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Introduction :
The months following our last Board meeting in June were marked by a challenging UN calendar and CONGO’s efforts to respond within the limits of its capacity. It was also a time, and still is, of intense preparation for the Asian Civil Society Forum. Guided in principle by our Strategic Plan, the following report will reflect on these events and also cover any other issues deemed to be of importance to CONGO.    

I. Dialogue

I continued to nurture dialogue with UN and NGO Officials, both in Geneva, New York and elsewhere, (Bangkok) as outlined in my previous reports. Below I will cover highlights of UN and NGO events and how they enhanced dialogue and the role of CONGO.
· Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), International Policy Dialogue, 
Berlin, 27-28 June 2002 
This meeting, convened by UNDP, the German Foundation for International Development (DSE) and the Federal Ministry for Economic Co-operation and Development (BMZ, had three important objectives:

· First: defining UN strategy on MDGs in concrete terms
· Second: to discuss how MDGs could be made a key focus at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)
· Third: to focus attention on the content and meaning of the Millennium Declaration for all participants within their circles of influence
The UN strategy consists of three complimentary initiatives:
· The Millennium Project, a research initiative to provide a solid intellectual and analytical foundation for development policies. Professor Jeffrey Sachs, Columbia University, has been named by the Secretary General to head this project. He interacted with the Berlin meeting through a live video Conference
· The Millennium Reports, a comprehensive effort to oversee global and national progress, comprising a country-by-country assessment of progress towards meeting the MDGs, coordinated by UNDP
· The Millennium Campaign, a special initiative aimed at building awareness and creating new coalitions for global and national action across developed and developing countries  around the MDGs, headed by Eveline Herfkens, former Dutch Minister for Cooperation, recently appointed  by the Secretary General as Special Adviser. 
In my Berlin presentation (on our website) I pointed out how NGOs/Civil Society have been involved in the formulation of the MDGs, through advocacy and impacting on the UN World Conferences of the 90s, the Millennium Forum and follow up, and offering suggestions as to how they should be involved in the new MDG strategy. The Berlin meeting became the springboard for one of CONGO’s activities during the subsequent Johannesburg Summit.

· First Preparatory Committee Meeting (PrepComI) of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), Geneva, 1-5 July 2002, 
· Informal Intersessional Consultation (WSIS), Geneva, 16-18 September 2002
· Informal Consultation with UNESCO (WSIS), Paris, 25 September 
This cluster deals with the process leading to the next UN World Summit on the Information Society to be held in two phases, one in Geneva from 10-12 December 2003 and the second in Tunis in 2005. (See also www.geneva2003.org; www.itu.int/wsis ; www.unesco.org/wsis and NGLs Roundup July 2002)

Over 800 representatives from 133 UN Member States, including more than 150 NGOs and some business sector entities took part in PrepCom I to discuss rules and procedures guiding the process, as well as substance and content of the Conference. The vision for this new Summit was that Governments, Civil Society and the Private Sector would come together on an equal footing and negotiate an outcome defining our future societies.

However, when civil society/NGO representatives were excluded already from the discussion on rules and procedures,  - including on arrangements for accreditation of NGOs and other actors - they angrily organized themselves in parallel as an active platform for lobbying and asked CONGO to chair the plenary meetings. Following a free-for-all discussion, a structure of Sub-Committees dealing with procedures, content, finance and media, as well as caucuses on gender, youth, regions and issues was created in an open ended way to provide for the most effective way to capture NGO input into the process. 

Many NGOs wish the agenda for the Information Society to be defined as broad as possible, including a development agenda for bridging the digital gap to help eradicate poverty. Human rights prerogatives are demanded as core guiding principles.   CONGO published five electronic newsletters for our members, based on interviews with key actors on some of the pertinent issues. The newsletters can be found on our  new website: www.ngocongo.org.

