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Welcome to The UNGA Link, the     newsletter of UNGA-Link UK, launched in   April 1998 to facilitate closer links between Civil Society organisations in the UK and the UN General Assembly.  Our immediate purpose is to serve as an agency for those organisations to be represented at whatever Civil Society body meets alongside the Millennium General Assembly in the year 2000.

In July 1997, Secretary-General Kofi Annan proposed that the Millennium Assembly be accompanied by a companion “Peoples’ Assembly”.  Ambassadors of some of the member states asked him to clarify the suggestion, and the process of discussion and clarification is still going on.  Some governments, for a variety of reasons, are not eager to give a new platform to Civil Society at the United Nations; and their reluctance appears to be shared by a core group of  NGOs already established at the UN.  So why do we in UNGA-Link feel something new and different is necessary?

Above all, we want a much broader and more conscious sense of participation by Civil Society in the work of the UN system.  Who are “Civil Society” exactly?  In general, members of any not-for-profit, non-party-political voluntary association, non-state institution or informal group.  The UN Department of Public Information (DPI) lists eight main categories of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs): religious, academic, local government, business, trade union, professional, media and indigenous. 
Organisations in all those categories already have formal links with the UN system through the DPI, ECOSOC (the Economic and Social Council), or one of the Specialised Agencies (ILO, UNESCO, WHO and the rest). Members of the United Nations Association (UNA) are represented in that sense by WFUNA, the World Federation of national UNAs. Many UNGA-Link supporters are members of UNA and 
want that association to grow and thrive.  But we cannot expect UNA membership to include the whole of Civil Society; and even now how many UNA branches or individual members feel there is a two-way channel of communication with the UN available to them?  How many, for example, know about the annual DPI/NGO Conference at UN Headquarters in New York which had its 51st session last year? 

A report on that conference, focused on Human Rights for the 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration, is included in this issue.  The conference had a record number of participants (2601 registered for it) but the number of organisations (about 620) and of participating countries (about 60) remains static.  Predictably, given the cost of transport and New York accommodation, a majority of participants are Americans.  Given that the DPI/NGO    conference is one of the best opportunities for Civil Society people to learn from and engage in dialogue with one another and UN personnel, is it now time for it to be held in other countries? In alternate years perhaps?

Other reports in this issue concern a partner coalition, the Millennium Peoples’ Assembly Network, along with brief items of news and opinion.  We invite letters relevant to our primary concern (a voice for Civil Society at the UN), but must reserve the right to edit or abridge them.

UNGA-Link UK does not aspire to be a policy-making body itself, but to facilitate and promote the role of Civil Society in that capacity.   We are encouraged by statements such as the following, from the Secretary-General’s Renewing the United Nations: A Programme for Reform (1997): “NGOs and other civil society actors are now perceived… as shapers of policy be it in peace and security matters, in    development or in humanitarian affairs.”





                                   Editor
FROM WORDS TO DEEDS – DPI/NGO CONFERENCE 1998

 “civil society groups are changing diplomacy   and changing the world…”

The focus of the 1998 New York NGO Conference of the UN’s DPI was the 50th Anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights – its impact, implementation and goal of “all human rights for all”. Three UNGA-Link members participated, representing their respective organisations: Earl Robertson, Jeffrey Segall and Bibi Small. 

Civil Society’s role in achieving the goal was  highlighted  by   many speakers.  Universality was  one theme emphasised by General Assembly President Didier Opertti, who also warned that completing the process “from words to deeds” would be complex. That was fully apparent when panels of experts presented detailed reports and analyses on how Human Rights related to Peace, Education and the Media, and how the capacity to protect Human Rights could be strengthened. 
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For example, Muhamed Sacirbey, the UN delegate for Bosnia & Herzegovina, spoke of the ambivalent effects of outside influences in civil wars. He said that the Tribunal on former Yugoslavia had been pressured to make political choices in its individual indictments, that institutional responsibilities for atrocities and abuses were ignored, and that the UN was made the scapegoat. 

Complexity was acknowledged, the reasons for it in particular cases explained, and possible mechanisms for effectively protecting Human Rights proposed by panellists and from the floor.  The agreement to establish an International  Criminal Court (ICC) was widely welcomed in that connection.

       Another strong theme of the conference was the need to correct what the Deputy Director of Amnesty International, USA called the under-emphasis on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights relative to Civil and Political.  Three sessions were devoted to the impact of  globalisation on Human Rights.  Speakers acknowledged that it was now failing many people  (UNDP), that the priority was to eradicate poverty (World Bank) and that the growth of free markets must be reconciled with protecting  labour rights (ILO) and public health (Pan American Health Organisation).

Whether or not Peace can properly be called a Human Right was debated. In 1984, the General Assembly passed a Declaration on the Right of Peoples to Peace and a representative of Canadian Voice of Women for Peace thought it was time for another such statement.  Views differed on that, but no one challenged the affirmations describing War as “the greatest violation of human rights” (Didier Opertti); and saying it “violates every right of the child” (Graca Machel, First Lady of South Africa). 

