ESCR-Net Governance Discussion Memo 3:

Location of the ESCR-Net Secretariat
Several times in recent years, the Secretariat staff has discussed with the current ESCR-Net Board the location of the Secretariat as it impacts upon the functioning of the Secretariat and its capacity to fulfill its mandate. In both rounds of governance consultations conducted over the past year, the membership of ESCR-Net has been given the opportunity to provide input on the question of the location of the Secretariat. The purpose of this Discussion Memo is to provide ESCR-Net members with an overview of the functioning of the Secretariat and an assessment of the pros and cons of its current location, drawing upon all of these inputs. This information is provided as background for a governance session where members can discuss and assess advantages and disadvantages of the current location of the Secretariat, and consider a proposal to initiate a process for selecting an alternative location.

I. Internal Evaluation of ESCR-Net Secretariat Operating Capacity
Since the Network’s inception, the Secretariat has had a small staff.  Currently, the Secretariat has 5 staff members who work the equivalent of 4 full-time staff:
· Director, Julieta Rossi

· Deputy Director, Suad Elías 
· 2 Program Associates, Nicholas Lusiani and Rebecca Brown

· 1 Administrative Assistant, Liz Ligon (part-time)
Although the Network was conceived as a support structure for existing ESC rights groups in the field – and therefore envisioned to retain a relatively light staffing structure – the Secretariat is under-staffed. This comes into sharp focus when you consider (a) the range of responsibilities the Secretariat has, and (b) the needs of the Network given its current stage of development.  The roles and responsibilities of the Secretariat include:

· Conduct the everyday activities of the Network and the necessary tasks to implement the Network’s work plan, which includes:

· Facilitate information-exchange amongst members

· Facilitate communication between the Board, working groups and members

· Coordinate working groups

· Support projects initiated by members and working groups

· Answer member and public inquiries

· Coordinate and undertake outreach activities

· Track developments in the field of ESCR and identify opportunities for the Network to take up or to develop

· Develop and maintain the Network’s website, listservs and informational resources

· Represent the Network at events, conferences and other public fora

· Prepare the budget and provide day to day financial management

· Fundraise for ESCR-Net

· Provide technical, administrative and communications support for the Network

· Report to the Board and to the General Assembly on actions and projects of the Network

The Board and the Secretariat recognize that the capacity of the Secretariat must be significantly increased in order for the Network to not only maintain its current levels of operation but to meet the full scope of responsibilities. Moreover, the Network has reached a new stage in its development that requires more in-depth programmatic staffing in order to develop the resources, tools and capacity-building functions of the Network that are increasingly needed.  There are many opportunities for strengthening the field of ESCR, enhancing services to members, and providing valuable informational resources that have not been fully realized due to staffing shortage and limited Secretariat capacity.  
To date, the primary constraint limiting the ability of the Secretariat to increase its staffing is the high operating cost of maintaining an office and operations in New York City. Although the Secretariat staff has worked diligently to reduce operating costs and to secure affordable office space, etc., the baseline for operating costs is high in the United States (compared to other countries, particularly in the global South), and even higher in New York City. The fixed costs of maintaining a basic office and minimal staffing structure consume a majority of the annual operating budget, which leaves only small amount of funds for programmatic activity. There is very little support available to initiate project work, respond to opportunities, or develop useful resources. In this way, the Secretariat is severely constrained in fulfilling its mandate and providing the full range of services needed to strengthen the Network, its member organizations and the field of ESCR.

In addition to the high operating costs of running the Secretariat in New York City, there are three other factors which constrain the functioning of the Secretariat.  First, it is difficult, time-consuming and expensive to secure a US visa/work permit for non-US citizens to work at the Secretariat. Given the mission and mandate of the Network, it is important to have a diverse and international staff at the Secretariat with the capacity to work in multiple languages.  Therefore, it is important to be able to hire non-US staff and to be able to hire from outside the US. The difficulty in obtaining visas (the process now normally runs 1-2 years to obtain a visa) has created a serious barrier to the smooth functioning of the Secretariat.
A second factor is the constraint on fundraising that arises due to the location of the Secretariat. Even though the Network is an international organization with member organizations in a wide range of countries (many in the global South), the location of the Secretariat in the US limits the number of sources of funding that it can access. Many bilateral donors for instance have a geographical focus to their work which limits support to specific countries or regions in the global south.  There are limited sources of private foundation or bilateral support available to the Network given its current US location. This fundraising constraint together with the high operating costs and difficulty in obtaining visas limit the options for stabilizing the Network’s current operations in the Secretariat’s New York City location. Moreover, this set of factors makes it very difficult to build capacity to meet the Network’s greater needs.

