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IN MY VIEW

Having experienced the tortuous process of UN Summit
evolution, by the time we got to Johannesburg in August
2002, it was clear that the forces against producing a radical
Plan of Implementation were winning.

This was my first exposure to the UN summit processes.
The over-riding goal which underpins the UN process is
reaching consensus: the argument goes that if decisions are
reached by voting, then those who are out-voted will have no
commitment to implement or act on the decisions. This is a
laudable goal but it inevitably leads to, on the one hand, a
watering down of what is agreed, and on the other, a very
long-winded process of arriving at the consensus.

Many readers will be familiar with the UN processes but
for those who are not, here is a summary: each UN Summit
is preceded by a number of Preparatory Committee Meetings
(known as PrepComs). For the World Summit on Sustainable
Development (WSSD) there were four: three at the UN
headquarters in New York and one in Bali in Indonesia. The
PrepComs were preceded by a number of regional meetings.
At all of these meetings the work is done by national
delegations, aided and abetted, and often hindered, by civil
society organisations – the nine Major Groups1 identified at
the 1992 Rio Earth Summit. 

Some explanation of the delegation groupings needs to be
made: the EU speaks with one voice, that of the current
President of the EU (in 2002 Spain and then Denmark); G77
(actually some 130 countries) also speaks with one voice.
But G77 includes all the countries of the majority world, the
Arab States, AND China. So it is not hard to see that small
and economically poor countries find it difficult to be
acknowledged and noticed. Venezuela was the lead country –
an oil producing nation, so issues about climate change and
renewable energy were obvious battle grounds. The USA,
Canada, Japan, Norway, Switzerland, Australia, New
Zealand all spoke with their own voices. So a real degree of
imbalance can at once be perceived.

WSSD
I attended PrepCom 3 in New York and PrepCom 4 in Bali.
In New York we were working on a Chairman’s paper of
some 40 pages. Once all the delegations had added their
comments and redraftings, the paper had grown to 150 pages,
with much of the text in brackets – a device designed to
indicate visually the alternatives. The Bali Chairman was
charged with boiling down that report, so we started in Bali
with another Chairman’s paper. Once again, the text was

trawled through line by line, and comma by comma – a time
consuming, but absorbing process. It became possible to
predict who would say what. I was there to try to ensure that
reproductive health care and reproductive rights were
represented in the final text, so I worked with the Women’s
Caucus (there are a number of caucuses, representing
different interests from the nine major groups). Being at three
of the PrepComs meant that I came to know many people
who were all, along with me and many others, tracking the
process and making interventions whenever possible.

And what was the nature of those interventions? I had
never done any lobbying before, and it took a certain amount
of courage and assertiveness to approach a delegation
member and say whatever needed to be said. In my case, I
identified the friends and foes and made alliances with the
friends – talking to them whenever possible (there are certain
conventions about behaviour), and giving them copies of the
text that I wanted to see included. In fact it appeared that
elements of my proposed text were incorporated in the
Chairman’s paper which was published on Easter Day in
New York.

The issue of reproductive health rights emerged as one of
the key issues at the Summit. Final decisions on the text
were not made until the night before the end. Recounting
that process will, perhaps, illuminate the workings of the
Summit. The Women’s Caucus had been campaigning on
land rights and reproductive rights for women. There was a
major dispute about one bit of text concerned with human
rights and the need to respect local cultural traditions. We
were recalled to the conference centre at 9pm. At the
beginning there was a really excited buzz. But we waited; we
chatted; some fell asleep. At 12.45 the negotiators returned
with the chunks of text with which they had been engaged.
The new text was read out, and passed without further
discussion, and we went home to bed at 1.15am.

