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COVID-19 AND INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

In 2020, international cooperation, as everything else, took place in the context
of a pandemic unprecedented in living memory. The pandemic tested existing
routines and practices of multilateral cooperation, both when it came to
pandemic response and in sustaining vital work on human rights, development
and peace and security. It exposed weaknesses and challenges in the
international system. It is important to learn the lessons from these pandemic
times on how international cooperation can be improved.

The pandemic had devastating costs that mark the world today and could
do so for years, stymying opportunities, entrenching inequalities, denying
rights. There was the cost in human lives lost, many of which could have been
avoided, and the long-term symptoms some people were left with. There
were the economic costs as normal ways of living were paused or slowed
down in many places. There were the costs of rights being restricted, including
many opportunistic rights restrictions 7 that had little to do with fighting the
pandemic, and that threaten to linger.

Then there were the opportunity costs. As the pandemic dominated the
headlines and as most states, with widely varying degrees of success, focused
much of their efforts on pandemic response, many other urgent matters
fell off the international agenda. Without the virus, and following the great
mobilisations of 2019 7, climate change should have stayed at the top of the
agenda, and 2020 might just have gone down in history as the year in which
states collectively started to take serious action to avert the worst of the climate
crisis. Instead, although the grounding of many flights and slowing down of
economies caused a small and temporary drop in greenhouse gas emissions,
there was a lack of ambitious international-level action. The COP26 climate
change summit, which was due to be held in November 2020, was pushed
back a whole year and the fear among many in civil society was that states
would prioritise recovery through economic growth by any means, regardless
of climate impacts, with international cooperation taking a back seat.

Similarly, any hopes of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

by the target date of 2030, making serious inroads in tackling inequality and
poverty and realising rights, were subdued. Instead of progress on the SDGs,
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the economic impacts of the pandemic meant tens of millions 7 more people
were plunged into poverty and their lives became more precarious. In contrast,
the unimaginably rich got even richer; billionaires gamed stock markets to
increase their wealth by more than a quarter 7. Economic inequality could not
have been more stark.

Hopes to use the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform
on gender equality as an opportunity to renew the struggle for women’s
rights at the global level were also set back (see this report’s chapter on
challenging exclusion), despite efforts by civil society to draw attention to the
urgency of women'’s rights at a time when the impacts of the pandemic were
disproportionately falling on women.

When it comes to international cooperation as a whole, 2020 marked the year
that the United Nations (UN) turned 75, an event that many among the civil
society that engages with the international system hoped might provide an
opportunity to spark serious conversations about reform and renewal. As best
as possible, and as described below, advocacy and discussions on UN reform
still took place. But the spotlight was not on them, making it harder to build
momentum for change.

The reality is that the response to the pandemic was largely uniltateral. There
was little coordinated global response. Powerful states shunned multilateralism,
and their responses to the pandemic were often nationalistic, even xenophobic.
The UN was often relegated to the sidelines as states asserted themselves
and prioritised national-level action. Many states adopted security-based and
militarised approaches to the pandemic, emphasising enforcement rather than
consent, deploying state violence, increasing censorship and surveillance 7
and enabling human rights abuses. The human rights norms that the UN stands
for were ignored, and there was little prospect of accountability over this. If
rights restrictions introduced under the pandemic become permanent, they
will offer a further difficult test for the international human rights system.

The pandemic therefore opened up fresh questions about the efficacy of the
international system, its ability to respond to crises and the speed with which
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it is able to work as realities quickly change. Out of the crisis of the pandemic
should come new questioning of why the international system, as it is currently
constituted, proved unequal to the task, and an opportunity for learning and
radical reform. Civil society will be urging UN institutions to show they have
learned the lessons and change accordingly.

VACCINE GEOPOLITICS

The pandemic was enabled by globalisation; it spread around the globe so
quickly because our world is highly interconnected and intensely mobile. It
showed that borders can count for little. The response of many states was
of course to close borders and impose restrictions on movement, which was
often a sensible temporary precaution. But a global virus in a globalised world
could only be controlled and ultimately eradicated through a global response.
Ultimately borders cannot be closed permanently, and diseases will continue
to move invisibly across them. In a globalised world, in which economies are
based on transnational manufacturing and supply chains, no one is safe until
everyone is safe.

The development of several vaccines within the space of a year offered hope.
It was an incredible human achievement, showing the best of what our species
is capable when diverse teams of highly motivated people work together for
a common cause. But once the vaccines were approved, predictable winners
emerged, as the most politically and economically powerful states grabbed the
bulk of supplies, leaving less powerful countries potentially facing a long wait.
Vaccine nationalism 7 became the order of the day. Powerful states seemed
to see themselves as engaged in a new space race, competing for international
prestige and economic advantage. Russia’s government even consciously
referenced its cold war-era competition with the USA by calling 7 its vaccine
Sputnik V, and rushed its rollout before trials 7 had been completed. India’s
government hurried to hail its homegrown COVAXIN vaccine as a triumph of
self-reliance but refused 7 to publish the data behind its decision to approve
its use. The government of China was predictably opaque 7 about its vaccine
development and testing, while President Trump tried to claim 7 US credit for
vaccines developed elsewhere; his country’s vaccine development programme
also fell back on military analogies, with the scheme initially being dubbed
a second Manhattan Project”. Vaccine nationalism seemed a macho cult,
going hand-in-hand with authoritarianism and right-wing populism, as leaders
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who position themselves as strong men evidently wanted to show that their
leadership got the first and best results.

