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1. Introduction

Civil society organizations (CSOs) are key strategic partners for the OAS and play a vital role in furthering the objectives pursued by the Organization with regard to the consolidation of democracy, the promotion of human rights, multidimensional security, and integral development.

The OAS has extensive experience in the area of CSO participation in its activities. This tradition of OAS cooperation with civil society organizations is based on the significant contributions CSOs can make to the Organization’s work, since they can provide additional knowledge and information in the decision-making process, raise new questions and concerns that the Organization will then address, and dispense expert advice in areas in which they play a leading role and that are essential for consensus-building.


The Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM), through its Assembly of Delegates and the Executive Committee 2011-2012
 has recognized the need to give CSOs more space in the Committee’s activities because of their important work in promoting and protecting women’s rights in many spheres. The Inter-American Program on the Promotion of Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equity and Equality (IAP), adopted by the OAS General Assembly in 2000, establishes as one of the actions to be taken by the CIM: “Play a pivotal role, as the principal forum for generating hemispheric policy to advance women’s human rights and gender equality in carrying out the Inter-American Program, and to forge closer ties with other international forums and civil society.”

At present, the OAS Civil Society Registry includes 403 organizations that have become involved in the Organization’s work and participate actively in its activities from different spheres and vantage points. While this participation has been growing since its institutionalization, in view of the increasingly important role non-state agents play nationally, regionally, and internationally, their participation in the work of the CIM must be strengthened.


The purpose of this Strategy for Strengthening Relations between the CIM and Civil Society is to identify mechanisms for increasing the participation of CSOs, especially women’s organizations, in CIM activities. The ultimate objective is to expand and enrich political dialogue on the full exercise of women’s rights and gender equality by incorporating these key players in the process of identifying experiences, best practices, lessons learned, and specific measures concerning public policies for generating consensus-based agendas that reflect the demands and rights of the women of the Hemisphere.
2. Mandates on CSO participation in the OAS

As stated, this strategy responds to mandates issued by CIM and OAS authorities. During the 29th Assembly of Delegates of the CIM, held in Washington, DC in 1998, the Heads of Delegation agreed to maintain a current registry, by country, of nongovernmental and civil society organizations devoted to women’s issues; examine the possibility of establishing a system for communication and ongoing mutual assistance with such organizations; and report to the next Assembly of Delegates on the fulfillment of this resolution
. 

The importance of CSO participation in the work of the CIM was addressed in “The Inter-American Program on the Promotion of Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equity and Equality (IAP), adopted by the OAS General Assembly in 2000. This program establishes as one of the actions to be taken by the CIM: “Play a pivotal role, as the principal forum for generating hemispheric policy to advance women’s human rights and gender equality in carrying out the Inter-American Program, and to forge closer ties with other international forums and civil society.” Among the lines of action for CIM and Member States established in this program were to establish effective means of implementing, monitoring, and evaluating policies, programs, and projects designed to promote women’s human rights and gender equality, to study and analyze the status of observance of women's human rights in the various countries, to exchange information on topics related to women’s human rights and promote the exchange of experiences among countries and organizations. 
The Organization of American States (OAS) has taken a special interest in potential contributions by civil society organizations to the activities of its organs, agencies, and entities. For that reason, the OAS Charter (1948) assigned the handling of possible special agreements or arrangements between the Organization “and other American agencies of recognized international standing” to the Permanent Council. Over the years, the various organs, agencies, and entities of the OAS have developed, in the context of their institutional aims, various kinds of relationships with national and international institutions. This wealth of experience has revealed the need to channel the contributions of those institutions and organizations by developing appropriate regulations.
Complementing the provisions of the OAS Charter were General Assembly resolutions that, as early as 1971, had adopted provisions to govern cooperative relations between the OAS and “international and national organizations.” The importance of such cooperation was firmly established at the First Summit of the Americas in its declaration emphasizing the importance of civil society organizations in enhancing and preserving democratic institutions.


A new phase, i.e., efforts to facilitate participation by civil society organizations in OAS activities overall, began in 1994. At the Summit of the Americas on Sustainable Development, held in Bolivia in December 1996, various civil society institutions contributed experience that enriched the Plan of Action of Santa Cruz de la Sierra. The Plan of Action of the Second Summit of the Americas, held in Chile in 1998, indicates that the OAS could serve as a forum for the exchange of experience and information in connection with civil society organizations, and entrusts the OAS with promoting suitable programs to foster increased civil society participation in public affairs.

