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Preface:
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The author is grateful to all those in the ITU, amongst NGOs, and others, that assisted in the preparation of this report.  The views are, of course, solely those of the author. 

Seán Ó Siochrú, NEXUS Europe.

October 1995



Executive SUmmary

NGOs on the Global Stage

1. The NGO sector has, in the recent past, greatly increased in sophistication and influence, entering the world stage as a third actor alongside the private sector and intergovernmental bodies.  Its legitimacy as such is founded on its direct links with people’s movements and civil society, and hence its ability, better than other actors, to span the gap between local and global levels.

2. From its foundation, the UN system recognised the positive role NGOs can play, and Consultative Status exists with UN organs such as ECOSOC and with its specialised agencies.  Currently, a high level review is underway to further expand the role of NGOs in the UN system. 

3. Agencies like UNESCO and the UNDP have long-established and wide-ranging cooperation with NGOs. The World Bank has recently deepened relations with NGOs, and the WTO is now consulting with NGOs with a view to a formal relationship.

NGOs and the ITU

4. The ITU is currently in the process of strategic repositioning, seeking to establish itself as the international focal point for the global information society.  It is opening out especially to the private sector, whose input is central to the ITU’s effective operation, and is currently reviewing how such participation can be recognised and enhanced. 

5. In principle, the ITU Convention and Resolutions at Kyoto do permit the participation of NGOs in ITU activities.  In practice, there are a number of very practical obstacles to participation, and appropriate consultative mechanisms are not in place.

Benefits of Mutual Cooperation

6. Clear benefits emerge for both parties from extending avenues of mutual cooperation.

7. For the ITU:

a)
Strategic Repositioning:  There is strategic capital to be gained by the ITU in cooperating with NGOs, since effective repositioning must achieve broad global legitimacy. Listening to views articulated by the NGO movement, as a third main actor representing civil society, and incorporating them alongside the views of others, is thus critical to the ITU credibly claiming for itself a central role in the global information society. 

b)
Enriching Debate:  Aside from lending legitimacy to the ITU, the experience and competence of NGOs can greatly enrich the level of debate.  First, the experience of those using telecommunications in development on-the-ground is essential to a balanced view of the global information society, a valuable counterpoint to the often naive optimism of politicians and industry.  Second, NGOs regard telecommunication simply as a tool in the development process, and recognise the need to integrate it with other actions — they thus practice a view that the ITU has espoused for over a decade. 

c)
Reinforcing Linkages within the ITU:  The participation of NGOs across all three Sectors of the ITU would reinforce the coherence of the three Sectors in relation especially to development issues. 

d)
Synergies at Programme Level:  Expanded cooperation at programme level, for instance in the BAAP Programmes, would generate greater synergies and increase their impact. 

e)
Information Dissemination: The ITU can use NGOs to disseminate ITU information through their networks, and to gain feedback on their research activities. 

8.
For NGOs:

a)
Recognition, and Expanded Sphere of Influence: An increasingly self-conscious NGO movement is keen to gain recognition and extend its influence across the UN system. 

b)
Information Gathering: A primary role for international NGOs is to inform their constituencies of relevant activities at a global level. Cooperating with the ITU opens a new area for expertise development and information gathering. 

c)
Improved Networking: NGOs would use the ITU, and ITU events, as fora for enhancing networking amongst each other

d)
Getting the Message Across:  Through involvement in ITU Sectors and Study groups, NGOs could influence the agenda and output of the ITU towards the needs of civil society. 

The Way Forward

9.
This report concludes that it is in the mutual interest of the ITU and NGOs to establish workable and effective relations. The ultimate aim should be to set up formal, wide-ranging, and consistent procedures to develop such a relationship.  

10.
Some such procedures could be set up in the short term and with relative ease, whilst others may take longer and require some legal adaptations.

11.
The following steps should be taken: 

12.
Step 1: Establish the Mandate. The Secretary General should establish a mandate to explore the issue in depth.  The legal basis for such a decision appears to be in place. 

13.
Step 2: Create a Task Force.  Since the current Membership Review Committee is not suited to the task, a Task Force on NGO Participation should be created to prepare a report for the Secretary General that will: 

a)
outline appropriate forms and structures for cooperation;

b)
propose how these could be set up;

c)
in doing so, consult widely among NGOs, within the ITU, and with other relevant parties.

The Task Force should:  

a)
comprise, at least, NGOs representatives, independent expertise on NGO relationships, the ITU head of Strategy, and the ITU legal Council;  

b)
be appropriately resourced to undertake effective consultation; 

c)
complete a draft report within six months of being created.

14.
Step 3: Proposals to 1996 Council Meeting. The aim should be to secure acceptance of those recommendations of the Report within the power of the Council at their 1996 meeting, and to forward the rest to the 1998 Plenipotentiary Conference

15.
Step 4: Interim Relations.  Interim relations should be established in the run up to the 1998 Conference. 

16.
Step 5: Plenipotentiary Approval.  The 1998 conference would approve the final form and mechanisms for NGO consultation into the future.



the International Telecommunication Union 
and
Non-Governmental Organisations:

The Case for Mutual Cooperation


1.
Introduction: NGOs and the UN System


1.1
The Appearance of NGOs on the World Scene

The rapid rise in the number and influence of NGOs represents one of the main global trends of the last couple of decades.  In all corners of the world, literally tens of thousands of non-profit, voluntary organisations have been created, bringing together people to tackle a huge variety of issues that affect their lives.
 In communications, pioneering work has been done by grass-roots NGOs for example in low cost community radio, in alternative access television and video, and in the development of e-mail networks.  

