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Exchange meeting on civil society coalitions developing and using parallel reports to United Nations Treaty monitoring bodies

with

Priiti Darooka

&

Gurinder Kaur

of the 

Programme on Women’s Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (PWESCR), India

The Hague, Wednesday, 14 May 2008

Introduction

Coordinator of equalinrights, Emma Sydenham, opened the meeting by introducing equalinrights and its work. She set the scene for the exchange and introduced Priiti Darooka and Gurinder Kaur of PWESCR. Everyone present then introduced herself.

Part 1: Presentation by Priiti Darooka and Gurinder Kaur

Priiti and Gurinder outlined the history and work of PWESCR and then discussed the process of reporting to the International Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the development of their parallel report. They also both shared the lessons learned and the challenges encountered in coordinating the work of a large coalition. 

The purpose of the meeting is exchange: to get a different exposure and perspective. PWESCR works on gender analysis. In addition to India, they work in Sri Lanka and will soon expand to Bangladesh. PWESCR’s goal is to address women’s poverty in the region. Often discrimination is a reason for poverty. It’s about the right to livelihood and social, cultural dimensions, so not only economic solutions, but the right to work, right at work, food security for a sustainable livelihood and other rights related to India’s economic boom, which has largely excluded women. PWESCR has completed a survey on the Millennium Development Goals that reveals women to be invisible workers, unrecognised and unpaid. One concrete result is that women will not get social security. It is about human dignity. Livelihood should be recognised as a right. At this moment human rights does not cover the right to livelihood; the Human Rights Council needs to take notice of and redress this.

PWESCR sees the relevance of international human rights standards for local struggles. On the 7th and 8th of May, Priiti and Gurinder were in Geneva for India’s review by the ICESCR. India submitted a report on economic, social and cultural rights for the first time in 17 years.

PWESCR was asked to coordinate the writing of a parallel report by Indian NGOS. As a young organisation, PWESCR first tried to join other organisations and stimulate them to lead the process, however, in the end they accepted the role of coordinator. They had a national consultation in December, attended by 65 organisations. They formed several subgroups on, for example, right to health, right to education, right to work, so not only women’s rights. However, gender was a crosscutting issue in all chapters, as was budgeting. PWESCR also contributed significantly in terms of capacity building, for example, holding workshops on parallel reporting and economic, social and cultural rights.

By February 2008, over 100 organisations were participating in the process of preparing the parallel report. Subgroups made draft chapters and a drafting committee of 7/8 people was appointed to be the final writers of the report, in order to achieve strong structure and consistency. Also sources of figures were checked, to ensure accuracy and accountability. This collective effort took place very organically – and without any money. Everybody took ownership.

PWESCR could see a shift in understanding of many of the people involved in the process - previously people knew human rights only as civil and political rights. However, afterwards people could be heard citing ESC rights, international processes and why they were important to their issues. 

Building relationships is critical to effectively using the parallel reporting process. Priiti had met Committee members in the November before when she participated in discussions on the General Comment on Social Security the Committee was developing. So this time the members knew her, which enabled far more access and engagement. This meant that they were not only more accessible, but they approached Priiti for information they needed on various issues – such as the National Human Rights Commission and sex workers. During the meeting in Geneva, the PWESCR representatives were backed up by a team of people waiting for instructions at the PWESCR office in India, so they were able to respond quickly to such requests from Committee members for additional information. This was also done collaboratively, with the team in the office calling those in the collective specialized in the area of the request from the Committee.

The Committee members were very responsive and showed great interest in providing further support to civil society groups on the ground. One Committee member for example, may visit India to work together with the collective in an event strategising on implementation of key aspects of the Committee’s Concluding Observations. Priiti also stressed the importance of good relations with the government in this kind of advocacy work. At the end of the day, the government is the implementer! As Priiti noted: “we are not the enemy. We are working together. This relationship is very important for how we get it [the recommendations in the Collective’s report and the Committee’s Concluding Observations] implemented.”

Part 2: Open Discussion

Questions raised in discussion 

· Did you get reactions from the Indian officials?

· What is the relationship of civil society with them in this context; did they think you make the country look bad?

· How was civil society involved in the development of the government report?

· What were the forms of communication used within the collective?

· What is the future role of the collective? How will it move forward?

· In what sense are recommendations taken up by the India Government? How seriously does it take its obligations? And how do you work to make this happen?

· How much might putting a budget or cost to human rights help in developing such reports and engaging with governments on ESC rights?

· What were the main challenges in preparing and presenting the report? 

· How important are media to these initiatives?

· How does this process compare with that undertaken by a coalition of Dutch organizations for CEDAW (directed to Saskia Bakker, Aim for Human Rights)?

· How do you make human rights relevant for people when they have no food – when they are hungry? You work with marginal groups? Those groups are not concerned about their rights, they are concerned about their livelihood. They have needs that they want met; they often find it difficult to see why they should look at “rights”.

· What was your strategy to keep harmony among the collective?

Communications within the collective took place via email groups. Each subgroup had a contact person. The coordination group spread how other groups were working. One to one relationships and phone calls can be the only way in India. 

Priiti shared that civil society consultation was not included in the government report. She also felt that perhaps it is also not the best strategy to have direct input into the government report when one wants to criticize and present alternatives. It has pros and cons. It limits then what you are able to say and do about it and the issues of concern. This was also reinforced by some of the committee members, who had seen some experiences of this in other countries.

Concerning the relationship with the government, Priiti and Gurinda highlighted that there was constructive dialogue. The relationship with one’s own government is necessary for effective advocacy. So critiques on the report are related to specific facts; it is not about badgering of the government. PWESCR gave the report to the government in person before the Geneva meeting, even though it was already available on their website, in order to help build relationships. In Delhi the opportunity for dialogue that occurred in Geneva would not have been possible. We are not against the government and they clearly have good intentions, said Priiti. She continued by noting that the information they share online is incredible and in fact 80% of the facts in the parallel report came from government documents.

