Reflections of an SEO – contribution to the SEO Network Meeting held in association with APF13. 
Formally, my roles and responsibilities as an SEO are to:
· ensure the efficient and effective running of the organisation;
· provide strategic advice to the Commission and support Commissioners in the delivery of their statutory functions. 

This includes support and advice on the substance of the work, on relationships, on the choice of interventions and in the selection of priorities.

Reflections

1. Sounds straightforward, if wide ranging, but actually there are a lot of careful lines to tread.  It requires complex management of people, deep engagement in substance and a sophisticated practice of the art of politics.
2. Firstly, even in a relatively stable political context such as NZ, there is being the head of staff of an NHRI itself.  Holding a unique place in the nation’s framework of checks and balances (funded by government to be independent of it), there are a lot of stakeholders to accommodate:
· the Government itself, and Parliament (keeping/increasing our funding, but also ensuring we are a credible advocate and monitor of human rights nationally); 
· the international community (meeting their standards and offering experience where we can support others);
·  the communities (geographical, issue and population based), for whom we are often a bridge to those in power and who often want to push the boundaries of our role with substantive expectations as to what we can take up on their behalf.
3. Managing the staff also requires a stakeholder approach.  NHRIs are value-driven organisations.  I love this – have mainly worked in such beasts (and hated the 18 months I spent working outside one).  Everyone is passionate about the issues, strong on their rights (and not necessarily so strong on their responsibilities).  This results in a huge vibrancy and energy, but not automatically positive/cohesive.  As a manager, command and control is a hopeless approach, but so is laissez faire.  It needs a particular kind of management to balance the line between enabling genuine engagement, and ensuring this doesn’t cause organisational stagnation/dysfunction.   
4. Then there’s the Commissioners themselves. In most NHRI legislation, their role goes beyond that of a traditional governance board in that they are involved in activities and in many cases are full time.  This is absolutely appropriate to the role and function of an NHRI – the plurality of Commissioners and the benefit of their lived experience and expertise is critical to the quality of our work.  If we don’t believe we are here to support the Commissioners give effect to their statutory functions then we’re in the wrong job.  However, there can be tensions which you need to manage between the Commissioners’ understandable commitment to maximum impact during their term of office and the need of any organisation to ensure reasonable workloads and to make space for work which ensures long-term organisational health, for example organisational and professional development, IT, effective systems and audit compliance. You also need to ensure progress on programmes of work such as education and communications which underpin rather than directly deliver the Commissioner’s projects.  
5. It can sometimes feel that you have no clear authority to act. Power but no power.  Mediation and negotiation are essential skills.
6. You can to some extent manage by setting up agreed structures and systems:
· organisation-wide plans and clear resource allocation;
· clear delegations of authority;
· documented roles, responsibilities and ways of working (e.g. our Commissioner Handbook which, grounded in our legislation, presents agreed Commissioner, manager and staff roles and responsibilities and ways of working together);

· set points of review, recognising that processes and agreements need to change as trust and maturity grow (e.g. we found that the amount of reporting to Commission could reduce over time)
7.   But in the end it comes down to relationships.  The one with the Chair/Chief   

      Commissioner is critical.  You both need to make it your business to make it work.  You 
      also need to be in touch and in tune with Commissioner, managers and staff needs and 
      wishes in order to facilitate dialogue and engagement which produces results towards 
      the outcome we are all seeking of realising human rights.  It’s all about building trust, 
      respect and understanding as you weave your way through.   
8.   We need to find avenues of support in all this.  It’s an emotionally as well as intellectually
     demanding role, and can be lonely.  You are sandwiched between staff/managers and 
     Commissioners, with unique pressures and sensitivities, and you are the only person in 
     the country doing this role.  We can draw support, particularly personal support, from our 
     own networks within our own country, but can also draw support from each other.  
     Despite the vastly different social and political environments in which we work, our roles 
     have much in common.   
Joanna Collinge, Executive Director, New Zealand Human Rights Commission
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