Report of the Round Table Discussion 5 June 2007 – European NGO Platforms and the Fundamental Rights Agency
Venue: FRA, Rahlgasse 3, 1060 Vienna
Participants: 
Amnesty International, EU office: Dick Oosting



European Anti Poverty Network: Michaela Moser



European Children’s Network: Mieke Schuurman



European Disability Forum: Anthony Williams



European Network Against Racism: Pascale Charhon



European Older People’s Platform: Rachel Buchanan



European Women’s Lobby: Cécile Gréboval



Human Rights Watch, European office: Lotte Leicht



International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights: Aaron Rhodes



International Lesbian and Gay Association Europe: Patricia Prendiville



Social Platform: Roshan Maes di Puppo



FRA: Beate Winkler, John Kellock, Ioannis Dimitrakopoulos, Thomas 


Schwarz, Eva Sobotka, Andreas Accardo, Pia Tirronen

The aim of this roundtable discussion was to discuss FRA’s future cooperation with civil society, in particular to exchange views and ideas about the thematic and operational priorities of FRA, broader issues related to enhanced cooperation and the Fundamental Rights Platform. The meeting was part of FRA’s consultation with civil society organizations which will feed into the agency’s future civil society and communication strategy. This report lists the main outcomes and suggestions with regard to the participants’ expectations of FRA, thematic and operational priorities, the Fundamental Rights Platform and, to a lesser extent, issues related to data collection and communication.
Expectations of FRA – tour de table
Independence and relevance

· In order to secure its independence the agency should be able to stand any pressures from the outside and try to fill and address the vacuum that currently exists in human rights in the EU;

· The transition period is not only a challenge but can be seen as an opportunity for the agency to show its relevance. The starting period is crucial for the agency for showing how much it is willing to stretch its mandate in order to be relevant in protection of fundamental rights in the EU;

· FRA should be a watchdog, e.g. make it public when a Member State does not comply with fundamental rights standards; 
· To acknowledge the importance of enhancing self criticism in human rights;

· FRA’s work will be looked from outside of the EU borders as well, thus its performance will have an effect on the EU’s credibility in general in the field of fundamental rights;
· How to ensure transparency and oversight of the agency and its management board?             
· Two opposite suggestions were made with regard to FRA’s research work: FRA should subcontract some of its studies to independent human rights institutions to ensure the objectivity, as well as engage civil society in the research; the second view emphasised that FRA should conduct its own research; 
Mainstreaming fundamental rights in the EU                                                                 
· FRA should contribute to the fundamental rights culture in the EU, e.g. with regard to the current process of the EU constitution and discussions on the status of the Charter of  Fundamental Rights in it;
· The agency should bring together different actors to share a common vision on human rights and to facilitate in bringing forward an enhanced human rights culture in the EU; in addition, the agency should work towards narrowing the gap between human rights’ theory and practice;

· What will be the relations between the agency and other EU institutions and working structures (such as working groups)? What will FRA’s role be to mainstream fundamental rights in the EU’s own structures?

Structured cooperation with civil society

· To keep contact and communicate regularly with the NGO sector;
· FRA should be recognised by NGOs on a national level and be at their service as well;

· The FRA and its civil society platform should use the dynamism and expertise of the existing NGO networks; 
· The establishing of the platform gives the agency a possibility to be much more open to civil society than its predecessor EUMC; 

· To introduce a true civil society culture in the EU agencies through the new structures  that the new mandate gives to FRA (such as the Fundamental Rights Platform) - as opposed to the ad hoc approach of civil society work that FRA’s predecessor EUMC had; 

· The functioning of the Platform should be a regular process where civil society actors can give regular inputs to the agency’s work; the approach should be a processed based and participatory;
· One of the challenges will be the real engaging of NGOs in the agency’s work;
· Civil society should be linked in the work of  the management board;
Multiannual Framework (MAF)
Process

Some participants pointed out problems related to the current timeline for drafting the MAF and for its process, since the new management board will be asked to comment the proposal for MAF in its first meeting, and when the new director of the agency has not yet been assigned. One suggestion would be to revisit the MAF in 2008 and to do a so called phased in process for 2007 by introducing only very broad lines for the work of the agency. It was also mentioned that there should be first a broader EU human rights policy in place. The MAF could then be designed within that framework. Participants emphasised that civil society should be engaged in the process of drafting the MAF.
Thematic and operational priorities
Racism and related intolerances

