T H E   U N G A   L I N K

The best hope for peace is UN – plus You

_______________________________________________________________________________
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Ahmad Fawzi  receives "A UN for the 21st Century" Report  from Alison Williams

 (United Nations Information Centre, London, 19th January 2000)

The above photograph records the culmination of the UN Link 2000 project co-ordinated by UNGA-Link, as the final report was handed over to the Director of the UN Information Centre in London for prompt despatch to Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

Time taken by that project is responsible for this issue of the newsletter going out later than we intended, but we feel it was time well spent.  Our September mailing went to nearly 4,000 addresses and elicited responses from organisations concerned with all aspects of the 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 conference on November 17th discussed the written input received. The final report - a concise 12 pages  - summarises that input in the form of 

recommendations for the Millennium Assembly of the United Nations (this year's General Assembly session opening in September), and the Millennium Non-governmental Forum (taking place 22-26 May, in New York.)

In this issue, you will find an account of  the feedback from the NGLS invitation (on behalf of the Secretary-General) to give views on NGO interaction with the UN system.  The full document is worth reading, for an understanding of the frustrations of NGOs wanting change, and the anxieties of some member states, committed to the letter of the Charter. 

With other reports  indicating the state of play between civil society and the UN, we include an account of the work of one of UNGA-Link's member organisations, relating to the current UN International Year for the Culture of Peace.             The Editor

Views of Member States, members of specialised agencies, observers, intergovernmental and non-governmental organisations from all regions on the report of the Secretary-General on arrangements and practices for the interaction of non-governmental organisations in all activities of the United Nations system - Report of the Secretary-General, GA document A/54/329 (8/9/99),  copy supplied by the UN Non-governmental Liaison Service
It seems worth quoting the title of the above document in full, to indicate the scale of consultation undertaken under the general heading, Strengthening of the United Nations system.

Readers of this newsletter will notice that a great deal of interaction with the United Nations focuses on reports of the Secretary-General.  The report above covers in some detail opinions given on a previous report (A/53/170, July 1998); and in its turn invites responses for a further report, The UN in the 21st Century which will go to Member States in March this year (see page 3 below).  

UNGA-Link's response to the July 1998 invitation offered two specific suggestions, both of which are included in the report: that the annual DPI-NGO conference be held in different centres, not always in New York; and that a mechanism be found to allow smaller, less well-funded organisations to be represented at UN-NGO conferences.   The request of our sister organisation, CAMDUN, is also included, for an annual Civil Society Forum "to relate to the regular sessions of the General Assembly".  

We can take satisfaction in seeing our views included for it indicates that they are among "the most important points of view submitted by all concerned on the key issues affecting the relationship between non-governmental organizations and the United Nations." (final sentence).  UNGA-Link UK is a small but growing organisation - and we are far from alone in seeking  effective ways of representing civil society in the intergovernmental world of the United Nations. 

Yes, the report addresses "… the interaction of non-governmental organizations in all activities of the UN system", and UNGA-Link  chooses a civil society link with the General Assembly for its focus. Aware that some of our members remain unconvinced of the need for the term "civil society", note the specialised agencies' explanation in paragraph 64.b:  "In certain instances, the terminology of civil society 

organizations was used in order to take into account the wide range of non-State actors including non-governmental organizations, the business community, labour unions and academia;" (emphasis added)

____________________________________

United Nations 52nd  Annual                        DPI-NGO Conference,September 1999

Challenges of a Globalised World: Finding New Directions - Simon Burall attended on behalf of the One World Trust and reports:
Prior to joining the One World Trust, the UN had always seemed to me to be an incompetent, bureaucratic organisation embodying all that is wrong with the international system. Since joining the Trust, I have a better understanding of the great achievements of the UN, its potential to do more to help the poorest of the world and the terrible constraints facing it. My trip to New York confirmed both my earlier prejudices and my current positive outlook.

Kofi Annan, Queen Noor and Oscar Arias all gave inspiring speeches to the 3000 delegates from around the world at the opening session in the General Assembly Hall. The sense of energy and potential generated in the room by the speakers and NGOs was a wonderful way to start the conference.

The programme then quickly settled into a series of 2 ½ hour long panel discussions in front of all the delegates. While we were able to ask questions at the end of these sessions, I left with a feeling of being talked at. There wasn’t two-way dialogue to explore the areas of expertise in both the NGO community or at the UN.

The conference was also marred by Hurricane Floyd which caused half a day to be lost. But there were highlights, including a chance to meet like minded people from the States, from Africa, Asia and Latin America and it was good to hear how the UN and other international bodies view the solutions to the problems of the world. Or, perhaps more importantly, what they view the problems to be.

Information about the next conference (on the UN in the 21st Century) in September 2000 will become available on the following web site: www.un.org/MoreInfo/ngolink/confhome.htm   

Progress Report

on the UN's Millennium Meetings

A live, teleconferenced briefing for NGOs was held last December, with panellists in New York and audiences there and in Geneva, Vienna and San Francisco.  We may expect this to be an increasingly common way for civil society to interact with the United Nations in future.

