REPORT 
ON THE 25th SESSION OF THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES

OF THE VOLUNTARY FUND FOR TECHNICAL COOPERATION

IN THE FIELD OF HUMAN RIGHTS

7 – 10 November 2006
I. ORGANIZATION OF THE SESSION
1. The 25th session of the Board of Trustees of the Voluntary Fund for Technical Cooperation in the Field of Human Rights (VFTC) took place at the Palais des Nations in Geneva from 7 to 10 November 2006. The secretariat was provided by the Policy, Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation Section (PME) of OHCHR.
2. The Board of Trustees held a joint seminar from 9 to10 November with members of treaty bodies, representatives of UN agencies and programmes, and OHCHR heads of field presences on recommendations of the United Nations expert bodies.

3. The Board also participated in some sessions of the OHCHR regional consultations with heads of field presences.
4. Due to the holding of the joint seminar on recommendations of the United Nations expert bodies as the second half of the programme agenda, the Board was not able to maintain its tradition of meeting Member States at the end of the session. It is the intention of the Board to keep Member States informed on its discussion through written communication.
II. INTRODUCTION OF NEW BOARD MEMBERS, ELECTION OF A NEW CHAIRPERSON, ADOPTION OF THE AGENDA, AND BRIEFING ON THE WORK OF THE BOARD 
5. Board members Mary Chinery-Hesse, Viacheslav Bakhmin, and Vitit Muntarbhorn welcomed two new members: Monica Pinto and William A. Schabas. Mary Chinery-Hesse was elected as the chairperson of the new Board of Trustees. The agenda of the session was adopted.
6. The following documents were provided to the Board to illustrate the current picture of the technical cooperation programme, as well as the mechanisms of the work of the Board of Trustees: the report of the 24th session of the Board of Trustees held in January 2006; the report of the Secretary-General to the Commission on Human Rights dated February 2006 (E/CN.4/2006/104); and the statement of Board member Vitit Muntarbhorn to the Second Session of the Human Rights Council in September 2006.
III. UPDATE ON RECENT DEVELOPMENTS AT OHCHR
7. The May 2005 Plan of Action and the Strategic Management Plan 2006-2007 (SMP) have set the direction and priorities for the current biennium and beyond. The Board joined OHCHR field colleagues at the Africa regional consultations for a discussion on progress to date, problems encountered, and next steps in the implementation of the SMP and the Plan of Action. Colleagues from the field pointed to the challenge of measuring and analyzing the impact of human rights work. It was pointed out that work on indicators is work-in-progress at the Office and is particularly challenging for the first SMP where baseline benchmarks have to be established.

8. The Mid-year Review has focused on the implementation of the major tasks under each of the five focus areas of the SMP (country engagement, leadership, partnership, UN human rights bodies, management and planning) as well as the recruitment process and financial situation. While concrete progress has been made in each of these areas, challenges will have to be overcome to achieve the objective of the SMP 2006-2007, that is, to help bridge gaps in implementation (knowledge, capacity, commitment and security) at the national level. Major challenges ahead include ensuring a one office approach to common priorities and enhancing thematic expertise in a sustainable and field-oriented way. The end-of-the-year review will provide another opportunity to look comprehensively at progress made and measures required to achieve the stated objective.
IV. COUNTRY ENGAGEMENT, INCLUDING CRITERIA FOR VARIOUS FORMS OF FIELD PRESENCES AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TECHNICAL COOPERATION PROGRAMME
9. Country engagement is one of the five focus areas of the Plan of Action. The purpose of country engagement is to analyze the obstacles standing in the way of implementation and work towards overcoming them. The Board of Trustees discussed with a representative from the Capacity-building and Field Operations Branch (CBB) the concept of country engagement and progress made to date since the launch of the Plan of Action. 
10. Country engagement entails a process of country assessments and the development of strategies, which aims to harness knowledge and expertise from all parts of the Office. This process offers a framework of a holistic and sustained engagement at the country level. The Board discussed the nature of the country assessments and their possible relationship with the upcoming process of the universal periodic review. The Board noted that part of the country assessment originating from the work of treaty bodies and special procedures will remain public information, while part of the assessment should be for internal purposes. In this regard, OHCHR is in the process of compiling all country-related information and making it available on the Office’s website.
11. With regard to the universal periodic review, the formalities are being discussed in intergovernmental settings in the context of the Human Rights Council. The Board discussed the challenges as well as the opportunities of such a universal review system, which is a major development in the UN human rights machinery. The Board noted that the High Commissioner has set clear strategies, including through country engagement, in the Plan of Action in response to the challenge of filling implementation gaps. It was noted that there have been discussions regarding the possible setting up of an ad-hoc fund for universal periodic review follow-up.
12. OHCHR country engagement concerns all countries and employs a range of tools at its disposal on the basis of a strategic assessment. The Board pointed out the importance of the early warning function of the country assessment tool in order to avoid engagement only in trouble spots. The Board also noted the need to ensure an adequate capacity of the Office in order to play a meaningful role vis-à-vis the Security Council.
13. Being present in different regions and countries, with staff having the requisite expertise, local knowledge and language, has been recognized as the preferred means to undertake human rights work for the United Nations. Current OHCHR field deployment takes the form of regional offices, country offices, support for peace missions, and the assignment of human rights advisors to United Nations Country Teams. When it comes to the Technical Cooperation Programme, experience has shown that OHCHR projects are most effective when the Office is present in the country, and with sufficient staff, and where the project forms part of a strategy of long-term engagement agreed upon by the Government and involving a full programme of OHCHR work. Therefore technical cooperation projects must form an integral part of an overall country engagement strategy. 
V.
THE FINANCIAL SITUATION OF THE VFTC AND ITS FUNCTIONING IN THE OVERALL FUNDING SYSTEM
14. The Secretariat briefed the Board on the financial situation of the VFTC, including the contributions received this year (over $4.5 million), the expenditure and commitment ($5.2 million) and the estimated fund balance ($7.8 million).

