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Dear colleagues,

In my report I will shortly introduce the Black Sea region and the current social problems. I will tell you about BSEC Organization and BSEC Parliamentary Assembly as regional intergovernmental organizations, then I will introduce you our Network experience of interaction with these regional structures. 

1.
Black Sea Region. Short Summary. 

The Wider Black Sea region occupies a great geographical area stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to the Pacific Ocean. The Region involves the following countries: Albania, Serbia, Greece, Turkey, Romania, Bulgaria, Russia, Ukraine, Moldova, Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan. These are the member states of Black Sea Economic Cooperation. By defining the Region in this way its general surface comprises more than 19 million square kilometres and the population is more than 335 million.  

The region is a great crossroad of transportation connecting a number of specific regions, on the whole the East and West.  The region is characterized with its rich resources of energy (oil, natural gas, coal, etc.), comparatively cheap labour, as well as great scientific and intellectual resources. 

There are a number of hotbeds and frozen conflicts in the Region. This condition complicates and prevents the processes of economic integration and regional cooperation as well as the elaboration of common regional strategies in different spheres.    

2.
Social Problems

After the collapse of the Soviet Union the great economic difficulties exacerbated the social problems in member states. Even with the recent stable economic growth (average 8% per year) in the countries of the Region, social problems still remain acute. 

According to World Bank records more than 50 million of the population doesn’t have income increasing 2$. Every 6th or 7th person in the Region is poor. 

Poverty is number one challenge in the Region. 

Because of many military conflicts and hotbeds, hundred thousands of people became refugees and their problems still remain one of the first urgent issues in the Region. 

Unemployment and the work migration emerged in the result of it are also vital challenges of the Region. 

3.
Civil Society

The NGO sector of the Region has gone a certain way, but it’s too soon to speak about already established and formulated Civil Society. The problem of financial sustainability is the most important one, as the financial loans provided by the Government to NGO sector are meagre, besides the NGOs don’t have other means of financing except international donor organizations. 

NGOs cooperation with central and local authorities is very weak, in general it is spontaneous. Only some effective cases of cooperation are registered here and there, but on the whole it is not typical and the institutionalization of the Government and NGOs is still in embryonic stage. 

4.
BSEC and PABSEC as Regional Intergovernmental Organizations

Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC)

The Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation was established in 1991 and at present is transformed into a full-fledged regional structure. BSEC serves as an exclusive opportunity for the countries having various contradictions and conflicts to sit at a common round table and to conduct negotiations as equals.   
BSEC governing body is the Council of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of member states, BSEC main working bodies are the 16 Working groups in the following areas: 

1.
Agriculture

2.
Energy

3.
Banking & Finance

4.
Cooperation in Combating Crime

5.
Transport, etc
BSEC is an economic organization and does not have any working group that would directly address the issues of intergovernmental cooperation in the social sphere.  

Parliamentary Assembly of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (PABSEC)
PABSEC is the parliamentary dimension of BSEC and in fact is a separate organization although it strongly cooperates with BSEC. PABSEC governing body is the General Assembly, the Plenary Sessions of which are convened twice a year. 
The main working bodies of PABSEC are three specialized committees: 

The Economic, Commercial, Technological and Environmental Affairs Committee

The Legal and Political Affairs Committee

The Cultural, Educational and Social Affairs Committee


Through these committees PABSEC elaborates recommendations for the parliaments in member states.

In comparison with BSEC social problems are greatly involved in PABSEC agendas. Particularly a number of recommendations addressed to parliaments of member states in PABSEC were adopted. We are particularly interested in some of the recommendations, for instance:   

•
Recommendation 74/2003 On the Fight Against Poverty in the BSEC Member States 

•
Recommendation 88/2006 On the role of civil society in strengthening the Black Sea Economic Cooperation process

•
Recommendation 77/2004 On Improving Social, Economic and Civil Rights of People with Disabilities

•
Recommendation 67/2002 On Social Reintegration of Jobless People

•
Recommendation 61/2002 On Women’s Participation in the Political, Economic, Social and Cultural Life

This is the reason why our Network aims at strengthening the cooperation both with BSEC and PABSEC. 

I consider it worth mentioning that BSEC and PABSEC didn’t have experience of interaction with Civil Society organizations that deal with social issues and thus the interaction of these two organizations and our Network is a pioneer without any precedents.  

