Resources in support of the                                                    human rights treaty body system – conference services

A. Introduction

The Division of Conference Management (DCM) of the United Nations Office in Geneva (UNOG) provides conference services in the six official languages of the United Nations to a number of clients in Geneva and Bonn through provision of interpretation, meeting room attendants, and précis writing for meetings and processing of documentation, including translation, text processing, printing and distribution.  
The Director-General of UNOG is responsible for the implementation of the conference servicing policies set by the Member States and the United Nations headquarters.  The Division is under the programme management of the Under-Secretary-General of the Department for General Assembly and Conference Management (DGACM) under the Integrated Global Management (IGM) of conference services.  The Under-Secretary-General controls Section 2 of the regular budget and thus allocates resources to DCM.
The Committee on Conferences (CoC), a subsidiary body of the Fifth Committee, provides the legislative framework for the provision of conference services, most recently in General Assembly resolution A/RES/65/245, paragraph 5 of Section III, which:
“Emphasizes that the major goals of the Department for General Assembly and Conference Management are to provide high-quality documents in a timely manner in all official languages in accordance with established regulations, as well as high-quality conference services to Member States at all duty stations, and to achieve those aims as efficiently and cost-effectively as possible, in accordance with the relevant resolutions of the General Assembly.”  (emphasis added)
The Resolution goes on to further emphasize high quality of interpretation and translation, request continued improvement of translation quality and increased use of contractual translation to achieve efficiencies while yielding comparable quality to in-house translation, and encourage a more cost-effective strategy for in-house processing of documents.
The creation of the Human Rights Council (HRC) with its entitlement to meet on an “as required” basis ended a ten-year period of stable workload.  To support the Council, Member States agreed to an additional team (twenty posts) of interpreters offset by a reduction of twelve general service posts, and increased the proportion of the Division’s translation work performed contractually, accompanied with a small increase in staff (five posts) to provide quality control of the contractors work.  The Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) concluded in its report of its audit of conference services put at the disposal of the Human Rights Council (A/64/511) that “insufficient resources were put at the disposal of the Division” and that “the permanent capacity of the Division of Conference Management needs to be increased to provide more flexibility in dealing with fluctuations in the volume and timing of the document-processing workload”.

In response to the above audit and expected growth in the treaty body system for 2010-2011, DGACM transferred twelve translator posts (six P-2s and six P-3s) from UNHQ to UNOG in 2010-2011.  In support of the expansion of SPT, the Division received four temporary positions (2 P-5 Sr. Revisers and 2 P-4 Revisers) for 2011.  The documentation workload, however, outpaced the new resources and the Division’s translation backlog grew.

For the 2012-2013 biennium, the Division’s translation and editorial staffing levels returned to 2010 levels.  An additional $2.8 million was allocated for contractual translation, but the 2012 allocation for freelance staff is $1.38 million less than expenditures in 2011 – effectively an 8% reduction.  The budget proposal had included eliminating translation of summary records, discontinuing compilation documents, and formalizing the limits on treaty body documentation, which the Chairs recommended.  The Committee on Conferences (CoC) did not endorse any of these changes, and the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions (ACABQ) deferred to the CoC, indicating that the views of the bodies entitled to summary records had to be taken into account.  In the end, the reduction for freelance staff was less than expected, due to allocations in support of HRC decisions in 2011 and the additional week of meeting time for the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).
B. Current budgetary support
Conference service support for the treaty body system is covered under Section 2 of the regular budget.   The Division’s budget is separated into subprogrammes based on the type of work, not on the specific client.  Note that the Division does not receive voluntary funds directly; when capacity is available, it will support extra-budgetary (XB) activities on a fully reimbursable basis.
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Since the creation of the Council, there has been less capacity for such XB activities, which have correspondingly decreased.  From a low point of 2,312 in 2007, the number of meetings with interpretation has increased 18.9% to 2,748 in 2011.  This growth in workload support from the regular budget has also eliminated spare capacity that was previously used to translate unbudgeted documents, such as some of the replies to lists of issues, which were previously translated on an “as available capacity” basis.

