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REFLECTIONS ON NEARLY FOUR DECADES 

F O R nearly a decade now 
the U N has been hosting 
meetings o f non-
gtrvcrnmcntal organ
isations ( N G O s ) sup

portive o f basic U N resolutions 
ca l l i ng for Palest inian i n 
dependence, an end to I s r ae l ' s 
mi l i ta ry occupation o f A r a b 
lands captured during the 1967 
war , and essent ia l ly what we a l l 
have come to k n o w as the " t w o -
state solut ion" . 

Meet ings have been taking 
place at least year ly both in G e 
neva , for international N G O s , 
and in N e w Y o r k , most ly for U S 
and Canadian-based N G O s . 

A secretariat in G e n e v a w i th 
a name on ly international bu
reaucrats cou ld conjure up — 
the International Coord ina t ing 
Commi t tee F o r N G O s O n T h e 
Quest ion o f Palest ine ( I C C P ) 
— "coordinates" N G O s inter
nat ional ly and publishes a 
newsletter now in its 4 3 r d issue. 

A n d last year a new very 
sma l l office was set up in 
Washington wi th a p.arl-timc 
staff person (and a tnotKhly 
struggle to pay its ve ry m i n i m a l 
b i l l s ) to serve as the focal point 
for those pro-Palest inian and 
pro-peace N G O s , the major i ty 
located in North A m e r i c a . A s 
one might suspect, this ofTice 
has managed to come up wi th an 
"appropriate" name as w e l l : 
North A m e r i c a n Coord ina t ing 
Commi t tee for N G O s on the 
Quest ion o f Palest ine ( i n this 
case N A C C ) . 
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T h e actual legal structure o f 
al l this goes back to a Genera l 
Asse tnbly resolution w h i c h es
tablished " T h e Commi t tee O n 
T h e E x e r c i s e O f T h e Inal ienable 
Rights o f the Palest inian Peo
ple". It is this O A - c r e a t e d body 
w h i c h In turn hosts and w o r k s 
wi th the N G O s , thus mak ing it 
possible for them to use U N fa
c i l i t ies for their meetings both at 
the Pa la i s in G e n e v a and U N 
headquarters in N e w Y o r k . 

N o w that a l l this structure is 
a bit more clear . I hope, jus t 
what are w e to make o f these 
now rather ritualised gatherings 
— one o f w h i c h Just concluded 
at U N headquarters and another 
of w h i c h is to be held in Augus t 
in G e n e v a ? A n d docs a l l this 
N G O ac t iv i ty rea l ly do much 
g(xid (or the Palest inians , or are 
the N G O s themselves the major 
benef ic i f l r ies? ' 

A l e w weeks ago, for the first 
l ime since these non
governmental meetings were i n 
it ialed some nine years ago. I 
ventured as an observer Into the 
basement bowels o f U N head
quarter'; along New Y o r k ' s Eas t 
R i v e r not quite k n o w i n g just 
w h ^ to expect . What I found 
was occas iona l ly uplif t ing and 
Interesting, more often than not 
quite saddening and even mad
dening. F o r me personal ly this 
trek to the U N w a s also a v i s i t 
back in time that took on con
siderably nostalgic tones. 

B a c k in the ear ly 1970s I cut 
m y international teeth in these 
corr idors . F r o m 1970 through to 
1973 I w a s c h i e f rcpresenla l ive 

of the In l cn i a l l ona l Student 
Movemen t for the Uni ted N a 
tions U s m u n ) w h i l e first at
tending l aw school at N e w Y o r k 
U n i v e r s i t y in G r e e n w i c h V i l 
lage and then Pr inceton U n i 
ve r s i t y ' s W o o d r o w W i l s o n 
Schoo l o f International A f f a i r s . 

I began these graduate school 
years a rather typ ica l post-
lecnage k id from the A m e r i c a n 

! heartland (Minneso ta ) , a rather 
convent ional l ibera l A m e r i c a n 
J e w (progress ive , i r re l ig ious , 
be l iev ing most o f the stereo
typ ica l things one Is taught dur
ing normal c o m m u n a l rites o f 
passage w h e n one has few other 
reference points) , and one w h o 
had not ventured beyond A m e r 
ican shores but for a br ief jou r 
ney to C a n a d a . 

