Tonga attack Forum secretariat
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The Political Advisor and Press Secretary to the Prime Minister of Tonga and long time civil society activist, Lopeti Senituli told a Pacific Regional Consultation workshop in Tonga that he was surprised to hear of reports that the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat seems to be dismantling certain structures that took ages to build.

The three day workshop in Nukualofa was organised by the Pacific Islands Association of NGO’s (PIANGO) and funded by the Commonwealth Foundation.

Mr Senituli said the closing of the office of the CSO contact person in PIFS is a major step backwards.

“What is happening at the Forum Secretariat is quiet a regressive step which I hope we can counter through the organisation and through the work you are doing.

“I can assure you the Government of Tonga is quiet shocked by this new development,” said Mr Senituli.

He said the question about civil society accountability was inevitable.

“When we first talked to the Forum Secretariat about CSO access into their decision making mechanisms, there was a lot of opposition in comparison to the more technical agencies such as SPREP, SPC, SOPAC, FFA. These agencies were much more receptive to NGOs and they welcomed us.

The former director of the Pacific Concerns Resource Centre said discussions with the Forum Secretariat back then was always about accountability, ’who are you accountable to?’ 

“I believe its come to a head now, I must say personally the current SG of the Forum would be the last person to dismantle the mechanisms that allow CSO access because as the former Ambassador of Samoa to the United Nations, he did a lot of work in helping CSOs access the whole series of UN conferences from the UN conference on small island development states in Barbados even the UN conference on human rights.

“He was very influential in ensuring that civil society organisations from the Pacific had access.
“I can’t figure out why things have changed.

“Maybe Australia and New Zealand because of the changes in their views about their aid programme. I hope that’s not where it’s coming from.  

The chairman of PIANGO, Drew Havea has called on the Tongan Government to work closely with CSOs leading up to the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders meeting in Vanuatu in August. 
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