The United Nations does not presently have a cost accounting system, so it is not possible to report on the actual cost of conference services provided to the treaty body system.  Based on the actual workload reported in 2010-2011 for meetings and documentation, a prorated estimate of the Division’s biennial total expenditures apportions very roughly to $72 million for conference service support of the treaty body system.  For reference, the cost to add an additional week of meetings for CRPD, including documentation, captioning, sign language interpretation, etc. was estimated at $2.77 million for 2012-2013.
Of the 10,173 meetings (includes meetings without interpretation) DCM supported in 2011, 5.4% were for the HR treaty body system.  
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Of this total, 2,748 meetings were with interpretation, of which 21.2% were for the treaty body system.
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Of the 190’654 pages of in-house translation/revision the Division completed in 2011, the treaty body system accounted for 30%.  
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In 2011, the Division translated 44,050 pages contractually with the treaty body system accounting for 80.7% of that workload.  For 2010-2011, cost for contractual translation of treaty body documents, including administrative costs, is estimated at $5.9 million. 
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Although the Secretary-General has requested resources to support specific treaty bodies through programme budget implications (PBIs) for new activities (such as increases in the membership of some Committees or the establishment of new Committees), the corresponding resources requested for conference services have not been consistently granted.  (It should be noted that, because Member State-submitted reports are not subject to word limits, it is not possible to predictably establish the costs for documentation, which is usually the greatest conference service expense.)  To give some recent example: the General Assembly required that the conference service requirements resulting from the growth in membership of the Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture (SPT) and the creation of the Committee on Enforced Disappearances (CED) be met entirely from within existing resources, however, the resources requested for an additional week of CRPD meetings were approved in full.
The incremental growth in the system resulting from increased ratifications and thus more reports, has also added to the strain on conference servicing capacity and has not been reported to Member States in a discrete budgetary context.  The biennial budget cycle, which would be the normal venue for such consideration, has been constrained for the last two biennia.

C.  How conference services are provided – a mix of modes
Section 2 of the budget is structured so that approximately 20% of its capacity for interpretation and documentation processing is provided through freelancers and contractors.  This mix shifted with the creation of the Council and its “as required meeting” entitlement.  

Meetings are supported with interpreters, meeting room attendants and précis-writing teams. Interpreters work into their native language from at least two other languages, except for Arabic and Chinese interpreters, who work into and out of their native languages into English or French. Summary records are drafted in English or French and subsequently translated.  Interpretation is the most expensive element of this meeting support; meeting room attendants the least.    

The DCM budget includes 107 professional staff in the Interpretation Service.  Within the Service a dedicated twenty-person team of interpreters supports the Council and other human rights activities through interpretation at meetings and field missions (114 missions in 2010-2011).  Freelance interpreters provide approximately 17% of the Division’s overall interpretation workload during periods of peak demand.  Geneva has numerous qualified freelance interpreters on the market, giving the Division flexibility, because it can hire freelancers on several weeks notice for very short contracts.  The Division reduced international freelance recruitment from 14% in 2010 to 9% in 2011, which minimizes travel and DSA expenses.
Document processing starts with a manuscript (at UNOG 72.2% of documents are submitted in English) and moves through editing (if time and resources permit), referencing, translation, text processing, printing and distribution.  In-house terminology and reference services support the translation to ensure consistency with previously published documents.  Translators work into their native language from at least two other official languages.  In certain cases, particularly with Arabic-, Chinese- and Russian-language originals, translation is done in a relay with the document being translated into English first and then into the other languages from the English version.  Consequently capacity planning involves finding freelancers and contractors with specific mixes of languages and expertise.  

