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1. CONGO and its United Nations partners, with significant support from the Swiss and Geneva authorities, organized this Forum – in which more than 500 persons from intergovernmental, governmental and non-governmental circles participated – with two goals.

a. To strengthen efforts at all levels to promote pro-poor sustained economic growth, including through equitable macro-economic policies.

b. To strengthen efforts to eradicate poverty and hunger including through global partnerships for development.

2. An extensive – and intensive – series of plenaries, roundtables and workshops brought out dramatically the interrelatedness of development, peace, security and human rights, with clear interfaces with issues of sustainability, food availability, information technology, global health crises, gender equity, financial structures, trade and environment. Perhaps the major common thread throughout the rich discussions was that none of these problems/opportunities/challenges confronting the world’s nations and citizens can be met without genuine partnership among intergovernmental, governmental, civil society and private sector actors. World and regional problems do not respect national frontiers or social strata. Under the Westphalian philosophy that still governs international relations, nation states remain the prime decision-makers. For that reason alone we need strong states, with well-informed governments capable of fairly analysing and facing the multiple world and regional crises and challenges. 

But this Forum demonstrated once again that these very crises and challenges can not be met without firstly, clear and applicable international standards, treaties, conventions and other legal instruments, all of them with implementation mechanisms. And secondly, these crises and challenges can not be met without the vision, competence and commitment of national, regional and international civil society: our role is reminding governments of their fundamental obligations; strengthening government’s backbone to make and implement the hard decisions that are necessary; advocating and testing new ideas and concepts that can filter into government plans and programmes; and of course constructively criticizing governments’ shortcomings. 

There is another partner we cannot neglect, namely the private sector where corporate social responsibility has begun to take an increasing but still inadequate hold. The private sector controls more social and economic decisions than a large number of governments, since it is at the base of employment-creation, of the attraction and imperative of migration, of transnational financial flows, of creating and cleaning up pollution. Much more work needs to be done to engage the private sector so that it adopts the highest ethical standards in promoting pro-poor sustained economic growth and equitable economic policies. One possible channel, presented during this Forum, is the Public-Private Alliance Foundation. We cannot ignore the business sector: civil society can perhaps influence and inspire its leaders, its shareholders, its investors, to achieve, as Wahu Kaara put it « Life before Profit ».

3. Let me now highlight a few of the key ideas and proposals that have arisen during this Forum. This is my own selection, not intended to be comprehensive, but certainly illustrative of key elements that we need to follow up. 

4. In her opening address the CONGO President made a particularly pertinent appeal: that NGOs should address to their governments the simple question of spending priorities: what is the proportion of spending on the military as compared to spending on education? The response could give a striking illustration of the potential – and the obstacles – for achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)

5. Salil Shetty, Director of the UN Millennium Campaign, recalled the remarkable progress already made towards achieving the MDGs everywhere except for sub-Saharan Africa; and at the same time the remarkable width of the gaps that remain to be covered everywhere. Absence of sufficient funding is a stated problem; absence of political will, and inadequate action to implement agreed political and financial goals, are far more significant problems retarding and hindering the achievement of the MDGs.

6. Sergei Ordzhonikidze, Director-General of the UN Office at Geneva, strongly reinforced the point made by Mr Shetty by underlining the current figure of world expenditure on armaments: US$ 1.2 trillion. Only reductions in this expenditure would release sizeable amounts for development and peace. Civil society needs to be ever-more active in campaigning for such reductions.

7. Dalius Cekuolis, President of UN.ECOSOC, emphasized the hopes placed in the restructuring and reinvigoration of ECOSOC, notably the creation of the Annual Ministerial Review (AMR). Once more, active engagement by civil society nationally and internationally is essential to make these new procedures effective. Ambassador Cekuolis recalled the value of civil society participation in multilateral sessions and processes, which could only enhance governmental decision making. He called for greater such participation from civil society from all corners of the world and all spheres of competence.

8. We then heard many more variants of these calls from UN people (Nikhil Seth, Lakhsmi Puri, Sarbuland Khan, Jean Ziegler, Daly Belgasmi), from civil society activists (Kumi Naidoo, Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, Roberto Bissio, Hilkka Pietila and many more). A few of the remarks made may have been overstatements or digressions. But there is no doubt that the cumulative truths that were told well depicted the social and economic injustices that are so prevalent in all areas of the world, injustices that reflect and perpetuate the skewed distribution of power and of priorities. It is the imperative need to redress these injustices that rallies civil society, that gives us legitimacy through the multiple causes we espouse, and that demands that we work in ever greater harmony and solidarity. As has been said often « What unites civil society organizations is more important than what divides us. » We are stronger and more effective when we share information, share good and bad experiences, share skills and training, and perhaps above all share enthusiasm and commitment.