Thus began a second phase in the development of regulations and the identification of mechanisms for channeling the contributions of civil society organizations—an effort spearheaded by the OAS Permanent Council. In 1998, the General Assembly instructed the Permanent Council to examine ways to increase the level of participation of civil society organizations in OAS activities and ways to implement the tasks entrusted to the OAS in the Santiago Plan of Action with respect to civil society. The Committee on Juridical and Political Affairs considered the subject and, in 1998, prepared a report on the legal status of nongovernmental organizations at the OAS. For its part, the Special Joint Working Group of the Permanent Council and the Inter-American Council for Integral Development on the Strengthening and Modernization of the OAS contributed to the development of guidelines for civil society participation in OAS activities.


In 1999, the General Assembly decided to establish, within the Permanent Council, a Committee on Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities, whose tasks included developing rules to ensure such participation. This participation became formalized in 1999 with the adoption of resolution CP/RES. 759 (1217/99), “Guidelines for the Participation of Civil Society Organizations in OAS Activities.” Said resolution established a regulatory framework for participation and principles governing said participation, and mandated the creation of a registry of CSOs that had been approved to participate in OAS activities so as to facilitate the exchange of information and experiences that contribute to the design of government policies and dialogue among CSOs, governments, and inter-American and international organizations.

In 2001, the 34 member states of the OAS reaffirmed their commitment to citizen participation in the design of public policy by adopting the Inter-American Democratic Charter (IDC). Article 6 of said Charter reiterates that “(i)t is the right and responsibility of all citizens to participate in decisions relating to their own development. This is also a necessary condition for the full and effective exercise of democracy.”

In Article 26, the OAS is urged to continue “to carry out programs and activities designed to promote democratic principles and practices and strengthen a democratic culture in the Hemisphere.” To this end, it states that “(t)he OAS will consult and cooperate on an ongoing basis with member states and take into account the contributions of civil society organizations working in those fields.”

The member states’ commitment to continue strengthening and implementing concrete measures and effective mechanisms for the participation of civil society and social actors in OAS activities and in the Summits of the Americas process has been reiterated from 2003 to the present time in the mandates adopted by the Summits and in subsequent resolutions adopted by the OAS General Assembly.

Noteworthy among these resolutions (See Appendix) is the “Strategies for Increasing and Strengthening Participation by Civil Society Organizations in OAS Activities,” adopted by the Permanent Council in resolution CP/RES. 840 (1361/03) and endorsed by the General Assembly in resolution AG/RES. 1915 (XXXIII-O/03), which requested “the Committee on Inter-American Summits Management and Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities (CISC) to follow up on these strategies; to evaluate their implementation; and, if appropriate, to propose amendments to them or new mechanisms for increasing and strengthening participation by civil society organizations in OAS activities.”

On June 4, 2012, the General Assembly, meeting in Bolivia, adopted at its second plenary session resolution AG/RES. 2736 (XLII-O/12), “Increasing and Strengthening the Participation of Civil Society and Social Actors in the Activities of the Organization of American States and in the Summits of the Americas Process,” in which the member states reaffirmed their commitment to continue strengthening and implementing concrete actions and effective mechanisms for participation by civil society and other social actors in the activities of the OAS and in the Summits process. In that connection, the Permanent Council and the General Secretariat were instructed to continue, in coordination with all agencies and entities of the OAS, to facilitate the implementation of strategies for increasing and strengthening said participation and to promote CSO registration; and the member states, permanent observers, and other donors were encouraged to contribute to the Specific Fund to finance the participation of civil society organizations and other social actors in the activities of the OAS and the Summits process.
3. Objectives of the strategy
· To identify and implement formal institutional mechanisms for increasing participation by CSOs, in particular women’s organizations and networks, in CIM activities, as well as mechanisms for financing that participation, with a view to expanding and deepening hemispheric political debate on women’s rights and gender equality.
· To strengthen the role of the CIM as a hemispheric forum for dialogue, debate, and exchange, from a pluralistic and participatory perspective, for building consensus and developing agendas to enable women’s organizations to communicate, interact, and join forces to achieve legal equality and the full exercise of women’s rights.
· To promote the influence women’s organizations have on the discussions and debates of the OAS member states, facilitating access by said organizations to these forums, in order to mainstream the gender focus and identify persistent obstacles to meeting the commitments made by the states in agreements, conventions, and laws concerning political, economic, social, and cultural rights and to formulating solutions and strategies to ensure their implementation.
· To strengthen civil society’s capacity to influence hemispheric political dialogue in monitoring the exercise of women’s rights and the implementation of the existing legal framework through awareness-raising workshops, seminars, forums, etc.
4. Recommended actions for increasing CSO participation in the CIM
a) Analysis of participation and proposal for a monitoring mechanism

The Permanent Secretariat of the CIM will conduct an analysis, in coordination with the DIA, the Summits Secretariat, and other relevant technical areas of the OAS, to assess the level of participation of women’s CSOs in OAS activities over the past year, whether in Permanent Council meetings, ministerial meetings, the General Assembly session in Bolivia, or the Cartagena Summit.

