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The Year 2000 approaches apace and final decisions on the Millennium Assembly and Non-Governmental Forum will be taken in a few weeks during the General Assembly session in New York.

The previous issue of The UNGA Link enclosed an extract from a Secretariat Note (18 March 1999) reporting that the Secretary-General had, as requested, initiated consultative processes to seek the views of Member States, specialised agencies and observers, and NGOs on the “substantive challenges facing the world in the new millennium…”

The views of civil society in general, and NGOs in particular, were to be elicited through the holding of regional hearings in conjunction with meetings of the regional commissions of the United Nations.

One such hearing was organised at the Palais des Nations in Geneva by the Economic Commission for Europe  on 7-8 July.  Jeffrey Segall attended on behalf of UNGA-Link and MEDACT and Keith Hindell on behalf of UNA-UK, and both contributed to the report in this issue.

Another initiative which allowed UNGA-Link to represent the views of our members came in the form of a factsheet from the UN Non-Governmental Liaison Service.  It  invited NGO input on “arrangements and practices for the interaction of non-governmental organisations in all activities of the UN system”, a phrase from the Secretary-General’s Report A/53/170.  The substance of our response is included in this issue.

There is also a report on a new project in which UNGA-Link is taking the lead, UN Link 2000. Its objective is to channel a British civil society response to the UN’s invitation   for  input   to   the       Millennium 

Assembly and an NGO invitation to contribute to a Non-governmental Millennium Forum. A pilot leaflet for UN Link 2000 went out with National Peace Council and One World Trust mailings in July and is receiving an encouraging response.    

The final item in this issue looks forward to the annual conference of the UN Department of Public Information and NGOs (DPI-NGO conference), the 52nd in the series.  It will be held, as usual, at United Nations Headquarters in New York.  The title this year is Meeting the Challenges of a Globalised World: Finding New Directions.  Among the questions on the agenda is one which could be said to sum up all the rest – how does one ensure that concern for human rights shapes a global ethic that will guide policy-makers so that globalisation will benefit all?

We must be encouraged that the right questions are being addressed and that “non-state actors”, be they from large or small NGOs or the wider reaches of civil society, are being given an opportunity to contribute ideas and concerns to the global brainstorming and planning.  But there are no grounds for complacency!  

Without the insistence of the representative of Canada’s government last December, the request for NGO input would have disappeared from the agenda.  The failure of the General Assembly’s working group to reach consensus on the place of NGOs in the UN system would have put an indefinite end to the matter.  Some NGO representatives at UN conferences this year report being made to feel more marginalised than in the recent past.  Those of us eager to build bridges between civil society and the UN system still have a great deal of work – and persuading – to do.



    The Editor.

UK has its Say at the Palais!

Keith Hindell & Jeffrey Segall write:

The third of six Regional Hearings on the UN Millennium Assembly, organised by the Secretariat, was held in the Geneva Palais des Nations on July 7-8.  

Three panels of experts from European civil society were recruited to outline problems in the fields of Human Rights, Sustainable Development, Peace and Disarmament, and the UN’s role in solutions for all three.

Governmental and invited European NGO delegates were welcome to make short interventions from the floor if they wished. Secretariat speakers emphasised that civil society has an essential role in UN affairs: “For goodness sake criticise us,” said Mary Robinson, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights,” we need it.”

In spite of that encouragement, from the hundred or so NGOs represented, only about 40 delegates elected to have their say, among them the two from Britain.

The Hearing was expertly chaired by H.E. Guido de Marco, President of Malta and a former UN General Assembly President.  He emphasised that our collective task was not to solve the world’s problems as such, but to consider what should be the UN’s contribution to solving them in the coming century.  In the event, the panelists’ contributions varied in their relevance though there was a consensus in all the sessions on the need for the UN to implement its Charter, resolutions and action plans.

Speaking for UNA-UK, Keith Hindell said that the UN Millennium events should concentrate on improving the UN’s own performance.  The core institutions need to implement the instruments and action plans already agreed.  Above all, the Security Council must regain supremacy in preventing war and restoring peace.   The General Assembly needs to find a way of making some decisions mandatory.     

More immediately, the Assembly should convene a fourth Special Session on Disarmament to improve and/or complete the treaties and conventions on weapons of mass destruction, which should then be rigorously implemented.  Finally, a civil society body should be accorded full status alongside the other UN organs, not just for the year 2000, but as a permanent institution.

In the Peace and Disarmament session, Jeffrey Segall urged the Region’s UN Ambassadors to consider UNGA-Link’s proposed Joint Declaration by the Millennium UN Assembly and NGO Forum on a Right of Humanity to Peace and quoted from a fax he had just received from UN Ambassador Muhamed Sacirbey of Bosnia and Herzegovina:  “I will be pleased if you would say (at the Hearing) that I am interested in the principle of the proposal.”

