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 By Syed Mohammad Ali 

Is the route to all civilisations west? 
TerraViva examines whether it is possible 
to embrace a civil society without the need 
for ‘westernisation’ along the way. 

Civil society is often touted as the route 
to empowering countries and allowing us to 
move forward in a positive direction yet when 
applied to the Middle East there remains a 
rather large question mark.

Focusing on the issue of ‘People, partici-
pation and power’ within the Arab region, a 
workshop entitled ‘Is civil society the answer in 
the Middle East?’ invited participants to share 
their views in this regard. It essentially sought 
to explore the current forms of the civil society 
in the region, the challenges faced by it, and 
how these could be overcome. 

Valli Yanni, a development consultant 
based in Egypt, provided an overview of the 
historical development of civil society for-
mation in the Middle East, how it has been 
shaped by the colonial experience, and by 
subsequent geostrategic compulsions like 
the need for assured access to the region’s 
oil as the overarching concern of major world 
powers, rather then promoting socio-political 
or development goals. 

 By Nastasya Tay

Increasingly, climate change and its impacts 
and consequences are thrust into the policy 
limelight. However, despite the prominent 

place it occupies on global policy agendas; little 
concrete action is taken to protect the most vulner-
able communities at risk.  

At the CIVICUS World Assembly yesterday, 
CIVICUS UN, the Global Youth Action Network 
and the Earth Charter Youth Initiative convened 
an interactive workshop on ‘climate justice’. 
Participants contributed thoughts on how their 
local communities had been impacted by climate 
change in environmental, economic, and social 
ways and the ways in which they have adapted 
to these impacts. The diversity of delegates at 
the World Assembly afforded the climate change 
discussion a valuable breadth of regionally specific 
experience. The workshop aimed to inspire action 
on community-based climate adaptation initiatives 
as well as promote community mobilisation and 
advocacy on climate change.

Vicente García-Delgado, CIVICUS’ Represen-
tative to the UN commented on the far-reaching 
impacts of climate change, including its contribu-
tion to the global food crisis. Despite overriding 
consequences for the world at large, understand-
ings of climate change are heavily dependent on 
location. Northern countries tend to examine the 
issue of climate change in terms of mitigation, 
focussing on the reduction and stabilisation of 
greenhouse gases to prevent levels from exceeding 

the two degree maximum increase that is held to be 
the threshold amount for runaway climate change. 
On the other hand, Southern countries tend to be 
concerned with more immediate issues – protect-
ing land and livelihoods, as well as their ability 
to feed themselves. 

Poverty, education and sustainable development 
– all the Millennium Development Goals – are 
interconnected challenges. Not one challenge can 
be resolved in isolation. In addition to attempt 
to mitigate the extent of climate change, there 
is a need to accept its unavoidable impacts, and 
consider adaptation measures. If we were to com-
pletely stop emissions of greenhouse gasses today, 
we would still be dealing with the consequences 
of emissions for the next 30 to 40 years.  

Kumi Naidoo, secretary general of CIVICUS 
said there was a strong link between the fight 
against poverty and the fight against climate 
change: “Every adversity humanity faces, is also 
an opportunity to move forward in a different 
way.” The message that we are one planet was 
key for Naidoo, who focused on the fact, that if 
we don’t fix this, we’re all going to suffer, wher-
ever we live. 

Victor Kaisiepo Msn from Presidium Dewan 
Papua, the first worldwide movement of indig-
enous peoples emphasised the importance of 
involvement and inclusion of local communities 
in dealing with the challenges ahead, highlighting 
the need to examine issues of justice for vulnerable 
communities and suggested the establishment of 
partnerships to combat climate change. 

A few small steps in the right direction can 
start to make some big differences in tackling 
the issues of climate change

Curbing the impacts 
of climate change

This workshop marks only the first step on a 
journey towards the collective action by civil 
society around the world that will be needed to 
stop climate change and mitigate the effects we 
are already seeing. The enthusiasm and commit-
ment shown at the workshop is a cause of hope in 
combating this most grave of threats. 

Difficult task: being civil in the Middle East
Yanni pointed out that since the interplay 

of these formative factors was not exactly 
consistent across the region, the resulting 
civil society formation is not homogenous 
either. Resultantly, there are major gaps 
between the human development indicators 
like literacy within Middle Eastern states. 
Also, while there is some evidence of women 
organisations’ activity in Palestine, Lebanon 
and Jordan, this is not the case in Syria, where 
women’s participation in this regard is almost 
non-existent. 

The untrusting nature of most existing gov-
ernments towards civil society organisations 
is hard to refute. Often these entities are not 
considered as vital partners in the creation 
of more vibrant societies, but instead often 
repressed on charges of subversion. Faoud 
Al Ibrahim from the Gulf Center for Political 
Studies concurred with these challenges, but 
pointed out that it is not only existing regimes 
which have a vested interest in preserving 
the status quo, but the contemporary world 
order also fears that change will cause further 
destabilisation. 

Many of the oil-rich states have been 
able to provide free public services to their 
citizens, which is perhaps why they do not 
really consider civil society a relevant stake-

holder in this process. But even in less well-
endowed states, civil society involvement in 
society is still considered a threat to the role 
of a state. 

The lack of broader networks across the 
region unfortunately prevents strategic plan-
ning and mutual cooperation which could 
create greater leverage for civil society. It is 
not surprising then that the United Nations De-
velopment Programme has recently estimated 
that civil society formation in the Middle East 
is the least developed in the world.

