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Special Consultative Status with ECOSOC 

Granted to the Council!!

The Hong Kong Council of Social Service has been granted Consultative Status (Special Category) with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the United Nations (UN), with effect from April 2003.  The decision by the UN is a recognition to the Council’s, as well as its agency members’, special competence in the fields of social development and human rights.  It also signifies the start of a new working relationship between the Council and the UN, with the Council serving as a technical expert, adviser and consultant to the governments working with ECOSOC and the Secretariat on Hong Kong affairs.  This should allow the Council and its agency members to more effectively promote and facilitate the social development of Hong Kong and the region.
Consultative Status Privileges and The Role of the Council

UN meetings are important occasions for formulating Agendas, Action Plans and Declarations that have significant impacts on the daily life of the citizens of the world.  While UN is an inter-governmental organization working primarily with its member states, NGO’s participation has become increasingly important in recent years.  NGOs have to a significant extent shaped the agenda and outcomes of world conferences on some vital issues; for example social development, poverty, women’s rights, the environment, population etc.. To be informed of local, regional and global affairs for its work, UN relies on NGOs to serve as its local, regional and international partners and informants.  

As one of the few NGOs in Hong Kong with Special Consultative Status with the ECOSOC, the Council is considered by UN as its local partner and informant on local social development affairs with which the Council is concerned.  We can designate representatives as observers, be invited to UN conferences, attend UN meetings, circulate written statements and can make brief oral statements at ECOSOC meetings and at ECOSOC subsidiary bodies’ meetings.  These privileges entail a new channel for the Hong Kong’s Social Welfare Sector to feed in our concerns to UN and influence the global agenda setting and decisions on issues of most concern to the Sector and the Hong Kong people.  Our close partnership with UN, in turn, shall enhance our capacity in terms of knowledge of global trends and agenda for local service development and policy advocacy.

As one of the major players in the global civil society, the Council has a role to collaborate with its Agency Members and regional partners to further the cause of social development and human rights in both Hong Kong and the region.  It is therefore essential that the Council and its agency members should take full advantage of the Special Consultative Status to actively participate and work with UN and its subsidiaries.  For it is the most effective way to reach out to the governments of the world and to let the international society know more about Hong Kong’s situation and seriously consider our views.  In other words, through our Council, Agency Members have a more direct access to global agenda setting and decision-making.

Council’s Work Ahead 

There are a lot we can do in working with UN.  At this stage, we shall seek to participate actively in UN meetings by making good use of the privileges granted to us.  Locally, through collaborations with local social welfare services, the Council will establish more platforms for discussing issues about social development or those of special concern to UN and seek to incorporate our concerns and views to global documents or instruments of our strategic interest. 
In line with the Council’s networking strategy, the Council will strive to build stronger network with other NGOs or partners in the region.  Through collaboration with these NGOs, the Council can review and monitor human development in the region, organize side events during the UN meetings to gather stakeholders in the region together and jointly submit statements for the region, facilitate and contribute to collective efforts of NGOs to voice out our concerns on areas of sustainable development and social development.

Useful links to know more about the participation of NGOS and civil society with UN
Download Reference document on participation of civil society to explore the various mechanisms through which NGOs participate in the work of the United Nations, in its deliberations and activities and find gateways to different aspects of the UN system - its departments, commissions, and deliberative bodies.

www.un.org/partners/civil_society/home.htm: UN’s official website to know more about current programmes and information related to NGOs and the civil society.

www.un.org/esa/coordination/ngo/: UN Economic and Social Council’s NGO Section homepage explaining how NGOs participate in the current UN systems.
www.un.org/esa/socdev: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs’ Division for Social Policy and Development introducing meetings and activities which NGOs can participate.

www.ngocongo.org/index2.html: the homepage of the Conference of Non-Governmental Organizations (CONGO).  CONGO is a global NGO in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations, and aims to facilitate participation of NGOs in United Nations debates and decisions.

CONFERENCE ON SOCIAL COHESION IN NOVEMBER
The Study Visit to Council of Europe has sparked off much discussions and initiatives within the Council and the Sector and has eventually resulted in the adoption of it as the theme of the Council’s work for the year of 2003/04.  A series of events have been planned for the promotion of social cohesion in Hong Kong.  Jointly organized by the Council and the Faculty of Social Sciences, the University of Hong Kong, a two-day Conference on Social Cohesion will be held on November 28-29.  Aiming to forge a wider platform for social cohesion in Hong Kong, the organizers would like to bring not only the community and the academic world but also various stakeholders from different sectors and professions closer together for both exchange of ideas and experiences in social cohesion building and research across the world and demonstration of multi-sectoral effort for the promotion of social cohesion in Hong Kong.  A group of overseas experts will be invited from Canada, Europe, Singapore, and USA to address the Conference.  An expert from the United Nations’ Department of Economic and Social Affairs will also come to share its views and experiences on social cohesion and social development from an international perspective.  Local scholars from local academic institutions, practitioners and representatives from local NGOs, professional groups, business organizations and the government will also be invited to take part in this meaningful event. 

Major International News

World Summit on Information Society
(Intersessional meeting: July 15 - 18, 2003; Paris, France)

(Prep-com 3: September 15 - 26; Geneva, Switzerland)

(Summit: December 10 - 12, 2003; Geneva, Switzerland)

(NGOs’ Side events: December 8 - 12, 2003; Geneva, Switzerland)

After PreCom 2, the Draft of Declaration of Principles and Draft of Action Plan for the World Summit have been developed.  An Intersessional Period dedicated to refining the working documents for the Drafts will be convened between PrepCom-2 and PrepCom-3.  (Download the Draft Declaration of Principles and Draft Action Plan.)
NGOs and the civil society are considered to be important partners in this process.  Therefore, to facilitate equal participation of NGOs and civil society, the Civil Society Bureau (CBS) was established during PreCom 2.  It is seen as a really encouraging step for NGOs and the civil society. 