I insert the proposed and agreed text to give ‘flesh’ to the
description above:

The Women’s Caucus adopted the wording for Paragraph
47 chapeau2 put forward by the Canadian delegation: to
include the words ‘in conformity with all human rights and
fundamental freedoms’ (UNGASS, June 2002) to balance
the existing previous words: ‘consistent with national laws
and cultural and religious freedoms’. The proposed text
proved to be very contentious (though part of the contention
was that the chapeau had been ‘agreed’ in Bali, and there
was doubt about whether the wording could be reopened). 
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Within the Plan of Implementation however, there are
references to sexual and reproductive health care, within
Chapter VI, paragraph 47. There are three sub paragraphs
which refer to maternal mortality, access of women to health
care services, and, in subparagraph 47 (j) to ‘the promotion
of healthy lives, including their reproductive and sexual
health, consistent with the commitments and outcomes of
recent UN conferences and Summits, including the World
Summit for Children, the UN Conference on Environment
and Development, the International Conference on
Population and Development, and the World Summit for
Social Development and the Fourth Conference on Women
and their respective reviews and reports’. 

The new chapeau reads: ‘Strengthen the capacity of
health-care systems to deliver basic health services to all, in
an efficient, accessible, and affordable manner aimed at
preventing, controlling and treating diseases, and to reduce
environmental health threats, in conformity with human
rights and fundamental freedoms and consistent with
national laws and cultural and religious values, and taking
into account the reports of recent United Nations
conferences and Summits and of special sessions of the
General Assembly. 

Much paper work is produced throughout the process
with newsletters coming from different lobbying groups
every day. One such is Taking Issue, produced by the
Sustainable Development Issues Network. I quote below
from the September 3rd issue:

Strong US leadership at the Summit
The US has had a strong presence at the Summit. And
they have also been among the best prepared delegation
bringing in some of their top negotiators on several
issues. That is why the US has also been so successful in
watering down language when language has been
perceived as going against the interests of the US. As an
expert from a developing nation dryly remarked: it
seems that environmental concerns, global co-operation
and sustainable development goes against US interests
these days. They know what they want, and they have all

shown strong leadership in getting that. In their own
way, they have been masterfully successful. Perhaps the
defeat of the WTO text was a US defeat, but they have
probably gotten something in return for that concession,
a delegate remarked.

I quote the passage above to indicate what less powerful and
assertive countries were up against. The behaviour of the US
delegation was even more ‘bullying’, not to put too fine a
point on it, at the meeting in Bangkok in December 2002 –
in preparation for the 10 year review of the International
Conference on Population and Development held in Cairo in
1994. 

The following extracts (from an article by Dr. Martha
Campbell of the University of California and Trustee of the
Margaret Pyke Memorial Trust in London) give a flavour of
the Bangkok conference:

The 500-pound gorilla from Guam
Why was the US there? As the owner of Guam. With this
lofty credential, the Bush delegates hijacked the entire
conference. Their sole objective was to achieve
consensus in reducing access to safe abortion even
where it is legal, in supporting Vatican language for
‘natural’ family planning methods, and in reducing
access to condoms for adolescents who wanted to
protect themselves from AIDS. 

The Bush delegation in Bangkok was young, pro-life,
bright, well trained, legally savvy, deceptive, and
threatening. In these closed-door negotiations, they
dominated the discussion. They explained, ‘consensus
must be unanimous’ – a strategic misinterpretation of
UN procedure. Instead, they had the option to take a
reservation against a consensus position, as the Vatican
had done at the 1994 Cairo conference, but they
pretended they could not. In the corridor we witnessed
the US delegation threatening at least one high level
Asian delegate with his country’s loss of US foreign aid
and the loss of his own career, if he did not promote the
‘American’ agenda. The represented countries’
ministries received faxes from our government telling
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Credit: Paul Fitzgerald’ (2002), Big Bad World: Cartoon
Molotovs in the face of Corporate Rule, New Internationalist
(www.newint.org)



them to instruct their delegates how to behave in the
negotiations in favor of the pro-life, American religious
right-wing position. Seasoned diplomats observing the
US delegation said they had never before seen such
behavior in an international meeting. 

