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The meeting was held under the chairmanship of Ambassador Luis A. Hoyos, Permanent Representative of Colombia to the OAS and Chair of the Committee on Inter-American Summits Management and Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities, to consider the agenda items contained in the document CP/CISC-490/10. The meeting was attended by representatives of the following fourteen countries:  Argentina, Bolivia, Canada, Chile, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, the United States of America, and Venezuela.

1. Report of the V Ministerial Meeting “Agriculture and Rural Life in the Americas”

The report in question was presented via teleconference and supported by a PowerPoint presentation (CP/CISC-491/10), by Mr. Bernardo Badani, Director of the Office for Follow-up of the Summit of the Americas Process of the Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture. (IICA)
Mr. Badani noted that this meeting took place within the context of the Third Summit of the Americas of 2001, where for the first time this item was included by the Heads of State and Government with the support of IICA.  Since then, the item has been consolidated under the heading of strategic considerations, and the ministerial meetings have become an integral part of the summit process.

Mr. Badani also pointed to the fact that the ministerial and summit processes were closely linked.  Both processes were generally initiated by proposals to meet regional challenges and maintained on the basis of information supplied to the summit coordinators regarding the strategic orientations of hemispheric ministerial agreements, as well as on the basis of support extended to countries in formulating mandates on agriculture and rural life.

He also noted that up to the present, five ministerial meetings have been held and nine Hemispheric Ministerial Agreements (HMAs) have been reached, including the AGRO Plan, together with its information system for follow-up and assessment.

Mr. Badani indicated that the 2003-2015 AGRO Plan is the shared agenda of member countries for the sustainable development of agriculture and the rural sector.  The Plan defines the strategic objectives and shared vision through 2015, and outlines the strategic actions to be undertaken on a biennial basis, together with implementation and follow-up measures.  He noted that the Plan serves as a reference framework for the formulation of public policy and for international cooperation.

Mr. Badani referred to the broad-based approach to agriculture and rural life, noting that this was a systemic concept which took account of the characteristics of rural territories and agro-trade chains, at both the national and international levels.  Its focus is development that is sustainable, productive, commercially viable, ecological, socio-cultural and political, and its strategic objectives include rural prosperity, food security, and international positioning.

He further explained the process by which ministerial agreements are arrived at, beginning with national reports submitted by countries as part of a participatory process, followed by a virtual dialogue, then on to the Group for the Implementation and Coordination of the Agreements on Agricultural Life (GRICA), and culminating in a ministerial meeting, where agreements are reached.

Mr. Badani indicated that the most important results of the meeting had been the adoption of the HMA Jamaica 2009, with the 2010-2011 hemispheric agenda for the implementation of the AGRO Plan; a heightened understanding  of the strategic importance of agriculture and rural life for the sustainable development of the Americas; a renewed commitment to further enhance the information system for the implementation and follow-up of the agreements; and the strengthening of international cooperation within the framework of the AGRO Plan.

He noted that the following fifteen areas for strategic action had been approved: food, the family food basket, food storage and processing, plant and animal health, soils and water management, land and land tenure, risk and emergency management, mitigation of and adaptation to climate change, agro-environmental management, management and leadership, production and income, focus on rural territories, coordination mechanisms and linkages, building public and private institutional capacity, and increased investment.

The chairman thanked Mr. Badani and proposed that due note be taken of the report presented once the required quorum had been reached.

2. New requests from civil society organizations to register with the Organization
Mrs. Irene Klinger, Director of the Department of International Affairs, presented seven new requests from civil society organizations currently on the OAS register and two other applications whose consideration was on stand-by at the request of the delegation of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (CP/CISC-488/10).
She indicated that the seven new requests complied with the Guidelines for the Participation of Civil Society Organizations in OAS Activities, as contained in resolution CP/RES. 759 (1217/99).

The delegations present agreed to approve the requests of the nine organizations. However, these could not be approved by the Commission, due to the lack of a quorum and will therefore be re-submitted at the next meeting of the CICS.
3. Study on the procedure to be followed for civil society organizations when their requests are denied by a member state, or when there is no consensus for their approval and subsequent submission to the Permanent Council

In introducing this agenda item, the Chair stated that at the previous meeting, he, as well as a number of delegations, had noted the need to study the actions to be taken with regard to those requests to which the Committee had voiced an objection. He noted that it was very important to decide on the procedure to be followed in the absence of a consensus, whether to refuse the request or submit the matter to a vote, as this would serve as a guide for dealing with future requests. To this end, it was important to hear the views of member states, and to maintain an extensive and frank discussion on the subject, including in informal meetings, until a consensus could be reached. He added that the legal opinion of May 15, 2006, (CP/CISC/INF.4/08) issued by the Department of Legal Services of the Organization was available to delegations to facilitate discussion.

