T H E   U N G A   L I N K

The best hope for peace is UN – plus You
 _______________________________________________________

Volume 1, Issue 2






                  May 1999

___________________________________________________________________________

At the time of writing, NATO has been bombing Yugoslavia for over two months.  The once purely defensive alliance has celebrated its 50th anniversary under the shadow of that conflict, the UNHCR and its partners in the field warn of a possibly catastrophic breakdown of their services to refugees, and it seems hardly a day passes without reports of new atrocities and “unintended” civilian deaths. 

It is not the role of The UNGA Link  to comment on this situation, except to point out its relevance to our concern: if civil society had an effective voice at the United Nations, governments might be more ready to respect their own citizens and honour international law in all its aspects, humanitarian, territorial and the rest.

In his Programme for Reform of July 1997 (A/51/950), Secretary-General Kofi Annan  wrote of how in recent years the United Nations had found itself working with “diverse and dedicated” NGOs and groups in economic and social development, humanitarian affairs, public health and the promotion of human rights. 

“Yet despite those growing manifestations of an ever more robust global civil society, the United Nations is at present inadequately equipped to engage civil society and make it a true partner in its work.” (See page 3 for a report of an address by the Deputy Secretary-General, Louise Frechette, who listed steps taken since 1997 to improve that situation.)

It was of course Kofi Annan’s   programme which went on to propose that a civil society body meet as “companion”

to the General Assembly in the year 2000, the proposal which inspires our work.

A special feature in this second number of our newsletter is the Hague Appeal for Peace, an international civil society gathering on the centenary of the conference which gave rise to the International Court of Justice and some humanitarian laws of war and arms control agreements.  UNGA-Link UK will have several representatives at the conference.  The agenda item directly relevant to our concern comes under Root Causes of War/ Culture of Peace: Promote International Democracy and Just Global Governance, with specific reference to the recommendations of the Commission on Global Governance “including the participation of civil society…”  

This number also includes a summary of the work of the 53rd GA session.  With recent events in London as well as Yugoslavia in mind, note especially the decision that 2001 should be the International Year of Mobilisation Against Racism… and Related Intolerance.  

Other items will indicate the continuing resistance of some governments to giving civil society a more effective voice at the UN (the word “companion” was dropped long ago); and we note the differences among civil society groups as to how best to achieve our purpose. 

We mention, too, the marked “Anniversary Fatigue” which appears to have infected many people, in government and NGOs, who roused themselves for UN40 and UN50 and cannot summon enthusiasm for the Millennium.  We’d suggest this is one more reason why fresh enthusiasts are needed, as well as a new approach for the new era.          

  The Editor

The Hague Appeal for Peace and the Abolition of War

The  belief  underlying    this     conference 

(11-16 May, 1999) was that if humankind can virtually eliminate slavery from the world, as well as colonialism and apartheid, we can do the same with war.  Part of the solution is to “de-legitimise” the institution of war, and for all the appalling bloodshed of this 20th century it must be acknowledged that progress has been made in that direction.  

Nearly all the worlds’ states are members of the United Nations, committed – on paper at least – to seeking peaceful solutions to all disputes. Wars between states are now comparatively rare.  Among pretenders to modernity and legitimacy, the use of military force needs to be justified as a lesser evil.  The use of force of any kind is generally disapproved of, often condemned.

UNESCO, the agency which has developed the idea of Peace as a Human Right and persuaded the General Assembly to promote a Culture of Peace, said in 1989 that the same species which created war is capable of inventing peace.  And this is what the Hague conference was about.

[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image2.jpg]war peace





The agenda has four main headings: 

1. Disarmament and Human Security 

2. Prevention, Resolution and Transformation of Violent Conflict

3. International Humanitarian and Human Rights Law and Institutions

4. Root Causes of War/ Culture of Peace

and there are references throughout to the need for civil society groups to form coalitions and work together to achieve common goals. 

 Now the task for the hundreds of organisations and thousands of people taking part in the conference is to realise the Hague agenda. The conference should be the start of a process which does see swords turned into ploughshares and a world – we dare to hope – of permanent peace.

From the platforms, repeatedly:

“To make peace – prepare for peace”

“Replace the law of force with the force of law”

From Kofi Annan at the Closing Plenary:

Let your leaders and diplomats know that the ultimate crime
 is not to give away some real or imaginary national interest but to miss the chance for peace.

“NGOs are the leading edge of civil society…

bringing new life and meaning to the idea of an international community”

Louise Frechette, UN Deputy Secretary-General, addressed those words to the 50th Anniversary meeting of the Conference of  Non-Governmental Organisations/CONGO in New York last December..  Back in 1948, 41 NGOs were granted consultative status by the Economic and Social Council/ECOSOC, under Article 71 of the Charter.  Now, that number has risen to 1,350.  The numbers associated with the Department of Public Information/DPI has also skyrocketed, from 200 in 1968 to over 1,550 today.

