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Strengthening the Mechanisms for Peace

Those of us who believe that "Jaw Jaw is better than War War" know that talking is not enough.  We want to replace "the Law of Force with the Force of Law" but know it will not be easy.  Creating a Culture of Peace - something to which all member states of the United Nations are committed, notably through the Millennium Declaration of the General Assembly - is a task demanding the best of all our resources.  As Mary Robinson, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, said in a recent lecture, "we have no need for new pledges and commitments… We need something more prosaic: 'implementation, implementation, implementation."

Among the best of our available mechanisms for peace is the UN Charter.  Designed in 1945 for a world in important ways different from our own, it nevertheless remains the fundamental document which commits states to seeking peaceful solutions to conflict, and living conditions of social justice and freedom for all the world's people.  Chapter Six, which calls for the non-violent resolution of disputes, precedes Chapter Seven which provides for military action should all else have failed.  Last June, the Secretary-General produced a report at the request of the Security Council entitled Prevention of Armed Conflict (A/55/985-S/2001/574), available from the UN website at www.un.org/Depts/dpa/docs/peacemak.htm. 

This report was later endorsed by the General Assembly in a resolution (A/RES/55/281) which explicitly invites civil society actors to consider it and the recommendations addressed to them.  Introducing the report, UN Deputy Secretary-General Louise Frechette said if it had one message it is that "we must intensify our efforts to move from a culture of reaction to one of prevention." 

That is surely the underlying purpose of the UN Charter, and the whole United Nations System.  A Culture of Prevention will be a Culture of Peace.  

Members of UNGA-Link believe that the implementation of the governments' commitments would be assisted by the addition of a Civil Society Forum to the UN System, linked to the General Assembly under Article 22 of the Charter.  This would in no way replace the many existing Forums and Coalitions of interest groups concerned among other things with Peace, Development, Human Rights, and the Environment.  Rather, the Civil Society Forum would highlight all the interconnections among those concerns, each having its impact on all the rest. It would also be an established channel for two-way communication between the UN member states as a whole (the General Assembly) and global Civil Society. 

 In its Millennium Declaration, the General Assembly resolved "to give greater opportunities to the private sector, non-governmental organisations and civil society in general"  to contribute to the realisation of UN goals and programmes.  In the resolution noted above, the General Assembly directly addressed civil society and asked for its cooperation.  This is unusual, and an indication that governments are increasingly aware that they need the rest of us if commitments are to be implemented.  Implementation needs political will, and political will must come from an informed and committed civil society winning mass support for outward-looking priorities.

In this issue, we take another look at the definition of Civil Society, and report on activities concerning globalisation, conflict resolution and, of course, the World Civil Society Forum meeting in Geneva, 14-19 July.  

As Secretary-General Kofi Annan has said, "If the UN's global agenda is to be properly addressed, a partnership with civil society at large is not an option: it is a necessity."

Editor.

Another World is Possible

That is the slogan of the second World Social Forum, held in Porto Alegre Brazil at the beginning of February to coincide with the Davos World Economic Forum meeting this year in New York.  Organisers expected to attract up to 60,000 people from landless and peasants' movements, trade unionists, parliamentarians, and a range of community, environmental, poverty and human rights groups.  This is global Civil Society's answer to those with economic and political power.  

The objective is not to protest - the protestors have gathered in New York in their thousands. The negative impact of economic globalisation on so many people will certainly be acknowledged, but  the primary purpose of this Forum is to propose and discuss constructive alternatives.  One of these is localisation, the process of protecting and rebuilding local and national economies, North and South.  A key speaker in defence of localisation is Caroline Lucas, a Green MEP and a member of the European Parliament's Trade Committee.  She says that in essence localisation describes an economic policy which produces as many goods and services as feasible and appropriate from within national borders.  

"This obviously does not mean putting an end to all trade… Anything that cannot be obtained locally is then sought in the region or continent.  Finally, long distance trade reverts to its original purpose - the quest for what cannot be easily obtained domestically."  People now losing livelihoods in Mexico, Taiwan, South Korea and Thailand as well as the affluent economies of the North have reason to campaign for "another world". (News Release, Office of Green MEPs, 24 January 2002).

Those anxious to give globalisation a more humane face include the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary Robinson.  She gave the second Global Ethic Lecture at the University of Tubingen in January, and included a report on The 

UN Global Compact, formally launched by the Secretary-General in July 2000 and "becoming an 

overall framework through which the UN is pursuing its engagement with the private sector."  It calls on business leaders, trade unions and NGOs "to join forces behind a set of core values in the areas of human rights, labour standards and the environment."  She acknowledges that there is "considerable debate" over whether self-regulation and ethics can be efficient; and notes "a trend towards holding companies accountable through legal rules…" (extract from the lecture published in The Irish Times, 22 January 2002).

One Civil Society network which has little faith in the potential of the "self-regulated" Global Compact to achieve its objectives is the Alliance for a Corporate-Free UN.  Readers may be interested in their 16-page report, Greenwash + 10: the UN's Global Compact, Corporate Accountability and the Johannesburg Earth Summit.  It documents corporate influence on the UN, reports evidence of some human rights and environmental abuses, and offers specific steps the UN can take to hold these corporations accountable. Hard copies may be ordered by calling 415 561-6568, or see http://www.corpwatch.org/campaigns/PCD.jsp?articleid=1348.   