In distasteful scenes, states even competed to promote their vaccine rollouts
as the best. The UK'’s ruling party trumpeted 7 the country’s higher vaccine
rollout rate compared to European Union (EU) countries as part of its post-
Brexit public relations campaign and tried to print its national flag7 on UK-
produced vaccine doses. The EU and UK then engaged in an unseemly stand-
off 7 over vaccine supplies that threatened to further endanger peace in
Northern Ireland. The government of Israel was internationally hailed for its
rapid vaccine rollout that saw 12 per cent of its population receive a shot in the
first two weeks, but in the clearest possible indication that Palestinians living in
occupied territories are regarded as second-class citizens, they were denied 7
the vaccine, which in occupied territories was only provided to Israeli settlers.
This seemed a consciously political choice that will directly cost human lives.

Alongside vaccine nationalism there was also the rise of vaccine diplomacy,
with states using their control of vaccine supplies in attempts to develop
influence; Australia, China and India, for example, seemed to be engaged in
a tussle 7 to offer vaccine distribution for strategic advantage in South-East
Asia. China quickly linked 7 vaccines to its ongoing infrastructure diplomacy
package, the Belt and Road Initiative. For Russia, key allies, such as Guinea, Iran
and Serbia 7, seemed first in line 7 for its vaccine. The potential was for people
in such ally countries to benefit, but this was self-interested bilateralism rather
than multilateralism. None of this looked like a response to a global problem
that put humanity as a whole first.

Even as vaccines began to be rolled out in global north countries in late 2020
and early 2021, people in many global south countries were told they might
have to wait until 2022 or even later. Global north countries moved to grab 7
not only those vaccines that needed extremely cold storage, which might be
more difficult to administer in many global south countries, but also those that
could be stored at warmer temperatures, which could potentially have been
more useful in countries with less developed infrastructure.

It was clear during 2020 that while the crisis was global, its impacts were

geographically uneven. Wealthy global north economies may have suffered
economically, but given the pre-pandemic size of their economies, their access

CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE INTERNATIONAL ARENA


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/18/former-who-board-member-warns-world-against-coronavirus-vaccine-nationalism
https://www.space.com/russia-names-coronavirus-vaccine-sputnik-v.html
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/12/08/as-russia-begins-mass-coronavirus-vaccination-its-medics-arent-on-board-a72265
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-india-covaxin/indias-approval-of-homegrown-vaccine-criticised-over-lack-of-data-idUSKBN2980BN
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-10-29/china-coronavirus-covid-19-vaccine-secret
https://www.politico.eu/article/coronavirus-vaccinate-america-first-trump-tells-g20/
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/01/17/crash-landing-of-operation-warp-speed-459892
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/jan/14/britain-covid-boris-johnson-brexit
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/oxford-university-astrazeneca-vaccine-uk-flag-union-jack_uk_5fbfdd14c5b68ca87f827a0e
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/28/belgium-launches-investigation-of-astrazeneca-vaccine-plant
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/28/belgium-launches-investigation-of-astrazeneca-vaccine-plant
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/03/palestinians-excluded-from-israeli-covid-vaccine-rollout-as-jabs-go-to-settlers
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/australia-commits-500m-for-covid-19-vaccine-for-the-pacific-and-south-east-asia-20201030-p56a8v.html
https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/comments/2021C09_ChinaHealthDiplomacy.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/19/coronavirus-vaccine-diplomacy-west-falling-behind-russia-china-race-influence
https://fortune.com/2021/02/08/international-sputnik-russia-demand/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/03/rich-states-covid-deals-may-deprive-poor-of-vaccine-for-years

287

Nurses at Otara COVID-19 Testing Centre prepare to test the public on 26 August 2020 in

Auckland, New Zealand. Photo by Fiona Goodall/Getty Images

to credit and their ability to vaccinate their populations first, have the tools
at hand to enable a relatively quick recovery. China was hit first by the crisis,
but its global political and economic power had hardly been dented at the
end of 2020. By comparison, if already disadvantaged global south countries
experience a long wait for a vaccine or find it hard to vaccinate enough of their
populations, it can only delay their economic recovery. The potential scenario
is of enduring restrictions on movement, other key freedoms and essential
economic activity in the global south, even as wealthier countries bounce back.
Lack of universal access to vaccinations will deepen the already great inequality
between richer and poorer countries. At an individual level too, if particular
population groups struggle to get access to vaccines or if elites are able to get
vaccinated first, inequality within societies will be deepened.

Unequal recovery also raises the spectre of health danger for everyone,
wherever they live, because a virus left free to roam much longer in global
south countries could further mutate, perhaps develop vaccine resistance and
spread more easily around the world.
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A NEW GLOBAL INITIATIVE

One bright spark came in the form of the COVAX initiative, formed as a
partnership between the World Health Organization (WHO), the Coalition for
Epidemic Preparedness Innovations and Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, with the
latter two institutions being multisector partnerships in which civil society plays
a role. COVAX came together as a new alliance to respond to a new challenge,
mobilising resources 7 to incentivise the production of vaccines by committing
to their purchase and distribution at scale. The idea is that higher-income states
pay in, and in doing so can assure a supply of vaccines for themselves, but they
also pay towards vaccine supplies for other COVAX members who cannot pay.
The aim is to provide 20 per cent of the vaccines needed to global south states,
enabling the immunisation of frontline and vulnerable population groups.

