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Based on the experience of UK and Kenyan NGOs in Seattle, this paper discusses:

· How to go about getting an NGO representative on your government delegation in Qatar

· What conditions are placed on the representative by government, and by NGOs

· How it worked in Seattle

· Summary of advantages and disadvantages of NGO representation

INTRODUCTION

For the 1999 Seattle WTO Ministerial, a number of national NGO groupings were able to persuade their governments to allow an NGO representative to be part of the official delegation.

Using examples from the UK and Kenya, this paper outlines the advantages and limitations of having a representative on your government’s delegation and highlights a number of protocol issues that should be considered. 

Prepared on behalf of the UK Trade Network, the paper is intended to encourage NGOs in the South and North to think about whether it would be worthwhile lobbying their governments for an NGO seat on the official delegation to the Qatar Ministerial and other international events.  


Background Note on the UK NGO Trade Network (UKTN)

The UK NGO Trade Network (UKTN) brings together development, environment and consumer NGOs, women’s groups, trades unionists and academics.  The Network acts as an umbrella organization, sharing information and coordinating action on a wide range of trade and investment issues that effect the North and South.  Membership is free and open to a ell non-profit organisations.   Responsibility for servicing the Network and organising meetings lies with its elected Chair of the Network, and is undertaken on a voluntary basis. 

The UKTN meets every three months in London but has an email listserve that allows members throughout the country to share information at any time.    Where issues  demand intensive activity, it is common for a sub-groups to form to carry out the work.  These sub-groups and other UK specialist groups, like the UK Food Group and the 

THE UK NGO TRADE NETWORK EXPERIENCE

Interactions with Government Prior to Seattle

UKTN NGOs established relations with the lead ministry for WTO affairs, the Department of Trade and Industry, during the 1990s, lobbying on the Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) and on WTO issues amongst other concerns.    

At the start of 1999, UKTN began a campaign of organised lobbying in the run up to Seattle.    Past experience had demonstrated that lobbying ministries individually allowed their spokespersons to blame resistance from sister ministries for the failure to change policies.  Also, UKTN members felt that direct access to Ministers was essential  to prevent the risk of NGO messages failing to reach them, or reaching them in a distorted form.  For this reason, when requesting a programme of meetings with government, the Network asked for officials from all concerned ministries to be present and that Ministers should attend on a regular basis.   

In response, the government agreed to arrange a series of inter-ministerial meetings between February and November, three of which would include ministers.  But they made the offer conditional on NGOs sharing the consultations with national representatives from the Trades Union Congress, the Consumers’ Association, the Confederation of British Industry and the Local Government Association.   Despite initial concerns that the participation of these groups might dilute the UKTN lobby,  cooperation was established with all except the Confederation of British Industry.  This allowed  lobbying agendas to be checked prior to meetings and reduced the chance of contradictory positions being taken.    

To make lobbying more effective and reduce tensions or competition between UKTN members whose perspectives or special interests differed, a series of protocols were developed.   The most important of these were:

· All meetings with government were preceded by at least one preparatory meeting    at which the lobbying strategy and content was negotiated and agreed jointly

· These meetings were open to all UKTN members

· The selection of NGO representatives to government meetings was made by everyone present at the preparatory meeting 

· To avoid unexpected and distracting contributions,  people unable to attend preparatory meetings were not allowed to participate in government lobbies

· During lobbies, representatives observed agreed time limits for the issue they were leading on, so that everyone had the chance to speak and government could not stick with those issues they felt most comfortable with.  

After meetings with government, it was common for the UKTN to repeat some of its questions in writing and request further clarification on points that remained unanswered.  In addition, and in order to make their points more fully, UKTN members submitted a series of briefing papers to government that outlined their objections to current and proposed trade rules and the lack of democracy in the WTO from the perspective of their individual organisations.  

Some Factors in Gaining UK Government Permission

The UKTN had asked government repeatedly to include an NGO representative on its delegations to international meetings but prior to Seattle had always met with refusal.   The government  had never provided a clear reason beyond vague references to ‘international sensitivities’.  

For the Seattle Ministerial an official request was first made at a meeting with ministry officials in February 1999 where NGOs pointed to precedents set by other European governments, notably Denmark and The Netherlands, as well as the European Union. Rather than a straight no, civil servants said they would ask the Minister, but ‘were not very hopeful’.   The UKTN decided to pursue the issue with a written request to the Minister but the response was only that  the matter ‘was under consideration’.