Role of NGOs

Speakers called on NGOs to “promote social responsibility”, and work to secure “open and tolerant societies”.  The history  of NGO contributions to the protection of Human Rights was traced by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, from the Geneva Conventions of 1864 through the 1948 Universal Declaration to the International Criminal Court in the summer of 1998. Summing up he said, “civil society groups are changing diplomacy and changing the world… So let us move ahead in partnership.”

At the 1998 DPI/NGO “From Words to Deeds” conference , Bibi Small represented Youthvoice Worldwide,  a member organisation of UNGA-Link UK existing to enable young people to make an effective contribution now, and for their future, at local, national and international levels. 150 New York City high school students took part in a Global Kids workshop which illustrated youth activism on Human Rights.  The programme showed the work being done to educate and empower young people for their role in a sustainable future. The photograph below (in the original hard-copy edition) shows the World Peace Flag Ceremony which took place on UN Plaza as part of the International Day of Peace.  
For this occasion, the New York City school children were joined by UN officials and staff, NGO representatives and visitors.  At 12:00 noon, there was a Minute of Silence for World Peace which linked those present with communities and schools all over the world.  After that pause, the mood changed to joyous celebration as the excited crowd welcomed a very special guest appearance by the former heavy-weight boxing champion, Muhammad Ali who is now a UN Messenger of Peace.  As Bibi shook his hand to thank him, his gentle spirit made her feel that we are now moving towards the next century in the new paradigm of love, compassion and kindness for humanity.

The Millennium Forum – a Progress Report

In July 1997, the UN Secretary-General proposed that the General Assembly in the year 2000 (Millennium Assembly, including Summit) should be accompanied by a companion People’s Assembly. In March 1998 he changed the wording of the proposal to “a Millennium Forum, perhaps immediately preceding” the Millennium Assembly.  In July 1998, the Millennium Forum Planning Consultative Council in New York (drawn mainly from existing UN-affiliated NGOs) proposed separating the Forum from the Assembly by holding it several months in advance.

Fortunately, that proposal has now been withdrawn following opposition from UNGA-Link UK and others. The Planning Council and its colleagues in Geneva should now be congratulated for seeking a participatory process which is “democratic, transparent and representative” by calling for National forums to be followed by Continental forums this year. These will feed into the Millennium Forum, with the objective of channelling “imaginative and forward-looking ideas and visions” to the Millennium Assembly and Summit.  

UNGA-Link is seeking partners to initiate such an inclusive, open-agenda UK forum.

In the event, the UN-affiliated NGOs had their way and the civil society Millennium Forum was indeed held months before the governmental event.

The NGO Millennium Forum was held at UN Headquarters in New York from 22-26 May 2000.  Its Final Document was included in the papers of the UNGA Millennium Assembly
A series of World Letters is distributed by e-mail on a range of issues of interest to globally-minded people.  The author, John Roberts, describes himself as “by training a historian, by instinct a world citizen, by conviction a world federalist and by sympathy an Esperantist”. The address to contact is 101540.3640@compuserve.com .

Millennium People’s Assembly Network (M-PAN)  This grew from a series of workshops at the 1997 DPI/NGO Conference and has made impressive progress since then.  Members of its core group come largely from organisations already affiliated with ECOSOC or the DPI who have long campaigned for a People’s Assembly to complement that of the governments.  At the Hague Appeal for Peace Conference, 11-15th May, M-PAN will sponsor a meeting to develop a co-ordinated strategy for the Millennium Forum and beyond.

They  invite  the  participation of like-minded   

people everywhere, and are making special efforts to develop contacts in the South.  Their objectives include “working for the establishment of a permanent People’s Assembly or Civil Society Forum associated with the UN”, and they will lobby for the implementation of a “People’s Agenda for the 21st Century” based partly on the action plans of the UN-sponsored global conferences of the 1990s. 

M-PAN invite NGO networks and organisations to join in setting up Regional Co-ordinating Councils around the world to work at the national and continental levels, including the development of local and regional Civil Society Forums/ People’s Assemblies. 

M-PAN’s Correspondence Co-ordinator is at suezipp@mcn.org; and the website address http://www.netreaction.com/mpan. 

Postal address: Rob Wheeler, Co-ordinator, Box 328, Pennsylvania PA17254, USA

UNGA’s Outreach to NGOs

Recent outreach by the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) to NGOs includes a resolution (16th December, 1998) designating its Year 2000 session  as “The Millennium Assembly of the United Nations” and requesting the Secretary-General to consult with non-governmental organisations as well as Member States before submitting proposals on topics and an overall theme for the Millennium Summit.

A resolution (8th December) drafted by Canada requests the Secretary-General to seek the views of non-governmental organisations from all regions, as well as those of States and intergovernmental organisations, on his report on the interaction of NGOs “in all activities of the United Nations system”.

Further to the proclamation of 2000 as the International Year for the Culture of Peace, UNGA has now (19th November) proclaimed 2001-2010 as the International Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence for the Children of the World.  The resolution invites non-governmental organisations, religious bodies and groups, educational institutions, artists and the media “actively to support the Decade.”

A Millennium Assembly would be unthinkable without the involvement of NGOs  UN Deputy Secretary-General,  Louise Frechette
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