By September, states representing close to two-thirds7 of the world’s
population had joined COVAX. But while high-income states joining COVAX
included EU members 7, Canada, Japan, New Zealand and the UK7, there
were some notable absentees, including states that were aggressively pursuing
vaccine research and bulk purchasing to secure supplies for their own citizens.
China finally joined in October, but Russia and the USA 7 remained the obvious
holdouts among a handful of non-members 7, with the USA predictably taking
a stridently nationalistic stance under the Trump administration. The USA
changed its position shortly after President Biden took office and announced 7
it was joining COVAX, although like other powerful members, it continued 7
to prioritise supplies for its own citizens. COVAX reported in November that
it had passed its initial target of raising USS2 billion 7, but still needed to
secure a further USS5 billion in 2021, and at the year’s end was reported to be
struggling 7 to secure sufficient vaccine supplies. This could only raise the fear
that as global north countries vaccinated more and more of their populations,
they would lose interest in the initiative and leave a crucial funding shortfall.

Another challenge was that, at the time of writing, not every pharmaceutical
company working to develop a vaccine had struck a deal with COVAX. This
pointed to another key concern for civil society: COVAX was an emergency
solution to a pressing problem, but it did nothing to challenge the
marketisation of health provision and the vast power and wealth enjoyed by
a handful of pharmaceutical giants that control patents and have the skills
and technologies required to manage complex manufacturing processes. If
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People in Rome, Italy, demonstrate outside the headquarters of the Italian Medicines

Agency to demand free production and worldwide availability of COVID-19 vaccines. Photo
by Stefano Montesi/Corbis via Getty Images

delays in vaccine distribution were caused by the inability of these giants to
manufacture sufficient doses of vaccines for everyone, then it surely begged
the question of how quickly vaccine patents, technologies and skills could be
shared and developed in the global south, where there are countries with
strong track records in manufacturing generic medicines at scale and low cost.
But powerful states stood in the way. In World Trade Organisation negotiations
in December 2020 and January 2021, it was reported that representatives of
wealthy countries, including EU members, the UK and the USA, had blocked 7
a proposal 7 from India and South Africa to suspend international intellectual
property rules relating to COVID-19 vaccines and treatments. This would have
enabled more rapid global south vaccine production, but wealthy states, in
which the pharmaceutical giants are based, fell back on the same argument
that was long used to stifle movement on affordable HIV/AIDS treatments,
saying 7 that this would disincentivise pharmaceutical innovation.

Civil society has long criticised multisector partnerships for giving too much
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power to the private sector, and many will continue to advocate for long-
term solutions that diffuse rather than concentrate corporate pharmaceutical
power. Civil society will continue to say that market-based solutions are a poor
substitute for public investment in and democratically accountable public
ownership of healthcare, as a crucial means of realising rights and fostering
equality. There is also surely a huge role for civil society organisations (CSOs)
to play in vaccination rollout, particularly to reach excluded groups and in
countries with limited health infrastructure, and a need to support this role. As
with so many facets of the pandemic, the need is to learn the lessons now in
order to become better prepared for the likely pandemics of the future.

WHO UNDER THE SPOTLIGHT

For lessons to be learned, there is a need to ask the question of how effective
UN institutions were in mobilising pandemic response. The picture was at best
mixed.

While the UN institutional response from the top down was good, the
UN Security Council (UNSC) was an absolute failure. China and the USA
and engaged in hostile and juvenile behaviour at a time when the world’s
future rested on the UN being effective.

On the other hand, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) responded
reasonably well, taking the initiative despite not being able to meet
physically. In early April it passed a resolution 7 calling for international
cooperation and multilateralism in the fight against COVID-19. Mexico was
also very strategic in pushing a resolution 7 on international cooperation
to ensure global access to medicines, vaccines and medical equipment
to face COVID-19, adopted by consensus in late April. In view of the
challenges that the UNGA experienced, however, | think one procedural
lesson learned was the need for the UN be better prepared to work
virtually in the event of another crisis.

Anonymous international CSO representative 7 *

1 Quotations cited in this chapter come from interviews with civil society representatives and from participants
in a webinar convened by CIVICUS as part of a series of International Civil Society Week virtual events. These are
edited extracts. Full versions of interviews are available here 7. A recording of the webinar, held on 14 September
2020 on the theme, ““We the Peoples...”: reimagining global governance on the eve of the UN’s 75th anniversary’,
is available here 7.
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The key UN institution that came under the spotlight was of course the WHO.
COVID-19 could have been the WHQ'’s finest moment. As a pre-existing global
health body with great expertise in responding to previous epidemics, it might
have been expected to play a leading role. And indeed, it provided advice and
expertise, and helped mobilise the COVAX initiative. At the same time, it faced
key criticisms, of acting too slowly at the beginning of the pandemic and of
being too close to China.

The WHO faced considerable obstacles in fulfilling its mission. At a time when
everyone should have been working together in the midst of the crisis, there
came instead the staggering spectacle of President Trump announcing the
USA’s withdrawal from the WHO. The announcement was made in May and
official notification of withdrawal was given in June. This was, of course, part
of a pattern of serial withdrawal from multilateral institutions and agreements
by the Trump administration, as documented in previous editions of this
report, which included unilateral withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, the
UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC), the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) and the Iran Nuclear Deal.

Each of these moves was met with civil society criticism, and the decision to
withdraw from the WHO was no exception. In the USA, 750 leaders 7 in global
public health, international law and US constitutional law came together to call
on the US Congress to block the move. Ultimately, President Biden committed
to reversing the withdrawal before it could take effect one year on from
notification.