Brigitte Chelebian, a Lebanese lawyer, 
further highlighted the challenges faced in 
promoting women rights from a legal per-
spective within her own country, with regard 
to family laws for example. A diverse national 
population comprising of Druze, Muslims and 
Christians has led to the formulation of four-
teen family laws which have to be individually 
contended with in order to address custody, 
divorce and alimony related problems. 

Using relevant international forums like the 
CIVICUS World Assemblies to begin trying 
to foster civil society in the region is another 
positive step, which in tandem with addressing 
the above challenges, should begin to encour-
age more civil society activities on ground 
within the Middle East as well. 

“If we don’t fix 
this, we’re all 
going to suffer, 
wherever we live”

“The United Nations 
Development Programme 
has recently estimated 
that civil society 
formation in the 
Middle East is the least 
developed in the world”
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TerraViva is an independent publication of IPS-Inter Press Service news agency. The 
opinions expressed in TerraViva do not necessarily reflect the editorial views of IPS or the 
official position of any of its sponsors. This edition of ‘TerraViva’ is the product of a partner-
ship between IPS, CIVICUS and SCVO.
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 By Rahul Kumar

“It is so good to meet people who have been 
writing to us for over two years and of whom 
we have been hearing so often,” says Netsanet 
Demissie, 31, as he puts familiar and oft-heard 
names to unknown faces at the CIVICUS World 
Assembly in Glasgow. 

Ethiopian civil rights activists Netsanet and 
Daniel Bekele, 41, are the inspiration of cam-
paigners worldwide who languish behind bars for 
daring to articulate people’s voices against their 
governments.

It is surprising to know that the two, who call 
themselves twin brothers, landed behind bars just 
for monitoring the elections and for trying to bring 
about peace in their highly-fragmented country. 
This was after the elections brought about allega-
tions of malpractice from the opposition parties 

who launched a civil disobedience movement 
against the ruling party in 2005. In the crackdown 
that followed, opposition leaders, activists and 
journalists were all arrested and jailed.

Both Netsanet and Daniel were charged with 
treason and attempting to overthrow the govern-
ment, an offence that carries the death penalty if 
the accused are found guilty. The enormity of the 
charges shook them up and both took charge of 
the long legal battles that followed. It helped that 
Netsanet was an assistant judge at the Federal First 
Instance Court of Ethiopia and was passionate 
about law as a student. Daniel’s background in law 
as well as development studies and international 
relations also helped.

Daniel, who works for ActionAid Ethiopia as 
head of policy, research and advocacy, says since 
he finished his studies, he has never taken a vaca-
tion or a break. “I had to take a forced vacation 

in the Kaliti prison, one of the biggest prisons in 
Ethiopia.” 

The two shared their confines with a large 
number of people lodged for petty crimes as well 
as ones with murders and genocide offences - a 
highly congested place. 

“It was a highly difficult place and a totally 
different environment which made me realise 
what Mandela said, ‘you never know the true 
state of your system until you are in prison’,” 
said Netsanet. 

Both read Nelson Mandela’s autobiography, 
Long Walk to Freedom, which sustained them and 
gave them inspiration. Explaining why he loves 
the book, Daniel says: “It is because Mandela is 
our own. He may not be from Ethiopia, but he is 
African.”

Since their release from prison on March 28, 
Daniel and Netsanet have been given a sabbatical 

Former political prisoners Netsanet Demissie and Daniel Bekele tell 

Terra Viva how Nelson Mandela’s autobiography gave them hope and 

inspiration during their years of confinement in an Ethiopian jail

“Our release should 

send a message to all 

civil society groups that 

a continuous follow-up 

does bear fruit. In our 

case, it shows that with 

persistence we can 

come out victorious.”

There is

always
hope for freedom

by their respective offices to “recuperate.” Since 
then they have been reconnecting with family and 
friends, both locally and globally. “We are still try-
ing to come to terms with the entire circumstances 
of our case,” said Daniel. 

Just two months after being released, Daniel 
was busy making arrangements for his wedding to 
Yemi, who also is Netsanet’s sister. Netsanet also 
hopes to get married soon to Maria Jose Guerrero, 
a Spanish woman working in Ethiopia. 

They feel that the political and legal battle that 
engulfed Ethiopia over the past two years has 
considerably weakened the civil society in that 
country. CSOs had a bad experience which has in-
duced fear among the civil society which now has 
to grapple with a legislation that the government 
plans to introduce to regulate Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGO). Though still a draft, the leg-
islation will effectively curb the freedom of NGOs 
in the fields of governance and human rights.

The Organisation for Social Justice in Ethiopia, 
started by Netsanet before his arrest, continued to 
work even during his absence. 

Netsanet said: “It provides training to the lower 
level judiciary on human rights. I started it because 
I felt very small as a judge in such a big system 
and found the judiciary incapable of protecting 
people’s rights. I strongly felt that an external 
push was needed to strengthen the judiciary. 
Fortunately, during my prison term, its work was 
not affected. ”

The two campaigners are heartfelt in their praise 
for the solidarity from society across the globe. 

“We kept receiving letters from all over the 
world. Interestingly, these were all given to us. 
We got messages of encouragement, Christmas 
cards and greetings. It was such a warm feeling,” 
says an overwhelmed Netsanet who remembers 
that campaigners from CIVICUS and other NGOs 
stayed overnight on the Christmas of 2007 just to 
hear the court’s verdict.

With global pressure piling up and the voices 
of the civil society becoming louder, the two were 
released on a pardon by the government. “We can 
say that the case against us has been closed and for 
all technical reasons everything has stopped. Our 
release should send a message to all civil society 
groups that a continuous follow-up does bear fruit. 
In our case it shows that with persistence we can 
come out victorious,” say Daniel and Netsanet.

Daniel Bekel, left and 
Netsanet Demissie
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