However, while highly visible at the local and national level, it is the elevation of NGOs
 onto the global stage that has potentially long-term implications.  Led by development oriented charities and, later, environmental NGOs, and responding to specific needs (by the late 1980s, some 4,600 western voluntary organisations were active in the developing world, providing support to about 20,000 indigenous NGOs
), the NGO movement began to broaden its scope, both externally and internally.

Externally, NGOs were focusing on the causes of problems, recognising that much of the time they had been merely treating the symptoms of a deeper malaise.  In turn, this led to NGO campaigns directed towards other actors on the world stage, whether multi-national corporations or Bretton Woods institutions and the UN intergovernmental system.  NGOs thereby began to assert themselves as a ‘third sector’, a political force that was fast gaining influence and recognition.

Internally, NGOs started to network amongst each other.  First, NGOs working in the same area (territorially, and in terms of objectives) began cooperating.  But then broader linkages were gradually forged between NGOs involved in adjacent activities.  There now exist quite a number of ‘NGOs of NGOs’ i.e. organisations that pursue the aims at regional and global levels of groups of NGOs working directly on the ground.  At the same time, NGOs increasingly became active internationally, in terms both of their main sources of support and funding and of their activities (international NGOs have their own acronym: INGOs).

Clearly also, the extension of the internal and external focus of the NGO sector are complementary. The more NGOs interact amongst each other and the larger they grow, the broader the scope and deeper the impact of their external influence.

Today, the NGO movement is widely regarded as a third actor on the world stage, joining intergovernmental organisations and the private sector.  There is general recognition that NGOs have established a certain legitimacy, a right to be listened to, based on their ultimate constituency.  For perhaps the defining feature of the NGO movement, as distinct from others, is that it by its very nature, it must maintain constant and direct links with its source of legitimacy in civil society, that is, the voluntary and self-motivated actions of individual people and groups addressing issues that concern them.  Without this contact, the NGO movement would soon wither, not simply for lack of funding (in some sectors such as development, much of NGO funding is now as a channel for bi-lateral and multi-lateral aid programmes), but by losing touch with its raison d’être, the need, in a world run by big business and compliant governments, for direct expression of the voice of civil society. 

This characteristic, the ability to span the gap between the most local and global levels, and thus to represent the self-organising energies of civil society, is the most important unique feature that NGOs bring with them.  It is this recognition that underlies much of the argumentation in this report.


1.2
Recognition by the UN System

In fact, NGOs have always played a role in the UN system.  The Charter’s preamble “We, the peoples of the United Nations...” was not an arbitrary choice of words.  Article 17 reads:

“The Economic and Social Council may make suitable arrangements for the consultation with non-governmental organisations which are concerned with matters within its competence.  Such arrangements may be made with international organisations and, where appropriate, with national organisations after consultation with the Member of the United Nations concerned.”

This Article guides the basis for relations between NGOs and the UN system. The specific arrangements for ECOSOC are spelled out in Resolution 1296, adopted in May 1968, which sets out the rights and duties of NGOs recognised in Category I, II and III. ECOSOC also set up a Committee on Non-Governmental Organisations whose sole function is relations with NGOs. 

However, it is only really since the 1970s, as NGOs grew in numbers and influence, that this translated into significant activity.  UN organs, such as UNDP, and specialised agencies, such as UNESCO, established detailed mechanisms for the participation of NGOs, and began cooperative activities, from exchange of information through to full rights of consultation. 

The 1990s has seen a deepening of cooperation.  Especially noteworthy is the role played by NGOs in the series of UN Conferences, beginning with conference on the environment (UNCED) in 1992, continuing with the Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993, on Population and Development (ICPD) in 1994, on Social Development in March 1995, and in September 1995 at the Conference on Beijing Women. A parallel NGO forum, as well as input into the main conference, is now an established part of such events. Indeed, in Beijing, it was estimated that of a total of 35,000 participants, some 28,000 were attending the NGO forum.

Beyond doubt, participation in such Conferences, while benefiting the Conferences in terms of scope and profile, also considerably strengthens the internal networking of NGOs, offering a sequence of reference points and a forum to develop collective approaches to common issues. 

However, many NGOs believe this does not go far enough, one of a number of factors that contributed to a ECOSOC decision in February 1993 to hold a general review of arrangements for consultation with NGOs.
 A working groups has been set up to do this, including if necessary a review of Resolution 1296.  That working group has met several times and though originally due to report to the ECOSOC and the General Assembly by 1995, it has now been postponed to 1996.

