CONGO BOARD MINUTES 

JUNE 25-26, 2003

CCV, GENEVA

1. OPENING REMARKS, ROLL CALL

The President, Renate Bloem, welcomed participants to this last Board meeting before the CONGO Assembly in December 2003. This moment in CONGO’s life was critical, with the appointment by the UNSG of the High Level Panel on UN-Civil Society relationships (hereafter HLP-CS). CONGO has to be a major actor in the life and work of the HLP-CS.

The Secretary conducted the Roll Call – the list of board members and observers is attached.

2. The Provisional Agenda was adopted – items were taken in a chronologically different order depending on the presence of speakers.

3. Minutes of March 13-14, 2003 Board meeting.

After some comments, and an addition to the attendance list, the Minutes were approved. The sole amendment was the correction of the theme of the next General Assembly, in which the word “Global” had been omitted.

4. Matters arising from the Minutes

It was noted that some NGOs had attended the April meeting of the Bretton Woods Institutions and WTO with ECOSOC.

5. 6.7. Reports of the President and Vice Presidents
In addition to the written reports as circulated, the following points were stressed:

a. The 59th Session of the Commission on Human Rights (17 March-25 April) had made some progress in providing speaking time for NGOs. CONGO had opened debating space for many NGO interests, and CONGO coverage of the CHR and NGO events was more extensive than ever.

b. The adoption by the World Health Assembly (19-28 May) of the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control was a major advance in public health but also in the contribution of the NGO community to adoption of an international legal instrument.

c. CONGO’s role vis-à-vis the HLP-CS (see point 1) would occupy centre stage for the remainder of the year. The Panel was aware of the distinction to be made between non-profit-making Civil Society and private profit-making business.

d. There are serious strains in the New York Office as funding is not available to provide for a full-time salary, nor indeed to guarantee availability of time to supervise and train interns.

e. There are troubling initiatives by some US think tanks and PVOs, supported by US Administration officials, to designate and sideline mainstream NGOs, including an attack on NGO advocacy work. This is clearly a concerted campaign, in the face of which NGOs in consultative status have to stand up and defend UN goals, global governance principles and key initiatives such as the Millennium Development Goals. (see also point 9.f)
In discussion, a) the importance of coordination of fundraising by and for the three CONGO centres was underlined; b) the three fund-raising bodies (Foundation in NY, Les Amis in Geneva, The Verein in Vienna) should limit their activities to that role and not enter the policy arena; c) a report from the Finance Committee should be presented to each Board.

The President reminded Board members that they had responsibility to fundraise and to raise CONGO’s visibility. The previous campaign to increase Board members involvement had produced a positive result from Zonta International.

8. Report of the Treasurer

The Board received a consolidated statement for the three centres for the first 6-months of the current budget, namely 1.10.2002-31.03.2003.

9. UN-NGO Relations

a. Adama Samassekou, Chairman of the Preparatory Committee for the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) explained the importance of the WSIS in creating new opportunities for dialogue among the governmental, business and civil society sectors; for diversity of languages and cultures, for bringing disadvantaged peoples into the new technological society, with all its advantages and potential. He welcomed CONGO’s active role in the functioning of the WSIS and in bringing NGO competence to all the debates. The future information society should be one of empowerment of women and men, and civil society was essential to that process which was also a demonstration of partnership. This partnership was essential in the political as well as the technical aspects of the information society, and equally in the economic and ethical aspects; human rights and human dignity were integral  components of a just information society.

b. Hamish Jenkins (UN.NGLS) reported on the NGLS Consultation on “Crisis in Global Governance” (4-6 June, 2003), which had brought together some 60 knowledgeable NGO participants to review the future of global cooperation in the light of new policies being imposed by the world’s only superpower. The UN Millennium Declaration and the MDGs are essential tools for advancing cooperation, and require continuous support and pressure from NGOs to meet the goals.

c. The HLP-CS may devote attention to the question of the “fast-track access” to the UN that appears to have been granted to business interests, as compared to the laborious process by which Consultative Status is accorded to NGOs.

d. The diversity of opinions and therefore voices in Civil Society was often a weakness as well as a strength; there have been both good and poor examples of pulling together CS input to various UN conferences and events.

e. NGO access to the UN Official Documents System (ODS)

On the basis of a document prepared by the Global Policy Forum, the Board adopted the following resolution:

The CONGO Board – recognizes that free and open worldwide access to the United Nations Official Documents System (ODS), the digital record of UN documents in all official languages, is technically feasible via the web;

· notes that the requisite hardware infrastructure for such access is lacking;

· further recognizes that the information provided by the system is essential to the work of the NGO community;

· therefore urges the UN Secretariat and UN Member States to support full funding for universal access to the ODS in the Budget for the biennium 2004-2005.

The CONGO President was asked to lead a delegation in September 2003 to the UNSG and related financial services to press the above resolution,

f. Human Rights Watch presented comments on the recent attacks on some NGOs by right-wing think thanks in the US, including now by the USAID Administrator. HRW which had been directly attacked is not specifically  responding but will speak to other governments to clarify its position. One concern was that the attacks could surface within the UN and be used to restrict NGO access.