The document processing time frame allots four weeks from the author’s submission for translation (the longest and most expensive part of this process), text processing, printing and distribution.  Authors are to submit the document fully edited and formatted (i.e. ready for printing) and within allowed word limits, which are not presently applicable to Member State submissions.  Late and overly long submissions greatly complicate processing, as capacity is calibrated to the submission schedule.  In 2011 of all human rights-related documents subject to submission deadlines and word limits, only 49% were compliant (19% of treaty body documentation; 61% for HRC; and 93% for UPR).  
The DCM budget includes 200 professional staff for translation, revision, drafting of summary records, editing, and translation support (i.e. terminology and referencing).  This capacity is augmented with freelancers and contractors.  Given the nature of the work, freelance translators usually accept contracts of longer duration, as far as six months in advance.  Freelancers are more expensive than regular staff and provide comparable service, but are less flexible, because recruitment must be planned months in advance.  The Geneva market has fewer local freelance translators than interpreters.  Through increasing its use of off-site recruitment, the Division decreased international recruitment from 16% in 2010 to 10% in 2011, saving on travel and DSA costs. Contractors, both individuals and companies, are the lowest-cost form of translation capacity, but take the longest time and require referencing, in-house quality control and availability of qualified contractors with the right mix of languages and expertise. Contractors are thus used for very long documents with very liberal deadlines.  In 2011 38.3% of the translation/revision workload for the treaty body system was translated contractually.  The 2012-2013 budget includes a 48% increase in resources for contractual translation.
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D.  United Nations Secretariat Challenges, Conclusions and Recommendations
The Division, in the context of IGM, is working to make maximum use of a “slotting system”, which has been very successfully used in DGACM,  to improve the planning of predictable pre-session documentation workload to use its limited capacity optimize the effective and efficient use of its limited capacity.  The vast majority of treaty body documentation cannot be slotted under the current system, because States Party reports are not limited in size and submission does not adhere to strict schedules.  This unpredictability limits the Division’s ability to carry out advance planning and to hire freelance and contractual translators with the correct mix of languages and expertise.  HRC documentation has also proven difficult to slot, as a great deal of it is submitted late and is not always subject to word limits (there is a guideline of 10,700 words for intergovernmental reports, which the General Assembly has not yet endorsed).  

If the treaty body system were fully functioning as currently designed, the Division would be completely overwhelmed.  Existing capacity is inadequate for the current workload and less urgent documents fall into the growing backlog.  If the treaty bodies seriously addressed the backlog in reports, the Division would not have the capacity to process these reports and it would prove difficult to find even such basic resources as meeting rooms in the Palais de Nations.
In accordance with the Secretary-General’s request, the Section 2 2012-2013 budget included a 6.4% reduction, the bulk of which is in New York.  The Division’s 2012-2013 budget is less than the last biennium, but the reduction is not as severe as expected, due to allocation of $5.738 million for new conference servicing requirements from decisions of the HRC during 2011 and $2.77 million for conference servicing requirements for an additional week of meetings for the CRPD.  
The General Assembly presently gives highest priority to quality in the provision of conference services.  Quality is expensive and the Division is already unable to fully meet the timeliness standards for documentation.  The cuts in the Division’s 2012-2013 budget will result in service level reductions of some sort.  
In line with the ACABQ’s directive, the Division is ready to meet with individual bodies to review existing mandates and consider whether these could be reshaped to more accurately reflect current priorities and address areas outside the mandate (e.g. replies to lists of issues).  Some ideas for discussion:

· revisit summary records
· reduce number of languages of issuance 
· follow the CEDAW model and issue only in drafted language (English in this case; could also be French)

· Upon request translate and issue into other languages
· replace completely with searchable sound files/webcast

· Upon request draft summary record from sound file/webcast and issue in one or more languages

· replace with transcript of closed captioning provided for meeting (presently only CRPD meetings are captioned)

· Upon request, translate and issue in one or more languages

· reduce the number of working languages, which would impact on interpretation and documentation costs
· increase use of contractual translation (in process, but may reach upper limit of available qualified contractors)
· follow the CEDAW model and schedule meetings by availability of documents, not submission date, which would allow for more flexible use of capacity and the Secretariat would be able to predict the programme of work for subsequent sessions more accurately, based on availability of documentation
· strictly limit document length 
· presently Member States may submit documents of any length
· the Chairpersons of the treaty bodies “recommended that State parties’ reports be written in a clear and precise manner” and reiterated the page limits for such reports included in the harmonized guidelines for reporting and a note verbale was sent to all Member States on September 8, 2010 to that end
· in Annex VIII of A/65/122, it is suggested that “The General Assembly may wish to endorse the guideline of 10,700 words for intergovernmental reports, on the understanding that waivers will be granted on a case-by-case basis so as not to affect adversely either the quality of the presentation or the content of the reports.”
· translate portions of documents (there is some precedent for translating only key sections of documentation with a view to ensuring timely issuance, e.g. executive summaries, conclusions, etc.)
· revisit issuance of compliations of previously published material, e.g. decisions, that are readily available elsewhere (one example – Volume II of the Annual Report of the Human Rights Committee)
· eliminating paper distribution of documents (will result in limited savings as printing and distribution costs are a very small percentage of the overall cost of a document) 
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