Our Council will be sending a delegation to attend the World Summit in December. This is to provide our feedback and concern about the development of information society in our community.  The Hong Kong delegation will be formed shortly to facilitate our participation.  In addition to joining the Summit, the Council has also taken an initiative to submit a proposal for organizing a side event on Internet and Disadvantaged Groups.  The proposal will soon be reviewed by the Secretariat.

The UN Consultative Meeting on Deliberation for a Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(June 16 - 27, 2003; New York, USA)

UN has resolved earlier to start up the process of drafting a Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  This consultation session is an important focal point for NGOs worldwide to give inputs and exchange views.
The Joint Council for the Physically and Mentally Disabled has been actively involved in the promotion of the UN disability convention. A delegation composed of Dr Joseph Kwok, RI National Secretary for Hong Kong, and Mr Chong Chan Yau, Vice Chairperson of Joint Council, has been nominated and sent to the meeting to express our views and concerns about the Convention on behalf of our social sector.  A written statement has been distributed at the meeting. (The statement will soon be downloadable from our website)

IRN News and Activities
1. The outbreak of SARS has resulted in the postponement of the two major international events organized by our Council, namely, the Asia Pacific Regional Conference on Prevention of Elderly Suicide and 7th Human Services Information Technology Applications.  While the former has been re-scheduled for next March (March 26-28), the date of the latter has yet been confirmed.  For the most up-to-date information, please refer to the websites of the two events through the Council’s Website (www.hkcss.org.hk) 

2. A project proposal has been drafted initiating a Pearl River Delta Social Development Networking Project.  The proposal has initially been discussed in the Standing Committee on International and Regional Networking.  As a result of the discussion, the Committee has appointed a Working Group to draft an action plan to guide us towards the goals of the proposed project.  Along the Networking Strategy endorsed last year, the Working Group has planned to organize a regional roundtable involving civil society organizations or academics from Taiwan, Mainland and Hong Kong in October.  This regional roundtable will base itself on a local roundtable, tentatively scheduled for August, which aims to point out important features for future development of civil society in Hong Kong and to identify dimensions for comparison with other Chinese communities based on their experiences on anti-SARS.  

3. The Standing Committee on International and Regional Networking has appointed a Working Group to devise an action plan for monitoring the implementation of international conventions in Hong Kong.  The first step to go is to work on CEDAW by involving agency members in a forum where they can know more about CEDAW, the reporting mechanism of CEDAW and other conventions, and more importantly, converge the sector’s concern over CEDAW and its implementation in Hong Kong.  The forum is tentatively scheduled for August.  While more information will be available later, we take this opportunity to call upon your active participation in the forum.  

4. A new website of IRN has been constructed.  It includes not only all the information related to the work of the Core Business, but also major documents and resources which have been identified throughout the process of our work.  While there are hyperlinks to the major international events which the Council has been organizing, a list of events for which delegations have been or will be organized by the Core Business has also been included.  Agency Members can now not only browse most up-to-date details of all those events, but also download application forms, programmes of study visits and programmes of reporting back seminars/ events resulting from our participations in overseas events.

5. International and regional events for members: Council’s recent and forthcoming delegations (Jun-Sept) are listed below:

a) UN Consultative Meeting on Deliberation for a Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

(Jun 16 - 20, 2003; New York, USA)
b) ICSW Europe Regional Symposium on "Different Faces of Poverty - Fighting Social Exclusion" cum Pre-event Study Visit

(Jun 6 - 13, 2003; Finland and Oslo, Norway)
c) RESNA 26th International Conference on Technology and Disability cum Pre-event Study Visit

(Jun 16 - 23; Pittsburgh and Atlanta, USA)
d) 14th World Congress of World Federation of the Deaf

(Jul 20 - 26, 2003; Montreal, Canada)
e) 16th Asian Conference on Mental Retardation cum Post-event Study Visit

(Aug 21 - 29, 2003; Tsukuba and Tokyo, Japan)
f) RI General Assembly and Africa Regional Conference

(Sept 30 - Oct 3, 2003; Durban, South Africa)

Acknowledgement

Our special thank shall go to Ms Gloria Kan, Chief, Social Perspective on Development Branch, Division for Social Policy and Development, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, for her kind suggestions to the content of this issue.

*************************

Your suggestions and comments are most welcome.  You can contact the following staff of the Core Business on International and Regional Networking:

Ms Kay KU

Business Director

Tel: 2864 2902

Fax: 2865 4916

Email: kay.ku@hkcss.org.hk
Mr Anthony WONG

Chief Officer

Tel: 2864 2993

Fax: 2528 4230

Email: anthony.wong@hkcss.org.hk
Ms Teresa FUNG

Officer

Tel: 2864 2995

Fax: 2528 4230

Email: teresa.fung@hkcss.org.hk
The Hong Kong Council of Social Service

Address: 13/F Duke of Windsor Social Service Building, 15 Hennessy Road, Wanchai, Hong Kong

Tel: (852) 2864 2929
Fax: (852) 2865 4916

Email: council@hkcss.org.hk
Home Page: http://www.hkcss.org.hk
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