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DURBAN 2001 “TOGETHER AGAINST RACISM”

3RD WORLD CONFERENCE AGAINST RACISM

The town of Durban, on the southeastern coast of Africa, on the Indian Ocean, in the region of Dawa Zulu Natal, has become, for a few days, the capital city of the struggle against racism.

The choice of this town has not been casual: in 1994 South Africa declared the abolition of the apartheid system, started in 1948, and now the country is striving to rebuild its economic and social fabric.

The decision to organise the 3rd World Conference in Durban sounds as a warning and example for the world not to forget the situation in which South Africa found itself after over a century of colonialism and exploitation by one people on another.

Which was the path leading to the World Conference? Historical perspective.

· The Conference of Durban was preceded by 50 years of activity of the United Nations Organisation attempting to eradicate whatever form of racism and of racist discrimination.
· In 1945 the International Community adopted the Charter of the United Nations, accepting the obligation of achieving the respect of human rights and of the fundamental freedoms, without any distinction of “race”, sex, language and religion. In December 1948, the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In the first ‘60s all efforts focused on racial discrimination in non-self-governing territories, where the end of racism was considered to be the natural result of decolonisation.
· On November 20, 1963, the General Assembly adopted the Declaration of the United Nations on the elimination of any form of racial discrimination.
· Also the United Nations Organisation adopted this same Convention.
· In 1968 the first International Conference on Human Rights was held in Teheran, with the purpose of declaring the criminalisation of racism and of racist organisations.
· In 1978 the first World Conference against Racism was held in Geneva, in the middle of the Decade devoted to combating racism.
· In 1983 the second World Conference against Racism was held in Geneva, in order to formulate specific measures and implement the commitment of the United Nations in finding new instruments able to eliminate racism, racial discrimination and apartheid.
· In June 1983 the second World Conference on Human Rights was held in Vienna.
· On December 20, 1993, the General Assembly proclaimed the beginning of the III Decade of fight against Racism and Racial Discrimination (1994-2003).
Thus, the 3rd World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance only represents the last step of the long lasting international community’s engagement to make the Human Rights Declaration the real basis upon which the relationships among the world peoples are to be build, and not only a mere proclamation.

The Conference had already been invoked in 1997 by the United Nations General Assembly in the resolution no. 52/111 of December 12, in consideration of the increasing concern at the international level caused by the ever-growing number of cases of racism and, above all, as a chance to define challenges and opportunities implied in the fight against this phenomenon in an ever more globalised world. 

In 1998, the General Assembly appointed the High Commissioner of the United Nations for Human Rights, Mrs. Mary Robinson, as the Secretary General of the Conference.

The Assembly invited the States and the Regional Organisations to implement, at a regional or national level, co-ordination structures to be charged with promoting the preparation of the Conference and raising awareness in the public opinion.

Governments, regional and international Organisations as well as Non-Governmental Organisations have been invited to participate in the preparation of the Conference by carrying out analyses and studies and presenting recommendations to the Promoting Committee through the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

NGOs were invited to hold a Forum before and during the Conference so to actively participate in it.

On 23rd and 24th July 2001 the last information meeting for the NGOs’delegates participating in the Durban Conference was held in Rome at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, convened by Minister Moreno.

At the same time, in all the other continents, many preparatory meetings took place all along the two years preceding the Durban Conference. These meetings resulted in the definition of other preliminary documents and in the issue of a common programme for all the NGOs worldwide.

The Associazione Scuola Strumento di Pace is the Italian section of the International E.I.P. (Ecole Instrument de Paix), based in Geneva, a Non-Governmental Organisation recognised by UNESCO, that awarded it with the Comenius Prize, and by the Council of Europe, that accredited it as one of the four associations dealing with pedagogy of human rights. Ever since its foundation, over thirty years ago, it has been a permanent member of the Human Rights Committee; it is also a member of the Interministerial Commission of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, now called Human Rights Committee.

“Measures aimed to prevention, education and protection at a national, regional and international level aimed at elimination of racism, racial discrimination and intolerance” is the theme that has been treated.

Actually, in the preparatory document of European NGOs we read: “ Education is recognised as a method of fighting against racism and other forms of intolerance (…) Education should be perceived in a wider perspective also, not only regarded as formal education, but also as adults education and as a means of dissemination of information (…) Education is the key for promoting the respect of social, ethnic, cultural and linguistic diversity”.

Because of its engagement in the field of education, E.I.P. has been chosen by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as a participant in the NGOs Forum in Durban in the “Education” Committee, gathering the representatives of NGOs from all over the world engaged as trainers in training centres for adults or in the promotion of campaigns aiming at affirming the principles of dignity and equality also in relation to the freedom of access to information and schooling.

The third World Conference against Racism consisted of two phases: the NGOs Forum and the Governmental Conference.

· On 28th of August 2001, in the Cricket Stadium of Durban, the opening ceremony of the World NGOs Forum took place.

Mrs. Mary Robinson, High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mr. Thabo Mbeki, President of South African Republic, Mrs. Mercia Andrews, President of SANGOCO and many other political, social and cultural authorities attended the ceremony during which hundreds of accredited NGOs’ representatives, together with the invited delegations and special observers, declared the Forum sessions opened.

The Forum sessions were organised in general assemblies and in meetings devoted to particular subjects to be held at fixed times during each day.

In this way, each delegate could not only participate to the round tables with the representatives of cultural, social and political sectors, but also to the commissions devoted to each of the five subjects indicated in the Forum preparatory document, with reference to the subject supported by each own NGO during the two years preceding the Conference.

At the same time, an agenda has been presented concerning the workshops prepared and organised by each NGO, that in the previous month had optioned the proposition of themes for discussion and reflection in small working groups.

· The Governmental Conference took place from 31st August to 7 September 2001. 

All member countries of the United Nations Organisation, organisations and commissions involved in the preparation of regional meetings, specialised Agencies, representatives of United Nations Agencies for Human Rights, NGOs and other organisations as observers have been invited to participate.
The goal aimed at by the Conference was to “formulate the standard regulations, structures and solutions – that is, a whole culture – to guarantee the full recognition of dignity and equality of all people and the full respect of their human rights”.

Goals of the Conference:

· To verify the achievements in the fight against racism and racial discrimination, starting from the Declaration of Human Rights (…);
· To consider the ways and means to guarantee the application of existing standards and of their implementation;
· To increase the level of awareness as far as the scourge of racism is concerned.

These were the main objectives from which, as a corollary, many implications in the life of each country member of the human community derive.

The World Conference decided to adopt a Declaration and a Plan of Action in order to provide standard regulations, structures and solutions for each man, woman and child in the world.

Working through dialogue proved effective especially in the framework of the meetings held during the Forum, where the NGOs’ representatives could sincerely share experiences and projects. Unfortunately, during the Governmental Conference the delegates of national governments were confronted by serious difficulties, especially due to divergent interpretations of the word “Zionism” between the representatives of Israel and Palestine.

Through several mediation actions and long and hard discussions, a final Document was eventually issued, with which, though not having reached any agreement on the interpretation of “Zionism”, the Government engaged to adhere to an action programme to be carried out in the next years.
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