9. From the wealth of ideas expressed throughout the Forum, I draw the following as constituting platforms for our future common action – with emphasis on the words common and action.

A. The United Nations System remains an indispensable pillar of world order, present and future. The United Nations is the apex of constructive multilateralism, and perhaps for that very reason is under frequent attack by shortsighted governments and populist media. Yet what is the alternative to multilateralism: is the alternative unilateralism? We know where that leads!  What is the alternative to the propagation of the international rule of law through UN legal instruments and standards. Is the alternative Might rather than Right? That is the recipe for new colonisations, new totalitarianisms, new inequities. The world needs a strong UN, well-managed, adequately-financed.

 
BUT at the same time as we proclaim our faith in the goals of the United Nations, we are only too well aware of its imperfections, of its incoherences, of its partially outdated and creaky structure. The UN System is of course in a constant state of reform and it is essential that civil society’s voices be heard in the current and future processes. Without entering into the detail of the many proposals that are on the table (or in the drawer !), we expect and request that CONGO will use its unparalleled role and influence to obtain the maximum access of civil society to all levels of this debate, up to and including the decision-making. In this area, as in all others, the input of responsible citizens expressed through competent civil society organizations will greatly enhance government output.

B. All these considerations on reforming – namely strengthening – the United Nations System lead directly to the role of governments – their role in governance ; in responding to citizen’s aspirations ; in using the UN mechanisms constructively ; in eradicating poverty, hunger, disease, gender inequity and all other social and economic injustices. Fulfilling those tasks is the reason for having governments, together with maintaining peace and the rule of law; expanding democracy and human rights; creating the conditions for an equitable macro-economy that is compatible with sustainable development. These are some of the main reasons why citizens elect governments. Yet the Forum participants related multiple examples where too many governments fail to meet their responsibilites, contradict their own obligations and commitments, and renegue on their public contractual promises. The Forum records will provide the detail: suffice it for the moment to underline that at the international level we have, broadly speaking, a complete panoply of well-written Conventions, Treaties, Plans of Actions, Agreed Multilateral Declarations and Goals (including of course the MDGs). Yet far too many remain unfulfilled, not implemented, simply sidelined or ignored. The Forum is thus another wake-up call to governments and a stand-up call to civil society. At national and international level competent and responsible civil society organizations have to be ever more active, ever more critical, ever more constructive, ever more imaginative, ever more coherent, ever more determined. Only thus can we persuade and lead governments to do their public duty, to keep their word, to adopt practices of solidarity and transparency, to listen to citizens. 

Let us also focus more frequently on the role of parliaments. Our analyses, our advocacy, our campaigns, our initiatives must also be addressed to parliamentarians, many of whom are already, or could willingly become, natural allies in the quest for social and economic justice. Parliaments should be in the front line of holding governments accountable for policy decisions and their consequences, for budgetary decisions and their consequences, for administrative decisions and their consequences. Civil society and parliamentarians could more often make common cause in the pursuit of social and economic justice.

C. During this excellent and stimulating Forum the words CIVIL SOCIETY have surely been pronounced a thousand times. We have happily not bothered to waste time defining what we mean by Civil Society, perhaps because it is our positive commitment to right causes, and to social and economic justice, that defines civil society. It is that commitment that underpins our legitimacy and boosts our energy.

HOWEVER, while commitment, legitimacy and energy are wonderful and essential, they do not guarantee competence or efficiency or effectiveness. The outstanding accomplishments of thousands of civil society organizations working nationally, regionally and internationally cannot blind us to the awareness that there are charlatans, criminals and narcissists within civil society. Oh of course the percentage is probably no different from the number of charlatans, criminals and narcissists among bankers or bishops or footballers! But within civil society, and certainly within CONGO’s membership, we have to ask ourselves with ever-greater urgency what standards and criteria we should observe in order to reinforce both our action and our credibility. One follow up to this Forum could well be further work on civil society codes of conduct, codes of good practice, codes of accountability. There are some governments only too eager to impose rigid legal or administrative constraints on the existence and functioning of civil society organizations. If we can find agreement among ourselves on our own standards and codes, not only will we render governmental intervention superfluous, we will enhance our solidarity, our cohesion, our accountability and our capabilities. And the consequence will be enabling ourselves to do an ever-better job of achieving not just the MDGs but also universal human rights, social justice and human security, which are the reasons for our existence.

10. I thank and I congratulate all the Forum speakers – whether from the podium or from the floor – for so well challenging and stimulating us.

Our task is now to carry the spirit and messages of the Forum forward in our daily work. Let us do so with undimmed commitment, enthusiasm and competence.
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