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Introduction

1. We, more than 300 participants of the 2nd Asian Civil Society Forum (ACSF) 2004, representing over 100 local, national, regional and international NGOs and civil society organizations from more than 30 countries of the Asian region and the rest of the world gathered in Bangkok, Thailand from Nov. 21 to 25, 2004 to discuss the theme “Building UN/NGOs Partnerships for Democratic Governance through MDGs.” The ACSF was facilitated by the Conference of NGOs in consultative relationship with the UN (CONGO) Working Group on Asia in cooperation with many regional civil society organizations and networks in Asia. 
2. On the first day of the Forum, we discussed the report of the High-level Panel of Eminent Persons on UN-Civil Society Relations (Cardoso Panel) as well as on the Report of the UN Secretary General (SG) on the implementation of the Report (A/59/354) in the context of Asian civil society’s effort towards, “building UN/NGOs partnerships for democratic governance.” The day-long discussion consisted of some major presentations including one by Ms Mary Racelis, member of the Cardoso Panel, and three sub-regional group discussions (Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia and South Asia) and a concluding plenary. 
3. The discussion on UN-CS relations was a follow-up to the Asian consultation of the Cardoso Panel held in Bangkok in October, 2003. The meeting formed part of the Panel’s regional consultation process. The second consultation, held in Bangkok on Aug. 13, 2004, two months after the release of the Report, was on the 30 proposals contained in the report of the Panel.  Some participants of ACSF 2004 had attended all of these meetings. 
4. During the deliberations, as participants, we expressed interest regarding the prospect of enhanced relations with the UN. Recalling the first three words of the UN Charter, “We the Peoples,” we welcomed the spirit of the Cardoso Report in calling for greater access to inter-governmental processes for all peoples. Some of the proposals in the Panel’s Report offer substantial potential for enhancing interaction at all levels between the UN system and civil society. Both the Panel’s recommendations and the SG’s Report to the UN General Assembly on its implementation provide opportunities for discussion and debate on democratic global governance. 

Issues, Concerns and Recommendations

Increasing participation of NGOs
 in intergovernmental bodies

5. We acknowledge the nature of the UN as an inter-governmental organization and the role of member nations in it.    
6. We, as members of civil society, positively respond to the SG’s call to organize around broad networks to enhance civil society participation following recommendations in Proposal 23.  However, given the diversity and logistical peculiarities in Asia, such networking should take place voluntarily, and with full respect for the diversity and specificity of civil society organizations. 

7. We note the failure in both the reports of the Panel and the SG, to include our recommendations
 to enhance civil society’s participation in the work of the UN with particular regard to the regional level.  We also note that both the Panel’s recommendations and the SG’s Report failed to encompass the diversity of civil society’s engagement in human rights issues within the UN intergovernmental processes 

8. We, therefore recommend that UN Economic Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) take on a more proactive role in facilitating the development of regional models/frameworks for enhancing cooperation.
 We noted an overall lack of enthusiasm and absence of strategies at regional level for engaging civil society. Therefore, we call upon the UN ESCAP and other UN agencies in Asia to: 

· Review their existing mechanisms of engagement with civil society in line with the recommendations contained in the report of the UN SG with a view to enhancing interaction between governments, inter-governmental organizations and civil society towards the full implementation of the spirit and values embodied in the Millennium Declaration; 

· Encourage more sub-regional and regional interaction and facilitate more internet-based fora to allow greater access to a broader range of CSOs to be involved and informed;

· Consider holding more international meetings outside New York and Geneva, perhaps holding meetings rotationally in regional venues.

9. We look forward to the regular civil society hearings to be initiated by the UN Secretary General before and during the UN General Assembly beginning with the 60th session of UN GA in 2005 to review the implementation of the UN Millennium Declaration. As civil society organizations we affirm our right to be involved in these deliberations and are prepared to play our part and bring local concerns to the UN agenda.