Since Governments could not agree on the themes proposed for the agenda during the PrepCom I , an Informal Intersessional Consultation was held 16-18 September. NGOs were invited to speak and to be present, but only during the first day. Following a CONGO intervention on this renewed exclusion, the Chair of the PrepCom, Mr. Adama Samassekon, Mali, started a very proactive dialogue with Civil Society Representatives present to rebuild trust. He wants to continue this dialogue on-line, see www.geneva2003.org 

In the meantime preparations are being made for regional preparatory meetings:

· Bucharest, 7-9 November 2002, for the ECE region, 

· Tokyo, 13-15 January 2003 for Asia and 

· Santa Domingo, 27-30 January 2002 for Latin America. 

· Bamako, Mali 28-30 May 2002. held already its regional meeting for Africa

CONGO will include the WSIS agenda in the upcoming Asian Civil Society Forum.

· ECOSOC Coordination Segment, New York, 10-12 July 2002

CONGO had been invited to contribute to the theme on ‘Strengthening of ECOSOC’ during the Coordination Segment of the July Substantive Session. Various NGO Consultations were held in Geneva and New York that helped the President to compile different proposals. She delivered a statement on 11 July that was well received.

The President used her stay in New York to meet with the President of ECOSOC, Ambassador Simonovich, to discuss NGO and process oriented issues regarding NGO participation at all ECOSOC levels, but also processes in relation to the Security Council and the General Assembly. 

She invited Under Secretary General Patricio Civili to attend and support the Asia Civil Society Forum, met with Hanifa Mezoui, NGO Section DESA, Paul Hoeffel, NGO Section DPI, attended the CONGO Foundation meeting and discussed with the DPI NGO Executive Committee issues regarding Millennium Forum follow-up.

· World Civil Society Forum (WCSF), Geneva, 15-20 July 2002
This Forum brought together NGOs from many parts of the world. Although it lived not quite up to its name, it became nevertheless a very important resource Forum for grass root NGOs. CONGO had been asked to take responsibility for the UN/NGO co- operation part and organized sessions on Charter based rights for NGOs, Consultative Status, Millennium Forum and follow up, and the President was invited to address the Opening Ceremony. A number of attending NGOs became very interested in CONGO and filled out applications for associate or full membership. Regional Focal Points from the WCSF are now involved in the ACSF.

· Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights and First UN Social Forum Geneva, 24 July - 16 August
Following the WCSF, a number of young media students felt attracted by CONGO’s potential and helped produce the second series of CONGO Newsletters during the Sub-Commission on Human Rights, in particular highlighting the first ever held UN Social Forum. The CONGO Special Committee on Human Rights provided leadership in organizing a preceding NGO Forum to this event.

· World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), Johannesburg, 26 August – 4 September

The outcome of the WSSD was hailed by some as great success, by others as a great failure, depending on the issue/geographical perspective. (see www.johannesburgsummit.az) The most complex agenda ever dealt with in one Conference: social and economic development and environmental protection, all in one basket, made for difficult negotiations. The methods applied with track I (government negotiations) and track II (partnerships with Civil Society) outcomes were innovative, although suspicious to many NGOs, fearing that Governments tried to shy away from their responsibilities, leaving too much to the private sector. Kofi Annan summed it all up by saying: “Much has been achieved, more needs to be done. This is only the beginning”.

Civil Society’s impact on the Conference was fragmented, due to many factors, including long distances between the different venues. CONGO tried to bridge between those NGOs who worked as ‘major groups’ (however limited) at the government Convention Centre at Sandton and those thousands of NGOs who had come together at the Global Peoples’ Forum at Nasrec. CONGO also negotiated successfully with government and UN Officials during the first days at Sandton to avoid an embarrassing NGO boycott or walk-out after security officials had denied access to the Convention Centre.

As member of the International Steering Group (ISG), set up to organize the Peoples’ Forum, CONGO organized one of the Forum’s Official Commissions: MDGs and Sustainable Development, which included eminent speakers such as Jeffrey Sachs. The President participated in a number of other panels, including in the UBUNTU lead campaign on Reform on International Institutions and in the evening strategy meetings of the ISG.

CONGO also hosted a coffee reception for all interested NGOs to acquaint them with CONGO activities and consultative status and inform on the Asia Civil Society Forum.