The Co-ordinator of Preparations for the Millennium Assembly, Miles Stoby, traced the origin of that event to the Secretary-General's report Renewing the United Nations, a Programme for Reform of July 1997.  In March this year, member states, will receive a report from the Secretary-General entitled The UN in the 21st Century, comprising his vision of where he thinks the UN should be going, and a series of recommendations of concrete proposals to achieve the objectives in view. That report is being written after the consultations with member states, UN agencies, NGOs and other non-state actors described on page 2 above.

The Millennium Summit (6-8 September), ideally attended by the Heads of State and Government of all 188 UN members, will have The UN in the 21st Century as its central theme and sub-themes close to those of our UN Link 2000 project.  Speakers at the Plenary Session will be limited to 5-7 minutes to allow time for a series of Round Table discussions - a new venture for the United Nations.  It is hoped that having Heads of State directly involved for those three days will attract much greater personal commitment to the implementation of all that is agreed.

How civil society may be represented at the Millennium Summit and Assembly remained an open question at the time of this briefing.  A group of governments - by implication, a minority - feel that NGOs participating in UN events are overwhelmingly Northern, and have a tendency to be "antagonistic to governments".  Other delegations would like civil society to be "broadly represented", and   they have the support of the Secretary-  General who said at a press conference in December that if NGOs and parliamentarians could not present their views to the Summit 

"even if it means having representatives … providing their own inputs and presenting their own vision…" there might be "another Seattle". (emphasis added)

The Millennium Non-governmental Forum also has the full support of the Secretary-General and his staff.  Techeste Ahderom, Co-Chair of that Forum, said attendance (a maximum 1400) would reflect a balance of gender, themes and geography; and that the opening and closing sessions would be more interactive than traditional plenaries. Some two-thirds of the budget for the event will be used to fund the expenses of people who could not otherwise afford to take part, in particular to ensure that all regions are represented, with at least one person from every country.  A preliminary registration form, inviting responses from anyone interested in attending the Forum, is on the web site given below. 

To allow NGOs and "other sectors of civil society" to contribute to the process - whether or not they can get to New York - the organisers are asking speakers and panellists to submit their written statements at least two months in advance, so that they can be put on Web sites. In addition, the Department of Public Information/ DPI intend to help organise the videoconferencing of parts of the Forum to allow civil society representatives around the world to follow the events in New York.

Web site: www.millenniumforum.org
e-mail:    mngof@bic.org
     ______________________________

See the insert for details of this exciting civil society event, alongside a special session of the UN General Assembly.
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Above is the logo of Manifesto 2000, a 6-point pledge drafted by Nobel Peace Prize laureates for the UN International Year for the Culture of Peace and open for signature by people of good will all over the world.  
The six pledges are to Respect all life, Reject violence, Share with others, Listen to understand, Preserve the planet and Rediscover solidarity.  Copies may be obtained from UNA-UK or your local UNA branch, or you can sign on the UNA web site: www.oneworld.org/UNA_UK
YOUTHVOICE WORLDWIDE

The Time for Peace & Non-Violence

One of UNGA-Link's member organisations, YOUTHVOICE WORLDWIDE is a group of young people and adults which is independent of any political creed, religion or government.  Its activities are presided over by a committee of young people.  We exist to promote the right of children to be listened to, as enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  We believe that if decision-makers actively consult and listen to young people, they will be surprised by how much young people have to contribute.

This year, the primary focus of their activities will be the UN International Year for a Culture of Peace.  Whether or not the New Millennium begins in year 2000, or 2001, what is significant is that the Nobel Prize Laureate's initiative asking the UN General Assembly to concentrate world attention on humanity co-existing peacefully with a non-violent lifestyle, especially for the sake of the world's children, should be trumpeted loudly as we leave the 20th century behind.

Some may think of it as the most violent and warlike in history, but it was also the century which produced an unprecedented development of international institutions and international law, above all, the United Nations and its associated agencies. As the United Nations is empowered by 
governments and their political will, expressed through their ambassadors in the General 

Assembly, those ambassadors should be congratulated on their choice of a New Millennium Vision: first, this International Year for a Culture of Peace, to be followed by a Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence for the Children of the World.

Some young people have already begun to express their desire for a Culture of Peace as the Wall of Peace project in Belfast clearly shows.  The project began during President Clinton's first visit to Northern Ireland which inspired a general euphoria for peace.  Students at the Mount Gilbert Community College channelled their enthusiasm through information technology with the help of a sympathetic teacher.  They wrote letters to world leaders and other prominent people, asking for their thoughts on Peace.  The initiative developed into a phenomenal educational experience.  Through the Wall of Peace Exhibition, these young people are constructively showing their elders the way forward to a Culture of Peace, asking them to reflect on what is involved in such a change of mindset, and to use their positions of responsibility to manifest Peace and               Non-Violence.                     Bibi Small, Director
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