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Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) have acquired considerable importance at the UN since the beginning of the 1990s. Yet attempts made since the
last review of the consultative arrangements between the UN and NGOs, in
1996, to reform NGOs’ formal opportunities for participation, have been unsuccessful. The recommendations made by the Cardoso-Panel on the future of
UN-civil society relations played no apparent part in debates on UN reform in
2005. Instead, governments sent out the opposite signal during the Millennium+5 Summit preparatory process. In contrast to their practice at the UN Conferences of the 1990s, or the ECOSOC meetings and the meetings of its Functional Commissions, in 2005 governments largely excluded NGOs both from
preparations for the Summit and from the Summit itself.
What does this mean for the future participation of NGOs in the UN? What reform proposals have been put up for negotiation, where are governments most
resistant, and where does political progress appear possible? And finally, what
concrete conclusions for the further UN reform process can be drawn from this
discussion?
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The status quo of NGO participation
at the UN

The legal basis for NGO participation at the United Nations is Article 71 of the UN Charter. This
allows ECOSOC to entertain consultative relationships with NGOs. The details of the currently
valid participation rights are set out in an
1
ECOSOC resolution passed in 1996. The resolution envisages far-reaching participatory opportunities for national and international NGOs
within ECOSOC and its Functional Commissions,
such as the Human Rights Commission and the
Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD).
The resolution also details the participation of
NGOs at international UN conferences.
By contrast, the other main UN bodies, particularly the General Assembly and the Security
Council, have no formal or legal framework for
NGO participation. In practice, however, the
General Assembly has opened up to NGOs in recent years, for example with the “+5 Special
Sessions” and the informal Civil Society Hearings
in the run-up to the 2005 World Summit. Even
in the Security Council, a protocol trick (the so2
called Arria Formula ) enabled individual consultations with NGOs to take place. These happened outside Security Council premises and did
not appear on the official Council agenda. For
many NGOs, these opportunities to participate
are not sufficient. They demand amongst other
things that participatory rules similar to those of
the ECOSOC should also be adopted by the General Assembly.
Partly as a result of the 1996 revision of the rules
on participation, the number of NGOs with consultative status at ECOSOC has risen considerably. In 1992 there were 714 NGOs with General,
Special or Roster Status at ECOSOC, in 2005
there were 2613. With reference to this, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan spoke of an explosive
growth in NGO participation, as a result of
which the system was “showing signs of
3
strain”. This was mainly because the United Nations had not adapted its working practices and
secretariat structure appropriately to the
changes of the preceding years. The responsibility for engaging with NGOs within the UN Secretariat has been unclear, the accreditation processes bureaucratic and tedious and the infra1

2

3

ECOSOC Res. 1996/31, 25th of July 1996 (Consultative relations between the United Nations and nongovernmental organizations).
See James Paul (2003): The Arria Formula. New
York: GPF
(http://www.globalpolicy.org/security/mtgsetc/arria.
htm).
See UN Doc. A/57/387, 9th of September 2002, para. 139.
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structure and financial support for NGOs entirely
insufficient. As a result of all this, NGOs from the
South have been consistently under-represented
at UN meetings and conferences.

2

The Cardoso Panel Report

In response to the increasing number and growing importance of civil society organisations at
the United Nations, UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan set up a panel of experts in spring 2003
which was to formulate proposals for the future
organisation of relations between the UN and civil society. He appointed the former Brazilian
President, Fernando Cardoso, as Chair of the
panel. The panel presented its report in June
2004, under the title "We the peoples: civil society, the United Nations and global govern4
ance“.
The report contains a series of useful proposals
on simplifying the accreditation process, on financial support for participation of NGOs from
developing countries and on strengthening the
Security Council’s engagement with NGOs. In
other central questions, such as the opening up
of the General Assembly to NGOs, the report is
vague and hardly moves beyond the status quo.
The principle problem with the report, however,
is that it does not limit itself to examining the relationship between the UN and civil society, as
the title suggests. Instead, it focuses on “partnerships” between government, the business
sector and civil society, describing all of these
groups as “constituencies” of the UN. Introducing the term “constituencies” adds to the already confusing hotchpotch of jargon which
plagues the UN, where even terms such as
“NGOs”, “civil society”, “the business sector”
5
and “stakeholders” are still not used uniformly.
It also shifts the attention away from UN-civil society relations and towards “multi-stakeholder”
or “multi-constituency” approaches. The report’s recommendations explicitly aim for a reinforcement of the business sector within the UN.
The consequence of this would be a shift in
4