In announcing the Review, the Under Secretary General of the UN responsible, Nitin Desai recalled the contribution of NGOs as members of civil society in the context of changing priorities and systems of governance.  He emphasised that attention be given to: 

“... one of the most important dimensions of this change process, namely the dramatic growth of non-state actors worldwide, the diversification in their involvement and activities, and their interaction with governance at al levels, from the local community in a village to the global community here in New York.” (NGLS 1994 p11)


2.
NGOs and the ITU: The Current Situation


2.1
The Formal Situation

It is within this context that the ITU, as a specialised agency of the UN (and indeed as an executing agency for development projects of the UNDP), can develop its relationship  towards NGOs.

Letting Industry In

Recent changes in the ITU have self-conscientiously opened membership out to more explicitly embrace a constituency beyond the traditional governmental organisations and administrations.  Article 19 of the ITU Convention offers an invitation, in principle, to virtually any entity involved in telecommunications, approved by ITU member countries or Council.  The reasons for this are well known and have been widely debated inside and outside the ITU, essentially relating to the rapid acceleration in new technologies and applications since the 1970s, the growing role of the private sector in telecommunications at all levels, and the liberalisation process spreading worldwide.  Under pressure, the ITU had the choice of radical change or rapid obsolescence, and it choose the former. The outcome was to open out in a particular direction, specifically, towards more industry involvement.

The ITU Strategic Plan for 1995 to 1999 is a good summary document of the future direction of the ITU, representing a milestone of stability after a decade of upheaval and change.  Here the ‘opening out’ is referred to as towards ‘non-administration entities and organisations’, a general term that usually denotes, implicitly, the private sector. Paragraph 20 makes this clear:

“The ITU’s leading role as an international organisation and the achievement of its purposes ... fundamentally depend on enhanced participation of non-administration entities and organisation.  This in turn requires continued consultation with industry participants to ensure that their contributions are rewarded by effective results. The need to enhance the ITU’s character as a partnership between public and private sectors is therefore a fundamental strategic premise.” 

This emphasis is understandable, and indeed necessary, given the changed circumstances but also the extent of effort devoted by industry members in standards development and other areas.  The Kyoto Plenipotentiary focused on the expanded role.  Resolution 14 makes it clear that non-administration members (referred to loosely as ‘small m members’ or ‘non-big M members’ (!), big M Members being Government representatives) may participate in all activities with the exception of formal votes and some treaty making conferences.  While the lack of a vote may seem like a serious restriction, in fact the ITU for most of its activities must rely on consensus and a willingness to cooperate. The real work of the ITU is done through study groups, assemblies and conferences.  Here, members have full rights, including drafting and editorial work, the right to the Chair, and so forth.  Resolution 14 specifically invites members to “take-part in any decision-finding procedure aimed at facilitating the achievement of a consensus in study groups, in particular in the field of standardisation”. In practice, voting rights therefore count for little.

An Open Door for NGOs

Yet the ITU Convention, the Kyoto Plenipotentiary and the Strategic Plan, clearly hold the door open wider than simply to permit the entry of industry, indeed wide enough for NGOs to come in.  Based ultimately on Article 19 of the Convention, NGOs can, in principle, become members and thus participate alongside others in any activities they wish to (however, we shall see later that there are practical obstacles to this).

Resolution 15 of the Kyoto Plenipotentiary adds that a Review Committee be set up to enhance the rights of members “in recognition of their contribution to the work of the ITU”. This has been constituted and has met.  Although clearly again referring to industry involvement, this nevertheless creates a mechanism whereby the involvement of NGOs may be considered, if not based on their current contribution to the ITU, perhaps based on their potential contribution. 

There is further support for the idea of involvement beyond industry at other point in the Strategic Plan
.  The most notable of these, for NGOs, is under ‘Strengthening the foundation of the union’ (paragraph 24).  Here it states that, in the context of the review of members participation in Resolution 14 and 15:

“a study programme should also be undertaken to determine under what conditions non-profit organisations and the smaller members might take part in ITU activities.”

The reference to ‘smaller members’ is to the participation of smaller firms in the telecommunications sector, especially in new and niche markets, that have limited resources but a serious interest in, for instance, standardisation.  But the reference to non-profit organisations would appear to explicitly recognise development oriented, or public interest, NGOs.

Why NGOs? 

The ultimate rationale for these statements, which express a commitment to exploring the relevance of all possible actors to ITU activities, can be found in the Kyoto resolution to adopt the Strategic Plan.   Here the first principle is stated as: 

“the goal of the strategic plan is to establish the Union as the international focal point for all matters relating to telecommunications in the global information society of the twenty first century”.

This goal is pursued through the ITU’s mission in three domains: a technical domain, which includes promoting the general availability of telecommunications; a development domain, with a focus on developing countries and on “the extension of the benefits of telecommunications to people everywhere”; and a policy domain, which promotes a “broader approach to telecommunication issues in the global information economy and society”.  

