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The new MedWet governance takes shape

Report by the Chair of the MedWet Steering Group

General overview

The MedWet Steering Group was established at the extraordinary meeting of the MedWet/Com in June 2006, in Tirana, Albania. It undertakes responsibilities that include those of the former MedWet Advisory Board, having superseded that body, and operates following the rules described in the MedWet Terms of Reference, revised at the same meeting.
The MedWet Steering Group is the body that has to take operational decisions regarding problems identified during the implementation of MedWet/Com decisions between MedWet/Com meetings. The Steering Group is appointed by, and reports to, MedWet/Com.

The MedWet Steering Group is composed of five voting members: three country representatives (one from each Ramsar Region - Africa, Asia, Europe), one Ramsar International Organisation Partner (IOP) representative, and one Mediterranean Wetland Centres representative. The MedWet Secretariat Coordinator participates ex officio (non-voting). Each Steering Group member shall serve for a three-year period. The MedWet Steering Group is chaired in rotation by one of the country representatives. 

The Mediterranean Wetland Centres representative and the IOP representative will serve on a rotational basis, by agreement between the Centres and the IOPs respectively. Countries willing to serve on the Steering Group should be proposed by their Regional group of MedWet/Com members. The membership of the MedWet Steering Group for each three-year period will be approved by the MedWet/Com. The Steering Group may invite the participation of other MedWet members as observers, as necessary.

The MedWet Secretariat provides operational services to the Steering Group. Further operational arrangements are explained in document MWC8.5. Since its establish-ment, the MedWet Steering Group met twice: on 6 December 2006 at the offices of the Ramsar Convention in Gland, Switzerland, and on 29-30 March 2007 at the Italian Ministry of Environment, Territorial Planning and Sea, in Rome. Reports of these meetings have been sent to all MedWet/Com members and are publicly available on the MedWet website. 
Responsibilities of the MedWet Steering Group

Among the responsibilities of the MedWet Steering Group are worth to be recalled:
· prepare, with the assistance of the MedWet Secretariat and the Scientific and Technical Team, a draft MedWet multi-year work plan, in line with the MedWet Strategic Priorities and other documents to be submitted to the MedWet/Com for adoption;
· monitor and approve the annual reports and audited accounts provided by the MedWet Secretariat;
· approve the yearly work plans and budget of the MedWet Secretariat, based on the multi-year work plan adopted by MedWet/Com;
· advise the MedWet/Com and MedWet Secretariat Coordinator on ways and means of ensuring the capacity for the delivery of the responsibilities and work required of the MedWet Secretariat;
· participate in the selection process for the MedWet Secretariat Coordinator;
· present to MedWet/Com at its regular meetings a summary report on the progress of the work carried out during the past period; 
· keep the members of the MedWet/Com informed intersessionally, through the MedWet Secretariat, of progress, activities and any issues arising in the implementation of the Initiative.
Steering Group Membership
Only three members of the Steering Group have been designated so far: Italy representing the countries of the European Region, WWF MedPO representing the IOPs and Tour du Valat representing the Mediterranean Wetland Centres. Therefore, in line with the Rules of Procedure, the only interim option was to elect the representative of the European countries as chair.
The missing representatives from the African and Asian Regions must be nominated during the MedWet/Com 8 meeting, and the overall membership of the Steering Group needs to be approved. The interim chair of the Steering Group will resign after MedWet/Com 8 to allow the fully constituted Steering Group to elect its chairperson.
Steering Group Rules of Procedures
The Steering Group, after it will be fully constituted, will finalise its Rules of Procedure. They will be submitted to MedWet/Com 9 for endorsement. In the intermediate period, the Rules of Procedure, as elaborated in 2006 during the Extraordinary Meeting of MedWet/Com and slightly modified during the first meeting of the Steering Group, will be applied on a provisional basis.

It is highly relevant to clarify further the relations between the MedWet Secretariat, the Steering Group, the Ramsar Secretariat, the MedWet Association governing board, as well as the MedWet Scientific and Technical Team. To this aim, an appropriate “modus operandi” should be developed to ensure a coordinated activity, recollecting all the rules included in the ToRs and RoPs and the MoA and the bylaws of the MedWet Association.

Steering Group Budget Arrangements

Although most of the work of the Steering Group will be done through correspondence and electronic means, whenever an actual meeting is required, provisions need to be made in the budget of the MedWet Secretariat to cover the travel costs of the Steeering Group members eligible for such support.

Latest Developments
MedWet external evaluation

As agreed in the Tirana meeting, an evaluation for MedWet at three levels: relevance of current MedWet structure and operation, governance, and secretariat, has been carried out. The costs of the evaluation were kindly covered by contributions of the Italian Government and Luc Hoffmann (MedWet Honorary Member).

The report on the external evaluation was presented by the appointed evaluator, Mike Moser, during the 2nd Steering Group meeting with detailed recommendations. As reported in document MWC8.4, the evaluation has confirmed the concerns raised during the Extraordinary Meeting of MedWet/Com about the functioning of MedWet’s governance and operational structures. Therefore, the evaluation made 34 recommendations to address these issues, which were presented in the form of an implementation plan, with responsibilities and timelines. 

Most of the recommendations mentioned in the evaluation can be implemented rapidly and at relatively low cost, but require constructive and decisive engagement by all MedWet members, and most particularly the Ramsar Secretary General, the host country authorities, the MedWet Steering Group, and the new MedWet Association governing board. 

