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Thank you Sirpa, I'm delighted to have been invited to address this important gathering tonight.

At the start of a new century, changes of huge importance are taking place in the shape and character of governance - the exercise of democratic authority over matters of public concern. Two processes are occurring simultaneously, driven by globalization, market integration, information technology and rising questions about the legitimacy and effectiveness of conventional politics in addressing problems of collective action across national borders. The first is a shift in the locus of authority, down the political system to sub-national units and up to new global institutions. The second is a shift in the focus of authority, away from state monopolies to non-state actors, both for-profit and not-for profit. These changes are likely to have both positive and negative consequences: positive in providing greater opportunities for citizen participation and efficiency gains in the provision of public goods, negative in threatening the ability of the state to protect universal rights and entitlements, and hold global institutions accountable for their actions. But at the global level, it is undeniable that these changes are opening more spaces for civil society participation. This is our space - the space in which ordinary citizens can exert more influence over the decisions that affect their lives.

However, will civil society organizations fill this space, and if so, which civil society will it be? 

What is civil society? You don't have to agree with any definition I might give you, but you do have to be clear with each other about which definition you are using in order to have a sensible conversation. Definitions of civil society have both an analytic and a normative dimension. Analytic or structural definitions stress the importance of forms: social organizations and networks, the ‘third sector’, or more broadly, the arena in which citizens come together to advance the interests they hold in common, containing all organizations and associations between the family and the state except firms. Firms are excluded (unlike other, informal areas of economic activity) because they are organized for a fundamentally different purpose - profit. Cognitive definitions stress the importance of norms: social values and attributes such as trust, tolerance and co-operation that are assumed to bring about a society defined as ‘civil’, a way of being and living in the world that is different from the rationality of either state or market. In the former case, civil society is a noun, while in the latter it is used as an adjective. For some there is a natural connection between these two definitions (since civil society organizations promote civic values), while for others there is no connection at all, since there are ‘uncivil’ associations and ‘civic values’ in the public and private sectors too.

The key question is as follows: how do forms and norms relate to each other at the global level? How does a strong civil society lead to a society that is strong and civil in all that it does? That question provides a useful framework for considering questions of roles and functions, structure and characteristics, values and relationships in global civil society.

Although it lacks a coherent alternative vision, the current wave of global citizen action is, I think, comparable with earlier waves in the 1960s and earlier periods in history. Over 30,000 international NGOs are already active on the world stage, joined by approximately 20,000 transnational civil society networks of various kinds - 90 per cent of which have been formed during the last 30 years. At the heart of these efforts lie two simple, common but very powerful messages:

· That life is about more than economics

· And that democracy governs markets, not the other way around

Below this level of generality there is much less consensus on what needs to be done, at any level of detail. This is entirely natural: all social movements begin to fragment when they lack a common enemy, or when they have achieved their initial goals - as global civil society certainly has in raising critical questions about globalization and global governance. Tensions and differences are beginning to emerge within NGO networks such as Jubilee 2000, the environmental movement, and the activities of different transnational religious constituencies. Let me provide three brief examples……..

What do these vignettes tell us? They reveal a now-familiar story about representation (NGOs who claim to speak on behalf of others but lack any accountability mechanisms to their constituents), structure (too many voices from the North, not enough from the South), expertise (are NGO positions tested and substantiated with any real rigor?), and the weakness of linkages between citizen action at the local, national and global levels (the tendency to leap-frog over national debates and go direct to Washington or Geneva).

In a period when divisions look set to increase within global civil society we need more rules, standards and protocols, not less - because such structures are the only way to guard against the arbitrary selection or exclusion of some groups at the expense of others, and the domination of global networks by NGO or other elites. If global citizen action is to be institutionalized, these issues must be addressed. How? Let me offer three general principles:

· leveling the playing field (promoting equal voice, capacity and opportunity for different civil society organizations in the global arena)

· self-regulation or self-discipline within global civil society networks - not imposed accountability from governments or inter-governmental bodies

· integration instead of displacement - marrying together different levels of citizen action from the local to the global, and building from the bottom up

How might these principles be operationalized inside the United Nations? I see at least three general models:

Representative bodies such as a "Global Peoples' Assembly": in my view these ideas are premature and have little chance of gaining sufficient political support, because we lack convincing answers to questions of representation and how to establish the right to vote.

Non-representative bodies structured according to issue areas and expertise such as a "World Financial Forum" for the IMF (or the recent World Social Forum in Brazil): these ideas enjoy more political support, partly because they focus attention on the right to a voice among NGOs, not a vote.

Different models for different purposes, regimes, institutions, issues and levels of governance: formal and informal, standing and spontaneous, representative and not, and so on.

In my view this third model is the best way forward, since it becomes much easier to deal with questions about structure and legitimacy when the universe under discussion is circumscribed in some way. Why don't we challenge ourselves to come up with five such models by the end of this meeting - actual, concrete situations in which resources can be applied and lessons learned about success and failure? This is much more useful than talking in general terms about what should be done. Look for existing sources of energy out there, and build on them.  

What, in all of this, is the role of the United Nations? In my view, this is a debate about changing the rules of global governance in order to achieve better and more sustainable outcomes through wider stakeholder participation. Who better to lead this debate than the UN, as the world's custodian of the "rules of the game", the ultimate standard-setting body, and the institution that can bestow some sense of legitimacy on public participation? I would like to see the UN put more resources and political pressure behind concrete innovations of the kind I have called for, to raise the level and profile of this debate, and to commit to specific benchmarks. This is a debate that the United Nations should be leading. It is not.

These questions are demanding, and their answers are as yet unclear.  However, a century ago we could not have imagined the extent to which citizens across the world have since succeeded in their struggles for more complete and inclusive democracies in their localities and national polities. In the 21st century, the globalization of power demands a new form of global citizen action that extends the theory and practice of democracy still further. I wish you well in your deliberations.

Thank you.
