Notes

THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE OTTAWA PROCESS


1.   Ottawa Process – essentially a series of meetings designed to develop and negotiate a Mine Ban Treaty as well as build the political will to sign it.  Started officially with the Canadian-initiated Ottawa Conference “Towards a Global Ban on Anti-Personnel Landmines” on 3-5 October 1996 attended by 50 pro-ban governments and 24 observer states, among others.  Culminated with the Ottawa treaty-signing conference on 3-4 December 1997 with 122 nations signing on to the Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on their Destruction, more popularly known as the “Ottawa Treaty” on a total ban on anti-personnel mines. 

2.   “Breathtaking Speed” – only 14 months, a record, to negotiate an arms-related humanitarian treaty.  Even less, or just under one year, if reckoned on 18 September 1997 when the treaty negotiations were successfully concluded at the Oslo diplomatic conference attended by 89 governments as full participants, among others.   

Traditional disarmament diplomacy starts with a UN resolution mandating the Committee on Disarmament (CD) to discuss a particular problem and then to negotiate and eventually conclude a treaty.  This process can take 10-40 years until consensus is reached among participants.  The CD is composed of only 60 or so of the UN’s 185 states, so many voices remain outside the negotiations.  This traditional process posed 

Posed a major obstacle to those wishing a rapid response to the global crisis of landmines.  And so like-minded diplomats and NGOs began to create a new process.


3.   New Model of Diplomacy – was anchored on the close partnership between a core of like-minded pro-ban governments, mostly smaller and middle-sized powers, led by Canada, on one hand, and a wide array of humanitarian and anti-landmine NGOs and international organizations exemplified by the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL) and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), on the other.  Such partnership can form the basis of a new kind of “superpower” in the unipolar world of one preeminent superpower.   It was mainly ICBL’s role in helping form a new model of diplomacy for which it was cited for the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize.


Canada, to its credit, would not wait until all states were on board and would not be bound by the least common denominator approach.  Thus, it worked hard to form a core group that was regionally representative (with the Philippines the first to represent Asia).  The boldness and daring of Canadian diplomacy was exemplified by its Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy’s stunning announcement at the closing of the October 1996 Ottawa Conference that Canada was prepared to hold a treaty-signing conference for a total ban in December 1997 and that it planned to work in open partnership with the ICBL to achieve this goal.  Canada had actually stepped outside of diplomatic processes and procedures.   Canada was able to expand its diplomatic power exponentially by working with the NGO community and encouraging civil society generally to support its work. 


4.   Extraordinary Level of Cooperation with NGOs – the unprecedentedly high level of cooperation with and involvement by NGOs became a defining feature of the Ottawa Process.  The ICBL leadership began working closely with Canadian officials, with frequent consultations, especially in the planning and execution of the October 1996 Ottawa Conference. The ICBL was given a seat at the table as a full participant therein.  Campaigners were actively involved in drafting the precise language of both the final declaration and the action plan.


At the key Oslo diplomatic conference in September 1997, the ICBL was invited as an official observer with the same status as observer governments.  Its representatives were permitted to be present at all sessions, including smaller working group sessions, and to make oral interventions at any point.  They could not make formal proposals for treaty language, but did circulate informally suggested language.  They did not have voting privileges but, as it turned out, not a single vote was taken .  This may be the first occasion on which NGOs were given official status in international negotiations of a disarmament/arms control or humanitarian law treaty.


The Oslo negotiations were historic for a number of reasons.  For the first time, smaller and middle-sized powers had come together, to work in close cooperation with NGOs, to negotiate a treaty that would, for the first time, remove from the world’s arsenals a weapon already in widespread use.  Smaller and middle-sized powers had not yielded ground to intense pressure from a superpower, the U.S., to weaken the treaty to accommodate its own interests.  Perhaps for the first time, negotiations ended with a treaty stronger than the Austrian draft on which the negotiations were based (ICBL developed its own draft treaty as an instrument of advocacy).  The treaty had not been held hostage to rule by consensus, which would have inevitably resulted in a greatly weakened instrument.


5.  Foiling the U.S. Ploy – It was the ICBL, more than Canada, which actively resisted U.S. moves to put its full weight behind modifying the treaty to accommodate existing U.S. policy.  The U.S. presented a set of interlocking demands which included a geographic exception for Korea, a change in definition to exempt certain U.S. “smart” mines, and a nine-year delay in the effective date of the treaty.  The ICBL denounced these demands as measures that would gut the treaty and render it largely meaningless.  ICBL produced fact sheets and newsletters, held briefings, and lobbied delegates to reject all of the U.S. demands.  While President Clinton and other high officials of the U.S. administration were calling counterparts around the world in their last-ditch effort to find support, the ICBL was holding press conferences to denounce the delay, pressing delegates to hold firm, and engaging in street theater to dramatize the tense hours.  

6.    Giving a Human Face to the Issue -  ICBL, more than the pro-ban governments, was able to give a human face to the landmines issue.  After all, ICBL counted in its ranks landmine survivors, including former deminers.  An extremely important role had been played by those survivors who had attended all the major diplomatic gatherings to courageously give witness to the destructive role mines had played in their lives.  These survivors were powerful moral leaders in the campaign, sharing words of peace and encouragement rather than words of anger and despair.  ICBL had a remarkable ability to give voice to the poor, the injured, the families of those whose lives have been claimed.  The human face was further evidenced through the excellent work of several professional photographers who had traveled to mine-affected areas to record the results of mine blast incidents.

As a result, the Ottawa Treaty primarily a humanitarian treaty and only secondarily a disarmament treaty.   This shows the humanitarian influence of ICBL as well as ICRC, notwithstanding the largely disarmament background of many of the negotiators.

7.   The Importance of Being Expert –  ICBL was also able to assemble its own group of experts, including from among its ranks.  There were researchers who had gathered data on levels of landmining and mine injuries and deaths in almost 70 states.  There were military experts, including retired military officers,  who publicly refuted claims about the military utility of mines.  There were demining experts to explain the costs and methods of demining and to refute claims concerning the methods of operation of various types of mines.


An exemplar of being both humanitarian and expert is, of course, the ICRC, which has special status as an international organization and has a network of professional military officers working with armed forces on humanitarian law issues.  One of its major contributions to the Ottawa Process its expert study on the military utility of anti-personnel mines, concluding that their utility is limited and cannot outweigh the grave humanitarian, socio-economic and environmental consequences.  ICRC seminars on this theme were organized for military and strategic studies experts in various regions, including one for Asia held in Manila in July 1997.  This may be considered a form of “Track Two” diplomacy  which helped build the momentum and political will for the Ottawa Process.
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