. SDC recently commissioned a study on international NGOs based in Geneva. This study will help us starting a reflection aimed at identifying strategies to strengthen the interaction between SDC and those NGOs active in the development field.

3.
Concluding remarks

To summarise, NGOs are crucial SDC's partners in identifying priorities, designing strategies implementing programmes and projects, and identifying gaps and strengths related to the development cooperation field.

NGOs together with other civil society actors have an important role to play in promoting the respect for human rights, implementing the MDGs and in identifying innovative ways for the poor to have a voice. 

Thus, in order to be considered as key stakeholders in development related issues, NGOs have to satisfy certain conditions and criteria, in particular, if they wish to interact with SDC.

According to SDC's 2010 strategy sustainability forms the overall framework for effective development assistance, requiring a joint understanding of values, objectives, procedure and ways of learning. 

Trust, transparency, and the ability to handle power and power differentials are at the forefront of SDC's cooperation with national and international partners, including NGOs. For an effective partnership with donors, NGOs need to have a clear mandate and effective capacities and structures to fulfil it. A concrete commitment to enhance the people's well-being need to be shown. Furthermore, legitimacy, transparency in their strategies, objectives, funding and relations with public and civil society actors, as well as independency from government structures are essential principles. These requirements are the basis for the establishment of effective partnerships, not only with donor's agencies, but with all those international and national agencies and initiatives working towards the same goal. 

The increasing number of NGOs we have observed in the past recent years contributed to a growing competition amongst them. Competition can be positively perceived if agencies with the rather same level of expertise succeed to fruitfully share their tasks, responsibilities, and targets, build a constructive dialogue and exchange lessons learned and best practices. However, competition can be an "unhealthy" one if NGOs do not coordinate their work with others with as a result duplication of work, careless utilisation of funds and loss of legitimacy.

I strongly believe that shared responsibilities between shareholders and stakeholders and among those and the building of fruitful and genuine multi-holder's partnership represent one of the key for international development cooperation, including the respect for human rights. These are amongst the themes I am confident you are going to tackle during this Conference.

The challenge will be to identify effective strategies to establish such partnerships and to mobilise commitment and will amongst the different share and stakeholders.

I wish you fruitful discussions.

Thank you for your attention
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