This is further amplified when looking at the broader telecommunications environment.  The information economic and society should:

“no longer be viewed solely in terms of assistance provided from developed to developing countries.  It must be seen in the much broader context of sustainable development.  In this perspective, the development of telecommunications is interdependent with the other elements of economic and social development”

It is worth recalling at this point that the Kyoto Plenipotentiary affirmed that “the right to communicate is a basic human right”. (Recommendation 2)

I

n short then, at a formal level of the Convention, the Resolutions at Kyoto, and the Strategic Plan, the situation for NGOs is as follows:

· In principle, then there is nothing preventing NGO involvement as a member of the ITU;

· However, the focus at present is very clearly on expanded participation for private industry;

· Nevertheless, the current review of non-administration participation in the ITU is sufficiently far-reaching in scope to include NGOs;

· The ultimate strategic rationale for the inclusion of NGOs in such a broad review derives from the goal of the ITU to become the international focal point for telecommunications and the information society. 


2.2
Current NGO Participation, and Barriers

Although NGO participation is not the main priority at present for the ITU, they are already involved in several ways, especially in the ITU’s Development Sector.  For instance:

· NGOs participated in the Regional Symposia.  For example, the African Regional Symposium on Telematics for Development saw a large number of attendees from NGOs, and indeed a group of them issued a separate statement
.

· NGOs are involved in some way in virtually all of the twelve Programmes of the Buenos Aires Action Plan (BAAP), and have participated in Symposia and other meetings of the Development Sector  [how is the interaction handled?  Are there formal links?]

Nevertheless, compared to extensive mechanisms for NGO participation in agencies such as UNESCO and UNDP, the level of interaction between the ITU and NGOs is minimal.  Leaving aside for a moment the question of whether or not such interaction would be useful, it is worth outlining some of the implicit and explicit barriers to participation as far as NGOs are concerned.  The following are compiled from comments received from NGOs consulted.

The Absence of Structures

First, of course, is the lack of suitable, clear, mechanisms and procedures. One large international NGO involved in radio noted that it had been granted ‘observer status’ at the ITU as long ago as 1985.  However, the absence of structures and procedures meant that there was virtually no subsequent communication.  The representative of the NGO concerned admitted that  “I never understood what observer status meant...” A second NGO, again an international one involved with local TV and media, while believing that participation in the ITU could be very important to its activities, could not work out how to go about it.  In fact, the only practical way to attend TELECOM ‘95 was by attempting to obtain a press credential.  But the barrier was not only the absence of an NGO status, but also the high cost.

The Cost

Under present arrangements, the cost of participation is also a major obstacle.  The above mentioned NGO certainly could not afford the TELECOM 95 registration fee, when compared against other demands on their limited financial resources. Another NGO, the largest international professional association of researchers and academics in communication, after prolonged correspondence with ITU legal council in the late 1980s and early 1990s, was finally offered the opportunity to participate — but were told that the minimum contribution was SF 30,000, at that time about half the NGO’s entire membership income.  And this is a relatively wealthy and influential NGO, that enjoys Category I status with UNESCO.

It is, since 1992, in principle possible to become a member of the ITU Development Sector, through its executive arm the Bureau Developement de Télécommunications (BDT), for a minimum annual fee of SF 4,215 (the maximum is SF 2.64 million!), still a large amount of money for many NGOs.  And the membership guidelines suggest that the contribution expected is not commensurate with what an organisation can afford, but rather with “their importance and the image they wish to convey.”  It continues:

“A list of Development Sector members, indicating their contributions and published periodically, will enable potential clients to identify those who wish to be considered as serious partners in development.“ (ITU 1995 p2)

While the BDT can hardly be faulted for using what leverage it can to prise higher membership fees from private sector members (the carrot in this case being a perception among developing countries that they are serious about development issues), it is very clear that membership is not geared towards the reality of NGOs.  There is no direct relationship between the wealth of NGOs and their importance and commitment to development.  Furthermore, the most beneficial contributions of NGOs to the activities of the BDT would certainly be other than in the form of a financial contribution.

More substantively, participation in the full range of activities of the ITU, and not simply of the development sector, is of interest to many NGOs, and remains well beyond their reach in terms of the contributions charged. 

Awareness and Information:  

As the Strategic Plan itself points out, the “ITU is surely one of the least known international organisations, in spite of the fact that the development of the global telecommunication network is increasingly vital to the welfare of humanity.” (para 26)  

Awareness among NGOs is low, even among those that should know about it.  By many it is seen as an arcane and impenetrable organisation, demanding major effort to understand what it is about and to keep up with its activities.  The situation here does seem to be improving, however. 

A related issue is the extent to which information produced by the ITU is geared towards the interests of NGOs and civil society in general, and is prepared and distributed accordingly.  While academic and development-oriented NGOs engaging in research activities do make regular use of the ITU telecommunications indicators, and reports such as the Maitland Report found a wide audience, the determination of the significance of work in, for instance, standardisation and spectrum allocation, demands distillation by technical experts and hence remains obscure to many interested NGOs.


3.
The Case for Mutual Linkages

A strong case can be made that both NGOs and the ITU could gain from developing formal links. The following by no means comprises a complete list, which would require in-depth consideration of the aims, resources and activities of both the ITU and of a wide spectrum of NGOs involved in telecommunication.  But it tries to cover the scope of possible benefits.

The advantages to the ITU of developing links are considered first, followed by those to NGOs.


