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I. Origins

The Conclusions of the Forum for the Future of Democracy in Stockholm / Sigtuna on 13-15 June 2007 have clearly stated the need for this initiative: 
“The Forum calls on the INGO Conference of the Council of Europe to follow up actively proposals made at previous Forum sessions to elaborate a Code of Good Practice for Civic Participation. The Code should be addressed to public authorities and civil society in all Council of Europe member states and should cover questions such as equal opportunities to set up NGOs, mechanisms for NGO participation in decision-making processes and other forms of citizens' involvement." (point 35 of the Conclusions of the general rapporteurs)

In October 2007 at the meeting of the Advisory Board of the Forum for the Future of Democracy, the Conference of INGOs confirmed that it would prepare such a code of good practice on NGO (or civil) participation.

II. Objectives

The principal objective of this instrument is to contribute to an enabling environment for NGOs in Council of Europe Member States and Belarus by defining at European level, a set of general principles and guidelines for the civil participation in decision-making processes to be implemented at  local and national level.
III. Content 

The Code should define mechanisms for civil participation in decision-making at the different stages of the decision-making process (Figure 1):
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Figure 1: decision making process cycle

Each stage of the cycle requires specific forms of NGO activism (e.g. campaigns, lobbying, consultations, hearings, assistance, awareness raising, reporting, monitoring) and calls upon different NGO functions (advocacy groups, think tanks, watchdogs, service providers, etc.). 
Their activism, functions and the degree of co-operation with the executive and legislative authorities will depend on the stage of intervention in the decision making process. Their level of participation is defined in four gradual steps (step 1 offering the least and step 4 offering the most participation):
Step 1: Exchange of information
Step 2: Consultation

Step 3: Joint decision

Step 4: Joint action
The super-imposition of the cycle of decision-making processes and the gradation of NGO participation should give a precise overview of the actual situation of civil participation and enable good practices to be defined.

IV. Purpose
· Motivation for the focus on the decision-making cycle
Due to its composition and place in the Council of Europe's institutional set-up as well as its outreach to civil society in European countries, the Conference of INGOs has a specific competence for dealing with citizens' participation in a pluralist democracy through NGO participation.

The acceptance of NGO participation in decision-making processes and the mechanisms for it vary across Europe and the code could define European guidelines in this field.

The code of good practice for civil participation should be innovative and concrete and give impetus to the development of participatory democracy as a supplement to representative and direct democracy (which both concern the involvement of individual citizens).

The question of equal opportunities to set up NGOs which has also been mentioned in the Forum conclusions concerning the code are already dealt with by the Expert Council on NGO Law (created in January 2008 by the Conference of INGOs) which will give its first thematic report on the conditions for the establishment of NGOs in October 2008.
· Clarification of terms
The difference between the two terms of “civic” and “civil participation” is small. 

Civic or citizen’s participation includes the engagement of individuals and their integration in the political community, their capacity to vote and get elected, and the democratically defined system as legitimised by the ballot.

Civil participation is a corollary to civic participation and defines the engagement of individuals in non formal institutions such as non-governmental organisations, associations, community services and their participation in the overall public policy-making processes. 

The definition given in the conclusions of the Forum session in Stockholm/Sigtuna refers clearly to civil participation. Therefore, the Conference of INGOs has decided to give preference to the term of civil participation in the development of its expertise.

· Existing instruments
At national level, there are agreements in a number of countries between authorities and civil society about their relationships, in particular with regard to consultation.

At the EU level, a working group has started with the preparation of a European Charter for civil dialogue on relations between EU institutions and NGOs.
At the CoE level, there are several instruments setting the norms in civil participation and promoting the role of NGOs (please refer to Annex 1).
V. Timeline
25 June 2008: first discussion about the concept at the meeting of the INGO Grouping "Civil Society and Democracy in Europe", Strasbourg
Mid-September: presentation by the drafting group of the first draft of the code of good practice for civil participation and publication on the website of the INGOs Conference.

22-23 October: first regional NGO consultation on the code in Stockholm (during the Swedish Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers) for NGOs from the Nordic and Baltic countries.
November or first half of December: second regional NGO consultation in a country in South-East Europe (tbc)

Second half of November: third regional NGO consultation on the code, in the framework of the third Regional NGO Congress to be organised in the Russian Federation for NGOs from Russia, Ukraine, Poland and Belarus as well as from other neighbouring countries. 
February 2009: fourth regional NGO consultation in Spain (during the Spanish Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers) for NGOs from the Mediterranean member States of the Council of Europe (to be confirmed).
March 2009: presentation by the drafting group of the final version of the code.

April 2009: Approval of the draft code by the Conference of INGOs

April 2009: Transmission of the draft code for opinion to the Committee of Ministers, the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities

June 2009: Presentation of the draft code at the Kyiv session of the Forum for the Future of Democracy and discussion of the draft code with all stakeholders in the margins of the Kyiv session.
Spring and Summer 2009: consultation of the Committee of ministers, the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities on the draft code.
October 2009: Adoption of the code by the Conference of INGOs

October 2009: Transmission of the code to the Committee of Ministers, the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities with the request to endorse its implementation in the Council of Europe member States.
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