15. The Board discussed the issue of “carry-over” and the problem of “cash-flow”. Early in the year, it is not always possible to have adequate funds to cover contracts and activities, due to reasons related to earmarking and unpaid pledges. An adequate amount of “carry-over” is therefore necessary to allow a proper start-up. The Board advised that if the reasons for this carry-over need are not made clear, there could be adverse effects on further contributions. 

16. With the Plan of Action and the SMP, OHCHR is taking a holistic approach, aiming at long-term engagement and the exercise of the full mandate of the High Commissioner. The overall policy of the office is therefore to encourage unearmarked contributions. More and more contributions are being made in this way.
17. The Board recalled that it has taken a deliberate decision to switch from the consideration of individual projects to the strategic vision at the programme level. However, the Board considered important to have more detailed discussions at its future sessions on the functioning of the VFTC and the overall picture of the Office’s arrangements for voluntary contributions. The Administration has agreed to provide more detailed information on the allocations of the VFTC.

VI. OHCHR STRATEGY ON POVERTY REDUCTION AND THE WORLD BANK
18. The Chief of the Branch and the Coordinator of the MDGs and Right to Development Unit of the Research and Right to Development Branch (RRDB) gave a presentation on OHCHR’s strategy on poverty reduction and engagement with the World Bank. OHCHR is increasingly working on the issue of poverty with energy and leadership. It is one of the key challenges identified in the Plan of Action and strongly stressed in the High Commissioner’s address to the Human Rights Council. The theme of this year’s Human Rights Day is fighting poverty, a matter of obligation, not charity. Progress has been made in changing the mind set and further tools will need to be developed to sustain the momentum. 
19. The Board engaged with RRDB colleagues in discussing a range of issues. Board members were pleased to see the leadership role played by the High Commissioner and would like to express their encouragement to her in this important undertaking. It welcomed the Office’s initiative to define a clearer strategy and entry points for OHCHR in the field of poverty reduction. The Board also welcomed OHCHR's engagement with the World Bank, recognizing that at times tensions may arise when the Office needs to be critical in its engagement. 
20. The Board further noted the 'in-reach' need on these issues within OHCHR Geneva as part of a 'mind set change.'  It is comparatively easy for colleagues in the field to identify with socio-economic rights issues and problems of poverty, as they are the ones facing these realities. In-house training and development of tools will be necessary in this regard.
21. Board members emphasized the indivisibility of civil and political rights and socio-economic rights, in theory and practice.  There are no necessary trade-offs between them.  Beyond judiciability, this is very much about public policy, public action, and public response. Progress indicators are important to ensure that the States do take steps to act and that duty-bearers are held accountable. 

22. The Board also inquired about engagement with the IMF and was briefed on the related work on the follow-up to the Plan of Action in the area of building partnerships. Currently the Office is focusing on engagement with the World Bank. 
VII.
UPDATE ON RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN THE UNITED NATIONS
23. The Board was briefed on recent developments in the United Nations, including the Human Rights Council, the High-level Panel on System-wide Coherence, the UN Peacebuilding Commission, and the UN Democracy Fund, by colleagues from relevant parts of the Office and through documentation provided by the New York Office of OHCHR.
24. The Board was particularly interested in the developments around the Human Rights Council including the discussion on the universal periodic review mechanism and its normative basis and resource implications. The Board pointed out the value of the achievements made over the last 60 years in the field of human rights. The Human Rights Council should be seen as an integral part of the large UN machinery that includes the General Assembly, the Security Council, and the Peacebuilding Commission and other bodies.

25. With regard to the High-level Panel on System-wide Coherence, a stronger focus on mainstreaming human rights in development activities is advocated. OHCHR is called upon to serve as a centre of excellence, providing normative support to countries, and the role of the resident coordinator would be strengthened. The Board was informed that terms of reference for Resident Coordinators are currently being revised to include human rights and an induction programme for Resident Coordinators is being prepared. The Board stressed that the time has come to turn rhetoric into action. The accountability of Resident Coordinators is of key importance. Training, involvement in the selection process, and development of tools are concrete steps to undertake in this regard.
VIII. MEETING OHCHR FIELD COLLEAGUES
26. The Board joined the concluding session of the regional consultations meeting of the Europe, North America, and Central Asia region. Rapporteurs of the meeting reported on the discussions held on the operation of regional offices, the review of country assessment development, and an outline of a strategy for 2008-2009. After the 2006-2007 expansion period, OHCHR will see the next biennium 2008-2009 focusing on consolidation and follow-through on key initiatives.

IX.
FUTURE WORK OF THE BOARD
27. The Board decided to hold its next two sessions in May 2007 (the week starting on 7 May) and November 2007 (the week starting 12 November or 19 November to be confirmed). The focus of the upcoming meetings should be influenced by developments occurring in the Office. Possible areas could include:
· The ECOSOC dimensions in the human rights discussion
· Developments in the Human Rights Council
· Human rights and peacekeeping, peacebuilding and peacemaking

· Poverty reduction strategy and engagement with the World Bank - update
· Interactions with OHCHR field colleagues

Annexes:
· Agenda of the 24th Session of the Board
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