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Looking back on the Millennium Year
Our Civil Society Network can take encouragement from Secretary-General Kofi Annan's "We the Peoples" report in March, the Final Declaration of the Millennium NGO Forum in May, and the commitments of the Millennium Summit in September.  

Concerning our own specific project, the Secretary General asked the General Assembly to explore ways of "involving civil society more fully in our common endeavours" (para 333); the NGO Forum supported "the creation and funding of a Global Civil Society Forum to meet at least every two to three years in the period leading up to the annual session of the General Assembly" (final paragraph); and in the Declaration of the Millennium Summit, a consensus of 149 heads of state or government resolved  "to give greater opportunity to the private sector, non-governmental organizations and civil society in general, to contribute to the realization of the Organization's goals and programmes" (para 30). 

So on the prospects for an annual Civil Society Forum,  and  on  many  other   issues  raised  in   the 

UN Link 2000 report we sent to the Millennium NGO Forum and the missions of the UN Member States, we have words pointing in the right direction. 

The remarkable success of Charter 99 (Charter for Global Democracy) pioneered by one of our individual members, Titus Alexander, is also grounds for encouragement.  With supporters in over 120 countries, and letters of support from Kofi Annan and governments including Nigeria (Chair of the G77) and the United Kingdom, Charter 99 is focusing attention on two fundamental requirements for turning the words into actions: transparency and accountability.  

At UNGA-Link's Millennium Report-back meeting in the new parliamentary venue on October 24th, Titus Alexander said the vision expressed in the reports and declarations can only become reality with mechanisms for the People to hold Governments to account.  Attending the Millennium Summit with a press pass, he noted that many world leaders referred to the need for democracy in international decision-making, and took particular satisfaction from one who quoted Charter 99. Another thing which particularly heartened Titus was the number of common themes at the NGO Forum and the Governmental Summit.  One had the sense that "the arguments were within the same family, or tribe."

Also at our October 24th meeting, Patsy Robertson (Commission on Global Governance) reported on the Beijing +5 conference on Women (see page 2); and Jeffrey Segall on this year's DPI-NGO conference at the end of August (page 3).  Karl Miller and Bibi Small reported on the Millennium NGO Forum in May; and Simon Burall and Alison Williams on the Geneva 2000 Social Development Forum in June.  We had full reports of those two events in the September issue.   

On the Millennium Forum, we recall here Karl's delight in his first-time experience of a UN-NGO gathering, and Bibi's satisfaction at seeing the reference to a Civil Society Forum in the final document.  Simon, accredited to the Social Development Special Session as Director of the One World Trust, referred to the tensions between government and NGO representatives following the eve-of-conference release of the Better World for All 2000 report, jointly signed by Kofi Annan and heads of the World Bank, IMF and OECD.  NGOs protested at the absence of substantive commitments and criticised the Secretary-General for lending it his authority; and governments complained that NGOs were attempting to dominate the debate.  In time a consensus was reached on how to proceed; and the briefings the UK mission had with NGOs (including UNGA-Link) allowed constructive interchange.  

Alison addressed the Geneva NGO Forum's theme of Poverty: Old Enemy, New Strategies.  As examples of the latter she mentioned, in addition to UNGA-Link's Annual Civil Society Forum linked with the General Assembly, proposals for Progressive Taxation (eg, a Tobin Tax), Socially Responsible Business Partnerships, a Citizens' Income and People-Centred Budgeting. 

Looking ahead, plans are underway for the next UN-Civil Society gathering, hopefully in Geneva in July 2001.  Jeffrey Segall attended a preparatory meeting on that in Geneva last month and will report on progress in our next issue. Editor

Action for Women Strengthened at UN Meeting

Patsy Robertson reports:

Measures to strengthen action to achieve gender equality were adopted in New York last June at a UN General Assembly Special Session “Women 2000:gender equality, development and peace” held to review implementation of the Platform for Action agreed at the Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing, China five years ago.