The delegation of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela stated that it did not consider that the Committee was a court or that is was qualified to debate sovereign provisions. The decision of a State could not be put on the same footing as the legal opinion submitted by the Department of Legal Services of the Organization.
The delegation noted that on several occasions it had pointed to the fact that should civil society organizations (CSOs) be granted eligibility to participate in all the forums of the OAS (even if they were given the consultative status that some seek to assign to them), it would lead to the entry of interest groups with their own subjective aims and purposes that might not necessarily reflect the collective and general interest of a country’s population.  Such a development, far from being beneficial, would bring a certain element of risk that could adversely affect the supreme oversight of the general and collective interests, which states are called upon to safeguard, bearing in mind that the States are in effect the members and decision-makers who bear the responsibility for any obligations that may emanate from these forums. 
The delegation pointed out that it had previously proposed that for each respective forum it should be incumbent upon member states, in accordance with the specific item to be discussed, to decide whether or not to invite the opinion of the civil society organizations. Such a procedure would facilitate the participation of CSOs in the work of the Organization.

The delegation noted that Venezuela had made significant progress towards a participatory model in which the people play a decisive role, and where organized communities could generate, use, and monitor the resources that would improve their quality of life.  Article 62 states: “All citizens have the right to participate freely in public affairs, either directly or through their elected representatives. The participation of the people in shaping, carrying out and controlling the management of public affairs is the way to ensure that they play a leading role which will help to ensure their complete development, both individual and collective. It is the obligation of the State and the duty of the society to facilitate the generation of optimum conditions for putting this into practice.”
The delegation of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela considered it unacceptable that its legislation be overlooked, and more specifically, the definition of civil society as established in the decision of the Supreme Court of Justice of Venezuela. In Ruling No. 1395 of 21 November 2000, the Supreme Court of Justice states that Venezuelan civil society does not include organizations that are subsidized, funded or supported directly or indirectly by states or by international groups or movements pursuing their own political or economic interests.
Lastly, the delegation noted that all sovereign states have the right to establish what constitutes a civil society organization, in order to determine whether any organization on its territory claiming such status may enjoy the rights and privileges conferred upon it in its capacity as a civil society organization, in accordance with the laws of the corresponding state.

The delegation of Nicaragua, in referring to the legal opinion contained in document (CP/CISC/INF.4/08) expressed opposition to this type of practice. The delegation was unaware whether the legal opinion had been drafted at the request of the Government of Venezuela, or at the initiative of the Secretariat or the Department of Legal Services. The Nicaraguan delegation noted that it should be clear to all that the OAS is an Organization made up of states, whose sovereignty, legislation and juridical order should be respected. It was not incumbent on the Organization to determine the actions and decisions to be taken by sovereign states. 

The delegation pointed out that members were faced with a situation where organizations were failing to comply with the requirements established in the internal legislation of a country, but that despite this, the General Secretariat had put forward a document, which represented a blatant challenge to the sovereign rights of States.  The delegation noted that it was unaware of the objective or purpose behind such an action. 

The delegation noted that it was in favor of having as many civil society organizations as possible in the OAS, provided that they comply with the requirements and the established rules. Failing this, the delegation would conclude that there were tendentious elements with specific pre-established interests designed to alter the nature of the Organization. If that were the case, these organizations were being imbued with functions that were outside their scope or competence, and for that reason the document should not even be considered.

The Chair stated that the discussion was being raised in this forum precisely because it was up to the member states to decide on the procedure to be followed.  That was the reason all delegations had been asked to consult on the matter. 

The Chair added that there was a mandate to incorporate civil society organizations into the OAS and to provide them with opportunities for involvement in the various areas of the Organization’s work, especially in the Summits process.  He pointed out that some applications were in a kind of stand-by mode, and that it was necessary to define the procedure to be followed in respect of these applications.  This was in effect what had led the Chair to bring the issue before the Commission. He noted that the question needed to be studied and for that reason a document that had been requested four years previously by the delegation of Venezuela was being used to facilitate discussion.  He further stated that the objective behind the exercise was to allow States to express their opinions, define their positions and work towards defining the procedure to be followed. 
The delegation of Guatemala expressed its agreement with the Chair and stressed that it was important that a procedure be established.  It suggested that perhaps the legal opinion of 2006 would need to be updated.