In a concluding session on strengthening the United Nations, Jeffrey outlined the successive proposals for an institutionalised civil society partnership with the UN: the proposals for a UN Second Assembly (which he had presented in the Palais des Nations in 1983 on behalf of the Medical Association for Prevention of War); a UN second chamber to represent national CSOs (Perez de Cuellar’s Commission on Culture and Development, 1995); and an annual Civil Society Forum (Commission on Global Governance, 1995) linked to the General Assembly by representing associations (suggested by the then Secretary-General, Boutros Boutros-Ghali in 1996). 

 That progress was halted by the filibustering of the Civil Society Forum proposal in the relevant Working Subgroup (1997) to present “questions of financial and legal constraints” on increasing the “participation of NGOs in UN activities” (1998).  Jeffrey suggested a new way forward through an independent facilitating and regulating institution.
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UNGA-Link’s response to the Non-governmental Liaison Service invitation to submit views on NGO participation in the UN system related to building bridges between civil society and the UN.  It began with a brief account of the history of our organisation and the evident need for shared representation, given the ever-increasing numbers of NGOs and civil society groups eager to be accredited to the UN system.  It referred to the need to broaden UK civil society links with the UN beyond those of the United Nations Association (UNA-UK) and other NGOs with a specific interest in the UN and its reform or renewal.  It expressed our wish to support the UN system by assisting as appropriate in publicising the General Assembly’s priority issues, and facilitating interaction between our members and the General Assembly through the recognised channels.  

In the interests of allowing wider participation in the work of the United Nations system, it offered two specific suggestions:

· That the annual DPI-NGO conference be held in different centres and not always at UN headquarters in New York.  That should see an increase in the number of countries whose NGOs can attend, and not simply a rise in numbers per se.

· That a mechanism be devised to enable smaller, less well-funded organisations and groups to be represented at UN-NGO conferences.
The response concluded by referring to the AGM’s decision to support the CAMDUN proposal which calls for a joint declaration by the Millennium Assembly and the Non-Governmental Millennium Forum on a Right of Humanity to Peace adding, “We feel that in making that joint declaration, governments and civil society would thereby acknowledge a common commitment to creating and strengthening a Culture of Peace for the generations to come.” 


UN Link 2000 is a specific project for channelling a British civil society response to the UN and NGO invitations for input respectively to the UN’s Millennium Assembly (which will include a Summit) and Non-governmental Millennium Forum.  In addition to several UNGA-Link officers, the project’s advisory panel includes Titus Alexander (Charter for Global Governance), Simon Burall (One World Trust), Beverley Chipp (Institute for Law and Peace), Dominic Dibble (Lucis Trust), Keith Hindell (London Region UNA) and Henry Tam (UK Communitarian Forum).

A mailing early in September will go out as widely as resources allow, inviting input from organisations and individuals relevant to the UN’s overall theme – The UN in the 21st Century – and its four segments: Peace, Security, Disarmament; Development including poverty eradication and environmental sustainability; Human Rights, Humanitarian Affairs; and Strengthening the UN System, including institutional reform and civil society partnerships.   A preliminary report of written contributions will be available for a conference on Wednesday 17th November which will meet to agree a draft final report.  That will be circulated to the contributors, conference participants and other supporters prior to the preparation of a final report which will be publicised as widely as possible. Copies of that will be delivered early in January 2000 to the UN Secretary-General, the organisers of the Non-governmental Millennium Forum and others as appropriate.

Meeting the Challenges of a Globalised World: DPI-NGO Conference, 1999

Several UNGA-Link supporters will attend the DPI-NGO conference this year, attracted by the importance of its theme and – as always – the opportunity it offers for intensive dialogue on our specific concern: how best to represent civil society at the United Nations.

We hope to have a workshop on that question and, if we succeed, will report on it in the next issue of this newsletter.  For now, it is worth saying something about the subject of the conference itself as globalisation has inspired a large and widespread movement in civil society at best sceptical  about its supposed benefits.
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WDM’s campaign on multinationals
The various illustrations on this page, drawn from publications of the World Development Movement (WDM) and a banner for the Jubilee 2000 campaign to cancel unpayable Third World debt, express the aspirations of a cross-section of UK civil society for worldwide economic and social justice.
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The introduction to the conference acknowledges that while the dynamics of globalisation are benefiting many people they are “having adverse consequences for many others, affecting human security, exacerbating economic and social marginalisation and raising concerns regarding the persistence of extreme poverty.”

The conference offers a forum for representatives of the UN system, governments and civil society to “advance the current dialogue” on globalisation and to seek “practical answers and strategies” for the years to come.
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It is the annual DPI-NGO conference that UNGA-Link would like to see held in different centres around the world rather than always at UN headquarters to allow people from more countries to attend.  Although there is no registration fee for the conference – one simply needs a letter of endorsement from the United Nations Information Centre (UNIC) in one’s country – the cost of travel to New York and accommodation there is a major obstacle to global inclusiveness, even through the sort of shared representation that UNGA-Link exists to encourage.





Global Partnership, 10-12 December at Olympia 2               UNGA-Link will be there – hope to see you too
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