When the USA attacked the WHO, the natural instinct of the civil
society that engages with the UN system, and the many CSOs working
to help respond to the pandemic, was to leap to its defence. But at
the same time, many in civil society were also critical of the WHO and
its position towards China. Many shared some concerns, if not the
US government’s ways of expressing them and its solution. The accusation
that the WHO had been deferential in its treatment of China, had overpraised
its response and, relatedly, had been slow to call a public health emergency,
seemed reasonable to many.

In the early days of the virus, it seemed that the government of China and
the WHO were in lockstep 7 in the statements they were making and the
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ways in which they were talking about the pandemic. In January, the WHO
Director-General, Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, visited China and
praised 7 the country for “setting a new standard for outbreak control” and
for its “openness to sharing information.” It is now clear that this was far from
true; the government of China was denying the scale and impact of the virus
and silencing whistleblowers 7, and the lack of information and absence of
transparency were enabling the virus to spread. And yet even as doubts set
in about China’s response, Adhanom Ghebreyesus added further praise the
following month and warned against states imposing restrictions on travel to
China, on the grounds that this would be politicising the outbreak. At the very
least it was incautious to endorse any single state’s approach to a pandemic
that was still unfolding, already crossing borders and not well understood,
particularly when that state is an authoritarian superpower that brooks no
internal criticism. It is not the role of the WHO or any other UN body to launder

Officials of the World Health Organization speak at a news conference in Geneva,

Switzerland, shortly before the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic. Photo by Stefan
Wermuth/Bloomberg via Getty Images
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the international reputation of China or any other state. The controversy
offered an example of how international organisations can become caught out
in their attempts to keep powerful states onside.

The situation played into the Trump administration’s hands and
enabled easy criticism from a government that was always ready to
pick a fight with international institutions. It connected to the Trump
administration’s existing trade war and war of words with China. The US
government’s characterisation of the WHO as ‘China-centric’ dovetailed
with President Trump’s continual referencing of the disease as the
‘China virus’ and evident support for conspiracy theories around the virus
being manufactured in a Chinese laboratory. These in turn reinforced China’s
defensiveness and hostility towards criticism, making international cooperation
and the proper investigation of the presumed origin of the virus in Wuhan
harder. China refused 7 to accept any responsibility for its role in preventing the
circulation of crucial early information about the virus and even offered its own
alternative conspiracy theories about the origins. A WHO international team
was not able to enter Wuhan to investigate the potential sources of the virus
until January 2021 7., At that late stage, and with their freedom to investigate
carefully constrained by the government, they could expect to unearth little of
value.

As the USA pulled back from the WHO, other states, and not only China,
sought to fill the gap, motivated no doubt at least partly by hopes of diplomatic
positioning and strategic advantage. Germany 7 stepped up its financial
contribution to become the WHO’s top donor, and the UK also increased its
support. But with China being such an egregious human rights abuser, its
insertion into an international system supposedly built on a bedrock of human
rights will always be particularly problematic. The WHO'’s troubling relationship
with China may offer something of a test case of the new challenges China’s
growing multilateral activity can pose.

China’s increasing involvement in multilateral institutions is far from the
first example of a powerful state seeking to influence and distort those
institutions. International bodies need to be able to resist accusations
of capture by any state. While the situation was novel, the lesson from
2020 was hardly a new one: that the WHO, like other international bodies,
is too vulnerable to state influence, often too cautious about upsetting
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powerful states and only as effective as its member states allow it to be.
The WHO relied on its member states to report COVID-19 cases, for example,
and some states, notably North Korea, Tanzania and Turkmenistan, applied a
policy of blanket denial, absurdly reported that they were free of cases and
provided no data. Amid such obstruction, how could an effective response be
possible?

At the same time, it could also be argued that the WHO only became a political
football when a health crisis threatened global north countries; previous
viral outbreaks, focused on Africa and Asia, were deemed less controversial,
presumably because they were distant from and only tangentially affected
global north countries. Many would point to the WHO’s longer-term track
record in promoting and standing for the concept of public health 7 and health
rights and its past successes in tackling viruses.

Despite the recent controversy over COVID-19, where the main issue may
have been its lack of powers and coordination, the WHO has achieved
lasting success. It was officially established on 7 April 1948 to achieve “the
attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health,” with
health being not just the absence of illness or infirmity but the complete
physical, mental and social wellbeing of the individual. Its greatest
triumph was the eradication of smallpox in 1977; the global efforts that
it has led to end polio are now in their final stages. In the past few years,
the WHO has also coordinated battles against viral epidemics of Ebola
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Zika in Brazil. It will be a
disaster if the USA withdraws from it instead of helping it assert a better
warning mechanism and distribution of medicines following a pandemic
of which, assuredly, there will be more.

Keith Best 7, World Federalist Movement — Institute for Global Policy 7

The lessons of future value that must be learned now include lessons about
the WHOQ'’s capacities, leadership and ways of organisation. Lessons need to
lead to changes to ensure that the WHO is equipped to lead the response to
future health emergencies as they happen, including those that may result
from climate change. The independent evaluation 7 of the global COVID-19
response, announced by the WHO in July, is a welcome step. It is important to
ensure that the voices of civil society are heard in this process.
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CHINA’'S GROWING ROLE IN MULTILATERAL BODIES

The WHO is not the only multilateral arena on which China has focused as part of its
international strategy. As discussed further below, China is playing a more assertive 7
role in UN bodies such as the UNHRC, and has continued to work to manoeuvre Chinese
nationals into leadership positions 7 of UN agencies.