The delegation of Venezuela reiterated its concern that what was being sought was a procedure that would override the sovereign rights of a state, as well as its reasons for objecting to a civil society organization. It noted that if that was the procedure to be followed, then the delegation would propose that a serious study be made of the guidelines for the participation of civil society. Such a study should give priority consideration to the national laws and regulations of each OAS member state. The delegation expressed its concern at the insistence in seeking to contradict the sovereign position of a state.

The Chair indicated that it was important that all delegations have a clear understanding of what was being proposed.  A procedure had some time ago been established to ensure that the OAS, besides being a typical organization of states and governments, particularly of governments, should also provide opportunities for civil society participation. What was being sought, he added, was a general rule defining the procedure to be followed for those organizations (which, up to that time amounted to eight) whose requests had been placed on hold. Such a general rule did not yet exist. He called for a general discussion among all 33 active member states to arrive at an outcome that would be consistent with the spirit of involving civil society, while complying with the wishes of member states, which comprise the OAS.  The intention was not to force a decision, but simply to conduct a discussion with a view to arriving at a decision on the procedure to be followed.

The delegation of the United States expressed its firm support for the role of civil society in the OAS and, in general, within the inter-American system.  Specifically, it noted its desire to see civil society playing a wider role in all of the activities of the OAS, whether at the ministerial level, at the level of the Permanent Council, or the General Assembly. The delegation agreed with the Chairman and other delegations on the need to work together to clarify the way forward in the consideration of those applications pending before the Committee, as well as others that may be awaiting approval by the Permanent Council, and to clear up any confusion with regard to the applications.
The delegation of Nicaragua stated that there was an apparent persistent tendency to ignore the will of the member states in the way some issues are addressed.  The delegation noted that it would seem that this was what the General Secretariat was attempting to do.  In other words, it was drafting legislation and legal recommendations in an attempt to supersede the internal legislation of the states of the Hemisphere.  It indicated that further thought needed to be given to the way this type of issue should be addressed.  If the intention was to present a study by the Legal Advisory Department on the basis of Dr. Ferrand’s study, it would have been quite enough simply to present it as a study, rather than pitting it specifically against the position of a member state. The delegation noted that it would appear that there was some ulterior motive behind this, and stated that there should be clear rules in place for addressing such documents.  If the aim was to open a legal debate, then a legal debate should be held without turning the issue into a trial of the inquisition.  The delegation recommended that the Secretariat exercise care in the way it managed such issues.
The Chair reiterated that what was needed was a discussion with a view to defining a clear procedure.  He noted that an issue that generated discussion was being brought before the Committee, since there were objections to a number of organizations and it was therefore necessary to decide on a procedure that would be suitable to all.  He stated that the issues should not be confused.  Every state present in the Committee respected the internal sovereignty of each of the other States. It was not and, indeed, had never been the intention of the Chair or the Secretariat or of any State to interfere in the internal affairs of any State. What was being sought was a decision on a procedure for an issue that still had not yet been resolved.  In the light of this situation, delegations were being invited to discuss and exchange views. 

The delegation of Canada expressed support for the active and open participation of civil society organizations in the work of the OAS, and thanked the Chair for including this item on the agenda of the Commission.

The delegation of Mexico supported the active participation of civil society organizations in the activities of the OAS, in view of the contributions that they had made and would continue to make. It signaled its interest in arriving as quickly as possible at a mechanism that would help to overcome the difficulty, by calling for information on any steps that had so far been taken.  It wished to know concretely whether the organizations whose applications had been placed on stand-by had renewed their requests each year, or whether those requests made six years previously were the ones being continually reviewed.

The Chair stated that a considerable number of CSOs had applied for entry into the Organization, but their applications were not submitted for consideration because they did not comply with the requirements set forth in the OAS mandates. The applications of those CSOs that satisfied the requirements had been presented to the Commission and had been approved. With regard to the case mentioned by the delegation of Venezuela, more time was required to examine some applications. Some are eventually approved, as was the case for the two applications that had now been presented before the Commission, whereas others were not.  The Chairman noted that these organizations insisted that they did satisfy the requirements of the OAS and that the delegation of Venezuela, as was its right, had objected to the entry of the CSOs for reasons of its internal legislation.

The Chair requested that the Secretariat produce a transcript of the meeting to be sent to all 33 member states, reflecting the views expressed by delegations. He further invited those delegations that had taken the floor, starting with Venezuela, which had a concrete proposal, as well as Nicaragua, Guatemala, the United States, Mexico, and Canada to work informally with a view to arriving at an agreement.