5

See Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations–
Civil Society Relations (2004) ("Cardoso Report").
The Cardoso Panel defines the term "Constituency" as follows: "Constituency: Comprises three
broad sectors: civil society, the private sector and
the State. Central Governments are the Member
States of the United Nations, collectively constituting its membership. Others actors are of growing
importance to the deliberative processes, operations and communications of the United Nations.
The Panel suggests that the United Nations view
these actors as constituencies, or stakeholders, of
the Organization’s processes." See Cardoso Report,
Glossary.
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power relations, in some cases leading to an actual weakening of NGO participation at the UN,
as the Cardoso Panel indirectly encourages shifting financial resources away from straight NGO
forums:
“qÜÉ=pÉÅêÉí~êá~í=ëÜçìäÇ=ÑçëíÉê=ãìäíáJÅçåëíáíìÉåÅó=
éêçÅÉëëÉë=~ë=åÉï=ÅçåÇìáíë=Ñçê=ÇáëÅìëëáçå=çÑ=råáJ
íÉÇ=k~íáçåë=éêáçêáíáÉëI=êÉÇáêÉÅíáåÖ=êÉëçìêÅÉë=åçï=
ìëÉÇ= Ñçê= ëáåÖäÉJÅçåëíáíìÉåÅó= Ñçêìãë= ÅçîÉêáåÖ=
S
ãìäíáéäÉ=áëëìÉëÒK =
Reactions to the Cardoso Report were cautious.
Most NGOs either simply did not acknowledge
the Report or else made a point of disregarding
it. A few expressed disappointment with the vague proposals around extending participatory
rights to the General Assembly. Others explicitly
criticised the fact that the Panel had not stuck to
examining UN-civil society relations but had instead actively advocated greater involvement of
the business sector.
Governments, too, reacted hesitantly to the
Cardoso Report. To date no government has
published any in-depth statement on the proposals. In the General Assembly debate on the
Report in October 2004, it became clear that
many countries (including China, Egypt and
Cuba) simply rejected any extension of NGO participatory rights. But even traditional supporters
of stronger NGO participation, such as certain
EU countries, were reticent in their support for
7
the Cardoso Report. The President of the General Assembly summarised the feeling among
member-states as follows:
“oÉÖ~êÇáåÖ= êÉä~íáçåë= ÄÉíïÉÉå= íÜÉ= råáíÉÇ= k~J
íáçåë= ~åÇ= Åáîáä= ëçÅáÉíó= Åçåí~áåÉÇ= áå= íÜÉ= `~êÇçëç=
êÉéçêíI= áí= ï~ë= êÉÅçÖåáòÉÇ= íÜ~í= íÜÉ= ÅçåíêáÄìíáçåë=
çÑ= åçåÖçîÉêåãÉåí~ä= çêÖ~åáò~íáçåë= EkdlëF= ~êÉ=
áãéçêí~åí= Ñçê= íÜÉ= ïçêâ= çÑ= íÜÉ= råáíÉÇ= k~íáçåëK=
eçïÉîÉêI= áí= áë= ÅäÉ~ê= Ñêçã= ÇáëÅìëëáçåë= íÜ~í= íÜÉ=
ãçÇ~äáíáÉë= Ñçê= íÜÉáê= é~êíáÅáé~íáçå= ~åÇ= íÜÉáê= ÅçåJ
íêáÄìíáçå= íç= íÜÉ= ïçêâ= çÑ= íÜÉ= dÉåÉê~ä= ^ëëÉãÄäó=
ëíáää= åÉÉÇ= íç= ÄÉ= ÅçåëáÇÉêÉÇK= pÉîÉê~ä= ÇÉäÉÖ~íáçåë=
~ÇîçÅ~íÉÇ= ~= ëáãéäáÑáÅ~íáçå= çÑ= íÜÉ= ëóëíÉã= çÑ= ~ÅJ
ÅêÉÇáí~íáçå= Ñçê= êÉéêÉëÉåí~íáîÉë= çÑ= Åáîáä= ëçÅáÉíóK= ^=
ä~êÖÉ=åìãÄÉê=çÑ=ÇÉäÉÖ~íáçåë=ïÉäÅçãÉÇ=íÜÉ=ÉñáëíJ
áåÖ=ÅççéÉê~íáçå=çå=íÜÉ=äçÅ~ä=äÉîÉä=ÄÉíïÉÉå=dçîJ
ÉêåãÉåíë=~åÇ=Åáîáä=ëçÅáÉíó=çå=ÇÉîÉäçéãÉåí=áëëìÉëK=
qÜÉ= ÜçéÉ= ï~ë= ÉñéêÉëëÉÇ= íÜ~í= íÜáë= ÅççéÉê~íáçå=
6