3.1
Benefits to the ITU

The ITU could gain in a number ways from the participation of NGOs in its activities, some related to its strategic long-term positioning, others more concrete and immediate.

1. The ITU: From Technical to Strategic Competence

Traditionally, the ITU has been primarily involved in highly technical activities which, while often of great importance, essentially took place behind closed doors in the esoteric world of telecommunication regulation and standardisation.  However, events placed the ITU within a short few years at the centre of a dynamic, even explosive, process worldwide as changes swept through telecommunications at all levels.   The core competence of the ITU is still its technical expertise, but in order to maintain its pre-eminent position, its strategic vision has broadened far beyond the technical domain. The goal of the ITU, as noted above, is to become “the international focal point for all matters relating to telecommunications in the global information and society of the twenty-first century”.

To achieve this, it must successfully blend its core technical competence with proficiency in other areas.  As the influence of telecommunication spreads, the extent and type of skills needed to keep up with developments multiply.  In practice this will mean opening out to, analysing, and arriving at conclusions on the full range of issues pertaining to telecommunications.  While the views of industry have clearly risen in profile, those of other actors, especially those affected on-the-ground by telecommunications, have not.   But as advocates for civil society, NGOs can articulate positions that might enable the ITU to entertain alternative viewpoints without the risk of alienating industry and government.  (In Canada, where NGOs have a key input into national and international telecommunications policy, they play such a role for the national regulatory body.)

Being an international focal point demands that credibility be gained from all quarters, through being seen to be open to, and act upon, the broad range of issues.  The experience of UNESCO, of UNDP, and other specialised agencies and organs, regarding the participation of NGOs has been positive.  UNESCO’s programmes largely been developed as a result of consultations with both NGOs that have consultative status and UNESCO National Commissions which represent sectors of civil society.  Key agencies actively involved in telecommunications are expanding their NGO activities.  The World Bank in 1988 began a systematic effort to expand NGO involvement in its projects, issuing Directive 14.70 in 1989.  The number of projects with NGO involvement rose from an annual average of 13 between 1973 and 1988, to 68 by 21992, one third of all project approved (NGLS 1994 p235).

Even the WTO, which as the GATT was traditionally very closed (and which currently shares issues of common concern with the ITU), has recently mandated a committee under the Trade and Environment Directorate to consider how NGOs should participate.  Consultations are currently underway (WTO 1995 p6).

I

n sum, given its overall goal, there is strategic capital to be gained by the ITU from increased participation of, and dialogue with, the NGO sector, as the third main actor internationally.  If it does not do so, it risks losing a large potential audience, its claim to address all aspects of telecommunications will be weakened, and ultimately its current efforts towards global strategic positioning may be compromised.

2. The ITU and the Information Society 

What new insight and understanding can NGOs bring to the central issue for the ITU, the Information Economy and Society?

a) All main political proponents, the US government, the EU, the G7 and others, declare that if the Information Society is to work, it must deliver tangible benefits to the people, and not just streamline the activities and boost the profits of transnational corporations.  All underline in this context the importance of universal service, and the need for affordable access globally to the new wave of applications and services. 

However, both business and most politicians look to the process of liberalisation and innovations in technology to guarantee such universal service.  The ITU Strategic Plan itself, while acknowledging that the “gap between developed and developing countries has widened”, continues:

“However, new technologies promise to make it possible to achieve the goal of universal service access to basic services and to extend some of the benefits of new technologies to developing countries.” (paragraph 13)

Yet there is a large and serious body of thought that considers such hopes to be, at the very least, naive.  Certainly, new technologies can play a role in reducing the costs and improving the level of service in areas currently lacking communication.  But the obstacles have never been primarily technological, and indeed such costs comprise only a part of the total.  Faith in the process of liberalisation may also be misplaced.  Although there are certainly benefits to be derived from liberalisation, they tend to accrue to specific groups and areas that would generally not include the most disadvantaged.

Such views are held strongly among NGOs and those involved in development more generally, although they receive little publicity.  If the ITU is to become the international focus for telecommunications, it will benefit from acknowledging the full spectrum of beliefs, and not just the most vocal and powerful.  The rapid rise in the importance of telecommunications for economic and social development, at all levels, has inevitably led to a scramble by different interests to turn that growth to their own ends.  Those with most resources have been able to do this most successfully.  But in the long term, the voice of civil society is growing, and political pledges of the Information Society are being called in.  Those international organisations that listen and react first will benefit most in terms of positioning themselves at the focal point of development in the sector. 

b) NGOs, however, can bring a second, related, body of thought and practice.  NGOs such as AMARC, APC, Videazimut, and others represent hundreds, even thousands, of groups struggling on-the-ground to use communications as a development and liberating tool.  The initiatives, groups and projects they represent regard telecommunication not as an end in itself, but as a tool to achieve other goals — one that demands the participation of local interests in its use.  Furthermore, experience has taught them that effective use of telecommunication and other media must be integrated with a range of other actions and measures if they are to achieve broader goals.