After a week of intensive negotiations (June 5 to 9), delegates representing 180 Member States reached consensus on a plan to advance the implementation of the Beijing Platform as well as a political declaration.   At the end the UN’s Special Adviser on Gender Issues, Assistant Secretary-General Angela King echoed the general feeling of those present when she said : “ We now have a very strong document which not only reaffirms Beijing and other relevant conferences on human rights and social development, but also moves the issues forward.  All those millions of women who are looking to us are totally vindicated.  They now have something to grasp to assist them in their battles for equality”.
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A key provision was the reaffirmation by Member States of their commitment to the goals and objectives of the Beijing Platform.  This was an important achievement as there were fears, especially in the NGO community, which sent representatives from over 1000 registered organisations, plus thousands of others who did not register but attended seminars and meetings held in conjunction with the Special Session, that there might be a weakening and even backtracking on these commitments. 

Another positive outcome of the meeting was that in several areas, stronger and tougher measures were agreed to combat domestic violence and trafficking in women and to tackle the impact of HIV/AIDS on women, particularly in Africa.

The outcome document also strengthened the language in the Platform, with respect to recommendations for action to eradicate poverty and violence against women and to promote access to education, inheritance rights and appropriate health care. For the first time, there were calls for legislation and swift justice against the perpetrators of domestic and other forms of violence, with specific mention of marital rape and sexual abuse, sale and abduction of children as well as dowry-related violence and deaths.  

 There were also calls for action to eradicate such harmful practices as honour killings, forced marriages and female circumcision which violate women’s human rights.  The document also recommends that measures should be taken to eliminate violence against women by any person, organisation or enterprise.  This is another first as it begins the process of tackling non-domestic violence.

A new proposal deals with large-scale trafficking in women - a new form of slavery which is now a global scourge.  It proposes that governments should consider setting-up or strengthening a national coordinating mechanism, for example a national rapporteur or an inter-agency body, to report on data, root causes, and other factors or trends in trafficking.

The provision of equal access for women to political and economic power was strengthened in the outcome document  by the call for national laws and reforms to ensure that women have equal access and control over economic resources including land, property rights and the right of inheritance.  To encourage greater representation of women in politics, the document encourages the use of quotas or measurable goals.

Health issues were also given special attention with  requests to governments to tackle diseases that have a disproportionate impact on women’s health, including maternal mortality and HIV/AIDS.  There was also a provision for education programmes to encourage men to practise safe sex.

Assessments of the Special Session rated it an overall success; and the spirit of cooperation displayed by delegates was applauded by UN  Secretary-General Kofi Annan who said that their efforts had ensured that the gains made by women in Beijing five years ago were “consolidated, protected and advanced”.   

Global Solidarity: The Way to Peace and International Cooperation

DPI-NGO Conference, New York, 28-30 August 2000 - Jeffrey Segall reports:

The UN's 53rd Annual Conference for NGOs was held 8 days before the Millennium Summit, and in its programme Kofi Annan described it as a bridge between the other Millennium non-governmental events and the governmental summit.

The pattern of the 3-day conference was the same as in other recent years: an Opening Plenary in the General Assembly Hall; five plenary sessions with presentations by UN, governmental and non-governmental panellists, followed by questions; NGO parallel workshops during an extended lunchtime; and a Closing Plenary.

The "solidarity" of the conference's ambitious title did not refer to the UN's function of intergovernmental solidarity, but to a global solidarity through UN and governmental partnerships with civil society and other non-governmental entities.  This meaning was apparent in the Opening Session, in which General Assembly President Theo-Ben Guribab said that the UN's new priority is to strengthen its outreach to civil society as the way to international peace and cooperation.

The Secretary-General's key points were that the future level of civil society participation in the UN was for the Member States to decide; that he believed they would agree to the UN's door being open; and that "global policy networks" open to civil society and the business sector are a promising form of partnership between these sectors and the UN and governments.  

Other speakers in the Opening Session included Araf Mahfouz, President of the Conference of NGOs in Consultative Relation with the UN, who said that we NGOs have a responsibility to strengthen our solidarity nationally, regionally and internationally.

In the panel plenaries, there were four highlights of special interest to me:

· The Swedish Ambassador to the UN, Pierre Schori, pointed out that citizens can have a democratic influence on UN diplomacy through our parliaments, by Member States including parliamentarians in their General Assembly delegations.

· Ann Pettifor gave a star performance in presenting the Jubilee 2000 case for debt cancellation for the poorest countries.