CONGO produced again 5 electronic newsletters, giving our members the opportunity to get very special information from the Summit. 

· 55th Annual Conference DPI/NGO Conference: Rebuilding Societies Emerging from Conflict, New York, 9 –11 September 2002

The President was invited to address the Opening Session and a Luncheon for Speakers of the event, hosted by Nane Annan, (SG’s wife). The President used the time in New York also to have meetings with the NY CONGO Chairpersons and the CONGO Foundation, as well with UN Officials.

· Meeting with Sergio Vieira de Mello, new High Commissioner for Human Rights, Geneva, 2 October 2002
The President had requested a meeting to introduce CONGO and its Committees as well as to invite him and solicit his support for the Asian Civil Society Forum. In the meantime he has responded with a letter of great support, expressing solidarity and gratitude. He unfortunately will be in New York on 10 December (to commemorate Human Rights Day at the Security Council) but he will send a video message and ask his Senior Representative for Asia to speak on his behalf. Cuts in the OHCHR budget will not allow for direct assistance to our budget.  

· Reflections on the World Summit on Sustainable Development, (WSSD) - The Way Forward, Geneva, 4 October 2002
CONGO organized a first consultation on the Summit with reflections from NGOs and UN Agencies to inform and evaluate the outcome. A short summary of the interventions will be published soon to help also our Committees to reflect and follow up in more detail on some of the most pertinent issues.  

· Other:

The President participated in a special meeting and lunch given by the World Bank for selected NGOs and UN Officials with the President of the World Bank, James Wolfensohn, Geneva, 10 October, 2002

She was also invited to participate in the Social Entrepreneurs’ Summit 2002, organized by the Schwab Foundation. Geneva, 12-14 October 2002

These meetings were occasions to position CONGO and its role in the larger civil society landscape and  prepare the ground for future fundraising activities.

At various occasion the President made presentations on the role of CONGO, Consultative status and the UN/NGO relations and partnerships to 

· Chinese Association of Science and Technology, Geneva, 7 October

· Social  Entrepreneurs, Geneva, 15 October
· University Students, Geneva, Geneva, 18 October

The President has also dialogued or deepened relations with other NGO or civil society groupings such as UBUNTU, CIVICUS, WCSF or the Group CRC. 

II. Outreach

Preparations for the Asian Civil Society Forum, (ACSF 2002) have kept us more than busy. Anselmo Lee, our dynamic Coordinator, has inspired many NGOs in the region and beyond.  More Consultations have been held in Bangkok and Geneva to constantly improve the program. The latest version containing confirmed speakers and facilitators is before the Board.  Applications come now in daily (with more than one hundred already received as of last week).  While the President is continuing her fundraising efforts, they prove to be more and more difficult in the current political and economic climate. (E.g. even the Asian Developing Bank cannot -under the current tight grant directives - provide assistance) I therefore appeal to all members to help and/or find ways to open doors. CONGO is determined to make the ACSF happen, even with limited funds.

We have also been contacted by an (the) NGO umbrella organization from Afghanistan to help them to move from an organizational level of receiving and providing humanitarian aid to a level of civic organization which could play an active part in the building of the necessary civil society structures in that country, a.o. by obtaining consultative status with the UN. Some of our members currently work with them to prepare specific proposals.

Similar requests have come from Taiwan NGOs    

III. Membership
Efforts to recruit new members have been reasonably successful, with some 80 new organizations having joined, divided almost evenly between full, associate and trial members. (Some gaps remain between various lists). New members have been attracted after seeing CONGO in action.  We are very pleased to see many new organizations coming from developing countries. However, this forces us to continue to discuss how we can develop a dues system that takes into account the very difficult situation some of the organizations face. As mentioned already in my last report, the Board needs to discuss membership criteria. Organizations, in particular from Africa, have asked us to help them to get out of their isolation and guide them in the process of getting consultative status. Many Organizations have also asked us to include ethical values in our criteria to make CONGO membership a sort of ‘good labeling’ to distinguish between ‘civil’ and ‘uncivil’ society.

