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About NCVO

NCVO is the largest general membership body for charities and voluntary organisations in England.  NCVO has sister councils in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland
.  Established in 1919, NCVO gives voice to over 4500 organisations ranging from large ‘household name’ charities to small self help groups involved in all areas of voluntary and social action at the local level.  NCVO champions voluntary action: our vision is of a society in which people are inspired to make a positive difference to their communities.  A vibrant Non Governmental (NGO) sector deserves a strong voice and the best support.  NCVO works to provide that support and voice.  NCVO has a long held interest and active involvement in European and International issues, it campaigns an advocates at European Union (EU) level and keeps its members informed of relevant EU developments.  NCVO is an active member of CEDAG, the European Council of Non Profit Organisations and an observer member of the European Platform of Social NGOs.

About the English National Compact

The Compact is an agreement, between the government and the voluntary and community sector in England. It lays down certain agreed behaviour, undertakings and principles for both sides so that they can develop a relationship built on a spirit of mutual understanding and trust. To name but a few areas it covers: consultation, communication, funding, transparency and diversity.  The Compact potentially offers a framework under which improvements in the relationship between government and the voluntary and community sector can be made and disputes resolved.  Read more on www.thecompact.org.uk or www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/compactadvocacy 

About this Proposal

This proposal takes its inspiration from our own Compact and the similar models that exist in various forms in France, Estonia, Latvia and Poland to name but a few other member states.  Whilst we acknowledge that such an agreement alone is not panacea, NCVO believes that a similar agreement would be beneficial to the relationship between the European Commission and civil society organisations across Europe and help reconnect the European Union to its citizens.  For ease of reference, we have called this proposed agreement,  “the European Union (EU) Concordat”.
For such a Concordat to work there would have to be a process of deep consultation with and within civil society organisations be they organised at the European or the national level.  A transparent process, led by civil society but with involvement of the European Commission and other EU institutions would be essential to ensure that the Concordat would be supported by all who would apply it.  This document is not intended to be a fait accompli but instead to spark debate and action on this question by detailing some key principles that the EU Concordat could contain.   The diversity of civil society across Europe means different models of civil dialogue and engagement have developed at national levels; however there are commonalities among them which could be drawn on when addressing the need for EU structured civil dialogue.  

The EU Concordat, like its English equivalent, The Compact, would not be legally binding in the traditional sense.  Its strength would lie instead with a meeting of minds, a coming together in an evolving culture of understanding and trust. With that in mind, it is likely that the process of creating the EU Concordat would be as important as the end result. NCVO urges the Commission, as part of its broader, Plan D, Transparency and Communication initiatives to take forward this proposal for a root and branch reform of the relationship between civil society organisations and the European Commission.

Why Now?

The time is right to reassess the way the European Commission (and indeed the other EU institutions) communicate and interact with all Europeans. With Plan D, the Transparency Initiative and the Communications White Paper, indications are that the European Commission is keen to look again at the way it communicates and interacts with civil society organisations, which are, after all, a bridge to the citizens.
   Other civil society organisations across the European Union are proposing similar initiatives.  We look forward to working together to develop our ideas.

How Might the Concordat Look?

It would be an agreement between equals with specific undertakings for both parties.   Based on our experiences of where the relationship has been problematic at times, NCVO suggests that the EU Concordat might contain some basic principles under each of which specific undertakings could be listed.  The following outlines in more detail what the Concordat might contain:

1. The Independence of Civil Society Organisations Shall be Guaranteed

Specific undertakings might include:

a.  Civil society organisations shall be free to associate, campaign, lobby or criticise the European Commission (or other EU institutions), irrespective of whether or not they are in receipt of European Union funding. 