The problem for civil society is that in increasing its engagement with multilateral
institutions, China is challenging and seeking to change human rights norms, and norms
about UN scrutiny of states. Even while playing an increasingly active role in UN institutions
in recent years, China has remained resistant to international scrutiny. It has continued,
for example, to block visits by UN special rapporteurs, a key means of accountability over
adherence with human rights norms. It has consistently refused 7 to accept international
criticism of its appalling treatment of Uighur people and other minorities in the Xinjian
region. The implications of this go further than China’s own resistance to scrutiny; it
potentially normalises lack of compliance for all those states that seek to prevent civil
society using the UN as a vital locus of accountability for states’ human rights failings and
their performance in meeting international commitments.

The problem of China’s growing international role, which has partly been enabled by
the withdrawal of the USA from key institutions and the resultant creation of a space
for others to fill, could be seen at the UNHRC in June. China introduced a resolution #
about “mutually beneficial cooperation” between states, but in doing so it used the
multilateral processes of the UNHRC to undermine 7 multilateralism around human
rights. The resolution promoted the idea of bilateral dialogue between states, something
that would be conveniently free of the constraints of international human rights law and
multilateral oversight, and in which civil society would not be guaranteed any significant
role. The controversial resolution was passed by a vote of 23 for to 16 against; many of
the states voting for it were China’s allies or states with good reasons for wanting to avoid
international scrutiny of their own human rights records, including Bahrain, Bangladesh,
Eritrea, Pakistan, Sudan and Venezuela.

China also increasingly uses UN platforms to showcase its achievements and position itself
as a good global citizen. In his 2020 UNGA speech, China’s President Xi Jinpingannounced 7
that his country would increase its Nationally Determined Contributions under the Paris
Agreement to have emissions peak by 2030 and achieve carbon neutrality by 2060.
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This represented a potentially significant commitment by the world’s current highest 7
greenhouse gas emitter and biggest builder and financier of energy infrastructure, and
it won much international praise. But international commitments, which attract limited
international scrutiny and accountability, can matter little without domestic pressure of
the kind that can hold states accountable for the commitments they make in international
arenas. In 2020, climate activists in countries with relatively open civic space were able
to use a variety of tactics, including protest, advocacy and litigation, to try to hold states
to compliance with their Paris Agreement commitments when domestic policies were at
odds with these (see this report’s chapter on environmental and economic activism). But
of course, there is little prospect of this happening in China, which in 2020 ramped up its
suppression of domestic dissent and its closure of civic space, leaving it free to posture
internationally with minimal prospect of domestic repercussions.

Civil society has questioned China’s membership of the UN Human Rights Council for

more than a decade. Photo by Students for a Free Tibet
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THE UN AT 75: WHAT HOPES FOR REFORM?

In the pandemic year, and with most debate about the international system
focusing on the role of the WHO, it was a difficult time to try to use the UN'’s
75th anniversary as an opportunity to talk about reform and renewal, as many
among the civil society that engages with the UN had hoped. Nevertheless,
work to do so continued, even if it attracted relatively little attention.

In January, when the UN Secretary General (UNSG), Antdnio Guterres, launched
the Global Conversation initiative to hold dialogues and gather ideas on future
priorities, key challenges and the role of global governance, he could little have
foreseen the circumstances in which the conversations would take place. But
even as the pandemic raged, over a million people from every UN member state
answered survey questions and took part in online and small-scale dialogues
to give their views 7. The pandemic focused people’s minds on the essentials:

the top immediate priority identified in the consultation for recovering from
the pandemic was access to basic services, including healthcare, education and
water and sanitation. People called for greater support for those hit hardest by
the pandemic, including through increasing decent employment opportunities
and action to tackle poverty and inequality. To help make progress, people
wanted conflicts to be resolved, corruption to be eliminated and human rights
to be respected. People were worried about climate change, about its impacts
on their lives and its potential to make current problems worse.

Encouragingly, in spite of the nationalistic responses with which many states
met the crisis, most people believed that the pandemic has strengthened the
case for international cooperation, and saw a need for the UN. However, over
half of those who participated believed the UN to be remote from their lives.

UN Secretary-General Antdnio Guterres speaks to parliamentarians at the Bundestag in Berlin, Germany, in December 2020, to celebrate the 75th anniversary of the UN. Photo by Steffi

Loos/Getty Images
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People valued particularly the UN’s contributions to human rights and peace,
but they called on it to be more diverse and inclusive, including of civil society,
young people and women, and other excluded groups. There is little in any of
these conclusions that the civil society could disagree with.

These views helped inform the UN75 Declaration 7, adopted on 21 September,
at an UNGA where the anniversary celebrations necessarily took place largely
virtually. The Declaration reaffirmed support for the SDGs and the Paris
Agreement, and acknowledged the importance of international law, human
rights, democratic governance and gender equality. The text also recognised
the need to reform the key institutions of the UNSC, the UNGA and the
Economic and Social Council, and of engaging meaningfully with a wide range
of stakeholders, including civil society and young people.

Guided by the principles of the UN Charter, the Declaration” on the
Commemoration of the 75th Anniversary of the United Nations rightfully
commits to improving digital cooperation worldwide. Through this formal
commitment, the UN finally paid heed to the transformative impact
digital technologies have on our daily lives, paving a path — or, as better
captured by the UNSG, a ‘roadmap’ — to steer us through the promises
and perils of the digital age.