7

Cardoso Report, Proposal 5. For an evaluation of
the Cardoso Report see also the more extensive
comments by Martens, Jens/Paul, James (2004):
Comments on the Report of the Cardoso Panel.
New York: GPF
(http://www.globalpolicy.org/reform/initiatives/
panels/cardoso/08gpf.pdf).
See statements made by Governments, UN Doc.
GA/10268, 4th of October and UN Doc. GA/10270,
th
5 of October 2005.
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ïçìäÇ=~äëç=ÄÉ=ëíêÉåÖíÜÉåÉÇ=ïáíÜ=íÜÉ=råáíÉÇ=k~J
íáçåëK= eçïÉîÉêI= ëÉîÉê~ä= ÇÉäÉÖ~íáçåë= ~ÇîçÅ~íÉÇ=
äáãáíáåÖ= ëìÅÜ= ÅççéÉê~íáçå= íç= íÜÉ= äÉîÉä= çÑ= íÜÉ=
U
bÅçåçãáÅ=~åÇ=pçÅá~ä=`çìåÅáäÒK =
Several attempts by the Brazilian government to
pass a resolution on the Cardoso Report’s rec9
ommendations failed. Since then, the whole
process has been treading water. The role of civil
society has not even been an issue in the debate
on UN reform in 2005, despite Kofi Annan repeatedly taking up some of the Cardoso Panel’s
recommendations in his own reports.

3

Kofi Annan’s response to the
Cardoso Report

In response to the Cardoso Report, the UN Secretary-General published a report in September
2004, in which he formulated proposals for im10
proving relations between the UN and NGOs.
Remarkably, in this report he concentrated on
the relationship between the UN and NGOs in
the narrower sense, and did not adopt the Cardoso Report’s broader “multi-constituency”
concept and corresponding recommendations.
This was undoubtedly at least partly in response
to the criticism expressed by NGOs and governments.
Annan’s report contains a set of pragmatic suggestions on how to develop UN-NGO relations
further, including:
•

Establishing a trust fund to support financially the participation of representatives of
NGOs from developing countries at UN events;

•

Simplifying the NGO accreditation process;

•

Formulating a code of conduct for NGOs,
?~ë= çåÉ= áåëíêìãÉåí= íç= ÉåëìêÉ= íÜ~í= kdlë=
Åçããáí=íÜÉãëÉäîÉë=íç=íÜÉ=~áãë=çÑ=íÜÉ=`Ü~êJ
íÉê=~åÇ=~Åí=áå=~=ã~ååÉê=íÜ~í=êÉÑäÉÅíë=íÜÉ=áåJ
íÉêÖçîÉêåãÉåí~ä= ÅÜ~ê~ÅíÉê= çÑ= íÜÉ= lêÖ~åáò~J
NN
íáçåÒX

•

Improving country-level engagement by UN
representatives with NGOs;

•

Establishing a “Partnership Office” in the
UN Secretariat and integrating the UN-NonGovernmental Liaison Service (NGLS), up to
now independent, into this office;

8
9

10
11

UN Doc. A/59/PV.20, 5th of October 2005, p. 18.
See Brazilian Draft Resolution to the General Assembly on United Nations-Civil Society Relations,
th
16 of February 2005
(http://www.globalpolicy.org/ngos/int/un/access/20
05/0216brazildraft.htm).
See United Nations Secretary-General (2004).
Ibid., para. 34.
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Holding interactive hearings between Member States and NGO representatives prior to
major events, as well as prior to the opening
of the General Assembly each year;

Millennium Summit, from which civil society was
more or less excluded.

4

Formally opening the General Assembly to
NGO participation.

