General Assembly Takes Up UN--Civil Society Relations

On 4-5 October the General Assembly took up agenda item 52, on revitalizing its work, and item 54, on strengthening the United Nations system under which Member States spoke on UN—civil society relations. In the discussion on item 54, several Member States recognized the contribution made over the years by civil society organizations and expressed their interest in enhancing civil society participation in the UN’s work. However, several speakers recommended that a cautious approach be taken in reforming current UN practices so that the Organization retains its intergovernmental nature. In all, nearly 50 Member States took to the floor.
During its plenary meeting, the General Assembly had before it two reports on which Member States provided preliminary views: the report of Panel of Eminent Persons on UN—Civil Society Relations and the Secretary-General’s report in response to the Panel’s recommendations. The Panel of Eminent Persons, chaired by Fernando Henrique Cardoso, was mandated by the Secretary-General in February 2003 to assess and draw lessons from United Nations interaction with civil society with a view to enhancing interaction between them.

Opening the session, UN Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette introduced the Secretary-General’s report in response to the findings of the Panel of Eminent Persons on UN-Civil Society Relations. Ms. Fréchette observed that where once global conferences were largely the realm of governments, today, staging such events would be unthinkable without the unique advocacy and mobilization of civil society. Indeed, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were now making increasingly important contributions to global policy debates and intergovernmental deliberations in areas ranging from the environment to gender mainstreaming.

The starting point for the recommendations in the reports before the Assembly, she said, was that the United Nations would remain an intergovernmental organization where decisions are taken exclusively by its Member States. Ms. Fréchette identified two of the important proposals: firstly, the United Nations must become more outward-looking, expanding its global reach and impact; and secondly, the United Nations needed to do more to “connect the global with the local,” so that people felt that their agenda was the Organization’s agenda. In his response to the report of the “Cardoso Panel,” Mr. Annan made a number of concrete suggestions, among which: the establishment of a single accreditation process for NGOs and the creation of a single trust fund to better support the participation of NGO representatives from developing countries. He also suggested exploring the strengthening of the newly-created Partnership Office. It was on these findings and recommendations that speakers at the General Assembly chose to focus their attention during its session.
Following Ms. Fréchette’s opening remarks, Member States presented their views on the reports and recommendations before them. Ambassador Dirk Jan van den Berg of the Netherlands, speaking on behalf of the European Union and associated States, emphasized that the UN had to adapt to changing conditions; not engage in reform for reform’s sake, but rather undertake reform to make the Organization stronger. Welcoming the report of the Panel of Eminent Persons, Ambassador van den Berg said the European Union favored innovative forms of interaction with civil society, including hearings before major policy-setting events. He suggested looking into the possibility of allowing NGOs to take part in certain Assembly debates. Also, he encouraged the Assembly to adopt an active role in streamlining the accreditation process.

Ambassador John Dauth of Australia, speaking on behalf of Canada and New Zealand, said enhancing participation of NGOs would ensure better outreach and better implementation of the Organization’s initiatives on the ground, including development efforts, humanitarian assistance and peace and security activities. He agreed that a single accreditation process would be helpful and that the enlargement of the Partnership Office to encompass relationships with civil society groups could prove beneficial. His delegation looked forward to a more detailed discussion on the issue.

Speaking on behalf of the Rio Group, Ambassador Ronaldo Sardenberg of Brazil expressed his readiness to consider the proposals of the Cardoso Report. He was pleased to note the Secretary-General’s intention to create a trust fund to help representatives of NGOs from developing countries to attend intergovernmental meetings. Ambassador Sardenberg said the Rio Group would participate in discussions on UN-civil society relations as long as the focus was upon promoting integration of civil society in a way that strengthened the work of the Organization.
Ambassador Peter Maurer of Switzerland said he agreed with the Secretary-General’s recommendations to organize interactive meetings with NGOs and parliamentarians before important sessions, and supported trying out such meetings before the high-level meeting on HIV/AIDS in June 2005. Relations with civil society should not be restricted by bureaucratic and centralizing approaches. Ambassador Maurer also stated that room for maneuver of specialized organizations, funds and programmes should be preserved, while maintaining positive existing practices. He mentioned that initiatives, in that regard, had been developed in Geneva for some time now and his country was willing to study formal and informal modes of interaction that had taken place in Geneva between civil society, NGOs and the United Nations. From these studies, Ambassador Maurer concluded that good practices and lessons learnt could be distilled and shared with interested parties.
Ambassador Dumisani S. Kumalo of South Africa said his country placed a very high premium on the contribution that civil society could and had made in analyzing, evaluating and shaping debates at the UN. Based on these results, he argued that it was important for the Organization to enhance its cooperation with that crucial sector of society. Referring to the Secretary-General’s report, he suggested that a number of useful and practical recommendations should be pursued further. The intergovernmental nature of the United Nations, where decisions were taken by Member States, went without saying. But those same Member States should be able to draw on the best and most up-to-date information on which to base their discussion. 