Want to Publicise Your Events?

We would like to offer our Member Organisations, and Organisations with which we are affiliated, the opportunity to have A5 or A4 notices inserted in our mailings where they are under the 60g limit.

Priority will be "first come, first served", moderated by taking turns if necessary.

Inquiries to the Secretary (contact details, p.4).  

World Civil Society Forum

International Conference Centre of Geneva, 14-19 July

Among the important United Nations-related conferences taking place this year - the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), also known as the Earth Summit +10, notable among them - the WCSF in Geneva holds most promise for the future role of Civil Society across the spectrum of international concerns.  

For participants, there is the opportunity to share experiences, start new partnerships, and increase knowledge of the international scene and how to gain access to the UN system.  Collectively, there is the opportunity to adopt recommendations aimed at improving international cooperation, and to promote global, trans-sectoral approaches for the resolution of international problems. These may well be relevant to the agenda of the WSSD 

(Johannesburg, 2-11 September), and next year's World Summit on the Information Society . 

If the Geneva event is well supported and successful, it will strengthen our case for a World Civil Society Forum to meet annually.

The WCSF will be conducted in French, Spanish and English, with simultaneous interpretations provided by Geneva International Conferences Volunteers, as for the Preparatory session last year. Registrations can be made by post - Mandat International 31 Chemin William Rappard, 1293 Bellevue, Switzerland - or online from the .website: www.mandint.org/forum.

UNGA-Link's Resolution for UNA's Annual Conference

The following has been submitted for consideration by UNA branches, and we hope it will be among those chosen for debate in the Final Agenda:

Recalling the resolution of Annual Conference 2001 in support of the World Civil Society Forum (WCSF) in Geneva,

Bearing in mind that the UN Millennium Declaration includes support of efforts for the peaceful resolution of disputes, and that the Secretary-General's report Prevention of Armed Conflict seeks cooperation with the UN of NGOs and other civil society actors for moving "from a culture of reaction to a culture of prevention",

Calls on UNA to work with UNGA-Link UK and other interested UK organisations in proposing to hold a workshop at WCSF 2002 on "UN-Civil Society cooperation in the prevention of armed conflict".

Who Are "Civil Society"?

The question is writ large more to encourage reflection on it than to offer any authoritative answer.  UNGA-Link's full name is "UK Network for Civil Society Link with UN General Assembly", and we are a voluntary organisation with a growing, very diverse membership (see p.4) The UN Millennium Declaration offers greater opportunities for involvement to "the private sector, non-governmental organisations and civil society, in general". Jeffrey Segall suggests civil society embraces NGOs and all other not-for-profit organisations, from community  groups and others run by volunteers to national institutions with paid staff. “Civil Society” is by all accounts a broadly inclusive term. The Editor would welcome members' thoughts on this still debated question. 

Welcome to our Newest Members:

Asian Foundation for Help

Greenforce

Justice, Peace & Integrity in Creation

Keighley Voluntary Services

Refuge (for victims of domestic abuse)

Small Heath Community Forum Ltd

United Nations Association of the Isle of Man 
They bring our list of member organisations to 43.  The Editor is grateful for newsletters and e-mail briefings from our members, and would welcome letters or brief articles relevant to our common concern: more effective representation of Civil Society in the UN System.

War Prevention Works

That is the title of a report by Dylan Matthews of the Oxford Research Group, commented on by Owen Bowcott in The Guardian of 20 December 2001. The report suggests that, following the Prime Minister's Labour Party Conference speech last October, the government has promised to channel £110m into War Prevention projects - £60m for peacekeeping, and £50m for conflict resolution programmes. Owen Bowcott noted the fears of some Labour Party supporters that "Mr Blair's muscular interpretation of conflict resolution is distorting the pacifist origins of the movement", but adds that "Whatever the contradictions… conflict resolution is an ideology which has come of age." 

Unaware, no doubt, of how often the Secretary-General has called for a preventive approach - his Annual Report of 1999, for example, was entitled "Preventing War and Disaster…" - this article acknowledges that "even… Kofi Annan, has joined the chorus of approval, stressing the need for pre-emptive intervention". (see p.1)

Dylan Matthews' report covers "50 stories of people resolving conflict" around the world, since the 1960s. British NGOs such as Conciliation Resources, International Alert and Quaker Peace & Social Witness have long experience in the field, and are now consulted by the government along with leading academics.  

Many of our member organisations have conflict prevention and/or resolution among their specific objectives.  One of our members, The Somali Community Information Centre has perhaps the most immediate concern, with reason to fear that the so-called war against terrorism will afflict Somalia. If this happens, it will almost certainly destroy the government of President Abdiqassin Salad Hassan, the establishment of which we celebrated as a victory for Civil Society in the December 2000 issue of this newsletter.   

Last November Randolph Kent, UN Co-ordinator in Somalia, was interviewed on Radio 4's Today Programme and spoke about "a fascinating pattern of peace" developing in Somalia in the last 5 years. 

It was clear that he hoped to deter any military action being taken there, as it would destroy the good that has been done, building peace and the economy.

War Prevention Works, when it is given adequate resources and is supported by governments, national and international agencies and - that phrase again - "Civil Society in general".  
Above all, it must be believed in, and tried
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