Lastly, while organizations and grassroots groups have and are making considerable efforts to build a culture of ESCR in the US, the same sort of tradition and dynamism in the field does not exist in New York as it does in many other places. The actors, processes, institutions and legal systems in a number of other countries which have deep histories with ESCR issues allow for a potentially richer operating environment to develop tools and information-exchange in the field.
II. Analysis of the Location of the Secretariat

The internal evaluation highlights the critical factors that limit the Secretariat’s capacity in its current location.  It is important to take a broader view of all the costs and benefits of the current location in comparison with an alternate location (presumably in the global south).  The following analysis is provided to help inform that larger perspective, and the decision-making that flows from it.
A. Benefits of the Current Location (New York City)

The evaluation above focuses on a number of the constraints or costs to the current location: high operating costs, difficulty in obtaining US visas/work permits, and limited sources for fundraising.  Together, these costs put pressure on the functioning of the Secretariat and make it difficult for the Network to grow.  There are also a number of benefits to the Secretariat’s current location.  It is important to weigh up the relative benefit and costs of all of these taken together. 
1. Strong Communications and Technology Infrastructure – One of the big advantages to the current location is the strong communications and technology infrastructure generally available which is essential for the functioning of the Network.  Most of the Network’s work is done remotely and so continuous, high-quality, and cost-effective use of telephone, conference calls, email, websites and web-based services are critical.  Access to these services and use of this infrastructure has been reliable and of high-quality in the current location.
2. Proximity to United Nations and International NGOs – The location of the Secretariat has been beneficial at times for both the Network and member NGOs to participate in UN processes (although the majority of ESCR work at the UN is conducted in Geneva).  Member organizations that travel to NYC for other work have used the office as a base of operations.  Also, the current location provides the opportunity for member organizations to meet the Secretariat staff in person (as they travel through) and to host events that profile members’ work which enhances the working relationships within the Network.
3. Diverse Pool of Staff Candidates – In addition to the plethora of international organizations working in New York, there are few other places in the world which supply such a diversity of potential staff from all over the world. The ability to contract qualified candidates from around the world is of course severely limited by the stringent work visa process in the US.
4. Ease of Operating Environment for NGOs – Another benefit of the current location is the predictable operating environment for NGOs.  There are institutionalized processes for establishing and running NGOs which provide a buffer from any political interference.

5. Global Perspective – While one of the pitfalls about New York is the relatively weaker local civil society environment working on ESCR, this distance also allows the Secretariat more space to focus on global and transversal issue areas affecting the ESCR field.
B. Benefits of an Alternative Location in the Global South
For the purposes of comparison, it is useful to consider the range of benefits of an alternative location of the Secretariat, most likely in the global South.  
1. Lower Operating Costs – An alternative location in the global south would in general reduce the operating costs of maintaining and staffing the Secretariat. Depending upon which city and country, the move could reduce the operating costs by a significant amount.  This is due to reduced rents and related operating costs as well as lower costs of living which would reduce the staffing related expenses. Lower operating costs would free up more of the existing budget for greater staffing as well as more programmatic work.

2. Access to More Sources of Funding – A location in the global south would also in general open up new sources of funding for the Network and by extension improve its fundraising capacity.  An alternative location could open up sources of funding in Europe as well as the US and improve access to bilateral donors and foundations.

3. Greater Connection to NGO Base of ESCR Work – Although the situation has advanced greatly in the last several years, in general the field of ESC rights in the US is less developed than in other countries and regions and has few international linkages.  The field of ESC rights is arguably most developed in the global south, and so on one level it makes much more sense to have the Network anchored in that region.  One potential benefit to locating the Secretariat in the global south is that the Network would have greater connection to a more active ESCR NGO operating environment.  There would be a base of organizations active in the issue areas and a field of work which the Network could benefit from as well as stimulate linkages to across regions.
4. Greater Pool of Potential Staff – Given the more advanced development of the field of ESCR in the global south, there would correspondingly be a greater pool of potential staff available (depending upon the region and the country).  This would enhance the capacity of the Secretariat and would reduce the time and resources needed to ensure adequate staffing.  
5. More Manageable Work Permit Process – Considerable staffing resources would be saved if the country of operation had a more manageable visa/work permit process for hiring international staff.

Weighing the costs and benefits of the current location (and in comparison with an alternative location in the global south), there are compelling reasons to explore further the possibility of moving the Secretariat to the global South. Given the constraints on the existing location, there is no sure way of guaranteeing the necessary staffing and funding to sustain the existing levels of operation nor provide an avenue for building capacity and growing the Network.  Therefore, the Board and Secretariat recommend that a process is initiated for exploring in more depth the costs and benefits of alternative locations in the global south and to give the Secretariat—supervised by the incoming Board–the mandate to oversee this process and make any necessary and timely decisions, informing membership of key decisions.
III. For Action: Proposal to Initiate Process for Examining Alternative Locations

Proposal: To provide the incoming Board with the mandate to initiate a process for exploring alternative locations for the ESCR-Net Secretariat, and to make any necessary and timely decisions to ensure the healthy functioning of the Secretariat, including its relocation. The Board shall work with the Secretariat to advance this process and shall keep membership informed of key decisions.
The governance session on this topic will provide space for a discussion of the cost-benefit analysis of the location of the Secretariat as well as any suggestions for criteria or additional options.
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