Kofi Annan especially emphasised the last proposal, and objected explicitly to the argument
that Article 71 of the UN Charter enabled NGO
participation in ECOSOC only. He also stressed
that formal accreditation to the General Assembly would require a clear definition of rights and
responsibilities of NGOs.
“qÜÉêÉ= áë= åçíÜáåÖ= áå= ^êíáÅäÉ= TN= íÜ~í= ïçìäÇ= éêÉJ
ÅäìÇÉ=íÜÉ=dÉåÉê~ä=^ëëÉãÄäó=Ñêçã=áåîáíáåÖ=kdlë=
íç=é~êíáÅáé~íÉ=áå=áíë=ëÉëëáçåë=~åÇ=áíë=ïçêâK=qÜÉêÉ=
áë= ÅçåëáÇÉê~ÄäÉ= ãÉêáí= áå= çéÉåáåÖ= íÜÉ= êÉÖìä~ê=
ïçêâ=çÑ=íÜÉ=dÉåÉê~ä=^ëëÉãÄäó=íç=áåÅêÉ~ëÉÇ=é~êJ
íáÅáé~íáçå=Äó=~ÅÅêÉÇáíÉÇ=kdlëK=qÜáë=áë=~äêÉ~Çó=í~J
âáåÖ= éä~ÅÉ= áåÑçêã~ääó= íÜêçìÖÜ= é~åÉäëI= êçìåÇJ
í~ÄäÉëI= kdl= áåîçäîÉãÉåí= áå= íÜÉ= éêÉé~ê~íçêó=
ïçêâ= çÑ= íÜÉ= áåíÉêå~íáçå~ä= ÅçåÑÉêÉåÅÉëI= íÜÉ= péÉJ
Åá~ä= pÉëëáçåë= ~åÇ= ÜáÖÜJäÉîÉä= Çá~äçÖìÉ= çÑ= íÜÉ= ^ëJ
ëÉãÄäóK= låÉ= éçëëáÄäÉ= çéíáçå= ÅçìäÇ= ÄÉ= íç= ëí~êí=
ïáíÜ=~ÅÅêÉÇáí~íáçå=íç=íÜÉ=j~áå=`çããáííÉÉëI=äÉ~îJ
áåÖ= Ñçê= ÅçåëáÇÉê~íáçå= ~í= ~= ä~íÉê= ëí~ÖÉ= ïÜÉíÜÉê=
~ÅÅêÉÇáí~íáçå= íç= íÜÉ= éäÉå~êó= ëÜçìäÇ= ÄÉ= ÅçåëáÇJ
ÉêÉÇK= fÑ= íÜÉ= ^ëëÉãÄäó= ÇÉÅáÇÉë= áå= Ñ~îçìê= çÑ= ~ÅJ
ÅêÉÇáíáåÖ=kdlë=íç=íÜÉ=dÉåÉê~ä=^ëëÉãÄäóÛë=j~áå=
`çããáííÉÉëI= êáÖÜíë= ~åÇ= êÉëéçåëáÄáäáíáÉë= çÑ= é~êJ
NO
íáÅáé~íáçå=ïçìäÇ=íÜÉå=åÉÉÇ=íç=ÄÉ=ÇÉÑáåÉÇÒK =
Opening the General Assembly to NGOs was the
only proposal that Kofi Annan “carried over” to
2005, and which resurfaced in his report “In
Larger Freedom”. In this report he encouraged
the General Assembly to establish mechanisms
“enabling
it
to
engage
fully
and
13
systematically with civil society“.
Again, in the debate on Kofi Annan’s reform
proposals, governments reacted extremely cautiously to this suggestion. Venezuela appointed
itself as spokesperson for those in opposition to
stronger NGO representation in the General Assembly, with the Venezuelan Representative to
the UN protesting that “~= ÖêÉÉå= äáÖÜí= Ü~Ç= ÄÉÉå=
ÖáîÉå= íç= ÑäççÇ= íÜÉ= ^ëëÉãÄäó= ïáíÜ= åçåJ
ÖçîÉêåãÉåí~ä= çêÖ~åáò~íáçåë= çÑ= ~ää= íóéÉëI= áåÅäìÇJ
áåÖ= íÜçëÉ= íÜ~í= ïÉêÉ= ãçëí= êÉéêÉëÉåí~íáîÉ= çÑ= íÜÉ=
ÉãéáêÉI=áå=íÜÉ=å~ãÉ=çÑ=~=î~ÖìÉ=~åÇ=ìåêÉéêÉëÉåJ
NQ
í~íáîÉ=Åáîáä=ëçÅáÉíóÒK
This attitude is by no means unique, as was
demonstrated in the preparatory process for the

13
14

Ibid., para. 25.
United Nations Secretary-General (2005), para. 162
UN Doc. GA/10339, 8th of April 2005.