Laura O’Brien 7, Access Now 7

However, the Declaration was, as might be expected, a lofty and consensual
text, making no real practical recommendations on reform. At the virtual debate
to adopt the Declaration, it was notable that the four young people # who had
been invited to take part were the ones who asked the difficult questions about
whether UN member states were staying true to the UN Charter and called
for urgent action on the climate crisis, inequality, gender-based violence and
youth unemployment. Still a gap remains between the urgency of the demands
articulated by the many people who took part in 2020’s consultations, and that
continue to be made by civil society, and the bland Declaration signed off by
states in September. People have been clear that they have fundamental needs
that are not being met, see international cooperation as a vital part of action
on this and want multilateral agencies to involve a wide range of people and
institutions in their decision-making.
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CIVIL SOCIETY’S CONTRIBUTIONS AND
CRITIQUES

If the aspirations expressed by people who contributed their ideas to the UN
in 2020 are to be met, then the UN needs to listen and change in ways that are
broader, deeper and more sustained. It can only do so by engaging with civil
society and opening up civic space. As it stands, it is hard to see how significant
progress can be made on such global priorities as advancing gender equality,
enabling youth participation and tackling the climate crisis if action is left to
states that tightly restrict civic space and highly limit civil society participation.
Realising goal 16 7 of the SDGs, which commits to transparent institutions,
the rule of law, participatory decision-making and respect for fundamental
freedoms, means respecting and working with civil society. That has to include
doing so at the international level.

In a series of interviews 7 CIVICUS conducted with civil society personnel and
others who engage with the UN system during 2019 and 2020, people pointed
time and again to the ways in which the UN has, over its 75 years, helped
prevent and resolve conflicts, challenge colonialism, provide humanitarian
assistance to people in great need and develop, propagate and uphold human
rights norms. At the same time, civil society representatives repeatedly made
the point that much of the innovation within the UN system resulted from civil
society engagement.

The ambitious SDGs reflected an unprecedented and systematic campaign of
civil society advocacy and engagement. Key conventions — including on land
mines, the arms trade and nuclear weapons — and institutions — such as the
International Criminal Court (ICC) — started out as civil society ideas. Civil
society continues to engage actively at the UNHRC to hold states to account
on their human rights records, including through consistently making inputs
to the Universal Periodic Review process in which states are assessed on
their human rights performance. Alongside this, civil society pushes for
further developments to advance human rights, such as through its ongoing
involvement in processes to develop a binding treaty on business and human
rights. Civil society is advancing new initiatives on rights in relation to climate
and the environment, as discussed below. Clearly, the UN is at its best when it
works hand-in-hand with civil society.
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2020 TREATY LANDMARKS

2020 offered further examples of the value civil society can bring to international
institutions and processes. After Honduras became the 50th government to ratify
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in October, the Treaty entered into
force 7 from January 2021, marking a key step forward in the eventual goal of ridding
the world of nuclear arms by advancing an international norm of the unacceptability
of nuclear arms. The Treaty originated from the International Campaign to Abolish
Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), a global civil society campaign, whose pioneering work on
this front was recognised with the award of the Nobel Peace Prize 7 in 2017.

All governments agree — at least nominally — that a world without nuclear
weapons is a desirable goal. It’s time to hold them to their words and force
them to pursue this goal. With the achievement of the treaty and of course the
recognition afforded us by the Nobel Peace Prize we hope there can be a new
dawn for disarmament and the beginning of the end for nuclear weapons.

Daniel Hogsta, ICAN 7

People in Hiroshima, Japan, including survivors of the 1945 atomic bombings, rally

in October to urge the Japanese government to sign the UN treaty banning nuclear
weapons. Photo by Kyodo News via Getty Images
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At the regional level, in November, the Regional Agreement on Access to
Information, Public Participation and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters in
Latin America and the Caribbean, better known as the Escazu Agreement, passed
the threshold to enter into force 7 after Mexico became the 11th state to ratify it.
The Agreement was adopted in 2018 after extensive civil society involvement 7 in
its development, with civil society helping to make the Agreement an ambitious and
far-reaching one.

The Escazu Agreement is a process in which many CSOs in the region have
been involved for a long time. The process began in 2012 when, at the UN
Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20), 10 countries signed
a declaration to initiate a process to comply with principle 10 of the Rio
Declaration, which states that the participation of society as a whole is needed
in order to address environmental issues; however, in order to participate,
people need access to information and justice mechanisms allowing them to
complain when their rights are denied and to obtain restitution for damages.
The Rio Declaration is not binding, so a legal instrument was required to make
this principle effective.

There were two years of preparation and then several years that included nine
negotiation meetings, the last in Costa Rica. A very important aspect was that
throughout the negotiation process, CSOs had a voice in the meetings. We
could raise our hands to make proposals to the document. Some important
developments, such as the inclusion of article 9 on the protection of human
rights defenders, were CSO contributions. This is a unique article, not found in
any other instrument.

Another innovative aspect was that the meetings were webcast in real time,
which allowed many people who were not physically present at the meetings to
participate remotely. In 2020 this became very common, but | am talking about
2014 and 2015, when it was not.

The possibility to submit comments and proposals was unusual. It was always
said that this process would not set a precedent for other UN negotiation
meetings, but | would like it to be exactly the opposite: this should set a
precedent for how negotiation meetings need to happen so that the voice of
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CSOs with experience on the issues and many years fighting for rights can be
heard without mediation.

Olimpia Castillo 7, Civil Association for Environmental Communication and
Education 7, Mexico

Owing to concerted civil society advocacy, Escazu is the first international treaty
that includes specific protections for environmental defenders. As made clear
by Michel Forst 7, former UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human
rights defenders, the threats, acts of aggression and fatal attacks against
environmental defenders are often a direct result of the exploitation of natural
resources that does not take into account the legitimate demands and concerns
of local communities.