Nothing further was heard and the request was repeated during a lobby of senior civil servants in June.  At this meeting government revealed it was cautious because of past experience.  An NGO representative had been invited to join the official delegation to an environmental conference but had resigned from the delegation mid-meeting and spoken to the media about what they thought the UK government was doing wrong.  Understandably, government did not want to repeat this experience.  

At a meeting with Ministers in July, UKTN again asked for NGO representation on the delegation, but this time indicated that they recognized that after the government’s previous experience, it might be necessary to agree some guidelines for behaviour of NGO representatives.  If it would increase government confidence, the UKTN could also submit a list of possible candidates for government to select from.  Once again, Ministers said they would consider the request. 

By October, despite regular telephone and face-to-face lobbying of civil servants, no answer had been received.  However, in late September, not only had Denmark, The Netherlands and the EU confirmed the inclusion of NGO representatives but so had Kenya and The Gambia
.   This strengthened the pressure on the UK government to agree to UKTN demands.  

At this stage it became important for the Network to resolve who would represent them if permission to join the delegation was granted.  At a full meeting of the Network, it was decided that:

· the UKTN should submit a shortlist of possible candidates to the trade ministry

· to do this democratically, member organisations could each nominate one person who was willing to undertake the role;

· each NGO on the UKTN email list would be given one vote to select the individual of their choice;

· because the Chair of the Network had indicated an interest in taking on the role, the selection process would be handled by another member in a separate organisation.

In the event, perhaps because of the limitations and responsibilities of the role (see NGO accountability below), only the Chair was nominated.  She was selected without a vote once it was established that there were no objections.  The trade ministry was then notified of the decision.    

Finally, on 3rd November, at a meeting with the Secretary of State for Trade (the senior Trade Minister) the government announced that it would welcome the UKTN Chair on the delegation, along with a representative from the Trade Unions and the Confederation of British Industry.  

Conditions Set by the UK Government

The following conditions were set for all non-government personnel on the official delegation who were asked to sign a written declaration of agreement indicating that they would:

· provide advice to the delegation on how best to advance the UK’s interests in areas in which they had special expertise

· respect the authority of the Head of Delegation (the senior Trade Minister) on all matters regarding their conduct as a member of the delegation

· respect the confidentiality of any discussions in formal and informal delegation meetings attended, and of any other information received as a member of the UK delegation

· understand that they would not be able to attend any EU coordination meetings

· would only attend other official meetings if expressly invited to do so by the Head of Delegation

· would not participate in any external discussions or other debates, either on behalf of the UK or their organisation without the prior consent of the Head of Delegation;  

· would not publicly or otherwise reflect their own views where these were at odds with those of the government  

· would not give media interviews of any kind, formal or informal, without the explicit permission of the Head of Delegation; and

· would be responsible for all their own costs in respect of attending the Ministerial Conference.

The written conditions were clearly designed to prevent the repetition of previous problems but in an informal conversation with the most senior trade official, it was made clear that the NGO representative would be expected to inform NGOs about government delegation discussions and to lobby Ministers within the confines of the delegation regarding NGO concerns.

NGO Accountability Protocols   

In addition to protocols set by government,  the UKTN at its October meeting had agreed what they wanted from their representative.  It was stressed that the role was likely to be limited by government conditions and that no lobbying or media work would be allowed.  The individual chosen should:

· act as a representative of all UK NGO’s and be willing to carry agendas for everyone, rather than pursuing their own interests   

· gather as much information as possible and report back to UKTN members in Seattle on a daily basis

· be responsible for co-ordinating UKTN activities as required and organising UK NGO meetings

· arrange briefings for NGOs with Ministers and civil servants when needed. 

Level of access to the government delegation in Seattle

Despite the alarmingly long list of restrictions set out by the UK government, once in Seattle, access to the delegation was very good.  The NGO representative was invited to attend the daily delegation briefings held in the morning and the evening, had open access to the delegation office and official documents, and was free to participate in any  informal discussions that took place between officials.  At the twice daily briefings, the NGO representative was given the opportunity to make the delegation aware of NGO concerns and positions and, where necessary, to arrange meetings between specialist members of the delegation and NGOs on specific issues.  In between briefings, she was able to talk to both civil servants and Ministers regarding issues that arose.    