5.
Establishing Black Sea NGOs Network

Black Sea NGOs Network was established as a result of two Black Sea NGOs regional forums held in Armenia, in January, 2004 and in December, 2005. The forums were hosted by “Mission Armenia” NGO. “Mission Armenia” has been ICSW A category member for a long time. “Mission Armenia” implements large-scale programs of social service provision and healthcare to vulnerable groups, especially elderly and refugees in Armenia.
Having regional influence “Mission Armenia” was involved in various regional programs and Network activities. Particularly we taught NGOs in South and North Caucasus our model of community-based social service provision to the elderly and refugees. The organization was also involved in two working groups of UNHCR:

1. Working Group on Integration/ Resettlement/ Return

2. Working Group on Humanitarian/ Emergency Assistance

Such way of the organization’s development was logically harmonious with ICSW strategy of 2004-2008, so after consulting with ICSW and through Solveig Askjem’s support and advice the organization started presenting the NGOs of the Region the ICSW “Regional Cooperation Program” goals and objectives, the importance of the program for the Region, through organizing regional forums and establishing Black Sea Regional Cooperation Network. As was anticipated by ICSW “Regional Cooperation Program” our Network has two main objectives: 

1. Strengthening NGOs cooperation at  regional level
2.  Increasing NGOs input in the activities of regional intergovernmental organizations by promoting cooperation between civil society and intergovernmental organizations with the aim of formulating social policy at the regional level.   
NGOs from 8 countries of the Region took part in the first forum in Armenia. During the forum our Network was established and a resolution, representing our Network objectives and goals, was adopted. The participants of the forum, highly estimating the role and experience of Mission Armenia and its significance regarding the Network establishment and its  further operations, they jointly agreed upon that the Network permanent Secretariat would be located in Armenia and its activities should be carried out by “Mission Armenia” NGO.
 NGOs from already 12 countries of the Region took part in the second forum held in Armenia, 2005. In the result of the second forum our Network became more representative and its goals and objectives became more specified. 
ICSW “Regional Cooperation Program” was a special turning both for “Mission Armenia” and for the other member organizations of our Network. Starting from service provision to vulnerable groups at a local level we took up a new level, regional one with NGOs simultaneously carrying out other types of activities, such as social policy improvement, advocacy, lobbying, involvement in legislative reform programs, etc. So in this regard ICSW “Regional Cooperation Program” enabled us to expand our vision of solving problems not only at the local level, but also in the regional one and to implement more general activities, to unite round more general objectives and to have a more common regional vision. Naturally with new, more general and large-scale issues our responsibility increases accordingly.   
6. The Network Interaction with Regional Intergovernmental Organizations. 

The Interaction objectives:
During the interaction with BSEC we intend to

· Elaborate a number of policy papers on the urgent social issues of the Region and submit them to BSEC for the social issues to be greatly involved in the working agendas of this organization.
· Elaborate and implement joint events and projects with BSEC 

· In the future lobby among National Governments to stimulate them to cooperate actively in the social sphere in regional level.  
During our interaction with PABSEC we intend 
· To be involved in elaboration process of recommendations on issues interesting for civil society, that is to be involved in PABSEC committees activities  

· To elaborate and implement joint events and projects with PABSEC 
The Interaction Process

During two regional forums in Yerevan, simultaneous to clarifying the Network structure and objectives, we took up a process of initiating dialogue and cooperation with BSEC and PABSEC. 
This process was composed of several stages. 

During the first stage we studied BSEC structure and its operation. We had to find out with which Working Groups or other adjunct structures we had to initiate dialogue. In the result of analysing the action plans of BSEC Working Groups, we chose BSEC Working Group on Institutional Renewal and Good Governance. The thing is that this Working Group is comparatively a new initiative and unlike other BSEC Working Groups in the terms of references and action plans of this Working Group the issues covered are closer to the social problems we are interested in.

As to PABSEC we decided to cooperate with the Cultural, Educational and Social Affairs Committee and the Legal and Political Affairs Committee, as these two committees are elaborating recommendations we are interested in. We also decided in case of opportunity to participate in the activities of Plenary Sessions of PABSEC General Assembly. 
   
 The dialogue with International Center for Black Sea Studies (ICBSS) was also vital for us. ICBSS is a related body of BSEC and plays an important role in BSEC activities because it is acknowledged as think-tank for BSEC.        
The second stage: Making Contacts. 
Packages of documents on Network establishment, its goals and current activities were submitted to BSEC and PABSEC international secretariats and ICBSS. The Network representatives participated in the first international symposium on BSEC organized by International Black Sea University and made a report.  We organized a working visit to Istanbul where BSEC and PABSEC permanent International Secretariats were situated. The Network representatives met in person with the members of PABSEC National Parliament delegations in Armenia, Russia, Serbia and Georgia.   We also encouraged all the Network members to make contacts with those officials of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs in their countries who deal with BSEC issues. 
All our efforts to make contacts with representatives of regional organizations were fruitful and in the result we managed to obtain invitations in BSEC and PABSEC meetings. Then our interaction with regional organizations took up a new stage. 
Direct Participation in BSEC and PABSEC Activities.
In July, 2006 the Network representatives took part in the 27th Plenary Session of PABSEC General Assembly and made a report where they represented the Network and our willingness to cooperate with PABSEC. 