Escazu recognises the right to live in a healthy environment and requires each
participating state to guarantee that right in its steps to comply with the treaty.
This recognition gives environmental rights defenders legitimacy in their efforts
to secure a healthy environment for all. Civil society in Latin America and the
Caribbean has great hopes that a binding agreement such as Escazd, in which
the environment and human rights go hand in hand, can be a milestone on the
road to ending the region’s environmental conflicts.

Marcos Orellana 7, Human Rights Watch 7

The Escazu Agreement should set precedent both for its contents and for the process
through which it came into being. This landmark should open up space and lead to the
development of mechanisms for civil society all over the world to hold governments
to account and push for higher standards.

However, in CIVICUS's civil society interviews many examples were advanced
of the UN failing to work adequately with civil society. What comes across is
a critique that the UN remains an opaque and confusing web of institutions
in which insider status and knowledge of arcane procedure are at a premium,
making it harder for emerging, smaller and less well-resourced civil society
groups in particular to penetrate. Its bureaucracy is slow-moving, rigid,
formal, hierarchical and at times self-serving. The confusion sometimes seems
deliberate, privileging gatekeeper roles, and real reform comes rarely.

The UN has not kept up to date with the ways in which people organise and
mobilise in the modern world, or with many of the issues that matter to people,
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Two women hold up a sign urging the Salvadoran government to ratify the Escazu
Agreement on 24 September 2020 in San Salvador. Photo by Camilo Freedman/

APHOTOGRAFIA/Getty Images

even when those issues have been identified in numerous consultations,
such as those undertaken by the UN in 2020. The UN remains centred on the
state as the pre-eminent unit of organisation, even in a world of non-state
identities, belongings and mobilisations spanning from the hyper-local to the
transnational, in which a wide diversity of civil society has evolved, and despite
the pandemic once again showing the limits of state power.

Some of the UN’s institutions are manifestly part of the problem. 2020 was
another year in which it might have been better if there was no UNSC at all,
given its standing as a hamstrung arena of performative power plays between
big states. Its repeated failures to act in the face of devastating conflicts such as
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those in Syria and Yemen sadly no longer came as a surprise. In February 2021,
it took the UNSC lengthy negotiations even to condemn 7 the Myanmar coup
(see this report’s chapter on democracy under the pandemic), through a form
of words that avoided calling it a coup.

When civil society suggests that part of the answer to these institutional
challenges is for the UN to become much more open to civil society
participation — and the participation of a far more diverse range of civil society
— it does so both because it believes participation is an important value in
its own right and because by doing so the UN will be better able to play the
role that it must in dealing with today’s pressing problems, such as climate
change, realising rights, defending democracy, fostering inclusion and building
a more just and sustainable world, in the spirit of the commitments made in
landmark UN conventions and declarations. A UN that is less beholden to the
interests of powerful states, puts human rights at its centre, is more capable
of action across borders and is more participatory, democratic and transparent
will be one in which people other than heads of states and bureaucrats can be
involved in setting its priorities and agendas, delivering initiatives and holding
it to account to ensure that sound decisions are taken, impact that improves
people’s lives is achieved, money is spent wisely and the lessons from failures
are learned. A more involved civil society means a more democratic, responsive
and effective UN.

Civil society seat at the UN Human Rights Council. Photo by International Service for
Human Rights
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PROPOSALS FOR GREATER CIVIL
SOCIETY PARTICIPATION

Civil society knows that the current situation is far away from the levels of
engagement and partnership it wants to see. Civil society still remains
something of an add-on to an international order organised around states, and
civil society struggles to be recognised as an equal partner or to gain the same
level of access as the private sector.

We were already behind in terms of participation, so much so that last
year we handed over to UNSG Guterres some requests, such as the
constitution of a reference group to discuss the reduction of spaces for
civil society participation in the UN. We also requested the establishment
of an international fund for CSO participation linked to the UN and
demanded the inclusion of civil society in the governing councils and
governance spaces of UN agencies and bodies, as is already the case in
the International Labour Organization and UNAIDS, which have formal
mechanisms for civil society participation.

Alessandra Nilo 7, Gestos 7, Brazil

The belief among many in civil society is that the pandemic should come as a
wake-up call that better international cooperation is needed. The disruption
caused by the pandemic should also offer an opportunity to build back
differently in a way that acknowledges and acts on the profound problems that
preceded the pandemic and worsened its impacts. The fear is that the lessons
will not be learned as states rush to get back to a system that was already
failing many people. The message from civil society was therefore that the
realities of the pandemic made the discussion of UN reform not a luxury at a
time of crisis, but rather an even more urgent matter.

There have been many civil society reform initiatives over the years, and civil
society has constantly engaged in bringing about incremental change and
refinements to UN policies, practices and systems, while advocating for bolder
change at the same time. The Coalition for the UN We Need, formerly UN
2020, has in recent years proved a key civil society grouping that is working to
take some major reform ideas forward. Ahead of the September UN sessions,
the coalition convened a group of former government and UN leaders and
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officials 7 to call for a stronger, more accountable and inclusive multilateral
system that enables the full participation of civil society, and to urge dedicated
follow-up to the UN75 Declaration. The accompanying UN75 People’s
Declaration and Plan for Global Action 7, presented to the UN as part of the
process, attracted endorsements from 382 CSOs from around the world for its
call to “launch an ambitious, non-partisan, transparent and inclusive process to
identify global governance gaps and develop a coherent strategy to fill them.”