However, she was not permitted to attend EU 133 Committee coordination meetings (closed to all civil society representatives) or WTO Working Group meetings, nor be present during bilateral negotiations between the UK and other Ministers.  While information regarding the EU meetings and WTO Working Groups was shared freely at delegation briefings and informal discussions, accounts of bilateral negotiations were generally withheld.  

As tensions grew amongst developing country delegations as a result of their virtual exclusion from key negotiations, the NGO representative was able to raise this issue with Ministers and arrange and attend a meeting between the UK Trade Ministers and African Ministers that resulted in the UK taking a strong stand in the EU coordination meeting on the need for WTO institutional reform, and paved the way for further work by the UK government after Seattle.

Interactions with civil society groups in Seattle

The UKTN began to prepare for work in Seattle in October.   To enhance  communications, the Chair organised the collection and distribution of a list of names, hotel addresses, mobile phone numbers and email addresses for all UK NGO staff who would be in Seattle.   An initial meeting of UK NGOs in Seattle was arranged in the NGO Centre for the Sunday preceding the Ministerial meeting so that organisations could share updates and information, including revised contact details and agree times for further coordination meetings.  In addition, a special email address was set up to which all UK NGOs in Seattle had access (via a password) for use in transmitting messages, updates and short documents.

Once in Seattle, the Representative posted a report of the government delegation’s morning briefing on the email site each day as well as organising daily evening briefings for UK NGOs to report back on issues as they developed.   In addition, she shared information on a more informal basis with colleagues as and when she met them during the day.  The representative made a point of liaising with non-UK NGOs to gather and disseminate information, and also met regularly with the international team from her own organisation.   

The senior Minister (Secretary of State for Trade) agreed on the first day of the Conference to provide a daily, evening briefing for UK NGOs and other civil groups at which all Ministers (trade, environment and international development) would be present to answer questions.   The NGO representative took responsibility for ensuring that all NGOs were aware of the timing and venue for these meetings.

The Kenyan NGO Experience

Interactions with Government Prior to Seattle 
In Kenya, NGOs were in constant touch with their government throughout the year leading up to the Seattle Ministerial.   There was no formal network but a loose coalition of organisations interested in WTO issues that developed stronger bonds as time progressed, consultations with government became more frequent, and the national WTO Committee was formed. 

Interaction with government took a variety of forms including workshops to inform government about specific issues and lobbying of civil servants and politicians, as well as informal consultations.  The lead Ministry in Kenya was the Ministry of Trade and this was the focus of most activity but  NGOs also interacted closely with the Ministry of Agriculture and the Kenya Industrial Property Office, the patent office, which falls under the Ministry of Science and Technology.

Some Factors in Gaining Kenyan Government Permission 

The most important factor influencing the government was that, during the months leading up to Seattle, NGOs had proved that they had the expertise to add value to the government delegation by providing information and insights that assisted the development of the government’s position paper. In addition, NGOs were able to demonstrate that their views on the Agreement on Agriculture were in line with those of government and that they had a pragmatic approach to TRIPS that reflected a common understanding with the Africa Group.  

The Kenyan government had not included an NGO representative on an official delegation in the past.  At Seattle, the government delegation also included representatives from business  – the Kenya Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Kenya Association of Manufacturers – but it is not known whether such groups had been included in previous delegations.  

The selection of the person who would represent NGOs on the delegation was made by the Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Trade under advise from the Director of External Trade, with formal approval being provided in writing by the Head of State.

Conditions Set by the Kenyan Government
In contrast to the UK government, the government in Kenya did not set any specific limitations either verbally on in writing on the conduct of the NGO delegate but stated  that he had to cover his own costs.   This was not considered unreasonable since some civil servants had to approach UNDP to fund their presence in Seattle due to a shortage of government funds.   

There were no constraints on the disclosure of information to other NGOs and the NGO representative was encouraged to maintain close links with other national delegations to ensure a steady exchange of information.

However, the NGO representative did establish some personal protocols that were intended to reassure government, promote constructive engagement in the future and strengthen the case for NGO inclusion on other government missions. 

The key guidelines that the NGO representative observed were that, as a member of the official delegation, he would conduct himself in a manner consistent with government protocols. For instance, he limited speaking at NGO meetings; kept the government delegation fully briefed of what was happening within the civil society groups; and let the government have access to the media first unless he was specifically mandated to talk to the media on the government’s behalf.   He also sought to listen keenly to the government’s point of view while ensuring that the government was fully informed of the civil society viewpoints, the challenge being one of being constructively critical without being confrontational.

