A report on the 16th IPPNW World Congress

Beijing, China; 15-19 September, 2004

From September 15t to 19th, 2004, around 500 physicians, health, peace and human rights activists and medical students from around the world convened in Beijing, the capital of China. The occasion was the 16th World Congress of the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW), organized by Chinese Society of Radiological Medicine and Protection and the Chinese Medical Association on behalf of IPPNW. IPPNW, which received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1985 for its contribution towards the establishment of peace through nuclear disarmament, holds its World Congress every 2 years. The five day conference themed “Peace through Health” was divided into a 2-day student pre-congress followed by the main congress for three days. 

 
Student Pre-Congress:

 

For two days, around 100 students from 20 countries of almost all regions of the world sat down together and talked about a diverse range of topcis during different sessions of the congress. They also shared their experiences of medical student activism in their respective countries. Students talked about initiatives like the Nuclear Weapons Inheritance Project (NWIP), MedEx, ReCap, and the Small Arms Abolition Campaign. Two projects - Children and War and Brain Drain - were proposed during the conference and received broad attention.

Finally, they elected the regional and international representatives for the next 2 years and also talked about how to develop networking and communication between the student chapters in the different parts of the world. They also discussed about the future of the student movement and possibilities of improvement. The whole student congress was co-chaired by Dr Andrew Kanter and Molly Goggin. 

Day I:

The first day began with the introduction and welcoming words by Dr Victor Sidel, Chair of the Student Board of Trustees (BoT), Molly Goggin, the IPPNW Medical Student Coordinator from the Central Office, and two Chinese medical students – Li Yanchang and David Wang.

Dr. Andrew Kanter from the US affiliate PSR presented slide shows on IPPNW’s history and its current activities, which was followed by a presentation from the Japanese students. 

Then the participants were educated on IPPNW core issues. Dr. Victor Sidel talked on nuclear weapons, Ms. Maria Valenti on small arms and Dr. Robert Mtonga on landmines.

The most important events of the day were the discussions about different student projects. Caecilie and Richard talked about NWIP, Ademar Guardado from El Salvador introduced the students to the campaign to ban small arms, Molly introduced IPPNW’s Medical Exchange Program (MedEx) and Ashok Bhurtyal and Khagendra Dahal respectively proposed two new projects: Children and War and Brain Drain. Later, Alex Rosen talked about the IPPNW student website and communication within the student movement and Liam Brunham from Canada explained how to build activism among medical students.

Finally, National Student Representatives (NSRs) from different countries presented the reports of what their student chapters are currently doing. 

Day II:

After a short recapitulation of what happened on the first day, the participants divided into different groups and participated in the working groups of their interests. The working groups were on Nuclear Weapons, Small Arms and Landmines, Peace Education initiatives and Refugees.

After the workshops, the groups presented their work in the plenary. Next, Maria Valenti talked on how to organize and raise funds for the cross-regional projects. This was followed by an open discussion on IPPNW students’ movement in today’s context and projections for next two years.

One of the important progresses of the day was the discussion about the student guidelines. The session was moderated by Dr Andrew Kanter on behalf of the two past ISRs, Proochista Ariana and Ahmed Geneid. Many students enthusiastically participated in the discussion. The students agreed to form a committee that would work on finalizing the draft of the guidelines which would later be posted in the student website to be voted on electronically. 

Finally, a new group of students were elected as the International Student Representatives (ISRs) and Regional Student Representatives (RSRs). Alex Rosen from Germany and Khagendra Dahal from Nepal were elected as the ISRs. Ahmed Saada (Egypt)is now the new RSR of the Middle East, Monica Bowa (Zambia) represents the African students, Vicky Fera (Ireland) and Simon Achter (Austria) take on the role of European RSRs and Michael Gnilo (Philippines) will speak for the students of South Asia, while the RSR’s of North and Latin America as well as North Asia remained the same. 

For two days, there was also a poster display on Medical Aspects of Nuclear War outside the meeting room, which contained entries by Russian, Indian and Nepali students and was widely acclaimed by all visitors. 
Ethnic Night:

After the end of Student Pre-Congress, the students participated in the so-called Ethnic Night. Students from different countries of the world presented their cultures, traditions, songs, dances, manners etc. This was a great opportunity to have an intercultural mix and to get exposure on different cultural entities. Especially appreciated was the spontaneous presentation by the Chinese students. 
 

Meeting the Chinese students:
As there was formerly no student chapter in China, we initially had some trouble getting in touch with Chinese medical students. However, after some carefully placed sales pitches we managed to draw some small crowds of a couple of dozen interested medical students who flocked to hear what we had to say about IPPNW, getting involved in social activism and becoming aware of the social responsibility of physicians and medical students. Through the regional student meeting in North Asia and Chinese involvement in the NWIP, we're attempting to consolidate our contacts with the students we met and hope to have them on board in the future. 

 

Main Congress

 

September 17th:

After the student congress, the main congress started with an inauguration, followed by two plenary sessions on ‘The New World Order’ and ‘Confronting Global Security Threats’. In the second half after lunch, twelve sessions were run on different themes. 

September 18th:

The day started with a plenary on ‘Safety from Nuclear Accident and Radiation’. Later, the participants joined in 13 different workshops and symposia. This was followed by the  Business Meetings of the different regions of IPPNW where the regional Vice Presidents were also elected. 

September 19th:

The final day had two plenary sessions on the ‘Peace through Health’ concept and ‘The Search for Global Solutions’. This was followed by closing ceremony.
 

Students took part very actively in the Main Congress, joining Board meeting and the Internation Council, holding a workshop on Nuclear Weapons Inheritance for physicians as well, participating actively in the other workshops and with Caecilie presenting the NWIP and other ongoing projects before the International Council. These efforts were reciprocated by the physicians, who chose to give the two International Student Representatives on the Board of Directors a full two votes instead of the former shared one and inviting students to voice their opinions throughout the conference. Additionally, the Board provided the students with a liason in roder to help them move along with the process of drafting the guidelines. This position will be filled by Björn hilt of Norway, the new European Vice President.
 

 

Outlook:
 

The next World Congress in 2006 will take place in Helsinki, Finland, the one in 2008 in New Delhi, India ;-)
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