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Statements on the “Report of the Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change”: Communiqué from the UBUNTU Forum in the context of the 2005 World Social Forum of Porto Alegre

One of the issues highlighted in the section of the programme for this year’s World Social Forum dealing with the issue “Towards construction of international democratic order and people’s integration” is the debate on this recent report. We the signatories of this communiqué (delegates and supporters of UBUNTU – World Forum of Civil Society Networks), wish to make the following observations regarding this:

1. The report by this panel, set up at the initiative of the UN Secretary General, provides us with another groundwork for the debate and work on the reform of the UN in these, the opening years of the 21st century, which presents us with numerous challenges.

2. We welcome the adoption of “a broader, more comprehensive concept of collective security” and above all the fact that the panel sees “development as the indispensable foundation” of this security.
The reflections on the need for a “new consensus on collective security” and the analysis and proposals regarding “collective security and the challenge of prevention” seem to us to be both useful and necessary in the times we live in. The recommendations on “defining terrorism” are especially timely, as is the analysis of the risk of a cascade of weapons proliferation and of the threat of “transnational organised crime”.

We regret the absence of a stronger position in the Report on four vital topics about the collective security: a) the urgent need to work towards the abolition of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction (not only to limit their proliferation); b) the necessity to reduce drastically the current (rising) levels of military spending worldwide; we believe that while nations have a military budget larger than its health and education budget it will be impossible, for instance, to meet the Millennium Development Goals; c) the requirement to ensure gender equality at all levels and in all fields and d) the importance of introducing peace education into schools everywhere.  
3. The vision of “a United Nations for the twenty-first century” takes the shape of recommendations on changes to the Organisation’s main bodies, in particular the Security Council. On this issue, the debate between the creation of “new permanent seats” and a “new category of eight four-year renewable-term seats” remains unresolved. In any case, the enlargement with a regional basis and an important presence of the South are in our view essential. Unfortunately nothing is established with regard to the issue of the veto nor the requirement for an absolute majority on key questions.

4. The panel points firstly to the “the biggest security threats we face now, and in the decades ahead”, and details a number of economic and social threats, including “poverty, infectious disease and environmental degradation”. It goes on to say “there must be new institutional arrangements to address the economic and social threats to international security”. Even so, the panel makes virtually no recommendation with regard to this issue, despite being given a mandate that not only permitted this but even suggested it. The panel adopts a position that in general inclines towards maintaining the current status quo. Most of the proposals on the Economic and Social Council, for example, ascribe it the function of providing “guidance”. 

Equally significant is the panel’s silence on the policies and the need for reform of the Bretton Woods institutions and the World Trade Organization, the sole recommendation being “The annual meetings between the Economic and Social Council and the Bretton Woods institutions should be used to encourage collective action in support of the Millennium Development Goals and the Monterrey Consensus”. This when, in our opinion, these bodies continue – often going against the recommendations contained in their own reports – to impose the neoliberal Washington consensus on the world, a consensus widely held to be one of the fundamental obstacles to achieving, for example, the Millennium Development Goals.

5. In the light of this, we the signatories state that there is a need for sweeping reform of the system of international institutions (in other words, the UN, the Bretton Woods institutions and the WTO) to enable us to move towards the new collective security that the report itself discusses.

In consequence, we reiterate that, as the manifesto of the “World Campaign for the in-depth Reform of the System of International Institutions” states, there is a need for a “stronger, more democratic UN, placed at the centre of a consistent, democratic, responsible, effective system of international institutions. More specifically, we need to democratise the composition and decision-making procedures of UN bodies and agencies to ensure that they are effective and democratic. And, we need to reform and integrate within the UN all other global multilateral organisations (IMF, WB, WTO, etc.)”.

6. We therefore urge the UN Secretary General to continue promoting the debate and work around these issues so that we may, during this, the 60th anniversary of the UN, begin to move on from reports to the reforms themselves, with the support not just of member states but of all other agents and actors in the world arena, not least among them civil society. 