To this aim, a number of decisions were taken by the Steering Group at its 2nd meeting to be immediately activated. Their implementation, however, was delayed by the late designation of an interim coordinator and establishment of the new governing board of the MedWet Secretariat Association, as well as the still pending signature of the Memorandum of Agreement between the Greek Ministry and the Ramsar Secretariat.
MedWet Secretariat Coordinator

On 28 February 2007, Spyros Kouvelis sent his resignation letter to the Ramsar Secretary General, to become effective after a contractual two-month notice period. However, it was not until 13 June 2007, until Mr Kouvelis signed the necessary transition documents according to Greek law. This allowed the Greek Ministry of Environment, Physical Planning and Public Works to assign an interim coordinator, Ms Dionyssia Hatzilakou. The Ramsar Secretary General gratefully accepted this secondment of Ms Hatzilakou, working at the Hellenic Centre for the Environment and Sustainable Development (sharing the same address as the MedWet Secretariat). This will allow the MedWet Secretariat to function in the best possible way, until a new coordinator will have been recruited. Ms Hatzilakou is formally taking up her interim role during MedWet/Com 8, after the clearance of the necessary legal requirements in Greece.

MedWet Secretariat legal structure

The MedWet Secretariat has the legal structure of a not-for-profit international Association, established on 28 February 2002 under Greek law by three partners: Delmar Blasco (then Ramsar Secretary General), Thymio Papayannis (MedWet Senior Adviser) and Spyros Kouvelis (then MedWet Corodinator). In order to formalise Mr Kouvelis’s departure from the Association, it was necessary to replace him by Professor Vassilis Gekas, nominated by the Greek Ministry of Environment, and to replace at the same time Mr Blasco (who left the Ramsar Secretariat in 2003) by Tobias Salathé, nominated by the current Ramsar Secretary General. This modification in the Association partnership is intended as an interim measure. 
In accordance with legal advice obtained, the Steering Group agreed that the best option in the medium term was to maintain the existing not-for-profit Association in Greece, with an important modification of its bylaws through the installation of a governing board, to which the new MedWet Secretariat Coordinator will be accountable.  
Ideally the MedWet Steering Group would perform the function of the governing board of the MedWet Association. However, as not all members of the Steering Group may be in a position to participate in such a board, it is proposed that the Steering Group delegates two of its members to the governing board. Document MWC8.6 provides the text of the proposed new bylaws for the Association, submitted for adoption by MedWet/Com 8, before being legally implemented in Greece. The MedWet Steering Group has therefore to appoint two of its members to the governing board of the Association during its 4th meeting on 28 June 2007. It seems appropriate that one of them should be chosen among the three country members.
Financial issues and budget

As a consequence of the deep concern expressed during the Extraordinary Meeting of MedWet/Com about the fragility of the current financial circumstances of the MedWet Secretariat and its recurrent cash flow problems, the Steering Group adopted a number of actions, as listed in document MWC8.4.
The Steering Group discussed in its meetings the outlook of the closing of the financial year 2006 for the Secretariat and the draft budget for 2007, including some possible options for limiting expenditure. However, a number of points were made on the specific budget proposal. In particular, it has been requested that the proposed 2007 budget should clearly differentiate core budget and project budgets, as well as balanced budget issues and cash flow issues. Therefore, the Steering Group concluded that the financial statements as presented were not appropriate. Consequently, the Secretariat staff has prepared a new proposal for the 2007 budget coherent with the requests of the Steering Group and the findings of the financial audit. Nevertheless, a number of elements, mostly related to the 2006 carry-over, still need closer examination and clarification.
MedWet Secretariat host agreement
During May-June 2007, the Ramsar Secretary General had intensive contacts with Evangelos Baltas, the Secretary General of the Greek Ministry of Environment, Physical Planning and Public Works. This has now to lead rapidly to the renewal of the Memorandum of Agreement governing the hosting of the MedWet Secretariat at Kifissia (Athens), and hopefully also to an improved transfer of funds from the Greek Ministry for its operation. The Ramsar Secretary General will report on the latest developments regarding these matters to MedWet/Com 8. Unfortunately, the signature of the MoA between the Ramsar Secretariat and the Greek Government for the hosting of the MedWet Secretariat for the triennium 2006-2008 is still pending.

Steering Group Meetings 3 and 4 
The Steering Group will meet on 25 June 2007, to prepare for the 8th Meeting of the Mediterranean Wetlands Committee. And it will meet again immediately after the closure of MedWet/Com 8, in its formally adopted, full composition on 28 June.
Conclusions
In accordance with the outcome of the evaluation, and to enhance the operational effectiveness and governance of the MedWet Initiative, the main issues to address are the following:
1. Complete the process to reactivate the functionality of MedWet Secretariat, including the signature of the MoA with the Greek Government, the full establishment of the MedWet Association governing board, the appointment of the new Coordinator, the assessment of the structure of the Secretariat staff and mandate.
2. Make the Steering Group fully operational with the election of all five members and of its Chair.
3. Assess the financial and budget issues for 2007 and 2008, taking into consideration the need to prevent any cash flow inadequacy and to ensure a focused and prioritized use of the available funds.
4. Develop a comprehensive and coherent “modus operandi” among all the MedWet operational and implementation bodies, based on all the relevant ToRs and RoPs and filling the gaps where appropriate.
5. Identify the short and medium term priority activities to be achieved, according to with the work programme, and have MedWet/Com 8 to give a clear mandate to the Steering Group for its implementation.
6. Define the long term Strategic Vision, in coherence with the new Strategic Plan of the Ramsar Convention, and developing appropriate synergies with all other relevant regional programmes and plans. 
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