Even before the beginning of the pandemic, multilateralism was under
threat and weakened by withdrawals from important treaties, budget
cuts and the failure by many governments to uphold international law.
COVID-19 has further underscored humanity’s shared vulnerability and
the need for more, not less, international cooperation. Recovery from the
pandemic and institutional reforms go hand in hand. We need to build
back better not only nationally but also internationally, and this requires
leadership. So that’s the main message of the campaign.

On 14 and 15 May we held the UN75 People’s Forum for the UN We Need,
which brought together over 600 civil society participants each day from
75 countries around the world. We launched a UN75 People’s Declaration,
‘Humanity at a Crossroads: Global Solutions for Global Challenges’, which
was presented at the event by the president of the UNGA, who later had
the document circulated among UN missions.

Fergus Watt 7, Coalition for the UN We Need 7

Along with calling for a robust post-2020 follow-up mechanism, the People’s
Declaration set out the need for better and more reliable funding for UN
institutions and made some practical recommendations on ways of increasing
civil society participation. Civil society’s efforts have crystallised around three
clear and practical proposals 7 for enhancing democracy and civil society
participation at the international level, and in 2020 civil society continued to
advocate for these, using the 75th anniversary as an opportunity to do so.

Civil society leaders participate in the launch of the We The Peoples campaign across the street from the UN in New York City. Photo by Democracy International
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THREE PRACTICAL CIVIL SOCIETY IDEAS
FOR IMPROVING PARTICIPATION

I. A high-level civil society champion or focal point

A high-level focal point for civil society would help ensure that due consideration is given
to civil society throughout all UN processes. The role could work to identify and challenge
barriers to participation, push for more inclusive convening processes and drive the UN'’s
outreach to civil society and the public. Civil society has done considerable thinking already
about how such an office could be appointed, what the role might entail and how it might
be managed and resourced.

As an appointment made by the UNSG, the idea of a high-level focal point could
be implemented fairly soon and would be a high-level office within the UN
Secretariat that would give legitimacy and credibility to the expectation of civil
society as an instrumental partner of the UN system.

One interesting idea that came out of the UN2020 in-depth workshops with
civil society and UN officials is to incorporate civil society representatives in the
governance of the offices. Another structural way to build in safequards would
be to have a group of states fund the office, not one. The worst example that
came up in our workshops was the Youth Envoy being funded by the government
of Saudi Arabia: you don’t want a single government controlling a focal point.
The feeling is that if it came from the regular budget, it would be vulnerable,
and that is also hard to get agreement on in an age of cost reductions at the UN,
so the most likely way to have this funded is through voluntary contributions,
but with a diverse group of states funding it.

Fergus Watt 7, Coalition for the UN We Need 7

Those of us who have worked with the UN know that we need more transparency
and engagement of the UN and member states with not just civil society and the
usual suspects — those of us who are able to attend all these forums every year
— but with people at the national and local levels. The idea of a high-level focal
point is great but there are some potential risks that we need to be aware of if
we are to take it forward. The first is that the office needs to be well funded. |
think it’s very easy in the UN system to marginalise an office or an entity by just
withdrawing funding from it, especially when competition for funding is so high
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around the UN system.

Second, if it is hosted within the UN Secretariat and funded by UN core funds,
the question could be asked, who is this person or office accountable to? Is
it to member states who are responsible for the budget and are paying the
bill, or is it to civil society and the people? So this takes us to another point:
we need independence and complete transparency so this individual is able to
speak out when needed. Speaking from personal experience, the UN Secretariat
and agencies often don’t have that capacity and sometimes there are political
implications for sticking the neck out there. So we could explore a hybrid
solution, such as having an independent organisation play this role, or having
an advisory council: something allowing civil society to be represented through
this office or individual and contribute on a regular basis.

Another risk is that with all the politicking around the UN some governments
often nominate their own representatives as heads of agencies, so there is a lot of
risk that a government that wants to undermine this office would try to promote
and put its own people into this office. And finally, with civil society being so
diverse and operating at some many levels, the expectations on this individual or
office would be sky high, so there is the question about how we ensure this person
or office actually adequately reflects the views of civil society, particularly of those
that don’t engage with the UN so often. So we would need to define a focus: is it
at the global level or is it at the national and local levels that we need those inputs
and engagement the most?

There are already a lot of individual focal points for civil society across the UN,
which are continuously overstretched, lacking in funding, support and mandate. So
the question is, should we invest in what’s already there, or supplement it with an
additional office? And the answer is: both. The critical challenge is that was civil
society we tend to focus a lot on the ask and the advocacy to get to a point, but it is
during implementation that a lot of the support falls off, so we need to amplify the
message and work even harder when we start to get some momentum, and push for
more transparency and more and more diverse funding.

John Romano 7, TAP Network 7
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Il. A UN parliament

A UN parliament would help to bring more and more diverse voices into the UN
system and improve scrutiny of UN bodies.

For the foreseeable future the UN is likely to be based on the nation
state — the equality of which in the UNGA is one of its more endearing
features — but increasingly there is a call for greater democracy to give
effect to “We the peoples 7 of the united nations” as opposed to just the
governments. Hence the call for the establishment of a UN parliamentary
assembly, perhaps created under article 22, which would start not as a
legislative body but a scrutineer of the UN and its agencies, given that any
attribution of legislative powers would ensure its failure through states’
opposition at the outset.

When so many international organisations and treaties have a parliamentary
assembly —with varying powers — attached to them, there should be no reason,
other than electoral mechanics, why it should not happen at the global level.

Keith Best 7, World Federalist Movement — Institute for Global Policy 7

l1l. A world citizen’s initiative

A citizen’s initiative mechanism, along the EU’s model, would create a new procedure
where people could campaign to 