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Document No 12
Report to the WCC Officers concerning the transition of the WCC Eastern Europe Office

Since 1994 the World Council of Churches (WCC) has been involved in building up the capacity of churches and ecumenical organizations in the areas of diakonia, development and social service through its Eastern Europe Office located in Poland. The mandate of this office ends December 2009.  In order to develop a proposal with regard to the future of this office, a series of consultations was organized with the churches and the ecumenical partners in Eastern Europe and specialized ministries which supported the work of the WCC Eastern Europe Office (EEO) in 2008. 

The general conclusion was that the EEO has now completed its original mandate of 1994. Independent structures have been created which serve churches and church-related organisations in their diaconal, social, development and capacity building activities. This growth towards independency is an important starting point for future forms of cooperation between churches, church-related organisations and the ecumenical movement in Eastern Europe. This means that further strengthening of relations between local churches, church-related organisations and the ecumenical movement as well as the accompaniment of diaconal work has become a joint responsibility of all partners involved.
The churches and partners in Eastern Europe, represented in the consultation in Minsk, October 2008, agreed with this conclusion and also indicated that more work has to be done to ensure ongoing ecumenical cooperation. Current structures of ecumenical cooperation are still fragile and need further support. They however agreed that further work needs to be seen as a joint responsibility of churches and ecumenical organisations in the region and the larger ecumenical networks provided by WCC and the Conference of European Churches (CEC). The visibility of the WCC in the region was highlighted as important.

The WCC developed a concept paper about ‘Future of the WCC Eastern Europe Office (EEO)’ on the basis of these conclusions. The new structure proposed by the WCC in the paper was discussed intensively in the consultations in Minsk (October 2008) and Stuttgart (November 2008). The general idea of this new structure is that the churches, ecumenical organisations, CEC and WCC work together at the policy level in an Advisory Council. This council, which meets once a year, discusses the needs in the region and develops a policy to address these needs. The implementation at the operational level is taken care of by an office which is legally based in Poland and has a board of three experts in the field of diaconal and development work. The board is legally responsible for the operations of the office. 

Participants in the consultations agreed that this double structure of an advisory council at the policy level and a board and office at the operational level would be the best model to ensure networking and cooperation between the different actors on the basis of equality and at the same time ensure operational flexibility. 

The proposed structure has been discussed with the CEC general secretary. He also participated in the consultation in Stuttgart. The invitation to CEC to participate in the future structure of the EEO, in particular in its advisory council, has been received positively. However, a final decision about participation has yet to be taken.

The location of the office was discussed in both consultations. It was agreed that Poland would be the best location as it has close links with several countries in Eastern Europe, but at the same time has as member of the EU access to additional financial resources (such as EU funding and funding from the Polish government).

After consultation with the WCC general secretary in March 2009, the coordinator of the WCC Eastern Europe Office was asked to prepare the transition of the WCC office in the direction as indicated, and to prepare for final decision by the general secretary the founding documents of an independent Eastern Europe Office in compliance with the Polish law. 

The coordinator has continued to prepare the transition into this direction in careful consultation with the churches and partners (including round tables) in Eastern Europe as well as the specialized ministries which have funded the work of the WCC Eastern Europe Office so far. In this process the response from the churches and partners has been very positive. However, some funding partners have indicated their limitations in funding as they are phasing out their activities in Eastern Europe. In the meantime the coordinator has been exploring other possibilities of funding such as the European Union and the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

A concern that has been raised, also by WCC staff, is that the work done by the WCC Eastern Europe Office was focused on a limited number of countries such as Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, Poland, Georgia and Moldova. This has resulted in a stronger participation from these countries in the formation of the new foundation than from other countries in Eastern and Central Europe. This limitation has been recognized and will be addressed in building up a broader participation in the future.

In November 2009, the plans of a programme proposal 2010-2012 as well as draft statutes for the so called East Foundation were presented to the general secretary for final decision. The structure of the East Foundation is as initially planned: an advisory council at the level of policy making and a board and office at the operational level. The advisory council will comprise representatives of WCC, CEC (requested), churches in the region, church related organisations, round tables and specialized ministries. The WCC was asked to support the new foundation during the first three years with an annual amount of CHF10,000 to facilitate a smooth transition from the WCC office to the new structure.
Taking into account the consultative nature of the process, and the fact that the final proposal is fully in line with the direction developed by the WCC and is to a large extent owned by the stakeholders in the region, the general secretary following the advice of the staff leadership group, has taken the following decisions in conformity with the policy document ‘WCC Offices outside Geneva policy’:

1. The WCC Eastern Europe Office will be formally closed by the end of December 2009.
2. The coordinator of the WCC Eastern Europe Office will be informed before 1 December 2009 that his contract with WCC will be end by 31 December 2009.
3. The coordinator will be asked to inform the locally hired staff that the office will be closed ensuring a follow up in line with contractual obligations.
4. The coordinator will be asked to take in consultation with staff in Geneva all steps necessary to close the office and to free WCC from any legal obligations.
5. The WCC will support the East Foundation with an annual amount of CHF 10,000 for a period of three years under the condition that sufficient financial resources are available.
6. The WCC will be represented in the Advisory Council.
7. The WCC Officers will be informed about this decision in their meeting in December 2009.
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