He reminded delegations that the OAS is what its member states want it to be, and stated that no one was trying to interfere in the internal affairs of any country or seeking to affect any country’s sovereignty.  He also stated that a mechanism was needed to determine what should happen when a CSO applies for admission to the OAS, and fulfills the requirements established in OAS regulations, but the application is objected to by a member state. He noted that this was the question on which an agreement needed to be reached. He emphasized that delegations needed to work to determine how they wished the OAS to proceed in such a case, and to define the procedure.
The delegation of Mexico requested additional information as to the actions of the Secretariat in the event that a CSO whose application had been turned down insisted on being admitted. Exactly how did this insistence manifest itself?  Did they telephone the OAS and offer to re-submit their application, or did they renew their application in writing, submitting once again the supporting documentation? How could one tell whether or not the CSO was insisting? What did they do to insist? What response was being given to those organizations whose applications had been turned down? In what terms were they being told that their application had been rejected? The delegation stated that the answers to these questions would be useful in formulating the procedure that the Committee wished to follow from now on. The Mexican delegation added that this issue must be very clearly understood by everyone, since once everyone clearly understood what was happening, a methodology could be worked out. Without replies to these questions, one would be operating on the basis of suppositions whose accuracy could not be determined. The delegation further requested a copy of the letter sent to organizations whose applications had been rejected, in order to know exactly how the letter was drafted.
The Chair noted that when an organization does not fulfill the requirements, it is duly informed to that effect. In the case under consideration, the matter had not been definitively resolved. The delegation of Venezuela had expressed its disagreement and objected to the participation of the organization.  The application had therefore been placed on stand-by. That was therefore what needed to be defined.  Did this constitute a rejection? Was that the procedure? Was that what the Commission would adopt? That was the issue that needed to be defined.

The delegation of Nicaragua stated that it was unclear as to the procedure for re-submitting an application for consideration. Did the Secretariat take the decision to present the application independently or did the CSO itself make a request to that effect? Was it something along those lines? And what should be done if a CSO does not satisfy the requirements of the internal legislation of a member state, but the OAS Secretariat determines that it does satisfy OAS requirements? The question at issue was: how could the OAS resolve a situation if it was in contravention of the legal regulations of a state and against the wishes of the state?  That was the substantive issue and the discussions should follow those lines.

The Chair requested that the Technical Secretariat put in writing the replies to the questions raised, as this would help to enrich the debate.

The delegation of Venezuela requested information on the criteria used for deciding whether to renew or resubmit to the Committee or the Permanent Council the application of a CSO on which a member state had already pronounced. Was the decision made at the discretion of the Secretariat, the Office of External Relations or the Permanent Council? While there was no established procedure, what had been the practice? What procedure had been used thus far? The delegation maintained that while there was no concrete procedure, it was necessary to know what practice had been pursued. The delegation added that if in respect of the norms and regulations of Venezuela a given organization could not be considered to be a civil society organization and did not qualify as such for Venezuela, given its legislation and laws, how could it be considered as such by the OAS? The delegation stated that there should be no incompatibility between the national laws and regulations of states and the regulations of the OAS.
The delegation of the United States expressed agreement with the Venezuelan delegation on the need to hold discussions on the procedure to be followed in approving requests from civil society, and that the debate should center on the continued challenges faced in putting the procedures into practice. It added that consideration should be given to some of the suggestions made on this issue by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), which had published two studies on the role of human rights defenders in the region. The delegation further pointed to a pertinent paragraph of the report of the Legal Advisor, which could be of importance as discussions continued within the Commission. It made specific reference to paragraph 1.b of the report presented in document CP/CISC/INF.4/08.
The Chair noted that it had been very important to raise this issue within the Committee, as it was apparent that there was a vacuum in the procedure that needed to be addressed.  He pointed out that in a multilateral organization where all the member states are on an equal footing and where consensus is the primary objective, the way forward was to garner all the information, be aware of the views of all parties concerned, and seek the best means of making progress, while respecting the sovereignty of states and the principle of nonintervention in their internal affairs, and also promote the participation of civil society without infringing on States’ independence and sovereignty.
Mrs. Irene Klinger, Director of the Department of International Affairs, clarified some of the doubts that had been raised during the debate.  She noted that it was important that all delegations be aware that once a decision has been made, the Secretariat sends a letter to the organization that has submitted a request to be registered, stating that at its session on such and such a day, the CISC decided to approve or not to approve its request.  This is done immediately, once the decision has been made.  She said that only in the case of two institutions had there been a letter sent to inform them that the decision of the CISC had been to reject their requests, because at that time that is what had appeared in the minutes of the Committee.  The two organizations in question were Fedecamaras and Espacio Civil, both of Venezuela.

4. Other Business

There being no other items to be discussed, the meeting adjourned at 11:30 a.m.
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