NGO Accountability Protocols 

As the network of NGOs in Kenya was fairly loose, no formal protocols were established for the NGO representative.   However, he was conscious that there was room for tension between those NGOs with very radical agendas that were at variance with the government’s positions.   In the event such tensions were not evident at the Ministerial itself.  In dealing with other NGOs, the informal rules he set for his conduct were based on a shared NGO understanding of the daily events unfolding in Seattle and were designed to ensure that NGO perspectives strengthened the government position.  

Level of access to the government delegation in Seattle
The Kenyan NGO representative was invited to attend the daily delegation briefings where officials and Ministers reviewed issues and planned ahead.  He interacted very closely with the two Ministers heading the delegation, both of whom encouraged all delegation members to contribute their views and opinions.   He also had constant access to delegation officials enabling discussions on a variety of issues as the negotiations proceeded. 

Unlike his UK NGO counterpart, the Kenyan NGO representative was allowed to attend meetings of regional and interest groups that the Kenyan government was working with in Seattle.  He was present  at  Africa Group meetings as part of the official delegation and was specifically nominated to be present at a WTO Working Group.  

As far as it is possible to tell, no information was withheld by other delegation members.

Interactions with civil society groups in Seattle
The NGO representative attended the regular daily briefings of the African NGOs represented in Seattle where he took the opportunity to inform them of what was happening within official delegation circles.  He also liaised regularly with colleagues from his own organisation who were in Seattle.    In addition, information was shared informally with NGO colleagues, as and when they were encountered in the conference centre.

He was also able to introduce NGO lobbyists to the government and facilitate face-to-face discussions, especially between NGO interest groups  and individual delegation members who were responsible for specific aspects of the negotiations.   In addition, as a member of the official delegation, he successfully lobbied the Chair of the Africa Group, the Kenyan ambassador, to allow African NGOs address the Africa Group meeting. 

THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF NGO INCLUSION ON GOVERNMENT DELEGATIONS

Advantages

Both in the case of Kenya and the UK, being on the government delegation provided the opportunity to understand the dynamics of government negotiations and the pressures and influences that inform government opinions. This knowledge provided useful insights on how best to influence government positions.

Representatives were also able to arrange briefing meetings between NGOs and government both in general sessions and on a one-to-one basis.   And to provide NGO lobbyists with up-to-date information about how government positions were changing.   

Having someone on their government’s delegation allowed NGOs to promote their views and positions through a spokesperson who, as the meeting proceeded, was seen by other delegation members more as an ‘insider’  than an ‘outsider’.    In the case of the UK, this insider status was achieved despite fundamental differences of opinion regarding policy, because the NGO representative was seen as a source of valuable information concerning the stands being taken by NGOs and other government delegations.   (Surprisingly, because of their wide-ranging networks, NGOs sometimes knew more than their government delegation about what was going on.)

Limitations 

The main limitation of being a government delegation was that NGO representatives were not able to take a public stand that differed from that of their government.   

This meant that within the confines of the Conference, the opportunity to lobby other delegations was limited to instances where the views of NGOs and their governments coincided.   Also, even if where there was no official restriction on media work, publicity was limited to instances were the NGO and the official position were the same.  

Acting as the NGO representative was a full time job and meant that little time remained for involvement in other NGO activities.   In any case, representatives were conscious of the need not to spend a disproportionate amount of time with NGOs having particular perspectives or agendas, in order to uphold their role as impartial spokespersons. 

Neither NGO representative felt it would be appropriate to participate in the demonstrations that took place in Seattle.  Indeed, it is possible that if they had their delegation place would have been withdrawn.  

The Kenyan and UK NGO representatives were conscious that their conduct in Seattle would have a strong influence on future government decisions regarding the inclusion of NGOs on official delegations.  The need not to damage the prospects of other NGOs in the future guided their behaviour, even when no government restrictions existed.   The fact that this aim was successfully achieved was reflected in government invitations for NGOs in both countries to be part of their official delegations to UNCTAD X.

For both representatives, it was important that there were other NGO colleagues present who were able to lobby freely.   Without this, the limitations of the role could have caused frustration.   

