ASEAN GO-NGO Forum Breaks New Ground

A groundbreaking GO-NGO Forum between ASEAN officials and NGO representatives, held 7 to 9 September in Bangkok, aims to establish a permanent ASEAN GO-NGO mechanism on social policy and practice. 
This first GO -NGO Forum, drawing on ASEAN delegates, NGO National Council affiliates of the International Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) and some other NGOs, issued a series of recommendations on future GO-NGO collaboration. 
These recommendations will be tabled at the ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting for Social Welfare and Development (SOMSWD) in December of this year. If the recommendations are accepted and ratified by the December ASEAN Summit, they will provide the foundation for a formal mechanism between ASEAN and ICSW /NGOs where social policy frameworks and implementation programs can be discussed and developed.
Among the agreed recommendations were:

· Formal inclusion of NGO delegates from Social Welfare National Councils to participate in the SOMSWD meetings

· Establishment of an ongoing yearly ASEAN GO-NGO Forum

· Establishment of mechanisms for ongoing cooperation between ASEAN, ICSW and National Councils

· Support for capacity building of National Council /social welfare peak bodies in the areas of service delivery, consultation & research, advice to governments and public advocacy

· Initiation of studies on issues including social protection and NGO legal frameworks and pilot projects to strengthen best practice

· The establishment of joint GO-NGO mechanisms for monitoring ASEAN progams
· Strengthening of regional social work networks
· Speedy ratification of the forthcoming International Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities.
Hosted by the Thai Ministry of Social Development and Human Security and funded by Japan, the Forum was organised by a tripartite arrangement:  the Thai Ministry; the ASEAN Secretariat; and the International Council on Social Welfare. The Forum brought together government delegates, responsible for social welfare and development, from all ASEAN members; and NGO representatives from ICSW National Councils and some other social welfare NGOs from all ASEAN countries. 

The Forum was a response to the recognition that NGOs have played a very important and active role in social development and welfare programs in developing countries. However, despite national and regional level participation from NGOs, as yet there is no regional coordination mechanism that could link the respective strengths of GO-NGO social welfare and development partnerships in each ASEAN country.  

The ASEAN East Asia Study group (EASG) supports the need for GO-NGO collaboration, recommending that state-civil society partnerships in policy consultation and coordination should be prioritized, as the government alone cannot effectively respond to the social problems of increasingly diversified and complicated societies. Moreover, EASG advises that under democratic systems, the government should not act unilaterally without NGOs’ support. 
The Forum aimed to identify key areas for increased collaboration between ASEAN and social welfare NGOs and to develop recommendations that would increase ASEAN’s capacity to respond to social policy and practice in the region. 

Prior to the Forum, NGOs in many member countries undertook meetings at the national level with a broad cross-section of NGOs with interest in the social welfare field to identify key issues and strategies that would benefit from an ASEAN focus. NGOs also met with ministerial focal points on social welfare in their own countries to discuss and develop joint papers for presentation to the GO-NGO Forum. This joint collaboration was a key to the success of the GO-NGO Forum where there was the opportunity to openly discuss critical issues, share lessons learned, identify good practices and challenges and recommend proposals for future courses of action both at the national and regional levels.

The Forum demonstrated the strong willingness of GOs and NGOs to work together on social welfare concerns and confirmed the distinct and complimentary skills that government and non-government organisations can bring to these complex issues. 
The challenge now is for governments and NGOs to ensure that this encouraging beginning leads to concrete results.
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