UNESCO:

BRITAIN RETURNS TO THE FOLD

Sagarika Dutt
backgrounds the British
decision to rejoin

UNESCO after an

absence of twelve years.

Aﬁ:r twelve long vears Britain has

rejoined UNESCO. Soon after the Brit-
ish gencrul election in May 1997 the
new Labour government of the United
Kingdom announced its decision 1o
return to UNESCO on 1 July 1997. At
UNESCO's 151st session of the Execu-
tive Board in May. Tony Bazeley of the
new Deparonent for laternational De-
velopment. madc a brief statement on
behalf of the British Secretary of State
for Imerational Development, Clare
Shon, declaring that rejoining the or-
ganisation ‘underlines our strong com-
mitment to the United Nations' svstem
and to its work in development'. He
remminded the delegates that UNESCO
had been born in Britain and that a
group of countries had mict in London
in 1945 to set up a “genuinely inter-
national orginisaton for the promo-
tion of peace through collaboragion in
education, science and culture' The
draft Constitution was signed by 37
states in London on 16 November 1945
and deposited with the Foreign Office,
where it remains to this dayv. He also
pointed out to them that, although
Britain has been formaily absent from
the organisation for many vears, ‘we
have nevertheless continued to take
4n inTerest in its activiries and have
participated in 2 number of its collabo-
rative ventures and programmes’.
However. for Britain, this is a new
beginning. The British government
looks forward to working closcly with
the Director-General and ‘fellow mem-
ber suates. developed and developwng
alike® in order to ‘maximise UNESCO's
effectiveness and impact, particularly
in the poorest countrics and for the
poorest people’.
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Tony Blair

The Director-General of UNESCO,
Frederico Mavor, enthusiastically
welcomed Britain’s decision 1o rejoin
the organisation, and said that
‘UNESCO looks forward to the great
contribution educators. scientists.
intellectuals and artists from the
Umited Kingdom can make in our
world-wide partmership 10 build peace
founded upon freedom and justice —
through education, science, culture
and communication'. He also added
that the role of the United Kingdom
is particularly important in ‘promot-
ing principles of democracy and uni-
versal ethical values’.

frederico Mayor

Although the Labour Party had
said thar it would take the country
back ro UNESCO if it won the elcc-
tion, the United N\anons Association
of Great Britain und Northem Ireland
(UNA) and the Friends of UNESCO
had left aothing th chance. A UNA
working committee had been formed
to lobby Parliament. and they had
worked hird and relentlessly for
years. The man o whom most credit
is due is a retired aivil servant, Rashid
Kaleh. The UNA has dhis 1o say of him:
‘Rashid Kaleh gave his life to the cam-
paign . . . working all hours of the day
— and of the night, too, when that
was needed — in order to ensure that,
especially in Parliament. the issue was
never allowed to be swept under the
carpet'.? Others who have worked
hard to keep the spirit of LNESCO
alive in Britain include Malcolm
Harper, Maurice Goldsmith, David
Wardrap, Dennis Chisman and
Margaret Quass, all of the UNA or the
Friends of UNESCO.

British objections

Britain left UNESCO :n 1985. soon after
the withdrawal of the United States
from the organisation in protest
against its polticisation. On 2 April
1984, the British Minister of Overscas
Development, Timothy Raison. had
advised the Director-General that.
while the United Kingdom remained
‘firmly commined 10 the ideals and



principles which are set forth in the
UNESCO Constitution’, thev believed
that a number of tendencies were de-
veloping inside the organisation which
they did not think were in its longer
term interests os compatible widh its
original spirit. These included the po-
litical aspects of cerain programmes’
and the way in which the, UNESCO
fora were being “used by some to at-
tack values and ideals set out in the
constitution’ and also the growing size
ot the budget. The British governrnent
also subnurtted proposals for reform
of the organisation relating to pro-
gramme issues, UNESCO's governing
bodies. budgetary questions, general
programme matters. evaluation, man-
agement issues and the third medium
term plan.?