In keeping with the declaration of the report when it says, “We endorse the recommendation that the General Assembly should establish a better mechanism to enable systematic engagement with civil society organizations”, we call on the Secretary General of the UN to do everything needed to urgently establish an appropriate mechanism to enable civil society to participate at the next UN General Assembly, which will be discussing important issues such as the evolution towards the Millennium Development Goals and the proposals to reform the UN.
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IN LARGER FREEDOM? YES! BUT HOW?

The year 2004 and the first months of 2005 have been more prolific than ever in reports on the UN and other international institutions. All of them have a common characteristic: they refer to reforms. The question is, though, why reforms? Reforms of what? How can these reforms be made?

I will focus on the last two reports, which are closely interrelated: the "Report of the Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change" and the report, "In Larger Freedom", by the UN Secretary General himself, Kofi Annan, laying the groundwork for the Millennium Summit + 5 of Heads of State and Government and the following UN General Assembly, which will be held in September of 2005, the year of the UN’s 60th Anniversary.

These are certainly substantive reports that increase an improved foundation for debate and work on the crucial crossroads at which the International Institutions find themselves at this, the dawn of the twenty-first century, which has brought so many challenges.

The UBUNTU Forum issued a communiqué regarding the first report, whose statements I would like to summarise below:

1) We welcome the adoption of a "broader, more comprehensive concept of collective security" and above all the fact that the panel sees development as "the indispensable foundation" of this security. 
The reflections on the need for a "new consensus on security" and the analysis and proposals regarding "collective security and the challenge of prevention" seem to us to be both useful and necessary in the times we live in. The recommendations on "defining terrorism" are especially timely, as is the analysis of the risk of a cascade of weapons proliferation and of the threat of "transnational organised crime".

2) The report first indicates economic and social security threats as "the major security threats we face now and in the decades ahead", and details a number of them, including "poverty, infectious disease and environmental degradation". It goes on to say that "new institutional arrangements to address the economic and social threats to international security are urgently needed". Even so, the panel makes virtually no recommendation with regard to this issue, despite being given a mandate that not only permitted this but even suggested it. The panel adopts a position that in general inclines towards maintaining the current status quo. Most of the proposals on the Economic and Social Council, for instance, ascribe it the function of "providing guidance".
Equally significant is the panel’s silence on the policies and the need for reform of the Bretton Woods Institutions and the World Trade Organisation, the sole recommendation being that "the annual meetings between the Economic and Social Council and the Bretton Woods Institutions should be used to encourage collective action in support of the Millennium Development Goals and the Monterrey Consensus". This when, in our opinion, these bodies often continue going against the recommendations contained in their own reports to impose the neoliberal Washington consensus on the world, a consensus widely held to be one of the fundamental obstacles to achieving, for example, the Millennium Development Goals.

It is in this regard that “I read” Kofi Annan’s report, "In Larger Freedom". I generally like concepts, melodies, which even seem to me to be a good score for some replies to the question: Why reforms? But the contents raise even more issues on the questions of: Reforms of what?; and How can these reforms be made?

Kofi Annan’s report is based on the following assertion, which I essentially endorse: "The world must advance the causes of security, development and human rights together". And it correspondingly goes on to discuss three major topics: "Freedom from Want (development), Freedom from Fear (security), and Freedom to Live in Dignity (human rights)".
My analysis of this text is fundamentally based on the body of the report. But I would like to indicate that, unfortunately, the annex, "For Decision by Heads of State and Government", entails a "reduction" that is both incomprehensible and unacceptable to me, which I will not even deign to consider. If the results of the Summit next September move in this direction, we will not only hardly have advanced or not at all, but we will also have wasted our energy as well as a golden opportunity to rise to the occasion and, at least, fulfil the expectations created.

Let’s revise each section, giving ourselves a certain margin of confidence, though most likely excessive, in reaching the heart of the report.

a) Development and Freedom from Want. At first glance, Kofi Annan’s report seems to agree with the above statements made by the UBUNTU Forum, but…… 

It is true, in my opinion, that Kofi Annan makes an important step when he says that, "In 2005, a "global partnership for development" – one of the MDGs reaffirmed in 2002 at the International Conference on Financing for Development at Monterrey, Mexico – needs to be fully implemented". He again puts forth ODA (Official Development Aid) as an essential instrument to achieve this and he makes some imaginative proposals such that in 2005, for once and for all, significant steps were taken toward the famous 0.7%, and above all, he supports the implementation of new ODA funding mechanisms along the line of proposals as, for instance, the initiatives against poverty made by President Lula. 