In October, 2006 the Network representatives participated in the meeting of BSEC Working Group on Institutional Renewal and Good Governance in Istanbul. Here in their presentation they introduced both our Network and our willingness to cooperate with BSEC. 
In March, 2007 our representatives again participated in the recurrent meeting of this Working Group and this time concrete suggestions for some issues of cooperation were made.

BSEC representatives assured that the organization was open for cooperation, but for implementing joint actions and programs we needed a relevant status in the organization. The thing is that for establishing formal relations with BSEC according to BSEC Statutory Documents the claimant organizations must have legal registration. So we took up the Network legal registration process. At present the legal registration process is at its final stage and we are sure that the Network will be legally registered during a month and we will turn to BSEC for obtaining a status of Sectoral Partnership Dialogue.        
Making contacts with BSEC officials are not limited here. Network recurrent meeting was held in Sofia, December, 2007. We invited the co-chairman of BSEC Working Group on Institutional Renewal and Good Governance to take part in it. During the meeting in Sofia we discussed the cooperation issues and the further activities between the Working Group and our Network. 
The next meeting of BSEC Working Group on Institutional Renewal and Good Governance is to be held in October, 2008. We intend to participate in that meeting and hope that then the Network legal registration process will be over, we will have the final version of the Network first policy paper draft on poverty reduction and will introduce it during the Working Group meeting, as well as we will turn to BSEC to obtain a status of Sectoral Partnership Dialogue. 
So we can take the minute that our interaction with regional intergovernmental organizations is entering a new, but a more practical stage. 
Outcomes and Achievements at Present Stage. 
The interaction outcomes we have had with regional intergovernmental organizations are as follows: 

· The Network is sufficiently recognized among these organizations. We have formulated working relations that at present are entering a more practical stage. 
· BSEC and PABSEC representatives consider us as a potential partner. In particular we are discussing the issue of elaborating and implementing joint programs. 
The cooperation already has its results.  Dr. Ioannis Stribis, ICBSS legal advisor on the Network order published a Manual for the Region NGOs entitled “Advocacy in International Institutions by Civil Society Organizations: A Practical Guide”.  The Manual is devoted to 5 international institutions that play important role in social issues of the Region: BSEC, PABSEC, EU, WHO, UNDP. The details of exercising advocacy mechanisms and opportunities in these organizations, as well as the experience of contacts with Civil Society Organizations and other related issues are thoroughly introduced in the Manual. The Manual is posted both in our Network and ICSW websites.
Summary

Summarizing our short interaction experience with intergovernmental groupings of Black Sea Region we can record that the constructive dialogue among BSEC, PABSEC and our Network is already begun and good fundamentals and preconditions for cooperation are created.  We are gradually involved in the activities of these organizations. We have already succeeded in the way that opportunities to implement joint projects with our Network are being discussed in BSEC. The achievements are decent but in case of developing our initiatives consistently, the cooperation may have positive results.
Challenges
Naturally we also had some difficulties in our activities. You are all aware of the specific features typical to Network operation, so I will not concentrate on them. Naturally our efforts were directed to not only cooperation with intergovernmental organizations, but also to developing the Network structure and the establishment issues of the Network.  We may say that the Network is still in the process of establishment and the Network legal registration will be one of the most important stages of that establishment. 

Up to now the difficulties we have encountered hint us that we should take great efforts in the near future in the following directions:

· Develop the Network members’ capacities to implement both in general as well as in activities of specific nature 
· To take active efforts in the direction of finding other means of finances required for implementing joint programs within the Network framework 
· To continue deepening operation with regional intergovernmental organizations. 
· To take more active efforts with the aim of involving new members in the Network staff. This will allow not only strengthen the Network potential but also activate activities with National Governments. 

Several Perspectives. 
We intend to implement our cooperation with BSEC and PABSEC in two ways: 
1. By elaborating a policy paper on urgent social issues in the Region and submitting it to these two organizations with the aim of involving more social issues in working agendas of these institutions 
2. By elaborating and implementing joint programs and events. 
As I have already mentioned BSEC is first of all an economic organization and social issues are not sufficiently covered in its agendas. On the other hand BSEC is an organization that is developing dynamically and the latest developments inspire that social problems will be more involved in its working agendas. Especially recently BSEC and UNDP have signed a contract that has points anticipating elaboration and implementation of joint programs towards poverty reduction and other social issues in the region. 
Naturally we would not have reached all these things without the great assistance and regular care that we receive from ICSW. On behalf of the Network let me express our deep gratitude to Solveig Askjem and Denys Correll for their efforts and all their activities. We wish you the best and new success in your further initiatives.  
Thank you for attention. 
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