Lessons learnt concerning NGO participation in the Machel study

Some reflections by a few of the individuals involved

Summary of lessons learnt:

· NGO cooperation and mobilization was critical

· NGOs needed to be pro-active and strategic in their engagement

· The expert’s openness to NGO participation made a huge difference

· Power of decision remained firmly with the expert and the study secretariat

· NGOs ability to fund was critical when money was not forthcoming from the secretariat

· Time-frames presented major challenges

NGO coordination and mobilization took place mainly through the Geneva-based sub-group on children in armed conflict and displacement.
 First of all we prepared a list of experts from different parts of the world briefly describing their area of expertise. Once Graça Machel was appointed, the group sent her a letter expressing our wish to contribute and attaching the list. This resulted in her insistence to meet with the group when she first visited Geneva. The NGOs had “the foot in the door”, which was an achievement in a time when NGO participation in the process was by no means a given.

The sub-group also made a matrix identifying key interest areas among members. The child soldier issue was outstanding and thus started the NGO cooperation that led to what many consider the most important contribution to the study. The matrix also helped avoid duplication of efforts: e.g. World Vision took the lead on girls, Terre des hommes on sexual exploitation and abuse and Save the Children on psychosocial response.

To begin with, the study secretariat was in the then HR Office in Geneva and UNICEF New York, but it soon moved to UNICEF also in Geneva. Having a split secretariat proved to be difficult although there was a division of labour with NY being responsible for regional consultations and field visits, as well as managing the group of eminent persons (who were expected to mobilize high-level support for the study) and the technical advisory group (which included NGO representatives as well as academics and others. Mr Olara Otunnu was a member.) The Geneva part of the secretariat acted as a liaison office and support to NY on these issues, but also housed the research coordinator, a rather late appointment. It also helped organize some small expert meetings.  

The relationship between the different aspects of the study was unclear: it would be useful in any future study to identify the relationship between the research and regional or other meetings:  what sort of input would a meeting or conference have into the study, and would there be a value in, for example, presenting research to regional or other meetings for discussion before drafting the final report.  Such considerations would need to be taken into account when planning the sequence of events, as well as their nature.

By the time the study was ready to commission research, NGOs had already started to work. But only some of these NGO initiatives became officially commissioned – i.e. receiving funding and acquiring official status. Fortunately the research officer already had an interest in the child soldier issue and supported the NGO proposal, which was led by the Quakers and involved several NGOs in obtaining case studies from 26 countries in a very short time. Still, Save the Children and other funding for this project was critical  - the study only covered one quarter of the costs. 

Save the Children’s own contribution ended up not being commissioned. The subject was highly controversial at the time, which may help to explain why. The fact that SC went ahead and formulated some basic principles for psychosocial response still had an important influence on the debate and the study recommendations. Most contributions were commissioned to researchers at academic institutions – not to NGOs.

The sub-group encouraged NGO-participation in regional consultations and Ms Machel’s field visits, both through members’ field offices and through the NGO Group’s links to national coalitions on child rights. Ms Machel’s wish to mobilize civil society was the essential driving force behind those meetings and NGO representatives participated on equal footing with government officials – something very unusual or new in most of the regions.

By the time the technical advisory group came into existence, responding to a concern for the lack of a forum for discussion of issues of substance within the study, NGOs had already established a position vis-à-vis the study that made it possible to have several representatives involved. It also helped that Thomas Hammarberg chaired the group. The group proved an important channel for NGO input and for NGOs being accepted as partners in the process, although the status of the NGO participants was not clear – they were never listed as members of the group until the final report was presented to the General Assembly.  Still, only a few meetings were held (NGO participation was not costly – e-class tickets etc.) during the latter part of the study. A more general concern about the technical advisory group was its lack of geographical distribution in the membership - a factor contributing to this was that its only working language was English.

Another general concern was the lack of child participation in any other aspects of the study than Ms Machel’s field visits and some of the research.

The study’s decisions concerning funding were sometimes frustrating, and NGOs ability to contribute additional funds essential for some activities to take place, including the expert meeting in Northern Ireland.   This compounded the problem of the late development of the whole research agenda.  If NGOs had not already been at work to identify key issues, who and how they could be addressed, and had not been committed to getting the work done in the very short time available, it would not have happened.

The final compilation and writing of the Study was fraught with difficulties, primarily because writers with limited experience were called in during the last phase. Drafts were produced by several people and then discarded. Finally, drafting was divided up between several individuals, including a consultant funded by an NGO. The fact that funding seemed to dwindle at this point led to big efforts having to be made by the secretariat in New York to raise enough money to produce the final report. It also meant that the drafting process involved some NGOs in parts of it while the whole of the process was less than transparent. The quality of the report suffered from this as time for reviewing and commenting on drafts often were extremely short.

On the whole, time frames for contributions and commenting on text were impossibly tight. If NGOs had been reactive, little would have been possible to achieve. Especially frustrating was the very short time for comments on the final report itself.  By contrast, the “Machel + 5” report process took many of these lessons on board and (key) NGOs were consulted and “kept in the loop” at all stages of the drafting and revision processes.  This in itself showed that the relationship between Ms Machel herself and the NGOs was mutually supportive and despite the frustrations identified above, had grown and developed, and secondly that the secretariat had also learned and come to appreciate the constructive (though critical) role of NGOs.

The launch of the study became a media success and the secretariat thanked NGOs for making it possible  (it was the first time that a UN study was mentioned in the New York Times at the time of its launch). NGOs in turn were grateful for Graça Machel’s courage to use their information although some of it was highly sensitive involving issues that until then had been taboo to address, for example sex abuse by UN peace-keeping forces, as well as her skill and ability to deal with the media.

Looking ahead 

Finally some suggestions concerning the study process that may be worth considering lobbying for - and monitoring - in the new study on violence against children:

· Identify the report writer at the outset so that she/he is a member of the team from the beginning (reviewing reports, documentation etc.)

· Agree early on final report outline so that it becomes easier to compile the information needed for the report.

· Ensure that ownership of the report rests with the expert (so as to avoid editing and vetting by other actors).

· Early planning of the different phases of the study and of how different aspects of it relate to one another, including funding. 

· Timely opportunities to discuss and reflect on critical issues and findings.

· Clarity about the status of recommendations resulting from meetings involving experts and NGOs (e.g. when will they be annexed to the final report and when are they simply an input to the secretariat).

· Broad geographical spread in consultations and input to the study.

· Identify ways of strengthening participation of children throughout the process.

· Transparency in the management of the study, including acceptable time frames for commenting on drafts.
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