2. All EU legislation shall be developed through structured consultation and ongoing civil dialogue open to all. 

The Minimum Standards of Consultation of the European Commission have in our experience, proved themselves to be insufficient
. Specific undertakings to improve consultation would include:

a. There shall be a minimum 12 weeks consultation period.

b. Consultations shall avoid holiday periods such as summer or New Year.

c. Notice of consultations shall be widely disseminated with special attention given to reaching black and minority ethnic communities, disabled people, older people, socially excluded people and the organisations that represent them.

d. Consultations should be open to all organisations, irrespective of whether or not they are pan-European, national, regional or local in nature.  

e. The European Commission shall acknowledge responses to consultations.

f. Reasoned feedback shall be given particularly in cases where suggestions contained in consultation responses are not taken up. (This can be done in an annex or in the body of the final policy document.)

g. Civil Society organisations shall have the right to initiate policy (in line with the provisions of the right to petition found in the Constitutional Treaty of the EU.)

h. Consultation shall start at the beginning of the legislative process and be followed through to later stages, including during implementation and evaluation of the legislation.

i. There shall be Improved transparency in the setting up and the communication of the work of expert groups.

3. Robust Principles of Communication Shall be Adopted

Individual experiences of communicating with the European Commission obviously impact on the image of the institution so subsequently bad experiences can feed a perception of a distant, unwelcoming entity that is closed to communicating with civil society and the citizen. Specific undertakings, which could be taken to counter this risk, would include:

a.  All letters or emails to the European Commission shall receive a meaningful reply within [A set time to be agreed

b.  A procedure shall be put in place in the European Commission and implemented to actively engage with civil society organisations at the national level as well as the EU level.  

c.  Civil Society Liaison Officers in each DG of the European Commission shall be appointed to champion the EU Concordat in their DG.  Their work shall be co-ordinated by a central unit in the European Commission who would act as a single contact point for civil society organisations. 

4. The Concordat Shall be Scrutinised to Ensure Effective Implementation.

Without a strong implementation mechanism, the Concordat will not achieve its aims.  Specific undertakings might include:

a. The European Parliament shall scrutinise the implementation of the Concordat.  (Much as the Estonian Parliament scrutinises the EKAK, the Estonian “Compact-Style” Agreement.)

b. A Special Commission, made up of representatives from the European Commission, EU-level NGOs and national NGOs should be formed to oversee the development of the Concordat in a spirit of co-operation and mutual trust.

c. An agreed process is put in place within the European Commission for cases of non-implementation.

d. The European Commission shall make funds available to promote awareness of the Concordat among civil society organisations.

5. Civil Society Organisations Shall Make Commitments Regarding their Transparency and Accountability

A key aspect of the Concordat would be that it puts obligations of behaviour on both civil society organisations and the European Commission. Regarding the transparency of civil society organisations, specific undertakings might include:

a. All civil society organisations shall guarantee that they meet the required national standards of registration, transparency and accountability.  

b. In any given consultation response, civil society organisations shall explain their organisation’s structure, national status and who or what they represent and how they arrived at their response.

6. The European Statute of Association Shall be Reinstated

This proposed piece of EU legislation was shelved as part of the 2005 streamlining of pending legislation.  The proposal contained many measures which would be complementary to the proposed Concordat, notably concerning principles of NGO transparency and accountability.

7. The European and the National Levels Shall be Linked

Civil society in some member states would benefit from an EU model that would encourage the development of national models of civil dialogue where none exist at present.  The Concordat shall link with and refer to the national structures of civil dialogue, (such as the Compact in England) where appropriate.  National NGO platforms such as NCVO and EU umbrella organisations, such as CEDAG can help provide this kind of information.  
8. A More Appropriate Funding Relationship Shall be Developed

EU funded projects are often notoriously difficult to administer which can discourage many smaller organisations from applying for EU funds.  Given that one of the most important relationship the European Commission has with citizens is through its role as a key funder, (either directly or indirectly), it should do all it can to ensure that this relationship is a fair one with open channels of communication and proportional, easy to understand procedures. Specific undertakings might include:
a. EU funded projects shall offer full-cost recovery, that is all costs relating to a project should be eligible for funding. (It should be legitimate for civil society organisations to include the relevant element of overhead costs in their estimates for projects.)
b. The civil society organisation shall respect confidentiality and be clear about whom they represent and how they came to their views when consulted on programme design.

