Mr. President,

I take the floor to address the "Report of the Secretary-General in response to the report of the Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations-Civil Society Relations" under Agenda Item 54 (Strengthening of the United Nations system). Allow me to commend the Secretary-General for the report before us, and to thank the Deputy Secretary-General for introducing it.

At the outset, let me indicate that my delegation agrees with the Secretary-General when he stresses that "the United Nations is and will remain an intergovernmental organization at which decisions are taken by its Member States." At the United Nations, governments represent their constituencies, which include civil society, and are mandated by them to take decisions on their behalf. The ongoing debate about enhancing the role of civil society in the work of the UN unfortunately suggests that national governments are not representative enough, and that civil society takes up the unfulfilled part of the mandate. Assuming any gaps in representation exist, what needs to be done is to strengthen consultation at the national level. Whatever measures are taken in the ongoing process of modernization and institutional change of the organization should therefore ensure that its essential character is maintained.

Regrettably, over the years, there has been a growing and determined tendency to undermine that position. We have witnessed numerous attempts to change or seek ways to circumvent the established rules of procedure of this Assembly and of other intergovernmental processes in favour of civil society, even before the need to do so had been established. In some cases, progress in deliberative processes has been threatened as some delegations or groups insisted on the kind of inclusiveness that had not been previously agreed upon. It is our hope that this debate will clarify the intergovernmental nature of the United Nations.

In the past, non-governmental and other civil society organizations have participated in the work of the General Assembly in a variety of ways, such as during special sessions, round table meetings and preparatory processes for international conferences. However, the practice has been that they do not participate in plenary meetings of the Assembly. We have not been provided with any compelling reasons why this practice should change.

The report recognizes that civil society organizations in different parts of the world are at different levels of development, and that something needs to be done to bridge that gap. In this regard, we welcome the intention of the Secretary-General to create a

trust fund to facilitate the participation of non-governmental organizations from developing countries in inter-governmental meetings, in the hope that that will make a difference. According to the report, 70 per cent of NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC come from the developed countries, while the remaining 30 per cent  "have their headquarters" in developing countries. Under these circumstances, the calls to increase NGO participation in inter-governmental processes unfortunately translate to demands for an increase in the voice of the developed world. Evidently, this issue needs to be properly thought through, as it has ramifications for the issue of democracy in international governance.

On the question of accreditation, the Secretary-General has acknowledged the work done by the Committee on Non-Governmental Organizations to improve its efficiency, including through the introduction of a paperless committee. We therefore find the reasons put forward for disbanding the Committee unconvincing. Apart from granting certain defined rights to approved organisations, the Committee is an indispensable tool that serves to ensure that the same organisations recognize their responsibilities, and are accountable for their actions. We also wish to observe that the whole process of accreditation, including the so-called pre-screening of applications, must remain the responsibility of Member States.

The report speaks of the need to enhance country-level engagement with NGOs, and to enhance the capacity of NGOs at the same level. There is merit in this proposal, particularly with regards to the capacity of NGOs in developing countries. It should, however, be made clear that such engagement and capacity building should only be done with the full involvement and participation of the concerned national governments. Care should be taken to ensure that the United Nations is not seen to be engaging in practices and activities that amount to interference in the internal affairs of Member States. 

Regarding the engagement of parliamentarians in the work of the United Nations, my delegation is supportive of the proposal for support meetings before important intergovernmental meetings, and of the need to hold such meetings at the national, regional and international levels. Outcomes of such meetings would indeed enrich the deliberative processes at the inter-governmental level.

Let me conclude, Mr. President, by observing that this report appears to have been informed only by the need to justify and institutionalize greater civil society involvement in the work of the United Nations, and not to improve the basis upon which that relationship is formed. We notice that the report is silent about the concerns of governments regarding this issue. Questions have been raised about the growing numbers, the motives, representativity, integrity and accountability of civil society organizations in the United Nations. The report ignores these serious issues, preferring only to discuss increasing civil society participation. We hope that these issues will be addressed before, and not after, discussing the modalities for enhancing civil society involvement. 

I thank you.