IV. Communication

During the last several weeks, we faced a critical communication problem after our Website domain name and e-mail address: congo.org had been pirated, involving an illegal sale of our domain effected by VeriSign. This was only the latest development in a series of unfortunate incidents ‘involving VeriSign (domain name holder) and CONGO. While we are continuing to evaluate what legal remedies may be available, we have in the meantime registered www.ngocongo.org as our new address. This has the added benefit in that it distinguishes us more clearly from any geographical interpretation of our acronym.  .   

In this context, I would like to refer to the report of the Communication’s Task Force and commend the Communication Officer, Kouraich Jaouahdou, for his tireless efforts to reinstall our website and constantly update it. He also created a new site for ACSF, linked to CONGO. In addition, the Web now opens also with a new version in French, currently in the process of being enhanced further..

Another improvement in communication and service to our members consists in the publication of our electronic newsletters. Kouraich, with the help of volunteer media persons, and input from our other Officers, has published 17 Newsletters since our last Board meeting. I am very pleased to offer the Board members a courtesy CD-Rom, containing all of them.

While some progress has been made, such as in the area of tracking membership fees, e-communication gaps are still an issue. They exist mostly due to inconsistent or incomplete historical records and intermittent changes of addresses etc. But we are working full time to improve the situation. In some instances we have to still use fax or snail mail.

V. Administration and Staff

We were all shaken by the sad news that Gideon Ronell, our Accountant in Geneva, had suddenly passed away shortly after our last Board meeting. On behalf of all of you I sent condolences to his family. In the meantime we were fortunate to find in Nils Ashlyn a new collaborator. 

Geneva: 

While the Geneva Office is strategically located in the Palais, space wise it is painfully small – cramped –with three staff persons, an occasional Intern, the President and a steady stream of bona fide or otherwise interested visitors. We are exploring options for additional space, at least for our archives. 

In spite of these constraints, our three officers Kouraich, Isolda and Sheila, have shown great commitment to the work of CONGO, and I would like to formally recognize their contributions. Mention should also be made of our Intern Susan Singh, who gives much of her talent to help Kouraich and helps with preparations for ACSF.  

New York

I remain extremely concerned about the lack of funding for staff for the New York Office and how it can continue its operations next year, in view of its importance at UN Headquarters. I will explore all possibilities, together with the First Vice President, CONGO Foundation members and others, to keep it operational and ad a minimum, to keep Jenny Tranel as Administrator.

Vienna

I am also looking forward to discuss with the Vienna Representatives their perceptions of the future of the Vienna Office, including a short- and longer-term fundraising strategy to sustain it. I sincerely hope that CONGO Vienna, through their existing Committees, will not only become a strong collective voice at the UN in Vienna, but also a force in aiding existing as well as guiding new Eastern European NGOs in their quest to become visible and relevant stakeholders in UN decision making.

VI.
The Way Forward
I am pleased to announce that the Board has before it a request from the Caucus on Spirituality to become a new CONGO Committee.  I further announce that seven persons have been identified to serve as an Election Committee for the next CONGO General Assembly: David Andrews (PCI), Marianne Bargil (SIW), Anne Lindsay (IRTAC), Carol Lubin (IFSNC), Mala Pal (All India Women’s Conference), Xavier Verzat (ATD Quart Monde) and Lee Weingarten (WILPF)

The General Assembly will be held at the end of 2003, most probably in Geneva and preceding the next UN Summit on the Information Society. We should identify a visionary theme to guide our Assembly.

In closing, I want to sincerely thank the Board, and the Officers in particular, for their guidance and most valuable support.  I want to mention our patrons, the General Board of Global Ministries, for helping us with Office space in New York and the World Jewish Congress for providing the fees for the accountants. In addition and particularly, I want to thank Daniel Lack, for his legal guidance and ready help whenever needed. I would also like to single out: Shirley Munyan for her continued support, in particular for offering to print the posters and brochures for the Asian Civil Society Forum. Last, but not least, I want to praise Anselmo Lee for his drive, devotion and hard work.

I look forward to continue working with you all.

Respectfully submitted by

Renate Bloem, President 
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