c. The civil society organistions in receipt of EU funds shall have clear lines of accountability, especially with joint bids.

d. The European Commission (together with the Member States) shall provide, whenever possible, an opportunity for civil society (notably the voluntary and community sector or local equivalent) to contribute to programme design.

e. The European Commission shall make payments in advance of expenditure (where appropriate and necessary) in order to achieve better value for money and assist the sustainability of organisations.

f. The European Commission shall implement longer term funding arrangements where these represent good value for money.

g. The European Commission shall be proportionate in monitoring requirements and focus on outcomes.

9. Dialogue Shall be Inclusive

One of the major challenges that the European Union faces in ensuring that its message reaches all of its citizens instead of “Brussels talking to Brussels”.  Specific undertakings shall include:

a. The European Commission shall, in consultation with civil society organisations, develop a strategy in to how it can best communicate and involve black and minority ethnic communities across the EU.  

b. The European Commission shall ensure that it does not rely solely on internet-based technology in its consultations.  It is important for it to be flexible and adapt its communication methods according to the needs of all citizens including older people, disabled people and citizens (and residents) whose first language is not one of the official EU languages.

What should happen next?

· NCVO will call for an EU Concordat in our responses to both the Communication White Paper and Green Paper on Transparency Consultations currently being conducted by the European Commission. 

· NCVO will call for comments on this proposal. (Email us at the address below with your reactions or suggestions.)

· NCVO will call for other organisations to endorse these key principles and undertakings.

· NCVO will call for all national and EU civil society organisations interested in taking this forward to meet to discuss next steps.

· NCVO will call on the European Commission to endorse the ideas contained in this proposal with a hope of moving forward together for the benefit of all.

For more information about NCVO’s campaign for a European Union Concordat, or to send us a comment, please contact Nolan Quigley on Nolan.Quigley@ncvo-vol.org.uk 

National Council for Voluntary Organisations

NCVO

8 All Saints Street

London

N1 9RL

UK

A Note About Terminology

In the UK national context, the term we generally use to describe our sector is “the Voluntary and Community Sector”. However for the purposes of this document only, and in the interests of inclusivity we have used the generic term “civil society organisation” throughout this paper.  This could encompass; charities, voluntary organisations, non-profit organisations, associations of general interest, non-governmental organisations and many more organisations that originate in neither the public nor the private sector.  In our understanding, it would not include business corporations or their representative associations.  

� In Autumn 2005, NCVO and its sister councils, NICVA (Northern Ireland), SCVO (Scotland) and WCVA (Wales) launched a paper in Brussels “Civil Society Can Put the Spark Back into Europe” in which we jointly called for the European Union to improve the way it communicates and consults with national Non Governmental Organisations in order to bring the EU closer to the citizen.


� NCVO participated in the European Economic and Social Committee event in November 2005 “Bridging the Gap”.  Workshop 12A discussed the development of this Concordat with representatives from Slovenia, Estonia, Latvia, UK, Italy, Austria, Sweden and EU- NGO ECAS.  The conclusions to this workshop can be consulted here:  http://eesc.europa.eu/stakeholders_forum/08_11_2005/results_07_11_205_en.pdf


� During the summer of 2005. A consultation about a proposed “code of conduct for non-profit organisations was tabled in July with initially only a 6 week consultation period.  This was contrary to the Minimum Standards and was especially worrying to our sector as it questioned the sector’s alleged potential to be abused by terrorist organisations without giving our sector an adequate time for a right to reply.  The document, concerned can be downloaded here: http://ec.europa.eu/justice_home/news/consulting_public/code_conduct_npo/draft_recommendations_en.pdf
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