· Despite arguments for and against humanitarian intervention, there was a panel consensus that civil society should be given a greater role in conflict prevention and early warning.

· Kumi Naidoo of CIVICUS (World Alliance for Citizen Participation), in his presentation on the subject of "best practices", emphasised the need for civil society organisations to function responsibly, by accountability to our members, and by representing views expressed in the constituencies we seek to benefit, not just our own views.

In the context of best practices for global civil society representation at the UN, I want to comment critically on two points: only 57 countries were represented at the Conference, which is less than one-third of the UN membership; and of the 666 NGOs registered for the Conference, 40% (258) were US national, or US-based internationals.  

My other criticism is that in a one-hour session on the Outcome of the Millennium Forum (May 2000), it was claimed that its organisers, together with the executive bodies for the Consultative and Associated UN-NGOs, were given a mandate by the Millennium Forum to organise a future Global Civil Society Forum.  Yet it has been reliably reported in print that this mandate was based on a resolution which was loosely worded, and adopted in haste in the final minutes of the Forum.

Finally, two reformist proposals on civil society representation at the UN were considered in NGO workshops: one was for a globally elected people's assembly, which was presented in a workshop put on by the Millennium People's Assembly Network; and the other, which I presented, was in a workshop put on by the Association of World Citizens.  This was for an annual civil society forum to link with the work of the General Assembly, as originally proposed by the Commission on Global Governance, with the addition that the Forum should have a neutral secretariat and an independent regulator as the way to ensure inclusiveness and other best practices.

In conclusion, I recommend this Conference, which is put on annually by the UN's Department of Public Information, particularly as a bonus for anyone who plans to visit the UN in New York.

Good News Out of Africa: 13th Somali Peace Conference: May-September 2000
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Here is one case where 13 proved to be a lucky number. After twelve failed attempts, a Somali Peace Conference has produced a new national order.  First, a Charter, to run for three years.  Next, a National Transitional Assembly of 245 elected members who in turn elected a President, Abdiqassin Salad Hassan.  President Abdiqassin represented Somalia at the Millennium Summit and General Assembly, the first time in ten years that Somalia has been represented in that way.

The conference which produced this remarkable outcome was attended throughout by Mrs Surer Abashir Musse (Director, Somali Community Information Centre, one of UNGA-Link's network member-organizations) and we are indebted to her for this report. Although the conference was held in Djibouti, East Africa with the assistance of the Djibouti government, and headed by President Ismail Omar Ghelle, it was organised by Somali civil society, spearheaded by women's groups, intellectuals and NGOs. 

On his return, Somali President Abdiqassin was to set up a broad-based government to represent all regions and clans in the country.  The Charter includes formal representation of women, in the Assembly and probably in Government too. People from all walks of life will be represented.  A high-level delegation headed by the President has already had "an overwhelming reception" from the people who have for so long been "hungry for government".

In order to succeed, conference organisers had to refuse all government assistance until near the end of the process.  They made absolutely no request for outside assistance of any kind, as that had wrecked the 12 previous conferences by exacerbating existing divisions among the Somali people. Everything was arranged so as to prevent outside interference. That said, the EU did have "a low-key presence" at the conference, but the civil society organisers were very careful not to release the sort of information which could set groups against each other. 

United Nations representatives involved were "very, very good".  Staff from the Somali Office of the UN's East Africa desk, based in Nairobi, were particularly helpful; and officials came from UN headquarters in New York from time to time, for updating.

Achieving that success has in no sense been easy. Many people had to accept things they had previously found unacceptable.  Even now, a very small group from the north-west of Somalia aspire to secede and set up their own state.  They were represented at the conference, though not in such numbers as the organisers had hoped.  But Mrs Musse has no doubt that accommodation will be reached with that group too.  The integrity of Somalia as a single state is now recognised by the United Nations, the OAU and the EU, and there is no possibility of it being divided. 
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After ten years of turbulence and suffering, the outcome of this peace conference organised by Somali civil society is overwhelming, almost unbelievable.  Can it be a model for other countries torn apart by civil war? 

________________________________________


Written by UNGA-Link's observer 

at the UN 

in New York. 

ISBN 0 533 13079 4, Available from The Economists Bookshop, 

Near LSE, London 

(£9.95)

                                    Review in our next issue.
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