Setback or historic event? NGO
participation at the 2005 World
Summit

The 2005 World Summit was held as a General
Assembly “high-level plenary meeting”. This
meant that the Summit was subject to the General Assembly Rules of Procedures, which fundamentally foreclose any NGO participation. This
decision was taken quite consciously by governments despite a number of other available alternatives. For example, the Millennium+5 Summit
could have been held as a Special Session of the
General Assembly, comparable to the Rio+5 and
Copenhagen+5 Special Sessions in 1997 and
2000 respectively. At both these conferences,
NGOs were actively involved.
The Secretary-General officially gave security and
capacity concerns as the reason for excluding
NGOs, noting that “cçê=ëÉÅìêáíó=êÉ~ëçåë=~åÇ=íÜÉ=
ëé~ÅÉ=äáãáí~íáçåë=áå=íÜÉ=råáíÉÇ=k~íáçåë=ÄìáäÇáåÖI=
íÜÉ=Äêç~ÇÉê=é~êíáÅáé~íáçå=çÑ=Åáîáä=ëçÅáÉíó=áë=ìåÑçêJ
15
íìå~íÉäó=åçí=éçëëáÄäÉ”.
Yet NGOs were not just excluded from the
Summit itself but also from most of the preparatory process. The greater part of the Summit
preparations happened within the framework of
informal consultations behind closed doors. Early
on, NGOs criticised the lack of transparency and
opportunities to participate in a letter to the UN
Secretary-General. They identified this lack as a
serious set-back compared to the world conferences of the 1990s, and demanded that the preparatory process be opened up and that NGOs
be allowed greater participation at the Summit
16
itself. Their intervention was unsuccessful.
Civil Society participation was limited to 2-day
informal General Assembly Hearings in June
2005, with business and NGO representatives.
230 representatives, of NGOs with consultative
status at ECOSOC, of other civil society organisations and of the business sector, took part as so17
called “active participants”. They were selected
from a list of around 1000 applicants by the
President of the General Assembly on the recommendations of an NGO Task Force. The 10person Task Force, comprising mainly representatives of New York-based NGO networks, was

15
16

12
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17

UN Doc. A/59/545, 1st of November 2004, para. 21.
See http://www.globalpolicy.org/ngos/ngo-un/ga/
2004/1112letter.htm.
For further details, see the Report of the President
of the General Assembly on the Hearings: UN Doc.
nd
A/60/331, 2 of September 2005.
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set up by the President of the General Assembly
in consultation with NGLS.
The Hearings took place relatively late on in the
Summit’s preparatory process and had no demonstrable effect on the Summit’s outcome.
Rather, they had a symbolic character, and were
apparently designed above all to prove the
openness of governments and the UN towards
non-state actors. Nevertheless, they were celebrated by some NGOs and UN spokespeople as a
18
“historic event”. It is true that they represented
the first event of that kind within the General
Assembly. However, within other contexts, the
United Nations had in previous years already
held Hearings and interactive dialogues with
NGOs and business, for example the Hearings on
Financing for Development in 2000 and the interactive dialogue events at the Monterrey Conference and the Johannesburg Summit in 2002.
So the 2005 Hearings did not ÇÉ= Ñ~Åíç set a
precedent.
th

th

At the World Summit from the 14 to the 16 of
September 2005 and in the preceding General
Assembly Meeting on Financing for Development, only three representatives of NGOs and
Trade Unions, as well as 2 business representatives, were allowed to take part and deliver a
statement. Entry to the UN building was denied
to all others because of “security concerns”. The
three speakers at the Summit itself were only
able to make their statements late on the evening of the 16th of September 2005, after the Final Outcome Document had been passed and
after most of the government representatives
19
had already left the room.
In the light of these rather telling facts and of
the large-scale exclusion of NGOs, the 2005
World Summit seems to mark less a “historic event” than a low point in relations between the
UN and civil society. Against this background, it
is unsurprising that the Summit’s Outcome
Document does little more than touch on the relationship between the UN and NGOs.

5

The role of civil society in the World
Summit Outcome Document

In the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document,
governments formulated declarations of intent
20
on the following four thematic areas:
•

Development

•

Peace and collective security

•

Human rights and the rule of law

18
19

20

Ibid., para. 8
For further information, see the UN NGLS Roundup
Issue 124 (October 2005).
See United Nations General Assembly (2005)

•
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Strengthening the United Nations.