Thus, unlike much of the current membership of ITU Sectors, NGOs are concerned not solely with telecommunication per se, but with its impact, and how it integrates with other factors to achieve that impact. Of course, this is the very principle that the BDT itself promotes, building on research programmes of the ITU dating back to the early 1980s.  But NGO input into the ITU would give a very practical bent to such thinking, and considerably reinforce BDT efforts in this direction.

I

n short, there is a strong argument that, in the medium to long term, the ITU will be significantly enriched, in its level of debate, by the views of the development community active on-the-ground, and by independent academic and researchers.  Both these groups are best represented by NGOs.

3. Reinforcing Linkages between the ITU Sectors

The participation of NGOs across all three ITU Sectors can also reinforce lateral linkages within the ITU.

The general strategic approach of the ITU is to build on its core technical competence through the “activities of the three Sectors and by establishing closer links between them.”  Membership is separate for each of the three Sectors, which means that members can participate in each in isolation.  But development issues are seldom high on the agenda of those members concerned primarily with standardisation and radiocommunication matters, so the Development Sector may be somewhat out on a limb.  The latter has encouraged cross membership with the other two Sectors, and through the series of recent Development Partners’ Meetings has sought to increase the level of participation of members.  But the rationale for members’ participation in the Development Sector is quite different to that of the other two Sectors, where the self-interest of industry is more readily identifiable.

Participation of technically competent NGOs in the activities of the three Sectors, including study groups, could help to redress this imbalance, through cross fertilisation.  Specifically, the introduction of development issues into the other two Sectors, and of technical (standardisation and radiocommunication) possibilities into the Development Sector would enhance the quality of all decisions.

4. Collaboration at Programme Level

The potential benefits to the ITU of collaboration with NGO at the Programme level are especially relevant in the Development Sector.

As noted above, the Development Sector has already established a considerable level of on-the-ground collaboration with NGOs, including especially in the Buenos Aires Action Plan. 

Nevertheless, such involvement is to some extent ad hoc, and the initiative to make contact must fall back on the ITU’s limited resources and outreach linkages.  If NGOs were more fully informed through broader NGO participation structures, there would undoubtedly be more opportunities for them to participate in the BAAP activities, finding synergies among the actions and groups that are supported there.  For instance, programmes such as No. 9 Rural Development, No. 11 Information Services and No 12 could certainly benefit from additional NGO input.

5. Information Dissemination and Feedback

The Strategic Plan acknowledges that the “Union’s public information capabilities should be increased” (para 26).

Most international NGOs have developed communication networks among their members, and other concerned bodies, in the fields in which they are active.  Dissemination, and hence impact, of relevant material from the ITU could be improved through the use of these networks.  Through such activities at national level, NGOs might offer an indirect avenue of influence for the ITU to enhance the awareness of governments.

In addition, the ITU could take advantage of NGOs to provide commentaries on relevant research activities.  The quality and depth of the research, including the World Telecommunications Development Report, could be enhanced through a systematic process of feedback from the NGO community. 


3.2
Benefits to NGOs

If the ITU alone benefited, mutual cooperation would not last long.  But the immediate reaction of NGOs consulted was enthusiastic.  These included: 

“I think there is a lot that NGOs working in the area of communications can get out of a relationship with the ITU.”

“The tripartite model of states, business and civil society works well in the ILO, to a lesser extent in UNESCO and WIPO.  NGO involvement with ITU fits well in this pattern and is a ‘must’... I have tried for [my professional NGO] to get access to ITU fora as soon as I became president.”

 “I think it is now time for the ITU to create a structure similar to other UN bodies that allows for NGOs with expertise in the operational fields of the organisation to become an affiliated body.”

“I am glad you raised the subject of NGO participation in the ITU.  This is a subject which we think is extremely important...”

“...we do believe it is important for us to gain access to the ITU.”

As in the case of the ITU, the benefits to NGOs accrue both strategically and at a practical level.

1. Expanding the Sphere of Influence

At the start of this paper it was pointed out that the NGO sector is become more organised, self-consciously promoting itself as a ‘third actor’ in world affairs. The sector, albeit through the largely autonomous action of international NGOs in different sectors, is active in trends towards the incorporation of civil society concerns onto the agendas international bodies.  The first, and very obvious, benefit to NGOs is thus gaining a voice in an important specialised agency of the UN system, thereby expanding their sphere of influence.   Simply to have established formal links with the ITU adds further impetus to the NGO movement and civil society in general.

2. Information Gathering and Dissemination

Gathering and disseminating to members are key activities of international NGOs.  Information, in the appropriate form and in the rights hands, is regarded a key resource for empowerment of marginalised groups, and for the development of appropriate positions and strategies.  Participation in ITU structures will allow access to information more easily, and in more usable form, than hitherto.  It will also gradually improve the level of comprehension of NGOs in highly technical and complex areas of telecommunications and their implications, generating knowledge that can be processed and fed that back through their networks, in a form suited to members’ needs and interests.

There exist a number of ITU fora for policy articulation, debate and formulation, ranging from closed groups of specifically invited individuals to mammoth four yearly conferences, at present virtually closed to NGOs.  In the policy area, such fora include:

· Telecommunications Development Advisory Board (appointed by the BDT Director, and advises on various issues)

· The World Telecommunication Advisory Council (advises the ITU Secretary General)

· The Telecommunication  Policy Forum, open to all ITU member for discussion between regulatory bodies

In terms of more general and open events, there are:  

· TELECOM events (World TELECOM in Geneva every four years, and regional events every year.)