· Racism, xenophobia and anti-Semitism are defined in the regulation establishing the agency as a continuous thematic area for its work;
Rights based approach

· Rights based approach and equality as the basis for all activities;

· Looking at human rights and fundamental rights through different concepts, e.g. equality and security; 

· Terminology questions: human rights as economic, social and cultural rights, and civil and political rights;

· Study on international human rights instruments, and how to transfer them into practice;

· Reporting on positive notion of rights;

· Rights seen through a wider human rights architecture;

· Discourse of rights;

· To develop monitoring mechanisms in fundamental rights within the broader framework of equality and rights;

· To find a way to handle both cross cutting and specific issues, and in particular, ensure the implementation of gender mainstreaming;
Discrimination as human rights violation
· All grounds of discrimination should be covered;
· Women’s rights (including issues related to all forms of violence against women and children);

· Address threats to human rights in the EU, including concerning sexual and reproductive rights;

· Victim’s perspective: How do people experience violations of human rights?

Human rights in the EU and in its structures 
· Issues related to the debate on the EU Constitution;

· Fundamental rights in the EU’s internal structures: to identify and address gaps in these structures;

· Selective monitoring of EU legislation;

· Mainstreaming fundamental rights in the EU guidelines on impact assessment;
Human rights and security
· Protection of fundamental rights in counter terrorism;

· Ethnic profiling;

Human rights and third country nationals

· Asylum and refugee rights;

· Protection of unaccompanied minors;

· Trafficking of persons; 
Social exclusion

· Issues related to access to rights and resources and fight against social exclusion on the wider agenda of human rights; 

Fundamental Rights Platform

· FRA should make use of the existing European level NGO networks;

· To ensure national and local representation, as well as thematic and sectoral representation;

· Since racism and related intolerances are defined as a continuous thematic area for the Agency, there should be permanent structures within the Platform for this work;

· Ensure the equal representation of women and men within the Platform;

· Relations with the management board and scientific board;

· The platform should be tasked to comment the MAF, not only the annual work programme;

· The authority of the platform should be clarified;
· When setting up the structures and selecting participants one should avoid heavy bureaucratic processes which may endanger the effective functioning of the platform and its work for fundamental rights;
· At least one civil society representative by member state; in addition European level organisations;

· Victim perspective should be represented;

· Ensure transparency, continuity, effectiveness and openness;

· Platform should be a tool for communication and information exchange between various CS networks and FRA;

· Permanent structures to be created, e.g. thematic standing committees;

· Impact assessment procedures should be created;

· The Platform should be knowledge based and for knowledge sharing, and it should empower NGOs in the field which have very little resources; 

· The Platform should contribute to the capacity building of NGOs;

· The Platform should be a forum for expertise, research and communication;

Inputs in other areas of FRA’s work
Data collection 
· It should be acknowledged that the requirement of EU wide data comparability sometimes prevents efficient work;
· There is a need for capacity building for NGOs in data collection;

· More visibility for FRA research projects and products;

· A true two way relationship to be created in research activities between FRA and civil society actors; 

· Relation between data collection and awareness raising activities;

· Impact assessment of the reports and studies;

· How does the agency see the differences between EUMC’ and FRA’s mandate, the relation between reporting and monitoring activities and promoting fundamental rights?  
· FRA should establish similar types of networks as was the Network of Independent Experts in Fundamental Rights; 

Communication

· Information about FRA should be in a tailor made format (including languages) to reach different audiences; 

· Publications and communications should be targeted to general public;

Follow up
One of the main messages of the meeting was to engage civil society in a structured 

and regular way in the agency’s work. The agency will continue consultations with different civil society groups and use inputs of these meetings when setting up the structures and working methods of the Fundamental Rights Platform. FRA acknowledges the challenges for the Platform to be inclusive, open, effective and flexible. As was mentioned during the meeting the challenges can be addressed by designing various forms and levels of work for the Platform, such as permanent thematic sub groups, yearly or biannual meetings gathering the main civil society stakeholders together, and a virtual platform. 
The agency will inform the European Commission on the suggestions made during this meeting concerning the MAF, including the suggestion that civil society should be included in the process of defining the MAF. 
FRA will inform the participants on the plans for setting up the new structures for the civil society cooperation and seek further inputs from them as necessary. FRA will also keep the participants informed on the developments with regard to the setting up of the new Management Board and the Scientific Committee of the agency.
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