American and British proposals for
reform were discussed at the 119th
session of the Executive Board in May
1984. On the initiative ol Britain and
France, a special thirteen-member
(emporary committee was set up (o
examine all proposals and suggestions
arising from the debate in the Execu-
tive Board. Reform efforts began in
carnest at UNESCO. However these
did not satisfy the British government
and it withdrew from the organisition.

ideological motivation

Both the British and the American
withdrawals were ideologically and
politically motivated. Both govern-
ments wianted UNESCO's programmes
to be brought iato line with Western
ideological principles and priorities.
and with their views regarding
UNESCO's constitutdonal mandate and
what was ‘good value lor money”. It
is now an established fact that the
British dccision to withdraw was
strongly influenced by Washingion's
decision. However, in spite of an ac-
tive anu-UNESCO lobby in the United
Kingdom during 19835, which was
supported by the American conserva-
tive Heritage Foundation, the British

government's decision was not widely
supporicd within the United King-
dom, The Britsh National Commission
voted against withdrawal, and there
was ilso a nearly unanimous debate
in the House of Commons in favour
of remaining in UNESCO.

[n 19835, many influentid individo-
als and organisations in the United
Kingdom started a campaign 1o "keep
the UK in UNESCO'. The same vear,
some of these organisations, princi-
pally the Council for Education in
World Citizenship and UNA set up the
Friends of UNESCO. The purpose was
to maintain links swith UNESCO. co-
ordinate activities tor schools, colleges
and voluntary agencies in the United
Kingdom. monijtor the reform process
and co-operate with the UNA in its
efforts to persuade the British govern-
ment to rejoin UNFSCO. A UNA work-
ing committee was also set up o
lobby for the earty recum of the United
Kingdom o UNESCO.!

In February 1993, the Friends of
UNESCO and UNA organised a svm-
posium oo UNESCO. Over 120 emi-
nent members of the British intelec-
tual commuaity in the fields of edu-
cation. science, culrure and commu-
niciation partcipated in the debate on
the importance and future role of
UNESCO for the United Kingdom. [t
was strongly felt by all participanis
that it was in the United Kingdom’s
interest to rejoin UNESCO.

Substantial contribution

However. it is also worth noting that
although the United Kingdom had
withdrawn from the organisition. it
continued to be a2 member of a
nurber of organisations linked to
UNESCO — the¢ Intemnadonal Oceano-
graphic Commission, the Natural En-
vironment Research Council (which
supports projects under the Man and
the Blosphere and the [nternational
Hydrological Programme), the Univer-
sal Copyright Convention, the World

[ SEEea=s === M

After a twelve-year absence, Britain rejoined UNESCO on 1
July 1997, lts withdrowal in 1985 was a response to the
perceived politicisation of the organisation, and the failure of
altempts to institute reforms. The new British Labour
government led by Tony Blair is determined to make a hesh
start, not so much to appease non-governmental organisation
supporters of UNESCO but because it is a firm supporter of
infernational organisations generally. It is now in the process
of appointing a new National Commission, which will
represent civil society and enable professionals to lake part in
deliberations and dacision-making.

Heritage Fund and the Intermanonal
Cenrre for the Study ol the Preserva-
tion and Restoration of Cultural Prop-
erty (ICCROM). The British govern-
ment also made a subsmntial financial
contribution to these orgamsitions.

The first task the government has
to undertake now is the formation of
4 new National Commission. On 30
June a meeung was held in the House
of Commons at which Viviane Launay.
LUNESCO's Director of the Division of
National Commissions and UNESCO
Clubs, Centres and Associations, ad-
dressed representatives from various
governments departments, agencies,
insututions. professjonal organjsations
and individuals workung for the ad-
vancement of education, science,
culture and communicarions. The
meceting was organised by the UNA's
Working Committee on UNESCO and
wis chaired by member of Parliament
Mike Gapes. Launay pointed out that
right from the beginning UNESCO has
hiad an ambitious programme. that is,
founding peace upon the ‘intellectual
and morul solidarity of mankind'. TTis,
she suid, was as important but as dif-
ficult to achieve as, tor example, fecd-
ing the world. She is currendy advis-
ing the government on the strucrure
and functions of the new National
Commission which is in the process
of being formed.