· World Telecommunication Development Conference (next in 1998)

· The ITU Plenipotentiary (next in 1998)

· Symposia of the Development Sector

Sector Study Groups are also, of course, a key locus for influence (see below).

Networking

With the ITU as a global focal point for NGOs interested in telecommunications, and major ITU events offering opportunities to meet, a clear opportunity would exist for NGOs to develop and deepen networking amongst each other.  Indeed, the ITU could explicitly support such networking with little additional effort.  

But networking could go further.  A couple of NGOs welcomed ITU involvement as an opportunity to meet with industry leaders, possibly leading to new alliances, and with policy makers, generating better understanding and cooperation between the groups.  And by sharing common sources of information in the ITU, their agendas could be broad closer together. 

4. ITU Sectors: Getting the Message Across

However, most of the ITU’s work is done through its three Sector activities, each of which is of interest to specific NGOs.  For some, two, or all three, are relevant to their domain of activity and technical competence.  In general, the aim of NGOs would be to balance commercial imperatives with a more pluralist orientation.  But NGOs could also receive technical or logistical support for certain of their activities; and seek to ensure that new technological developments can focus on development needs. 

A few examples of how NGOs might view their practical participation in the Sectors are given below.



Standardisation

One NGO noted only slight exaggeration in the claim that standards are replacing regulation.   Many important issues around access to technology and applications, and around universal service, are determined by standards adopted by the ITU long before national legislature considers them.

An example is the variety of standards proposed for digital audio broadcasting (DAB).  Certain of them would favour strong centralised radio broadcasters, leaving few openings for small local stations.  Others may be ‘broadcaster friendly’, favouring in principle a proliferation of smaller stations.  

Although there is no obligation on states to accept ITU recommended standards, there are strong incentives to do so, including the fact that standards may determine what technology is available.  If such technology does not allow for local radio stations, then there is little point to demanding national legislation that does.

Not all those in standards Study Groups would be aware of the often subtle effects they can have.  When they are, it might be from the  commercial aspects alone.  Yet the public service aspects could, in the long term, be highly beneficial to the industry as a whole. 



Radiocommunication

The availability of frequency bands is also a concern of local community broadcasters, and a number of public interest NGOs are now also using satellite for broadcasting television programming.

Several NGOs consulted expressed support for an international agreement designating a specific part of the radio frequency for use by independent, non-commercial broadcasters with social, cultural and developmental missions.  In the context in which radio frequency is less and less being considered as a scarce natural resource inalienable from its status as a public good, and more as simply another commodity that can be sold or auctioned to the highest bidder, there is all the more need for a voice to put forward a coherent public service — civil society — argument. 



Development

As already indicated, this is the area in which NGOs are already most deeply involved — hardly surprising, given the development orientation of NGO in general.  

The benefits to the ITU of NGO participation in the BAAP programmes, as outlined above, apply equally to NGOs.  Participation in a number of programmes, even where no funding is available, could lead to positive synergies and greatly collaboration in development projects.

Participation in the two ITU-D Study groups, and in meetings of the Development Partners, could also lead to greater sensitivity to local development needs through the grass-roots perspective of NGOs.  


4. 
Conclusion, and The Way Forward

There is no doubt that the ITU is unusual among major specialised agencies of the UN in having no structured participation of NGOs.  Attention has already been drawn to the fact that UNESCO, the World Bank and the WTO, all involved in different ways in telecommunications, already have, are extending, or are instigating, comprehensive structured relations with NGOs.  To some extent, the hitherto technical nature of much of ITU activity has meant that all but the most technically competent NGOs would have had little to contribute.  With the strategic repositioning of the ITU, this is no longer the case. 

... the time is ripe ...

This report concludes that it is now in the interest of the ITU to formalise its relations with NGOs, by developing specific mechanisms for their participation and for mutual exchange of information.  

... which NGOs?...

Moreover, the evidence is that NGOs with expertise in ITU operational areas are keen to explore further this possibility.  Specifically, such NGOs tend to:

a) be international in character; 

b) be deeply involved in the implementation of, and/or research into, activities that have telecommunications as a central activity, and possess a technical competence; 

c) represent groups of national or local NGOs, initiatives and individuals active in related on-the-ground activities;

d) operate a communications network between their members.

... the final aim... 
The ultimate aim should be to set up formal, wide-ranging and consistent procedures for the participation on NGOs in a range of activities of the ITU.

While the overall legal context of ECOSOC Resolution 1296, currently under Review, regarding NGO consultative status must be considered, it is essential that whatever structures are developed are coherent with existing ITU structures. 

The form of such participation is thus likely to fall into two categories.  

a) Participation that can be integrated without great difficulty into the current structures and procedures of the ITU.  This requires simply some practical measures to facilitate NGOs involvement as ITU Sector members (i.e. non administration members) and as general participants in ITU activities.

b) Participation that requires the creation of a new status, that of Consultative Status to the ITU, which would enjoy a set of rights and privileges that are not currently codified for any group.  Such a status may not (to be determined by further research) require significant change to the Constitution or Convention of the ITU or radical new supporting instruments.