The attacks bring up the question of NGO accountability, which has multiple facets. It is debatable if one should give additional publicity to the “NGOWATCH” website that conveys the attacks: some of the sting may be taken out if the hypocrisy is exposed, even ridiculed.

One aspect of the issue is the extent to which multinational corporations are “replacing” NGOs as operational partners to USAID and similar bodies.

On the basis of a paper from the First Vice-President putting forward ideas on the need for coherent advocacy by CONGO members to counter these ill-intentioned attacks, Leslie Wright was asked to take ongoing responsibility for keeping track of this set of issues and for proposing common responses.

10. CONGO GENERAL ASSEMBLY (4-6 December 2003)

a. The GA title chosen by the previous Board “Inclusive Global Governance: Challenges and opportunities for CONGO” was reaffirmed with the addition of the words “in partnership with the United Nations”. The purpose is to open minds to the overall ethical issues on which the world should function, and within which governments, civil society, parliamentarians, business all have responsibilities.

To prepare the GA there will be three Task Forces

· Disarmament, peace and security (Convener Ellen Mouravieff)

· Human Rights (Convener Anselmo Lee)

· Sustainable Human Development (Convener Alan Leather)

(The latter includes social, economic, political and cultural development).

(See also item 11.e where an additional Task Force was created.)

The Convenors are charged with coordinating with the chairs of the relevant CONGO Committees, in order to have the Task Force in existence by electronic communication by end July and produce one or more background papers by end August. The papers should review the challenges facing NGOs in these three areas, should outline opportunities for NGOs and should propose possible actions by CONGO. If time permits, the papers will be circulated to Board members for comments within a short deadline. The papers should take into account cross-cutting issues such as gender-mainstreaming, poverty, environment and generational issues.

The Task Forces may propose “snappier” titles for the substantive sessions during the GA, which are known as Commissions in accordance with CONGO Rule 13.

The President was asked to consider if it was possible to present to the GA a single consolidated report on all CONGO’s activities over the three-year period since the previous GA. If many of CONGO’s almost-forty Committees present Reports, they did not need to be discussed in the plenary. Sara Longwe offered to do a précis of the Committee reports, if these reports are available in timely fashion. All reports would in any event be put on the CONGO website.

b. CONGO rules and amendments

Danielle Bridel presented the amendments proposed by the Rules Committee. After debate, the Board approved a series of amendments to be submitted to the GA in accordance with Rule 77. (The amendments are being separately circulated as a GA paper.) Danielle Bridel and her Task Force were most warmly thanked for their excellent work.

c. Report of Elections Committee

The Board took note of the progress made by the Elections Committee in fulfilling its mandate under Rules 65-71 (See Committee letter of 20 June 2003).

d. Draft paper on Code of Conduct

John Taylor presented the draft emanating from the initial discussion at the previous Board session. WVF felt the document not to be necessary and to be an indication of our reaction to external criticism. All other speakers supported the concept of the Code, including as an encouragement to NGOs to join CONGO. Discussion centred on the concepts of responsibility to be truthful and/or transparent and/or fair and/or accountable.

In the light of the discussion, John Taylor was asked to revise the draft for submission to the December GA.

e. In relation to paragraph 57 of the Rules, the Board mandated the Finance Committee to prepare a proposal whereby the annual membership fee could be based on a sliding scale.

11. World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS)

10-12 December, 2003, Geneva

Pierre Gagné, Executive Director of the WSIS Secretariat, gave an update on the plans for the Intersessional Meeting (Paris, 15-18 July), the Third PrepCom (15-18 September, Geneva) and the WSIS itself. The agendas and documents are available from the Secretariat or on the following websites: www.itu.int/wsis: www.prepcom.net/wsis 

Although the WSIS is of course an intergovernmental process in its final decision-making stage, the decisions will only be meaningful if the “observer community” is fully involved in providing competent input. The observer community includes IGOs, civil society and business. Mr Gagné praised Renate Bloem’s positive leadership on behalf of civil society.

Alain Clerc, Head of the WSIS Civil Society Secretariat Unit, recalled that in the progression since UNCHE (Stockholm, 1972) of active participation of civil society in intergovernmental debates, WSIS represented a significant advance. The manner in which the families of civil society had organized themselves demonstrated great responsibility and governments were obliged to recognize that they had an effective partner in the WSIS Civil Society Bureau. M. Clerc underlined the need to bring more southern CS organizations to the table.

In the discussion:

a. the successful participation of NGOs, facilitated by CONGO, in the Beijing and Cairo Conferences was recalled, to underline the need for the WSIS process to support CONGO’s role

b. The participation of Civil Society Organizations from the South was only possible if information was timely, if funds were available, and if the competent persons could make themselves available for the time needed

c. All civil society entities that had requested accreditation had been forwarded by the Secretariat to the WSIS Bureau with a positive recommendation. Only a very few had then not been approved by the Bureau, and these not for technical but political reasons.

d. The exhibition space available in Geneva in December was free to ldcs and to NGOs, and CONGO should facilitate NGO presence

e. The Board approved the President’s request that a fourth Task Force be established to organize a Round Table at the CONGO GA on Information and Communication Technologies. This Round Table would also assist civil society input to WSIS itself, as well as enhance CONGO visibility. She drew attention to PCI’s plan to organize a WSIS side event with CONGO, on “Entertainment and Education”.