Saskia Bakker of aim for human rights compared PWESCR’s experience with that of a coalition of 31 Dutch organisations that signed the shadow report prepared for the CEDAW Committee. During the meeting in New York there was a positive relationship between the representative presenting the report and the government, but things went sour afterwards. Although treaty is legally binding, there are no repercussions if a government does not implement the CEDAW Committee’s recommendations. Often, civil society pressure is the only tool for pressuring a reluctant government. When the Dutch coalition lobbied the government to implement certain recommendations on CEDAW, they were strongly rebuffed by the same representatives who had welcomed their contributions in New York. PWESCR commented that they are not yet sure how seriously the government will take the recommendations from the Committee, particularly given that they did not even fulfil their reporting duties during the previous 17 years! Civil society must follow up on the process, pressuring the state to implement the committee’s recommendations. The coalition will not take up this role, however, leaving this work its member organisations. 

Budgeting is very important, especially for ESC rights. PWESC is currently conducting research on costing social security. There is shocking data: 2.35 lakhs crore is paid in corporate tax reductions. 60% of livelihood is connected to the agricultural sector, which is 600 million people and contributes to 18 % of GBP, while 1.5 % of GDP is spent on agriculture, less than 1% of GDP goes to health care. Being able to develop and use figures in human rights work is really necessary in the next stage. They are exploring this concerning the social security policy they are working on with the Government – to cost how much it would be to implement it in full for all people.

Media were approached for the public release of the report, with emphasis on activating personal contacts. Press releases were distributed one day in advance by hand. Interns went in pairs in air conditioned cars to the chief editor of each media source, after having received a training from a communications expert. Around 20 to 25 journalists came out of the 80 invited, from which 5 to 6 articles were written. They were very pleased with this effort.

In closing, Priiti commented on the effectiveness of the process – as a collective. She felt that what they had done differently through this process was to bring human rights to the ground. “Normally it is the elites only who participate in these things. We broke it down and really worked with people on it.” Also, she felt it was the approach and space created. “As an organization we had no agenda. We had created a space for people to be part of. The openness and transparency created ownership for people to take it up. They felt they were part of the whole process. Who goes, who speaks was decided by collective. Also this will be followed up in a national consultation.”
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Annex 2: Biographies and organisational profiles 
Priiti Darooka (India) is Founder and Executive Director of the Programme on Women’s Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (PWESCR). Previously at the Ford Foundation in the New York Human Rights unit, her work has focused on promoting women and ESCR. Prior to the Ford Foundation, she worked with UNIFEM on violence against women indicators and assessment and coordinated UNIFEM’s work in Afghanistan. As a consultant to the Center for Women's Global Leadership, she organized a women’s human rights hearing at the UN conference against Racism in Durban, South Africa. She was National Campaign Coordinator with UNITE for their Global Justice for Garment Workers Campaign. Priiti has also worked with Manavi, a South Asian women’s organization working with women and children who faced violence in their lives. At Urban Justice Center (UJC), she worked with the NYC Welfare Reform & Human Rights Documentation Project, where she developed policy briefs on welfare reform and women, used as a media and advocacy tool by welfare advocates of NYC to expose human rights violations. She was also involved in the Stop FTAA (Free Trade Area of Americas) campaign and focused on different aspects of trade, and women’s lives, from a feminist and human rights perspective.

Gurinder Kaur is a geographer, urban and regional planner, and development professional with international experience. She is currently serving as Advisor to PWESCR. She comes to PWESCR with a wide experience of the Indian NGO sector, senior posts in Oxfam America (Regional representative, S Asia), Country Director World Education, Executive Officer Oxfam Trust in India. She was formerly Director of Development and Management consultancy firm, Project Associate of Indian Institute of Management in Ahmedabad and in Bangalore, Research Assistant of Gujarat Institute of Area Planning. She brings with her expertise in agriculture, forestry, gender in development and rural-urban, migration. & MP), land rights and forest ownership and women’s income generating activities. She is also serving as a Board member of the Consumer Education and Research Center, Ahmedabad as well as other NGOs. 

Programme on Women’s Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (PWESCR) is a new international initiative in the area of gender and economic, social and cultural rights. PWESCR works to promote women’s human rights, especially in the context of economic, social and cultural rights by bringing a gender framework to policy, law and practice at local, national, regional and international levels through ever-evolving strategies and activities in both conceptual and practical realms. PWESCR, in its initial phase will have a South Asia regional focus. However, as we get support from other regions, we plan to expand this initiative globally. PWESCR is housed at Housing and Land Rights South Asia Regional office in New Delhi, India. Goals of PWESCR are to: 

(a) Establish links and foster collaborations to enhance learning, as well as develop shared strategies to advocate problem- solving alternatives at all levels in the context of gender; and

(b) Build leadership and capacity of groups, organizations, activities and other actors in the field of human rights and economic justice to promote women’s ESCR.
Equalinrights is a non-governmental organisation that initiates, facilitates and documents learning processes for upstream realisation of human rights in collaboration with human rights-based development (HRBD) practitioners. Our work helps to build the capacity of practitioners at many levels and within different organisations, to translate human rights norms and obligations into concrete planning and action for change. Equalinrights’ core activities are to:

(a) Strengthen a diverse and active network of human rights-based development (HRBD) practitioners;

(b) Initiate, facilitate and support learning processes for upstream realisation of human rights;

(c) Document practices and pool resources; and 

(d) Bring local experiences and knowledge to the wider development and human rights community.
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