They refer to the role of NGOs and civil society in
the sections on Development and on Strengthening the UN. In both cases the private sector is
referred to in the same breath. Under the title
“Global Partnerships for Development” governments reaffirm amongst other things that they
will “ÉåÜ~åÅÉ= íÜÉ= ÅçåíêáÄìíáçå= çÑ= åçåJ
ÖçîÉêåãÉåí~ä= çêÖ~åáò~íáçåëI= Åáîáä= ëçÅáÉíóI= íÜÉ=
éêáî~íÉ=ëÉÅíçê=~åÇ=çíÜÉê=ëí~âÉÜçäÇÉêë=áå=å~íáçå~ä=
ÇÉîÉäçéãÉåí=ÉÑÑçêíëI=~ë=ïÉää=~ë=áå=íÜÉ=éêçãçíáçå=
21
çÑ=íÜÉ=ÖäçÄ~ä=é~êíåÉêëÜáé=Ñçê=ÇÉîÉäçéãÉåí”.
In the section on the future role of ECOSOC,
they note that “íÜÉ= `çìåÅáä= ëÜçìäÇ= ëÉêîÉ= ~ë= ~=
èì~äáíó= éä~íÑçêã= Ñçê= ÜáÖÜJäÉîÉä= ÉåÖ~ÖÉãÉåí=
~ãçåÖ= jÉãÄÉê= pí~íÉë= ~åÇ= ïáíÜ= íÜÉ= áåíÉêå~J
íáçå~ä= Ñáå~åÅá~ä= áåëíáíìíáçåëI= íÜÉ= éêáî~íÉ= ëÉÅíçê=
~åÇ=Åáîáä=ëçÅáÉíó=çå=ÉãÉêÖáåÖ=ÖäçÄ~ä=íêÉåÇëI=éçäáJ
22
ÅáÉë=~åÇ=~Åíáçå=xÁz”.
The governments explicitly address the role of
non-state actors at the end of the Outcome Document. Here they state:
“tÉ= ïÉäÅçãÉ= íÜÉ= éçëáíáîÉ= ÅçåíêáÄìíáçåë= çÑ= íÜÉ=
éêáî~íÉ= ëÉÅíçê= ~åÇ= Åáîáä= ëçÅáÉíóI= áåÅäìÇáåÖ= åçåJ
ÖçîÉêåãÉåí~ä= çêÖ~åáò~íáçåëI= áå= íÜÉ= éêçãçíáçå=
~åÇ=áãéäÉãÉåí~íáçå=çÑ=ÇÉîÉäçéãÉåí=~åÇ=Üìã~å=
êáÖÜíë=éêçÖê~ããÉë=~åÇ=ëíêÉëë=íÜÉ=áãéçêí~åÅÉ=çÑ=
íÜÉáê=ÅçåíáåìÉÇ=ÉåÖ~ÖÉãÉåí=ïáíÜ=dçîÉêåãÉåíëI=
íÜÉ= råáíÉÇ= k~íáçåë= ~åÇ= çíÜÉê= áåíÉêå~íáçå~ä= çêJ
23
Ö~åáò~íáçåë=áå=íÜÉëÉ=âÉó=~êÉ~ë”.
Further, they
“ïÉäÅçãÉ=íÜÉ=Çá~äçÖìÉ=ÄÉíïÉÉå=íÜçëÉ=çêÖ~åáò~J
íáçåë=~åÇ=jÉãÄÉê=pí~íÉëI=~ë=êÉÑäÉÅíÉÇ=áå=íÜÉ=Ñáêëí=
áåÑçêã~ä= áåíÉê~ÅíáîÉ= ÜÉ~êáåÖë= çÑ= íÜÉ= dÉåÉê~ä= ^ëJ
ëÉãÄäó= ïáíÜ= êÉéêÉëÉåí~íáîÉë= çÑ= åçåJ
ÖçîÉêåãÉåí~ä=çêÖ~åáò~íáçåëI=Åáîáä=ëçÅáÉíó=~åÇ=íÜÉ=
éêáî~íÉ=ëÉÅíçê”.24
With these sentences, governments simply confirm the current status of relations between the
UN and civil society, and do not open up any
new perspectives for developing these relations
further.
However, the passages of the Outcome Document which explicitly mention NGOs are not the
only parts relevant to the future role of NGOs at
the UN. It is important also to note the parts in
which NGOs are quite explicitly not mentioned.
This is the case particularly for the planned
Peacebuilding Commission and the new Human
Rights Council, on which detailed negotiations
only began after the World Summit. There is a
21
22
23
24

Ibid., para 22(e)
Ibid., para. 155(a)
Ibid., para.172
Ibid., para. 173
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danger that within the course of these negotiations, existing NGO participatory rights, especially in the area of Human Rights, might be cut
back.

6

Conclusion

Having experienced dynamic developments in
the 1990s, relations between the United Nations
and NGOs are now at a critical stage. All attempts to extend formal participatory rights for
NGOs so far have failed. Some governments
have reacted rather defensively to the increasing
(quantitative) presence of non-state actors in the
UN, warning against the “flooding” of the
World Organisation with NGOs. But even governments who have traditionally been more
open to NGO demands have held back in the
current reform debates on the issue. They evidently fear that the negotiations on reform, already difficult, might become even more complicated if NGOs were involved, and would like to
avoid opening up yet another reform debate to
add to those already raging round the Security
Council, the Human Rights Council, the Peacebuilding Commission, ECOSOC and the UN Secretariat.
Given the impasse over further participatory
rights, increasing numbers of governments, UN
institutions and even some NGOs favour a more
informal form of co-operation within the
framework of multi-stakeholder initiatives and
“partnerships” between public and private actors. The new Global Compact Governance
Structure endorsed by the Secretary-General in
August 2005 could set a precedent for such
work.25
In the light of these trends and of the experience
of the NGO participation at the 2005 World
Summit, the following gloomy scenario appears
plausible for the future relations between the
UN and NGOs: On the one side, intergovernmental negotiations and decision-making
processes will shift away from World Conferences and Special Sessions of the General Assembly with active NGO participation, and towards basically “NGO-free” spaces, such as informal consultations of the General Assembly.
On the other side, multi-stakeholder initiatives,
involving only selected NGOs which have demonstrated their willingness to enter into dialogue
and co-operation with governments and business, will gain increasing importance.

