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Why a roundtable ?

For CONGO, roundtables and debates on international issues treated by the United Nations and of importance to civil society have been a tradition. They have not always succeeded in providing direction to CONGO for joint action or in influencing specific thematic committees. Hopefully, the 2003 roundtables will achieve some of that , and in any case add to members’ knowledge on specific issues. Despite the great variety of foci of  CONGO’s  492 members, they are united in their intent to further human rights, development, peace and the availability of efficient information and communication systems in all parts of the world in co-operation with the United Nations. That alone is a good start.

Peace

Is peace a state of mind or the absence of armed conflict ? It is both, and yet so much more. In the words of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement written nearly ten years ago “lasting peace is not simply the absence of war, but a dynamic process of co-operation among  all States and peoples, co-operation founded on respect for freedom, independence,  national sovereignty, equality, human rights, as well as on a fair and equitable distribution of resources to meet the needs of peoples.”

Given human nature and psyche, personal and family conflicts as well as conflicts within or between groups, communities and nations will always occur. The hope is that one day their resolution by peaceful means may become the norm.

To achieve and maintain peace is arduous and requires constant attention and effort. This is as true of individual inner peace as of peace at other levels. Solving conflicts by peaceful means can be more demanding than a recourse to arms. After all, war as well as violent quarrels have been known to lead to catharsis and a new start. Examples of this at the international level are the League of Nations created with much idealism and generosity  after the First World War, and the United Nations created with equal idealism and determination after the Second.  

The organised quest for peace started nearly  a century ago with the First Peace Conference in 1907 in The Hague that followed on the Brussels Conference of 1874. The Hague Appeal for Peace and Justice is still alive and active as are numerous other organizations, movements and religious bodies. Might it be that despite the vicious conflicts witnessed today in many parts of the world, humankind is moving after all in the right direction ?

Human Security

For a long time, security was understood as belonging to the military domain having national security as its most salient feature. Security from weapons of mass destruction has increasingly haunted populations and their governments as has security from terrorist attacks over the past years. Parallel to such well-founded or sometimes  imagined threats, a new concept has arisen – human security - which links security to other issues closely connected to humanity’s continued existence on Earth. The following foreword by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan in a Canadian book on human security expresses this concept in a clear and convincing manner. “Today we know that security means far more than the absence of conflict. We also have a greater appreciation for non-military sources of conflict. We know that lasting peace requires a broader vision encompassing areas such as education and health, democracy and human rights, protection against environmental degradation, and the proliferation of deadly weapons. We know that we cannot build peace without alleviating poverty, and that we cannot build freedom on foundations of injustice. These pillars of what we now understand as the people-centred concept of human security are inter-related and mutually reinforcing”.

The first shift in perception of the meaning of security dates from the end of the cold war. In the 1980s security of the State encompassing the preservation of a State’s territorial integrity and political sovereignty was slowly broadened to include also economic and environmental issues, but it was only during the 1990s that security of the individual was put in the centre of security strategies. UNDP was the first to enunciate this in its Human Development Report 1993, and made it more explicit in its 1994 report by defining human security as “safety from such chronic threats as hunger, disease and repression” and as “protection from sudden and hurtful disruptions in the pattern of daily life”. In this report, reference is also made to seven aspects of human security : 1) economic security, 2) food security, 3) health security, 4) environmental security, 5) personal security, meaning protection against torture, war, criminal attacks, domestic violence, among others, 6) community security, meaning the survival of traditional cultures and ethnic groups, 7) political security meaning civil and political rights and freedom from political oppression. The report further declares that rather than attempting to define the exact boundaries of the concept of human security, they wanted it to remain “all-encompassing” and “integrative”. 

Some States, notably Canada, Norway and Japan, included the human security concept in their foreign policy, and for them who belong  or are close to the “Human Security Network”, the UNDP formulation contains the main element of reference. The Human Security Network grew out of bilateral arrangements between Canada and Norway, and was launched in 1998. Its present members are :  Austria, Canada, Chile, Greece, Ireland, Jordan, Mali, The Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, Switzerland and Thailand. (www.humansecuritynetwork.org./menu-e.asp) The network recognizes the close relationship between human security and human development and considers them as the “two sides of the same coin.

In June  2001 Japan sponsored the establishment of an Independent Global Commission on Human Security (co-chaired by Mrs. Sadako Ogata, former UN High Commissioner for Refugees and Prof. Amartya Sen, Nobel Prize winner for economics). The Commission has three main goals : the promotion of a public understanding, engagement and support of human security; the development of the notion of human security as an operational tool for policy formulation; and the proposition of a concrete programme of activities to address critical threats to human security.