F i v e years later, most ly 
thanks to I smun — by then a 
prestigious "Category I " N G O 
— I had two advanced academic 
degrees in hand, had vis i ted over 
35 countr ies , had a complete ly 
n e w c i rc le o f friends from jus t 
about every comer o f the globe, 
and last but not least had got m y 
feet wet in the Mid-east w i th 
" o f n c i a r ' v i s i t s to both Egyp t 
and I s rae l . 

S o much for this s l ight ly self-
indulgent nostalgic reflect ing. 
Not on ly have I personal ly 
changed a great deal , but those 
were far different days in many 
other w a y s as w e l l . 

T h e A rabs , most especia l ly 
the Palest inians , were st i l l in a 
daze o f pol i t ica l -cul tura l she l l -
shock from the mas.sjve defeat 
o f 1967. Y a s s e r Arafa t w a s 
about to m a k e his first appear
ance at the U N — the historic 
"guns and o l i v e b ranch" speech 
impossible to forget for a l l its 
s y m b o l i s m . T h e co ld w a r w a s at 
its zenith w i t h fear o f nuclear 
w a r m u c h in eve ryone ' s con
sciousness — indeed the A m e r 
icans ac tua l ly declared a "nu 
clear a ler t" dur ing the 1973 

war. 
A n w a r Sadat, Inheritor o f 

Nasker ' s pol i t ical perch though 
not his personal ethos or power, 
had come into power h imse l f at
tempting to spark a peace pro
cess (as had Nasser before h i m ) 
on ly to be rebuffed by both the 
A m e r i c a n s and the Is rae l is . 
Trea ted at the t ime more l ike a 
buffoon then a serious per
sonali ty, the unresolved afler-
malh o f the 1967 debacle soon 
erupted in another war . 

It w a s out o f these confronta
tion o f arms that "step-by-slep 
d i p l o m a c y " w a s born and the 
road to C a m p D a v i d paved. 

A n d it w a s in the aftermath o f 
the bom-casl ra tcd C a m p D a v i d 
deal — one w h i c h J i m m y Car te r 
so hypocr i t i ca l ly s t i l l continues 
to hype as a grand achievement 
when actual ly its terms had 
more to do w i th A m e r i c a n pol
i t ics and mul t i -b i l l ion largess 
than anything" else J — that the 
then quite impotent U N kept 
passing resolutions o f one k ind 
or another, hardly any o f w h i c h 
anyone in the Mid-east was tak
ing very ser iously . 

A n d it w a s in the aftermath o f 
the C a m p Dav id - insp i r ed Israel i 
destruction o f Lebanon — this 
part icular w a r w i th the goal o f 
br inging about a further scat
tering o f the Pales t in ians to their 
fate and a further consol idat ion 
of I s rae l ' s hold on the occupied 
territories — that the Genera l 
A s s e m b l y passed a few more 
resolutions inc luding the one i n 
itiating T h e Commi t tee O n T h e 
E x e r c i s e O f T h e Inal ienable 
Righ t s o f the Pales t in ian Peo
ple. 

T h e "N in th Uni ted Nations 
North A m e r i c a n N G O S y m 
posium O n T h e Quest ion o f 
Palest ine"- — the meeting at 
w h i c h 1 found m y s e l f a few days 
ago — w a s in legal terms spon
sored by this committee and 
hence, in a sense, by the Gene ra l 
A s s e m b l y . 

L e t it first be sa id that many 
good and we l l -mean ing i n 
d iv idua ls are i nvo lved in the 
large number o f N G O s (more 
than 100 I w o u l d guess) that in 
one w a y or another i n v o l v e 
themselves in these efforts. 
V a r i o u s human rights and 
church-related organisations 
participate, as do a hodgepodge 
of spec i f ica l ly pro-Pales l in ian 
groups quite a few o f w h i c h ex 
ist barely in name only . 

In the sense that people do 
need lo meet once and awhi le to 
share Information and revel in a 
feeling o f shared concerns, there 
is indeed an overa l l posi t ive 
purpose to Ihesc efforts. 

Sad ly , however , the "re
u n i o n " and camarader ie aspects 
of these affairs m a y by their 
largest importance or p r imary 
s ignif icance. Other d imensions 
to these undertakings are such 
that make it d i f f icul t to speak o f 
them in very g lowing terms. 