25

See UN Global Compact (2005): The Global Compact's Next Phase. New York: UN
(http://www.unglobalcompact.org/content/AboutT
heGC/gc_gov_framew.pdf)
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Such developments towards more limited and
exclusive NGO involvement could prove fatal for
public support of the UN. Many civil society organisations can be expected to react to these
tendencies by distancing themselves from the
UN. Following the IMF, the World Bank and the
WTO, the UN would also find itself more firmly
in the firing range of the anti-globalisation
movement.
Yet the UN is in desperate need of greater public
support, especially in the light of the continuing
political attacks by the USA. Transparency and
openness in its decision-making processes and a
greater involvement of civil society organisations
are crucial pre-conditions for this support, and
would also contribute to a strengthening of intergovernmental co-operation within the UN.
The UN Secretary-General appears to share this
position when he notes:
“Expanding and deepening the relationship with
NGOs will further strengthen both the institution
and the intergovernmental debate. This is an
opportunity for the United Nations to enhance
its impact in a world that is remarkably different
from the one in which it was founded nearly 60
years ago”.26
Concrete starting points for reforming UN-NGO
relations are the problems of participation already identified and still unresolved, and certain
recommendations made in the Cardoso Report
and the corresponding Report of the SecretaryGeneral. The current reform negotiations on the
Human Rights Council, the Peacebuilding Commission and ECOSOC are also relevant for the
future role of NGOs at the UN. As the President
of the General Assembly Jan Eliasson has announced that he will dedicate more attention to
these aspects, his reform agenda should include
the following topics:
dÉåÉê~ä= ^ëëÉãÄäóW Despite resistance from certain governments, Kofi Annan’s proposals for a
full and systematic engagement with NGOs in
the General Assembly must not be swept from
the negotiating table. The simplification of the
NGO accreditation process also fits in well with
the process of cutting down superfluous bureaucracy at the UN secretariat. A pragmatic first
step towards overcoming the current impasse on
reform could be for the General Assembly to establish an Open-ended Working Group which,
over the course of a year, would work out concrete proposals for the strengthening and expansion of UN-civil society relations, including
those with the General Assembly in particular.
The meetings of the Working Group should be
open to NGOs.
26

United Nations Secretary-General (2004), para. 3.
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kdl= eÉ~êáåÖëW Complementary to other forms
of participation, Hearings with NGO representatives could serve to present the experiences and
positions of civil society to governments and the
UN. They could be a useful step towards opening the General Assembly to NGOs. As Kofi Annan has suggested, thematic Hearings could be
held regularly in the run-up to major events and
to the annual General Assembly meetings. The
Security Council could also make more frequent
and systematic use of Hearings than it has done
so far. Governments must not, of course, misuse
such Hearings as a fig leaf to conceal the lack of
more extensive forms of civil society participation.
eìã~å= oáÖÜíë= `çìåÅáäW The question of future
NGO involvement is central to the transformation of the ECOSOC’s Human Rights Commission into a new Human Rights Council. In General Assembly negotiations so far there has been
disagreement over whether ECOSOC’s consultative rules should be carried over to the new Human Rights Council or whether the much more
restrictive Rules of Procedures for subsidiary organs of the General Assembly should be
adopted. 27 If governments opted for the more
restrictive rules, they would significantly limit
NGO participation and thus adversely affect the
effectiveness and credibility of the new Human
Rights Council. The extension of the ECOSOC
consultative rules to cover the Human Rights
Council, by contrast, could set a positive precedent for other UN bodies.
mÉ~ÅÉÄìáäÇáåÖ= `çããáëëáçåW The General Assembly is to establish the Peacebuilding Commission
as an intergovernmental advisory body. Judging
by the draft resolutions so far, governments do
not envisage any systematic involvement of nonstate actors. Nevertheless, the Peacebuilding
Commission is to be called on “to consult with
civil society, non-governmental organizations,
including women's organizations, and the private sector engaged in peacebuilding activities,
as appropriate”.28 This phrasing offers interpretative space for a variety of different types of participation. Quite how this will translate into
praxis will become apparent once the commission takes up its work at the beginning of 2006.
b`lpl`W In the 2005 World Summit Outcome
Document, governments agreed to transform
ECOSOC into a sort of “MDG Council”. Its fu27