Establishing a trust fund to increase the participation of representatives of non-governmental organizations from developing countries
10. We welcome the SG’s commitment to the creation of a trust fund to rectify current imbalances in participation of civil society from developing countries. However, we remain concerned that the proposed fund would not undermine or eliminate existing trust funds that are operating well. We enjoin governments to contribute generously and consistently to this fund so that civil society participation is secured well into the future.

Improving accreditation

11. The streamlining and simplification of accreditation is very welcome. We hope that the single process makes NGO access to inter-governmental deliberations much easier. However, we are confident that the single process will not be used to exclude bona fide civil society representation. In this regard, we urge the SG to ensure that the principles of openness, transparency and accountability be put into practice to ensure effective and meaningful participation. In particular, we urge the SG to create a “complaints mechanism” with a transparent process within which representatives of NGOs such as the Conference of NGOs in consultative relationship with the UN (CONGO) has an active presence. This is imperative as a modality for redress of grievances of NGOs who may be denied access due to political considerations. 

12. We hope that security considerations and space limitations are not used to deny access to legitimate civil society organizations, including those working in areas of conflict resolution, de-colonization and the right to self-determination, as this will further undermine participation.

Rights and responsibilities pertaining to participation

13. We reiterate our firm commitment to the aims of the UN Charter. We acknowledge the need for appropriate correspondence with the rules of procedure and decorum of the UN.

Improving the UN Secretariats dialogue with NGOs

14. Among the steps to improve internal in-house measures, civil society appreciates the provision of free access to the Official Documentation System (ODS). It also welcomes the moves to establish a central database of NGOs and to develop best practices relating to NGO involvement in UN activities. 

Enhancing country level engagement with NGOs

15. The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are not likely to be met without active and effective CSO involvement at grassroots and local levels. In this regard, we urge the Resident Coordinators of UNDP to engage in a systematic, sustained and meaningful manner with CSOs with a view to mutually enhancing the capacities of all stakeholders.

Exploring the enlargement of the Partnerships Office

16. We welcome the fact that the Non-Governmental Liaison Service (NGLS) will be upgraded within the institutional standing and funding stability of the UN. We hope that this process will make the NGLS stronger and enhance its capacity for it’s independent functioning in order for it better to fulfill its role in supporting civil society participation from the developing countries. In particular, we warn against any attempt to divert funds, energies and other resources from NGLS to other activities. The process of upgrading should also not become an entry point for corporate funding of un-related activities.

17. We firmly believe that the Global Compact Office should not be a part of the Partnership Office structure. 
18. We particularly welcome the decision of the SG not to incorporate the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Peoples into the Partnerships Office.  We find it appropriate that it remain under the purview of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA).

Way Forward 

19. We commit ourselves to the challenges identified in the Report: 
· To engage in a constructive and proactive dialogue with our respective national governments and UN bodies to seek their support for our recommendations, while always maintaining our critical and independent engagement with these issues from the perspective of the communities and sectors that we represent.

· To monitor the ongoing development in the UN General Assembly as well as the UN Secretariat and to lobby inter-governmental processes to make sure that our concerns are taken into consideration. 

· To network strategically with civil society organizations at national, regional and global levels to advance the concerns of Asian people regarding peace and disarmament, human rights and social justice, sustainable development and livelihoods and to strengthen Asian civil society’s participation in inter-governmental processes. 
� The order of issues raised follows the format of the SGs Report A/59/354 of 13 September 2004


� We understand the term “NGOs” used in the Secretary General’s Report as including broader civil society organizations (CSOs) but excluding for-profit entities


� The recommendations were made at the Asian consultation of the High-level Panel in Bangkok in October, 2003, and they can be found at the www.un.org/reform/


� In this regard, the good practices illustrated by the ECOSOC Regional Commission in Latin America and Caribbean region (ECLAC) could provide insights into key areas for moving forward.





� There was some confusion with regard to the reference in the SGs Report in Paragraph 47 and we would like to seek clarification on this trust fund from the Secretariat especially if it refers to the same single trust fund referred to in Paragraph 22
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