National commission

IUNESCO is the only UN specialised
agency which has a Nadonal Commis-
sion. The reason it was created was
to compensate for the limirations of
an intergovernmental organisation of
which onlv govemments can be mem-
bers. Article VII of UNESCO's Consti-
tution says that ‘Each member State
shall make such arrangements as suit
its particular conditions for the pur-
pose of associating its principal bod-
ies interested in educational, scientific
and cultural marers with the work of
the Organisation, preferably by the
formation of a National Commission
broadly representative of the Govermn-
ment and such bodies’

National Commissions represent
civil sociery and enable professionals
like reachers. journalists and scientists
to take part in deliberadons and de-
cision-making. The Charter for Na-
tional Commissions for UNESCO,
adopted by the Generml Conference
at fts 20th session, states that

it is incumbent upon the Director-

General of UNESCO to take the

measures that he deems most ap-

propriate in order to mvolve Na-
tional Commissioas in the formu-
lation, implementation and evalu-
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ation of the Organisation’s pro-
gramme and activities and to en-
sure that close liaison is established
between its various regional serv-
ices, centres and offices and the
National Commission.
Launay describes National Commis-
sions as a conduit for UNESCO. It is
necessary to marry national agendas
with multilateral agendas and that is
what National Commissions do. The
Charter states that they are important
sources of information for UNESCO on
national requirements and priorities
in regard to education, science, cul-
ture and information, thereby enabling
the organisation to take member
states’ requirements more fully into
account when preparing its pro-
grammes. They also contribute to the
organisation’s standard-setting work
and vo the orientation or execution of
its programme by making their views
known when surveys or inquiries are
carried out and by replying to ques-
uonnaires.

Outside body

The executive committee of the
Friends of UNESCO met on 1 July to
discuss the matter. The committee
was informed that the government
wanted an outside body to liaise with
and everyone agreed that the Friends
of UNESCO was well placed to advise
the govemment, among other matters,
on the setting up of a new National
Commission. Members of the commit-
tee felt that broad based consultations
were necessary, and Launay said that
the National Commission should have
an independent secretariat and
budget. The Friends of UNESCO has
planned activities for 199798, which
include a2 seminar on World Herirage,
conferences on an independent and
pluralistic press, the Convention on
Human Rights and the Human Ge-
nome, and the Man and the Biosphere.
David Wardrop, Vice Chairman of the
Friends of UNESCO, emphasises that
‘it is the task of the Friends of
UNESCO to reawaken the UK commu-
nity to what UNESCO can offer and
to prevent our return to membership
merely becoming a bureaucsatic ex-
ercise’.’

As far as United Nations and for-
eign affairs are concerned, the Labour
government’s main opposition, offer-
ing constructive criticism, is not the
Conservatives and Liberal Democrats
but the UNA. In an open letter to the
Labour government the UNA has said:
‘We will be watching you closely,
encouraging you to be bold'interna-
tionaiists, commending what you do
right but campaigning to oppose any
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shortcomings which may emerge as
a result of supposed realpolitik.’

However it would be a mistake to
interpret the government’s decision
to rejoin UNESCO as the government
giving in to non-governmental agen-
cies like UNA and professienal groups.
Political ideologies determine govern-
ment's policies both at home and
abroad and the Labour Party is a
stronger supporter of international
organisations than are the Conserva-
tives.

Original destruction

It is ironical that when the UN special-
ised agencies were set up, they were
considered to be non-political or apo-
litical organisations. A distinction was
made between functional guestions,
such as education and health, which
were to be dealt with by the special-
ised agencies, and political questions,
which were to be dealt with by the
UN General Assembly and Security
Council. However, this distinction is
very difficult to maintain ifn an inter-
governmental organisation. The over-
all dominance of government depart-
mierits and bureaucrats over the deter-
mination of a member states' policies
towards inter-governmental organisa-
tions and the comparatively weaker
voice of professional and interest
groups are well illustrated by the case
of the American and British withdraw-
als from UNESCO.

This is partdy explained by the fact
that responsibility for UNESCO in the
United Kingdom now lies with a gov-
emment department which deals with
international development rather than
education. In the years following with-

drawal, Margaret Quass, of the Friends
of UNESCO, pointed out that the
funds for rejoining UNESCO should
not have to come out of the overseas
aid-budget operated by the Overseas
Development Administration, but that
the cost should be shared by the De-
partments of Education, Science, En-
vironment and National Heritage.
However, Western countries believe
that international organisations such
as UNESCO now mainly benefit devel-
oping countries and perceive them to
be little more than development agen-
cies. It is difficult to ignore the North-
South divide, that is, the vast diffes-
ence between the developed and the
developing world, which not only de-
termines the priorities of these organi-
sations and the nature of their work
programmes but also member states’
relations with and their policies with
regard to these organisations.
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