28

The proposal to apply the Rules of Procedure of the
subsidiary organs of the General Assembly is supported= áåíÉê= ~äá~I by Pakistan, Cuba, Iran, China,
Singapore, and Indonesia.
Draft Resolution by the President of the General
Assembly, 14 December 2005, para. 21.
(http://www.reformtheun.org/index.php/articles/18
62).
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ture task will be above all to monitor the realisation of the internationally agreed development
goals, including the MDGs, each year, and civil
society is also to be involved in this process. For
NGOs, this could open up new opportunities to
present independent analyses and experiences of
the realisation of the development goals to governments, and to have some influence over the
further realisation of these goals as well as some
input into the global development discourse
more generally.
jìäíáJpí~âÉÜçäÇÉê= ~ééêç~ÅÜÉë= ~åÇ= é~êíåÉêëÜáéëW
The concept of multi-stakeholder initiatives and
partnerships between governments, business
and civil society is experiencing a boom which
appears to be expanding unfettered within the
UN system. However, so far, the UN has not carried out any systematic investigation into the
success and the potential side effects of existing
initiatives. Before they continue pursuing these
approaches, they should therefore subject their
partnership projects to an exhaustive and independent evaluation, including an exploration of
what influence representatives of private business interests have, within the context of multistakeholder initiatives, over the analysis of global
problems, over the forming of political strategies,
and over the financing of UN projects and programmes. These selective partnerships should
under no circumstance replace systematic participatory rights for NGOs within the UN.
`çÇÉ= çÑ= ÅçåÇìÅí= Ñçê= kdlëW Parallel to the demands for an extension of NGO paticipatory
rights, there are also demands for an NGO code
of conduct. Both the Cardoso Panel and the UN
Secretary-General took up this topic in their reports. Such a code of conduct would require
NGOs to demonstrate their commitment to the
principles of the UN Charter. In principle, NGOs
support this idea, as long as it is not misused by
governments or by the UN secretariat to impose
political conditions on NGO accreditation in order to exclude critical groups from UN participation.
kdipW In his report on the Cardoso Report, the
UN Secretary-General correctly pointed out the
high regard in which NGLS is held by NGOs.
NGLS, with its offices in Geneva and New York,
and its information services, has contributed
immeasurably to the strengthening of NGO participation at the UN. But, many governments
and UN organisations have failed to recognise
the worth of its work properly and have been
hesitant about voluntary funding contributions.
Aware of the resulting financial crisis the NGLS
was experiencing, Kofi Annan suggested that
NGLS be integrated into the UN Secretariat in
order to raise its institutional status and stabilise
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its funding. However, in the short term, the opposite has happened. Some donors withheld
their contributions after Kofi Annan’s statement,
but the UN Secretariat has been unable to make
up the balance deficit. NGOs have sent a letter
to the UN Secretary-General drawing attention
to the precarious position in which the NGLS
finds itself and demanding both that the institutional independence of NGLS be upheld, and
that sustainable funding be secured for its future
work.29
qê~åëé~êÉåÅó= ~åÇ= aá~äçÖìÉW Various relatively
simple and un-bureaucratic measures could also
improve the participation of NGOs at the UN.
The UN Secretary-General has himself suggested
carrying out better-organised and more systematic consultations between the UN secretariat
and NGOs in the future.30 Even the transparency
of discussion and negotiation processes at the
UN could be improved without a great deal of
effort. There has been some progress in recent
years in making all official UN documents available for free on the internet within the Official
Documents System (ODS).

29

30

See the International NGO Task Group on Legal
and Institutional Matters, Letter to the Secretaryth
General about NGLS, 25 of Oktober 2004
(http://www.globalpolicy.org/reform/initiatives/pan
els/cardoso/1025intglim.htm)
United Nations Secretary-General (2004), para. 54.
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It would however also be helpful to make working papers, discussion papers, letters, briefings
and background studies available and accessible
to the public on the UN website. In the followup to the 2005 World Summit, the President of
the General Assembly has taken some positive
steps in this direction.31
Whether the tendency sketched out above, towards growing exclusivity and selectivity in relations between the UN and civil society, continues,
or whether civil society participation will be systematically reinforced and with it a pluralistic
multilateralism within the framework of the
United Nations, will depend on the outcome of
reforms in all these areas.=
=
^Äçìí=íÜÉ=^ìíÜçêW==
gÉåë= j~êíÉåë= áë= aáêÉÅíçê= çÑ= íÜÉ= bìêçéÉ~å= lÑÑáÅÉ=
çÑ=däçÄ~ä=mçäáÅó=cçêìãK=
=
=

31

See
http://www.un.org/ga/president/60/summitfollowup/
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