However, it is important not to anticipate too much on the outcome of a process that must be set in train to determine the appropriate structures. 

.. next steps...

Developing the appropriate form for such a relationship, and building it into a mutually beneficial flow of information and cooperation, will take some time. But a beginning can be made without delay.  The following outlines a number of steps to achieve this aim.

Step 1:  Mandate to Explore the Issue

The process could begin immediately with a decision by the Secretary General to explore the question in depth.  The participation of NGOs in principle is established in Article 19 of the Convention.  The general mandate for a review already exists in Resolution 15: Review of the Rights and Obligations of all Members of the Sectors of the Union.  And the Strategic Plan, approved at Kyoto, specifically calls for a study programme to determine conditions for the participation of non-profit organisations (paragraph 24).  

A decision of the Secretary General would thus seem to be sufficient to set the process in motion.

Step 2: A Task Force on NGO Participation

The Review Committee set up under Resolution 15 met for the first time in May 1995, and appointed a chair, Mr. Wyn Lucas of BT.  It agreed to expand its mandate slightly to include how ‘non-members’ could become involved in the work of the Union, which broadens its remit in a useful direction. It set out the main topics to be studied under four headings, including questions concerning the participation of ‘other entities’ as members, and the expansion of members’ rights along lines that would be most useful for NGO input.  It agreed to meet again in December and is to report to the Council meeting in 1996.  

However, there is no specific mention of establishing relations with NGOs, or of non-profit organisations, among its list of topics.  It would appear also that the composition of the Committee, the resources available to it, and its modus operandi, would inhibit it from engaging in the type of intense exploratory action needed to examine in depth the issue of NGO participation.

What is required immediately is a specifically designated group, a Task Force on NGO Participation, to explore different options and proposals for how this relationship might come about and its appropriate form.  Such a Task Force could have as its remit:

1. To prepare a report for the Secretary General outlining alternative structures and mechanisms for the mutually beneficial participation of NGOs in the activities of the ITU, including if possible a preferred option.

2. To propose how such a relationship could be established, within a timeframe up to and including the next Plenipotentiary, including intermediary measures. 

3. In so doing, to consult widely with NGOs and within the organs of the ITU on the nature of such a relationship and how it can be achieved, and to attempt to arrive at a position upon which there would be likely to be broad consensus.

The Task Force should comprise at least the following:

· Representatives of NGOs

· Independent expertise on NGO relationships

· ITU Head of Strategic Planning Unit

· ITU Legal Council 

The ITU should make available to such a Task Force the resources necessary to seek the informed views and interests of NGOs and of the different ITU Sectors, through a series of communications, exploratory meetings and interviews.  The experience of other UN agencies should also be examined. 

A draft report should be prepared within a period of perhaps six months.  This could be the subject of further discussions and consultation among NGOs and within the ITU, before the final report is agreed. The aim would be to achieve consensus on the best way forward. 

Step 3: Presentation to 1996 Council Meeting

Based on this report, possibly working through the Review Committee, a set of recommendations together with proposals for changes to the Constitution and Convention should be presented to the 1996 session of Council.  The aim would be to secure acceptance of those within the power of the Council, and to forwards others to the 1998 Plenipotentiary Conference.

Step 4: Interim Relations with NGOs

In the run up to the Plenipotentiary, and based on what would have been agreed by Council, mechanisms for NGO participation could be put in place gradually, and cooperation and information exchange could begin, leading to mutual understanding and development of trust.  

Short-term actions, with minimal cost or legal difficulties, might include, for instance, waiver of participation fees and observer status at events; special Sector member rates and/or observer status; mailing list for publications; consultation for publications.  An NGO liaison bureau could also be created in the ITU.

Step 5: Plenipotentiary Approval 

The 1998 Plenipotentiary Conference would approve the final form and mechanisms for cooperation into the future.
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�	See Salamon 1995 for a summary of growth of NGOs and an analysis of the causes. 


�	In this report, the term ‘NGO’, unless otherwise specified, refers to international public interest non-governmental organisations, the aims of which are the promotion of the interests of people and of the social, cultural or economic well being of society, and which operate at an international level.


�	Smith 1990 p3.


�	For details on current cooperation arrangments between NGOs and UN Organs and Specialised Agencies, as well as this review process, see NGLS 1994. 


�	There is just one explicit use of the term ‘non-governmental organisation’ in the Strategy.  The ITU Mission (paragraph 5) “can be accomplished by the ITU in cooperation with other world and regional intergovernmental organisationws and those non-governmental organisations concerned with telecommunications”.  This reference to ‘NGOs’, although probably intended to include the private sector, also goes beyond it.


�	Statement by African Electronic Service Providers, Closing Session, Distrubuted by Internet.


�	See: Global Universal Service: Prospecd and Problems,  my paper for TELECOM ‘95, Session 19, for a discussion of the issues and the potential role of NGOs.
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