CONCLUSIONS AND  LESSONS 

· Both the NGO representatives themselves and their NGO colleagues found their presence on the government delegation beneficial to lobbying activities and ensuring NGOs had good access to Ministers and officials

· Interestingly, written communications from the Kenyan and UK governments following the Seattle Ministerial demonstrated that they also had found the presence of an NGO representative on the delegation beneficial 

· It was important for NGO representatives to establish protocols for their conduct, with or without conditions being set, that ensured that they

· gave equal attention to promoting the different issues raised by their colleagues, whether or not they considered them significant

· shared all information gained in their role as representative openly with all their colleagues

· did nothing to undermine government confidence in NGO competence, nor to harm the future prospects of NGO inclusion

· Although formal and informal protocols were followed in both cases, neither NGO representative found these oppressive because they felt they were playing a constructive role in helping to advance NGO agendas

· Since the role of an NGO delegate is largely focused on representation and liaison role, much of its value its depends on the presence of other NGOs personnel with whom close contact can be maintained 

· In terms of persuading governments to include an NGO representative on the official  delegation, the Kenyan experienced differed from that of UK NGOs because Kenyan NGO positions generally were close to those of their government, while UK NGOs had serious disagreements with government policy.  Nevertheless, there were some common factors in persuading governments to include NGOs on the official delegation

· both governments had got to know NGO personnel during the year proceeding Seattle, allowing trust and respect to be established

· in theory, governments had the opportunity to select the person who would represent NGOs themselves.  (In practice, they only had one name in front of them.)

· they understood that NGO representatives were willing to work within formal or informal protocols appropriate to their role on the official delegation

· Additional factors that influenced the Kenyan government were that 

· the person would be a source of additional expertise    

· the government  knew that the NGO representative would be willing and able to carry the government agenda on most issues in Seattle

· Additional factors that influenced the UK government were that

· the requests for inclusion were relentless

· there were precedents both from Europe and Africa

· the Labour government had committed itself to transparency in relations with civil society and Ministers wanted to demonstrate they were in line with Party thinking

ISSUES   FOR THE  FUTURE

There are concerns that the access and treatment received by NGO representatives in Seattle was dependent on the lead taken by the individual senior Ministers present.   If so, a change of Minister might result in a less transparent approach.   In working with governments, consideration should be given to trying to establish two-way protocols that use the Seattle NGO experiences as a precedent to be followed at future international meetings.

Both in Kenya and the UK, NGOs only received notification that they would be allowed a representative very late in the process.   Potentially, late notification could cause problems with visas (people on government delegation may need different visas to those travelling as NGOs), flights and accommodation.   As far as possible, governments should be urged to provide a response to NGO requests at least three months in advance of  the Qatar Ministerial or other conferences.

As the need for better informed delegations grows, especially in relation to LDCs and other developing countries, it will be necessary for Southern NGOs to consider how best they can help their governments to be informed about issues from perspectives that differ from those promoted by international organisations (WTO, IMF, etc) or Northern governments.   Requesting a place on the government delegation is one way of providing such assistance.  It can also have the benefit of improving rapport between NGOs and government.

Furthermore, resistance to WTO institutional transparency and access for NGOs lies with a small number of WTO member governments.  Although NGOs from these resistant countries are unlikely to be granted permission to join official delegations, the more NGOs present on other government missions, the greater the pressure on hostile governments to change their minds and stop blocking progress.

Being able to state precedents may play an important part in influencing governments.

If you know of other examples of NGOs joining official delegations to international meetings, please send the details to the UKTN c/o  Penny Fowler, Oxfam UK, e-mail: pfowler@oxfam.org.uk, and we will ensure that this information is passed on on to all those who received this paper. 

Background Note on the UK NGO Trade Network (UKTN)





The UK NGO Trade Network (UKTN) brings together development, environment and consumer NGOs, women’s groups, trades unionists and academics.  The Network acts as an umbrella organization, sharing information and coordinating action on a wide range of trade and investment issues that effect the North and South.  Membership is free and open to all non-profit organisations.   Responsibility for servicing the Network and organising meetings lies with its elected representatives, and is undertaken on a voluntary basis. 





The UKTN meets every three months in London but has an email listserve that allows members throughout the country to share information at any time.    Where issues  demand intensive activity, it is common for sub-groups to carry out the work.  These sub-groups and other UK specialist groups, like the UK Food Group and the Development and Environment Group, use quarterly meetings to report back on activities so that coherence in campaigning is improved.  














� This paper was funded by BOND (British Overseas NGOs for Development)  


� In the event, NGOs were unable to take up The Gambian government invitation but close contact was maintained.
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