Based on the findings of that evaluation, the Permanent Secretariat of the CIM will establish guidelines for the creation of a Mechanism for Follow-up on Equitable Gender Participation, to monitor the registration of women’s organizations in the various forums, whether in CSO dialogues with the member states and the Secretary General in the framework of General Assembly sessions, dialogues with CSOs in the framework of the Summits of the Americas, ministerial meetings, or other forums and activities.
b) Creation of an Advisory Group of Women’s Organizations

The Permanent Secretariat of the CIM, in coordination with its Executive Committee, will develop guidelines for the establishment and operations of the Advisory Group of Women’s Organizations. This group will consist of civil society organizations registered with the OAS. Other women’s organizations from the region will also be encouraged to register with the OAS, in order to increase CSO participation in both OAS and CIM activities. The group’s members will constitute a strategic network of qualified persons with diverse experience and knowledge in one or several of the work areas of the CIM. The objective sought is to increase systematic interaction and dialogue with CSOs at the regional and national levels and to recognize them as key actors in the exchange of innovative ideas, recommendations, and diverse approaches to public policy. This interaction will support the work of the CIM in developing consensus-based agendas aimed at achieving the full exercise of women’s rights and gender equality.

The criteria for selecting the group’s members—a responsibility of the Executive Committee of the CIM—are scope, diversity, and periodic renewal. The selection is made electronically in consultation with the networks and CSOs and on the basis of a set of requirements. Preference will be given to CSOs that are networks, operate in various countries, and work in an area that dovetails with the work program of the CIM, taking equitable geographic distribution into account. The CSOs will participate for a fixed period of time, ad honorem, using their own financial resources.

In addition, consideration will be given to setting up a special platform for communication and information exchange between the members of the Advisory Group and the CIM.


The principal goals of the group will be to: (i) engage in informative and consultative dialogue with the CIM; (ii) draw up recommendations on the key issues of the OAS for circulation to the technical areas of the OAS; and (iii) identify areas for mutual collaboration. The group’s inputs and recommendations will be posted on the CIM Web page and shared with the member states.

Liaisons from the Committee on Inter-American Summits Management and Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities (CISC),
/ the Department of International Affairs (DIA) of the Secretariat for External Relations (SER) of the OAS,
/ and the Rapporteur on the Rights of Women of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)
/ may participate in the Advisory Group since these areas maintain active ties with civil society organizations.
c) Strategy for communication and information exchange

This strategy involves implementation of a policy to further a steady flow of information, with an emphasis on the availability of information and the exchange of communications between the CIM and the CSOs through the use of information and communication technologies. The provision of information and timely and effective access to it by the CSOs are essential components of this strategy.

To carry it out, the following measures will have to be taken:
· Constructing a local and regional database of women’s CSOs, in coordination with the Department of International Affairs (DIA), which is entrusted with handling the registry of CSOs involved in OAS activities, and the Office of the Rapporteur on the Rights of Women of the IACHR. Requesting other technical areas of the OAS to work with the CIM in sharing data on the women’s organizations with which they interact.
· Identifying the dates of the next sessions of the IACHR and of the CSO forums scheduled by the DIA for 2013, as well as other meetings, in particular ministerial meetings, in order to evaluate the possible participation of CSOs in these and other 2013 OAS activities and invite them to become part of the registry.
· Informing women’s CSOs not enrolled in the OAS registry about registration procedures and about existing norms on consultation for the exchange of experiences and best practices with the member states, and encouraging them to enroll in the registry to enable them to participate in public meetings of the Permanent Council, ministerial meetings, General Assembly sessions, and meetings of OAS political bodies. Distributing to these CSOs the Manual for Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities, which contains all necessary information on mechanisms for CSO participation and on how the CSOs are engaged in the Organization’s work.
· Once the database of women’s CSOs has been created, sharing this information with the DIA so that their contact data may be included in the DIA database of CSOs and these organizations may receive periodic information on the schedule of OAS meetings and any other information the DIA sends electronically to the CSOs. Requesting the DIA to add to the activities and meetings of the Organization meetings held by the CIM. To that end, the CIM must keep the DIA informed of all its activities to enable the DIA to promote increased CSO participation in said events.
· Posting on the CIM Web page (http://www.oas.org/cim) and the Civil Society Web page (http://www.oas.org/es/sre/dai/sociedad_civil/index.shtml) scheduled activities in which the women’s CSOs can participate. Creating a link on the CIM Web page to the Civil Society Web page to give the CSOs access to information on the OAS schedule of events, notices of Permanent Council and ministerial meetings, the adoption of resolutions, draft resolutions, and other relevant data. In addition, keeping the DIA informed of CIM activities to promote the participation of registered CSOs in said activities.