The UN Secretary General referred variously to human security in recent years. In his Millennium Report he stressed that “prevention is the core feature of our efforts to promote human security”; in the Annual Report 2000  he underlined the shift “from inter-state to intra-state conflict” and further asserts that “the various elements that contribute to human security must be addressed in a comprehensive way to sustain durable peace in the future”. Other than the UN, the human security concept has been taken up by regional bodies such as the OECD, the EU and the OAS, and has elicited expression of interest from the World Bank. 

Disarmament

UNIDIR, the United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research (in Geneva) says :”Small arms and landmines are grim examples of threats to human security. We know that once a conflict has ended, these weapons remain – stockpiled, hidden or in circulation. In addition to posing the very real threat of physical harm, they have enduring consequences in vulnerable and fragile societies, inhibiting reconstruction, development and an eventual return to normality. Their victims are predominantly civilians, and too often they are children.”

UNIDIR involves civil society groups and NGOs in disarmament and security debates, and ensures that the voices of those affected by violence, conflict and weapons proliferation are heard. Together with the Programme for Strategic and International Security of the Graduate Institute of International Studies and the Quaker United Nations Office, both seated in Geneva, UNIDIR organises an ongoing discussion series known as the Geneva Forum.

The UN Department for Disarmament Affairs has a branch on Conventional Arms and one on Weapons of Mass Destruction. The former covers a range of land, air and sea-based weapons, and since 1995, devotes special attention to the issue of Small Arms and Light Weapons.  While only small arms and landmines are included in these notes, it is acknowledged that  many other disarmament issues ought to be considered, not least the UN Register of Conventional Arms which gathers data on international arms transfers as well as information provided by Member States on military holdings, procurement through national production and relevant policies. 

Small arms

The UN Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects was established by a UN Conference on the subject which took place in New York in July 2001. A First Biennial Meeting of States to Consider the Implementation of the UN Programme was held once more in New York from 7 to 11 July 2003. Its findings did not show notable results.

Since this illicit trade represents a great threat to peace and human security, urgent action at national and international level would seem to be an imperative. Might a new paradigm be found to tackle this urgent threat which strengthens unofficial armies and criminal gangs mostly, though not exclusively, in fragile regions of the world ?

Landmines

The Antipersonnel Mine Ban Convention (APMBC) is one of the rare success stories of the past decade as the production of these low-cost arms has been stopped. Unfortunately, the clearance of mines laid before the Convention came into force is far from completed and continues to maim and kill people, too often children , in countries where armed conflicts had taken, or continue to take, place. 

It does not seem likely at present that one of the Convention’s goals – to clear all laid landmines within ten years of the Convention’s entry into force – can be met.

Weapons of Mass Destruction

The Weapons of Mass Destruction Branch of the UN Department for Disarmament Affairs provides support for UN activities in the area of mass destruction - nuclear, chemical and biological weapons as well as missiles and, latterly, terrorism. It cooperates closely with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) and the Preparatory Commission for the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty Organization (CTBTO PrepCom)

Treaties

Nuclear weapons :

Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT). This is the only binding commitment by the nuclear-weapon States at the multilateral level towards the goal of nuclear disarmament. One hundred and eighty-eight States ratified the Treaty which entered into force in 1970.

Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT). This treaty bans all nuclear explosions, for military or civil purposes. It was adopted in 1996 by the UN General Assembly, and has so far been signed by 167 States and ratified by 103 States. It will enter into force 180 days after it has been ratified by 44 States that possess nuclear power or research reactors. As this has not yet happened, a Conference on Facilitating the Entry into Force of the CTBT was convened in Vienna in September 2003.

Thomas Schoenfeld, Chairperson of the CONGO NGO Committee on Peace in Vienna,  delivered a statement at the above Conference  whose text will be available at the CONGO roundtable in December. It was endorsed by a great number of NGOs, mostly members of CONGO.

Chemical weapons

Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production, Stockpiling and Use of Chemical Weapons and on their Destruction (Chemical Weapons Convention CWC).

The CVC which entered into force  in 1997 contains a mechanism for verifying compliance by States with the provisions of the Convention that is unprecedented in scope and in the stringency of its verification regime.

Biological weapons

Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, production and Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on their Destruction (Biological Weapons Convention BWC).

The BWC entered into force in 1975, but its lack of any formal verification regime severely limits its effectiveness.