After four days of intense discussion, every member
country, one by one, boldly rejected the demands of the
US delegates, who appeared to be stunned. It was
breathtaking. In the end, after a highly unusual voting
procedure when the ministers arrived, the US was forced
to take its reservation against the rest.

The tragedy in this conference was the loss of the rare
opportunity for the Asian and Pacific countries to
discuss and share their high priority development
issues: poverty, reducing maternal mortality and
unintended pregnancies, and fighting HIV/AIDS. That
had been their plan. All they could do, instead, was
prevent damage by a single 500 pound gorilla from
Guam. What a terrible use of precious time of these
delegates from many countries, all of them talented
professionals, each one a valuable leader.  

These extracts give some idea of the power that the rich and
well resourced countries can exert at UN conferences (for
example, the US delegation was about 300 strong, while
small countries could only send three or four delegates).

To return to WSSD: in Bali I was recording the
negotiating session which was examining the text on Health
and Sustainable Development. Below is an extract I wrote
that evening for the Stakeholder Forum daily newsletter,
Outreach:

What is the difference between ‘require’ and ‘need’?
The USA, in particular wanted to ‘loosen’ language – as
in the example in the title, or other examples: ‘promote’
rather than ‘ensure’, or ‘improve’ rather than ‘secure’ –
all of which weaken the commitments.

And what about the attempts to ‘lose’ all the meaningful
target dates? Doesn’t the Summit need a time-bound
framework in order to make it effective and worthwhile?
The Vice Chair of the session repeatedly reminded
delegates that dates were important, as benchmarks for
evaluation, and goals towards which to work. 

One anecdote: in Bali, the Chair of the Indonesian segment,
Dr Emil Salim, was on the platform discussing progress with
his colleagues. He did not realise that the microphone was
switched on. At one point he said ‘what are we going to do
about the Americans?’ This comment reverberated around
the huge hall and subsequently around the whole PrepCom.
Efforts to demonstrate with this slogan were quickly
extinguished by the UN security staff (demonstration on UN
territory is not permitted). Demonstrating with this slogan
was eventually achieved by the women having a T shirt
printed with the slogan across the front, but with the words
‘the Americans’ covered up with broad tape. The

demonstration was held on the Greenpeace boat with the
press pack there to witness it.

But what of Hope? While most of the NGO community
felt deeply disappointed about the failures at government
level, it was clear that a great deal of good things were and
are happening at grassroots level, through the energy and
commitment of civil society. Charles Secrett, former
Director of Friends of the Earth, remarked to me that it was
from civil society’s efforts that sustainability would come.
The changes must come from below, and the push must
come from those working for justice and equity across the
world.

As Herbie Girardet said in an article in the
January/February 2003 issue of Resurgence: 

Where the politicians failed, NGOs will work as never
before to build unprecedented co-operation across the
planet. In this context the 1960s dream of the global
village has acquired a new relevance and urgency. An
Earth-centred world-view is being conceptualised,
drawing on the rich diversity of human knowledge in
cultures around the world. The global citizen’s
movement for sustainability insists that there are
measures of human development other than ever-rising
consumption of the Earth’s resources. It demands new,
resource-saving taxation systems and incentives to help
regulate human activities.

Let us trust that the world community, transcending the
failures of Johannesburg, is getting ready to meet this
historic challenge.

So the challenge is with us – those of us working in
development education, environment and development
NGOs and in other civil society organisations to build up a
head of steam from below so that politicians and policy
makers have to take notice on the one hand, and on the other
become emboldened to make decisions that appear at first
glance to risk electoral suicide. Greater equity and justice are
essential components of sustainable development (or
sustainability): at this time of international tension, that
equity and justice seem a long way off.

Notes
1 Women’s Groups; Children and Youth; Indigenous People and their
communities; Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs); Local
Authorities; Trades Unions and Workers; Business and Industry; The
Scientific and technological community; Farmers
2 The chapeau is the introductory paragraph to each section
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