· Continue to use the communications channels established by the CIM (the monthly electronic bulletin, Facebook, Twitter, the blog: “Dialogo CIM”) to exchange information with women and human rights CSOs. Through these mechanisms, which are updated daily, the Secretariat not only publishes relevant data, but also receives updated information on CSOs’ interests and concerns. The creation and use of these tools has allowed the CIM to increase its visibility as the principal forum for addressing concerns and formulating solutions to problems concerning women’s rights in the region. 
· Preparing print and electronic information materials on the work of the CIM and coordinating their distribution to the CSOs.

· Through the corresponding technical area, involving the representatives of the OAS national offices in the promotion of increased CSO participation in the activities of the CIM and providing them with information on its work. This support will complement the efforts of the CIM delegates, who are generally the government officials responsible for women’s and gender affairs in their own countries.

d) Meetings with the CIM
· Familiarizing the new chairs of Permanent Council committees and working groups, once they have begun to serve, with the activities carried out by the CIM, and encouraging them to invite the registered women’s organizations to work in the areas covered by said committees or working groups and contribute to their deliberations.
· Through additional funds, inviting the CSOs to a dialogue in the framework of the Assembly of Delegates so that the women’s organizations may make recommendations and proposals related to advances in the implementation of the Inter-American Program on the Promotion of Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equity and Equality (IAP) in the various countries and those proposals may be considered by the member states.
· Promoting virtual consultations with women’s CSOs, and designing models for consulting women’s CSOs  on matters and initiatives furthered by the OAS, using the cooperation model already established in the virtual community of the Summits Secretariat:  http://svc.summit-americas.org/
· Through additional funds, inviting the CSOs to participate in sensitization seminars on gender equality to encourage opportunities for reflection and dialogue in order to promote a gender-equality approach and raise awareness on its implementation in the various areas of work. The Executive Secretary of the CIM and the President and/or CIM Vice-President of the Executive Committee are expected to participate in these meetings on behalf of their governments. 
e) Raising additional funds for CSO participation in some CIM activities
· Given that the CIM Regular Fund does not include funding for these activities, the CIM Secretariat will strengthen its fundraising efforts to finance the participation of the CSOs of the Advisory Group with funding limitations to attend specific meetings. Member States, Permanent Observers, and other donors will be urged to contribute to the “Specific Fund to Support the Participation of Civil Society Organizations in OAS Activities and in the Summits of the Americas Process” created through CP/RES 864 (1413/04)
· The CIM Secretariat will develop a project on the importance of CSO participation in CIM activities in order to raise funds. Once approved by the Executive Committee, the project will be presented to the Member States, Permanent Observers and other donors. Based on the results, the creation of a Specific Fund to finance CSO activities in the area of gender equality and women’s rights might be considered. 
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� CIM/CD/doc.38/12 “Agreements adopted during the Third Regular Session of the CIM Executive Committee 2011-2012”.Agreement #6: “Requests that the Executive Secretariat of the CIM: a) Formulates a proposal for a formal mechanism to support the participation of civil society organizations that work on women’s rights and gender issues in the work of the CIM, which should include: i) The participation of civil society in the Assembly of Delegates of the CIM; ii) The respective modifications to the Rules of Procedure for the Assembly of Delegates of the CIM; iii) A consultancy in order to prepare a proposal for the mechanism; and iv) A resource mobilization plan for the implementation of the proposal. b) Circulates the proposal for the comments of the Delegates.


� CIM/RES. 208 (XXIX-O/98)”The Inter-American Commission of Women and Civil Society”


�. The CISC plays a key role in the Summits process as it coordinates and disseminates the Organization’s work on the Summits and likewise monitors relations that may be established between civil society organizations and the OAS, promotes their participation, and proposes changes or new mechanisms to increase and strengthen said participation.


�. The Department of International Affairs (DIA) of the Secretariat of External Relations (SER) of the OAS is responsible for advising the Secretary General in matters related to civil society and for developing and executing activities and strategies designed to promote and expand the participation of civil society organizations (CSOs) in all activities related to the work of the OAS.


The DIA also directs and coordinates activities in this regard with all areas of the General Secretariat in their efforts to attract civil society to participate in the Organization’s activities, provide technical secretariat services to the Committee on Inter-American Summits Management and Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities (CISC) of the Permanent Council in all matters related to civil society participation, and coordinates the CSO Registry in the OAS.


�. The Office of the Rapporteur on the Rights of Women is responsible for making specific recommendations to promote compliance by the states with their priority obligations of equality and nondiscrimination, promotes mechanisms provided by the inter-American human rights system to protect women’s rights, prepares specialized studies and reports in this area, and assists the IACHR in responding to complaints and other reports on violations of these rights in the region.