He also demands, on another important level and as a first step, that in the WTO (World Trade Organisation) "Member States should provide duty-free and quota-free market access for all exports from the Least Developed Countries".
……but he stops there! And I therefore believe that the former Statement Number 2 of the UBUNTU Forum’s communiqué should be reiterated with even greater force, and the fact that the truly key issues of the in-depth reform of international institutions continue to be avoided must be emphasised.

b) Security and Freedom from Fear. On this issue, Kofi Annan’s report essentially coincides with the preceding report by the High-Level Panel. I will thus refer to the corresponding statement made in the UBUNTU Forum communiqué:

"The vision of ‘a United Nations for the twenty-first century’ takes the shape of recommendations on changes to the Organisations main bodies, in particular the Security Council. On this matter, the debate between the creation of ‘new permanent seats’ and a ‘new category of four-year renewable-term seats’ remains unresolved. In any case, the enlargement with a regional basis and an important presence of the South are in our view essential. Unfortunately nothing is established with regard to the issue of the veto nor the requirement for an absolute majority on key issues".

I will only add here that one would have hoped that the UN Secretary General would have at least shown a greater inclination for the clearly more democratic second option of enlargement. 

With regard to Part C) Democracy and Freedom to Live in Dignity, I will refer directly to the last part of Kofi Annan’s report, V. Strengthening the United Nations, because the most significant content is wholly reflected in it through the "most innovative" proposal – about which I will not give my personal opinion but will wait for a collective pronunciation to be made, on the UBUNTU Forum level – of the creation of a new Council: one on Human Rights.

With regard to the reforms that were really "proposed", I find it hard to understand why Kofi Annan would lengthen his report stating that, "The United Nations must be reshaped in ways not previously imagined", while said reform proposals, except for the above-stated proposals to enlarge the Security Council and create this new Human Rights Council, are, in fact, non-existent in the report.
For this reason, I cannot but end these considerations stating that the "how" of the title of this article, as well as the other questions contained here, as "reforms of what?" and "how should these reforms be made?" are not answered, I dare say in the least, by the current reports.

I would therefore like to close this article referring to another statement of the UBUNTU Forum communiqué and once again insisting that: 

- We state that there is a need for sweeping reform of the system of international institutions (in other words, the UN, the Bretton Woods Institutions and the WTO) to enable us to move towards the new collective security that the report itself discusses. In consequence, we reiterate that, as the manifesto of the "World Campaign for the In-depth Reform of the System of International Institutions" states, "there is a need for a stronger, more democratic UN, placed at the centre of a consistent, democratic, responsible, effective system of international institutions. More specifically, we need to democratise the composition and decision-making procedures of UN bodies and agencies to ensure that they are effective and democratic. And, we need to reform and integrate within the UN all other global multilateral organisations (IMF, WB, WTO, etc.)".

 - We therefore urge the UN Secretary General to continue promoting the debate and work around these issues so that we may, during this, the 60th anniversary of the UN, begin to move on from reports to the reforms themselves, with the support not just of member states but of all other agents and actors in the world arena, not least among them civil society. We call on the Secretary General of the UN to do everything needed to urgently establish an appropriate mechanism to enable civil society to participate at the next UN General Assembly, which will be discussing important issues such as the evolution towards the Millennium Development Goals and the proposals to reform the UN. 
In fact, Kofi Annan frequently asserts in his report that "the United Nations must be open, not only to States, but also to civil society" and he encourages and extols the latter’s role in resolving the problems belying us, but he is nonetheless incapable, at least to date, of even articulating the former claim. 

In any case, it is true that the role of civil society is becoming and will continue to become more and more essential. For this reason, the current calls for world mobilisation (against poverty, against war; for a new, just, peaceful and democratic world order; …) are certainly our fundamental concern. We, the citizens of the world, must take an active part in the construction of this other possible world. And in the first place – especially while it is impossible to do so otherwise – we must do this by protesting, democratically and pacifically, in favour of all of this on the Global Day of Mobilisation: 10 September 2005. 
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