Reminding delegates that the Sixtieth anniversary of the UN was fast approaching, Ambassador Zhang Yishan of China recognized the importance of comprehensively considering the participation of civil society in the work of the United Nations along with other reform issues. Ambassador Yishan recommended that Member States should look back at the contributions such groups had made to the United Nations over the past 60 years to map out the way forward.

Ambassador Sichan Siv of the United States recognized that NGOs provided valuable input to the work of the United Nations. They were advocates and implemented programmes at all levels of society, while enhancing the work of the United Nations in social and economic spheres. However, Ambassador Siv did not believe that a compelling argument had been made to broaden the relationship beyond the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). ECOSOC, he said, continued to be the appropriate venue for meaningful NGO participation, and NGOs had ample opportunities to participate in ECOSOC and United Nations conferences.

The United States, he continued, will need further clarification on the establishment of a single trust fund for NGOs, especially with regards to the legal and funding implications of such an initiative. Despite these reservations, Ambassador Siv welcomed proposals on improving the NGO accreditation process, the country-level engagement of NGOs and the dialogue between the UN Secretariat and NGOs. Finally, he reiterated the support of the United States for civil society participation in the United Nations system through  ECOSOC and its subsidiary bodies, and acknowledged the innovative work done by the Commission on Sustainable Development.

Regarding the participation of NGOs in the work of the General Assembly, Ambassador Anand Sharma of India said that a convincing case had not been made for opening the regular work of the Assembly to increased participation by accredited NGOs, and that the nature of the participation and the benefits to be derived from that were not apparent. Ambassador Sharma also stated that NGOs were unable to satisfy the intergovernmental principle and the principle of democratic representation so important to the General Assembly because they were not, in the strict meaning of the term, elected. Article 71 of the Charter, Ambassador Sharma continued, determined that the principal relationship between the United Nations and civil society would be through the Economic and Social Council, and India would be hesitant to tamper with the Charter.

Echoing India’s concerns, Ambassador Danesh-Yazdi of Iran added that the proposal of the Panel on the issue of NGO accreditation to the General Assembly had caused some concern among members of the Organization. He also expressed disappointment at the comments of the Panel with regards to the work of the NGO Committee. He believed that the Committee, as a subsidiary body of ECOSOC, was the appropriate forum to consider and approve the accreditation of NGOs. It was unfortunate, he said, that the Panel had failed to make meaningful proposals to reform and streamline the work of that Committee.

Ambassador Ochir Enkhtsetseg of Mongolia agreed with the Secretary-General’s conclusion in his report as to the expansion and deepening of the relationship between civil society and the UN. Such changes, she argued, would enhance the quality and depth of policy analysis for intergovernmental debates on issues of global importance. Ambassador Enkhtsetseg also welcomed the recommendation of the Cardoso report on the need to make the Organization a more outward looking institution, and to “connect the global with the local.” Before pursuing those objectives, however, she emphasized that further discussion would be needed.
Wrapping up the two-day discussion, General Assembly President Jean Ping said the report of the Secretary-General on civil society relations had put forward proposals that required careful consideration by the General Assembly. Relations between the United Nations and civil society were important, and delegations recognized the contributions of NGOs, he said. Speakers had agreed that the modalities of their work still needed to be considered. In addition, they advocated a simplification in the area of accreditation, and welcomed cooperation at the local level on development issues. While some expressed the hope that cooperation would be strengthened between NGOs participation in the Organization, others suggested that it be limited to the ECOSOC. There was support for the creation of a special fund to strengthen participation of NGOs from developing countries, he added. In conclusion, he proposed that further consultations with Member States should be undertaken on the matter.

