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Throughout history, civilizations have grown and flourished through dialogue, exchange and new inspiration.  The early 20th century witnessed the emergence of civil society as one of the most relevant forces of change.  The League of Nations and especially the International Labour Organization were founded on the basis of large movements of civil societies.  Concepts such as transparency and good governance, environmental management, human rights and social values could not have been successfully transferred from the domestic to the international sphere without the crucial impetus provided by groups of citizens around the world.


The sheer number and variety of walks of life represented here today are proof of your commitment to working closely with the United Nations and Governments to make the world a better place.  This gathering should enable us to take a closer look at how we can continue to do so.  Now more than ever, we believe that such an open dialogue among development actors will foster understanding and consensus, especially in the face of growing challenges to efforts to alleviate suffering and protect the fundamental economic, social and human rights of future generations.


The variety of topics to be covered by this Forum demonstrates that there is probably no area of international policy that can still be considered a monopoly of government.  The groups representing civil society are increasingly well organized and have become the main non-economic transnational force.  They are “globalized” in the sense that the values they share are not circumscribed by national borders; and they also contribute to the dissemination of ideas, cultures and perspectives on international issues.  International public opinion of the 21st century, as expressed by civil society, is an explosion of diversity.

Your views will help us learn how the United Nations family can make its message more effective on a range of vital issues, from human rights to the environment, from trade and development to disarmament.  During the latest cycle of world conferences, you have succeeded in shedding light and setting the pace for many issues, acting as pressure groups and working with Governments.  Non-governmental groups are clearly having an impact on shaping the international agenda, as we can see from your work on such issues as environmental protection, poverty reduction, debt relief, market access and HIV/AIDS. 


I believe there is a new urgency in implementing the Millennium Declaration as the single, overarching policy framework to guide the efforts of the United Nations system in support of global development.  If we are to achieve its goals, we must move ahead as partners. Our partnership must include Governments, which have the primary responsibility for the well-being of their population, the private sector, which produces most of the wealth in the world, NGOs and the United Nations system itself.


The international trade agenda contains an increasing number of topics that are generated and fuelled by civil society concerns.  Some of them, such as trade and traditional knowledge, are quite new.  Others, such as consumer protection and environmental concerns, have already taken on a life of their own and may well find their way into international rules in years to come. And as the trade agenda evolves, there is a growing role for non-governmental actors in national and international decisions on trade policies that give rise to new issues and, in turn, to a wealth of opportunities for shaping the international trade system – particularly from the viewpoint of developing countries.


Among the most immediate challenges ahead, civil society will have to play a major role in the follow-up to recent world conferences, including the Third United Nations Conference on the Least Developed Countries (Brussels, May 2001), the Fourth WTO Ministerial Conference (Doha, November 2001) and the International Conference on Financing for Development (Monterrey, this past March).  These three events pointed towards a shift in thinking on international economic relations in two very important respects: first, they emphasized the need to bring the development dimension back into the discussion on managing international trade, finance and investment, so as to help developing countries realize their full potential in a globalizing world, and second, they recognized the need for Governments and policy makers in developing countries to take greater responsibility for their own economic actions and destinies. Next month’s World Summit on Sustainable Development will represent yet another opportunity for further innovations in our thinking on development. 


Raúl Prebisch, UNCTAD’s founding father, always insisted that the ultimate responsibility for the development of developing countries lay with developing countries themselves. Again and again he stressed that it was the central responsibility of each Government and people to rely on itself, while at the same time acknowledging the need for assistance from the international community.

The initiative to hold this World Civil Society Forum is completely in line with that statement. Civil society is essential in building the capacity needed to help countries better manage their integration into the global economy and facilitate their efforts to create wealth and meet social challenges.

From UNCTAD's point of view, two key questions will occupy our thoughts and endeavours in the run-up to UNCTAD XI, which is to be held in 2004, in Brazil, my own country: First, what kind of international arrangements will be needed to give developing countries the policy space and the concrete opportunities, the trade opportunities, to address the basic issues of poverty alleviation and closing the income gap? And second, what kind of domestic policy and institutions will be needed to generate the capacity to meet these challenges?


In addressing these two key questions, UNCTAD will need to forge and further strengthen its partnership with all development actors, including civil society, and to allow its critical voice to be heard.

* On this occasion, Mr. Ricupero also drew from his statement at the High-level Policy Dialogue of the United Nations Economic and Social Council, New York, 1 July 2002 (copy attached).
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