A s governmental and related 
institutions tend to .so often do, 
the U N has succeeded in a form 
o f coopl ing o f the N G O c o m 
muni ty . B y spreading its um
brel la over them it has turned 
them co l l ec t ive ly into an ex 
tended c lub ish ta lking-society 
v e r y m u c h mi r ro r ing itself, 
T h e r e ' s rea l ly never been, so far 
as I can te l l , a genuine and se
r ious sense o f urgency; nor has 
there ever been a commitment o f 
resources that w o u l d a l l ow the 
N G O co l l ec t ive to do anything 
v i t a l or newswor thy eve i i i f it 
should decide to try. O n the 
whole , it seems, the great bulk o f 
the N G O s have s i m p l y managed 

lo plod along from one resolu
tion to one petition, from letter-
wr i t i ng campaigns to peace 
w a l k s . 

O n the who le the situation 
wi th the N G O s has become 
rather incestuous as w e l l as, in 
al l too many ca.scs, se l f -serving. 
T h e i r events are usua l ly at
tended most ly by themselves , 
their publications read most ly 
by each other, their w a y s o f 
th inking largely reflected onto 
each other. W h i l e this is a situa
tion some o f the old-t imers now 
talk about changing; both the 
nature of the I C C P and N A C C 
leadership, as w e l l as the de
ficiency o f bas ic resources, 
combine to make any Instigation 
of major changes un l ike ly at 
best. 

A n d so. year after year , things 
among l | ic N G O s go on pretty 
m u c h as t l icy have before. In es
sence, the N G O s have a l lowed 
themse lves^ l o ; be.* reduced lo 
p lay ing the role o f cheerleaders 
for whatever poli t ical plans 
happen lo be on the table at the 
moment; those not w i l l i n g to 
cheer relegated to the s idel ines 
to observe or s i m p l y fading 
a w a y . 

I t ' s true, o f course, that the 
very U N orbit w i th in w h i c h the 
N G O s have agreed to function 
and through w h i c h they attempt 
to coordinate themselves Is 
hardly in the best o f t imes one 
conducive to bold th inking or 
imaginat ive act ion. I f the N G O s 
were truly to even come up wi th 
a plan to attempt to have serious 
impact beyond their o w n inbred 
c i rc les — as they often c l a i m is 
their goal — a whole new co
ordinating structure w o u l d l i ke 
l y be the first prerequisite. 

A n excel lent example o f the 
basic d ichotomy between the 
concerns expressed by the 
N G O s and their impotence even 
to get these concerns heard came 
on the first day o f the recent 
three-day N e w Y o r k meeting. 

O v e r a l l the N e w Y o r k meet
ing s imp ly provided a ready for
u m for what w a s on the who le a 
great deal o f commonplace 
rhetoric about the Pales t in ian 
predicament — express ions of
ten heard and quite w e l l - k n o w n 
in such c i rc les for a very long 
t ime. 

But (here were a couple o f 
unusual and h igh ly informat ive 
ta lks , among them Challeitf'e 
magazine editor M i c h a e l 
S c h w a r t z ' s I l lumina t ing d i s 
cuss ion o f the reali t ies o f the I s 
raeli settlement programme — 
this the focus o f m y next c o l 
umn. 

A s important as the i n 
formation presented by M s 
S c h w a r t z herse l f a dedicated 
Is rae l i act ivis t j a i l e d some years 
ago for her c lose relations w i t h 
Palest inians — no one beyond 
the N G O c i rc les seems even to 
have heard the c ruc ia l insights 
and perspective she provided. 

A n d that 's just the point. T h e 
N G O s have e v o l v e d through the 
U N structure as w e l l as on their 
o w n p r imar i ly to se rv ice them
selves , mos t ly to provide i n 
formation to each other, pretty 
m u c h lo reach out and interact 
w i th themselves . A few have i n 
d i v i d u a l l y tr ied to go beyond 
these conf ines; and a few have 
had l imi ted successes. Y e t even 
w h e n from w i t h i n their ranks 
quite important information and 
insights are brought forward — 
such as that offered by M s 
S c h w a r t z — the N G O s lack both 
the mechanisms and the cred
ib i l i ty to be heard by anyone but 
themselves . 