The fourth Task Force convenor would be Afaf Mahfouz, supported by FEMNET, and its membership should reflect geographical diversity.

12. OUTREACH

a. A CONGO Latin American/Caribbean Conference (LACC) is scheduled for Santiago de Chile from 10 to 14 November, 2003 (see attachment). The President urged lowering the budget for which mainly in-kind contributions were thus far available. Afaf Mahfouz asked that a New York-focussed CONGO Task Force on LACC be established to be responsible on behalf of CONGO.

The First Vice-President, responsible in New York for the planning, is working with potential donors, and invited others to join a Task Force. The President set end-August as the deadline for a decision on proceeding with the plans.

b. The 5th International Conference of New and Restored Democracies will take place in Ulaan Baator, September 10-12, 2003. It will be preceded by an International Civil Society Forum (September 8-9) with whose planning CONGO has been associated since the CONGO Asia Civil Society Forum. The Forum is open to all Civil Society organizations and the updated programme is being sent these very days to all CONGO members, all of whom are invited.

c. The project for the Consultation in Eastern Europe (CEE), coordinated by the Vice President in Vienna, was presented by her and in view of the difficult political situation in the region and discussions with NGOs from CEE countries at the meeting of the UN/NGO IRENE initiative in Bucharest, an appeal was launched that the Task Force rethink the general thrust of the project. A number of persons from NY and Geneva were named and suggested to become members of the already existing Task Force of Vienna based representatives.

d. UN.DESA had organized a Capacity Building Workshop in Bucharest (May 29-June 1), which had led to the creation of an “Informal Regional Network – IRENE” whose Coordinator would be the Black Sea University Foundation, Romania.

e. Work is continuing on a possible CONGO African Civil Society Forum in 2004, as a long term follow up to the earlier CONGO Consultation in Kampala. The context would be civil society relationships to the African Union, the NEPAD, and to agricultural and health needs in Africa.

f. UNEP’s Governing Council is meeting at Ministerial level in Seoul March 30-31, 2004 to be preceded on March 28-29 by a Civil Society Forum. Anselmo Lee has taken leadership in preparing this, with support from Cyril Ritchie, and the information will be available in coming months.

g. The World Social Forum will meet in Mumbai, January 16-21, 2004. There should be a CONGO presence to focus on CONGO-UN issues, particularly UN Reform. Renate Bloem and Anselmo Lee are responsible for preparations. Interested CONGO members were encouraged to participate in the various regional and sub-regional Social Forums that are now on the calendar.

13. Youth Advisory Committee (YAC)

The preparatory work done by Leslie Wright had come to fruition and over 100 candidates for membership of the YAC had been received. The President would be making the selection in the next days in order that the YAC could begin to function.

14. In Geneva a CONGO Youth Committee had been reconstituted after many years. This development was welcomed by the Board.

15. Substantive Session of ECOSOC (July 2003)

The Board reviewed the plans for the NGO Forum, the ECOSOC High-Level Segment, and the Coordination Segment.

A corollary plea was made that the UN administration be more attentive to making helpful logistical and practical arrangements for NGOs attending – and supporting – UN meetings.

16. Other business

a. December 2003 CONGO events arrangements

The GA will be on December 4, 5 and 6 at the ILO.

The outgoing Board will have a half-day meeting on the afternoon of December 3.

The new Board elected by the GA will meet all day on December 7 (perhaps starting already at the end of the GA on December 6, if time and energy permit).

The GA fee will be CHF 100 per member organization, allowing up to 4 participants per organization. Any additional participant will pay CHF 25 per head.

Individuals from CONGO members will pay a fee of CHF 50.

Observers from non-members will pay a fee of CHF 100 to attend the whole Assembly.

b. The CONGO Offices will draw up speakers’ lists of CONGO member representatives ready to address public gatherings. A circular will be issued to define the parameters.

c. The CONGO NY Office is organizing on November 5-6 a Symposium and concert to promote Juvenile Justice standards and better practices, and invited participation from any member.

d. Kazi Rafiqul Alam of Dhaka Ahsania Mission, Bangladesh, who has just received the UNESCO Literacy Prize, presented the work of his organization.

e. Marek Hagmaijer reported that WVF would be unable to attend the December GA as it coincided with the WVF Assembly. He would continue to attend CONGO Board Meetings as an observer after WVF finished its term of office in December.

f. The question of the duration of Board meetings was again raised, in order that adequate time be available for substantive discussions and to hear visitors. It was also suggested that Board papers be numbered to correspond to the agenda items.

g. The Board also made the following decision in relation to paragraph 29 of the Rules:

At least four weeks before the date of any Board meeting the President shall circulate to Board members a first provisional agenda. Board members may submit additional agenda proposals, and the final provisional agenda shall then be circulated two weeks before the meeting.

Minutes by Cyril Ritchie

Attachments:

· Attendance list

· Referenced papers
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