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On October 20 and 21 of 2008, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), together with over 160 faith-based representatives from around the world, launched the first Global Interfaith Network for Population and Development (INPD). In the presence of a number of sister United Nations agencies, the Global Interfaith Network brought representatives from every part of the world, and from all the major faith traditions, to affirm a joint commitment to collaboration towards ensuring that every birth is safe, every pregnancy is wanted, every young person can live free of HIV and everyone can live a life of dignity. The Istanbul Consensus adopted at this meeting reflected this joint commitment, while affirming that the different methods of faith-based organizations (FBOs) and international development agencies to achieve these objectives must be at once acknowledged, and respected.

The launching of the INPD crowned over 30 years of UNFPA’s engagement with hundreds of faith-based organizations as part of its commitment to respecting the various cultures within which UNFPA works. This work spans sensitive areas of sexual and reproductive health, population development and gender equality.  Sensitivity to culture is considered by UNFPA as particularly critical at a time when strategic alliances are more than ever called upon. This resolve was strengthened considerably when UNFPA realized, through it’s network of over 100 Country Offices, that many of its civil society partners were themselves working with specific FBOs to impact on behaviour, attitudes and norms. After all, global statistics point to the fact that one woman dies every minute as a result of complications during and after childbirth, when HIV has become an epidemic endangering millions of lives around the world and rendering millions of children orphans as well as heads of households, and when transnational migration and urbanization have increased exponentially – often at the cost of access to basic needs, and a global recession means that resources for Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) are bound to decrease. 

The Istanbul Consensus and the emergent Interfaith Network for Population and Development,  is built on some basic principles of engagement between UNFPA and faith-based organizations, including the importance of forming strategic issue-based alliances with common objectives, refraining from forcing any one method of service-delivery or even of language, respecting the diversity of mandates as well as the importance of selecting partners supportive of the Millenium Development Goals and the International Conference on Population and Development Programme of Action (ICPD) ;  and clarity as to the limits of the partnership. All based on ensuring a level playing field among the various sets of actors. 

Over 30 years of such partnerships has meant that UNFPA has the advantage of hindsight, and a subsequent leadership role, in as far as assessing the lessons learned, emulating best practices and sharing these with other international development actors. Earlier, in July of 2008, UNFPA convened several UN agencies and bodies together in the first meeting of an ‘Inter-Agency Working Group on FBOs’, meant as a forum for reflection on experiences, policy implications and ways forward for engagement with FBOs.

With this Interfaith Network as an important milestone in development partnerships, UNFPA’s engagement with culture has also brought upon a few general considerations for future engagement between the United Nations and faith-based organizations.  UNFPA is keenly aware that the world of ‘religion’ is diverse, complex and should not be seen as homogeneous, easy to categorise or indeed, to obtain general consensus from. Particularly in a world where religion and politics increasingly mingle – sometimes with very difficult implications for human rights – this relationship between entities with institutional challenges, is at best, challenging. Extremism in the name of religion has already cost several UN agencies the lives of both the people it works for, as well as of it’s own staff. It is with this awareness of the diversity of representation, and yet of the critical role played by many faith-based organizations in delivering essential services for vast populations, which prompted UNFPA to seek partnerships with specific leading intellectual and service-oriented faith networks. 

At the same time, the United Nations itself is vast and complex forum of member States, and thus should not be expected to emerge with one uniform strategy for dealing with all religious institutions and representatives.  Apart from the impracticality of having such a strategy applicable to all the United Nation’s myriad bodies, agencies and structures (each tasked with different aspects of political, social, economic, humanitarian and development mandates), it is also unrealistic to expect as long as religions themselves remain such a vast and diverse world. This reinforces the need for faith-based organizations working with the United Nations, to take more responsibility and agency in defining their mandates, roles, objectives, clarifying their partnerships and even their own limitations.  While it is legitimate – and necessary - for FBOs to require further clarity from the United Nations about it’s various agencies, mandates and partnerships, it is equally necessary that FBOs themselves shed a similar light on their respective mandates, activities and achievements, while also clearly aligning and locating themselves within broader civil society networks and organisations.  This positioning of FBOs as part of wider civil society, would enable the varied international development actors to ‘see’ the relevant  FBOs as part of a necessary set of alliances and partnerships, rather than having to make a case for each situation based on the exceptionalism of religion, or faith, or related institutions.

Indeed, it is not feasible for any faith-based organization to maintain a claim to exceptionalism (of either religious or civic representation), and expect a special status from the world’s largest multi-lateral government mechanism. Instead, successful partnerships indicate that issue-based advocacy, service-oriented and development-centered engagement, are proven mechanisms to save lives. Thus it behooves the representatives of multi-lateral development to seek further bridge-building with counterparts in civil society – including the critical sector of faith-based service networks. It is also high time that faith-based representatives come together to clarify their own track record, value-added, and expand their partnerships with like-minded partners in wider civil society. Together, we must continue to build bridges rooted in the common welfare and human rights of all.

� Dr. Azza Karam is UNFPA’s Senior Culture Advisor. The opinions in this presentation reflect those of the speaker and author, and do not necessarily represent those of UNFPA, it’s Executive Board or any member State.





3