Ms Frechette also made the point which underlies the need for initiatives like UNGA-Link: the “disturbing paucity of developing-country NGOs” linked to the UN.  For example, only 251 of the DPI’s 1,550 organisations and only 25% of NGOs associated with the UN Conference on Trade and Development/ UNCTAD come from the South. UNCTAD reports that their Third World associates are rarely able to participate in Board and Commission meetings “because of financial constraints”. The UN and its agencies do what they can to overcome this problem: the UN Drug Control Programme, for example, recently helped Asian NGOs to form a Committee in Bangkok; and the World Bank has published (in draft) a handbook on good practices for laws relating to NGOs. Significant efforts have been made by the UN itself to encourage what Ms Frechette called the “global associational revolution”.  All UN Departments now designate

 a liaison officer for NGOs, and staff training programmes will henceforth include a component
on cooperation with civil society. Perhaps the biggest break with past attitudes is the inclusion of NGO representatives on the governing body of 

one UN programme as full participants, rather than observers: the programme on HIV/AIDS.

In her conclusion, Ms Frechette said NGOs were “serving as the global conscience”, and that their “hundreds of thousands of men and women around the world working towards global peace, prosperity and justice” offered a model of global citizenship.  As for the special commemorations in the year 2000, “A Millennium Assembly would be unthinkable without the involvement of NGOs.” 
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The Associational Revolution

____________________________________________________________________________

The GA, UNGA-Link, and UNA-UK

One side of the enclosed sheet has extracts of General Assembly Resolutions which indicate the support of the majority of the membership for upgrading the status of NGOs at the United Nations.  Readers will recall that the 1995-6 High Level Working Group on the interaction of NGOs “in all activities of the UN system” was unable to reach a consensus.  Last December, the General Assembly adopted a Canadian resolution affirming a decision to keep the matter on its agenda as part of “Strengthening the UN System”; and a resolution on the Millennium Assembly which asked the Secretary General to include NGOs among those he consulted in preparing for that event.

There is powerful resistance to these moves.  Some governments, mindful of the familiar difficulties of achieving consensus among the representatives of 185 member states, are not eager to add – as they see it - a huge and problematic additional dimension to the task.  The concept of active partnership at this level is still relatively new. Louise Frechette has spoken of the ways in which modern technology and globalisation have empowered non-State actors at the expense of States and, as we have seen, she and Kofi Annan do want to see effective, working partnerships across that divide. We can be encouraged that a majority of the member states are at least willing to consider it.

The divide – or difference of approach - among NGOs is well illustrated by UNGA-Link’s and UNA-UK’s initiatives regarding the proposed Millennium Forum. Where UNGA-Link invites maximum participation from the grassroots, UNA-UK are adopting the traditional top-down model.  After meetings at the FCO, they have assembled a “troika” (UNA, UNED-UK and the UNESCO Forum) to back a request for £1 million to fund a People’s Forum consultative process at national, regional and global levels.  They also propose a 3-point agenda on poverty eradication, conflict resolution and human rights implementation.  Top-down and Bottom-up, a great deal of consultation is going on despite the “Anniversary fatigue” mentioned on page 1.  And it is good to report that, thanks to a democratic rule change at UNA, 6 members including the Chair and Secretary of UNGA-Link, were able to propose an amendment to UNA’s resolution on the UN and the Millennium which passed nem con, along with the resolution itself. 

          Highlights from UNGA’s 53rd Session, 1998-99

The UN General Assembly adopted about 250 resolutions and 60 decisions in the main part of its 53rd Regular Session (8 September to 18 December, 1998).  These included approval in the Plenary for non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to participate in relevant implementations by
· Proposing “forward-looking and widely relevant topics … within the context of an overall theme” for the Millennium Summit (part of the Millennium Assembly in the year 2000)

· Contributing views on arrangements and practices for the interaction of NGOs in all activities of the UN system

· Supporting the International Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence  for the Children of the World (2001-2010).

In the Second Committee (Economic, Financial and Environmental), the GA decided to convene a three-day Special Session in June 2001 to review the Habitat Agenda, which would need the effective participation of “partners and relevant actors of civil society”.  A resolution adopted in the Sixth Committee (Legal) allows NGO participation in a PrepCom this year on the establishment, operation and effectiveness of the International Criminal Court.

The Third Committee (Social, Humanitarian and Cultural) deliberated on and reaffirmed the importance of the right to development as a fundamental human right.  From this committee’s work, the GA declared 2001 as the International Year of Mobilisation Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance; and reaffirmed its decision to hold a World Conference on this subject before then. 

Following consideration in the First Committee (Disarmament and International Security), the GA adopted “A New Agenda Towards a Nuclear-Weapon Free World” proposed by Brazil, Egypt, Ireland, Mexico, New Zealand, South Africa and Sweden.  There were 114 votes in favour, 18 against (including 7 of the known nuclear-weapon states) and 38 abstentions (including the remaining nuclear weapon state, China).




 
          Millennium Forum
See the enclosed sheet from the New York based Millennium NGO Forum Secretariat for an invitation to help plan, and participate in, Millennium Forums around the world in the year 2000.  

You will see that they are designed to be as open and inclusive as possible, with leadership not imposed from above but  “identified as the organizational process moves forward”.  All contact details are given at the bottom of that sheet.
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