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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 Although all Intergovernmental Organizations (IGOs) interact with non-state actors 

(NSAs) in some capacity, the extent to which NSAs are granted participatory roles in the 

governance of IGOs varies substantially.  Why do some intergovernmental organizations – 

intergovernmental clubs of sovereign states – extend access, participatory opportunity or even 

participatory rights, to non-state actors?  The goal of this project is to address the question of 

variation. I investigate the interests of the actors with power to determine the rules regarding 

engagement with NSAs – member states and IGO secretariats – and identify specific incentives 

for each actor to establish rules or practice of engagement with NSAs in each type of 

engagement. I find that the member states and secretariats that determine these engagement 

practices benefit from the inclusion or participation of NSAs in specific and predictable ways. By 

identifying the interests and incentives of the relevant actors, it is possible to predict the creation 

of particular sorts of engagement and explain variation in those engagement mechanisms across 

different intergovernmental organizations. I test the proposed relationship between IGO interests 

and participatory rules through examination of the United Nations system and three UN 

organizations: The UN Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 

and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP).  

I find that the historical evidence supports an interest-based theory for the granting of 

participation rights to NSAs within IGOS. Secretariats frequently support selective partnerships 

with NSAs for the purpose of advancing their mission, and assemblies generally prefer to 

establish informal consultation mechanisms rather than formal rights of participation for NSAs. 

Formal participation rights linked to the member-state venue of an IGO assembly are advanced 

only when in the shadow of strong support from states, or where the assembly recognizes that 

NSA participation provides benefits that cannot be gained through informal consultation alone.   
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

When the UN Environment Program (UNEP) held its 12th Special Session of the 

Governing Council in February of 2012 in Nairobi, nine seats were designated for representatives 

from nongovernmental, civil society, and private sector organizations. Non-state actor (NSA) 1 

representatives were also granted extensive participatory roles during the round tables of the 

Ministerial Forum of high-level environmental ministers. The meeting was preceded by a forum 

of more than 150 participants from various nongovernmental and civil society organizations, 

armed with the agenda and materials for the upcoming meeting (UNEP, 2012).  

Earlier in the same month the UN Development Program (UNDP) held its first regular 

session meeting of its Executive Board for 2012. At this meeting there were no NSA 

representatives present to observe or participate. The meeting was not preceded by any civil 

society forum or consultation with NSA representatives. UNDP has its own means of engaging 

non-state actors, which differs markedly from the rules and practice of UNEP.  

This type of variability is ubiquitous when looking at the many intergovernmental 

organizations (IGOs) 2 where states engage with one another in decision-making venues. 3 What 

accounts for the drastic differences in how IGOs incorporate, or do not incorporate, non-state 

actors (non-members) into the governance and decision-making processes of their organizations?  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 The term Non-State Actor (NSA) is a broad and inclusive one referring generally to actors that are not 
states nor composed of states. Throughout this study I often refer to more specific terms, such as Non-
Governmental Organization (NGO), not as a synonym for NSA but instead to intentionally address a 
specific subset of NSAs. Intergovernmental Organizations can create relationships with any number of 
possible types of NSAs, however NGOs (meaning formally organized non-profit volunteer organizations) 
are often privileged in this regard and accordingly the subject of much of the research for this study. 
2 Throughout this study I refer to both intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and multilateral 
organizations.  I use the term multilateral organization and IGO interchangeably, and by each I mean to 
refer to a specific type of institution which is formed by states, composed of state membership, and which 
has formal permanent rules including a Charter or constitution, and sometimes a formal and permanent 
secretariat, or bureaucracy.  Among those IGOs that include a permanent bureaucracy, the secretariat is 
generally formed for the purpose of managing the day-to-day work of the organization and charged with 
completing its tasks, which are delegated by the principals of the organization – its member states.   
3 See Ripinsky (2011) for a comparison, from a legal perspective, of ten IGOs and their rules relating to 
non-governmental organizations. 
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The aim of this study is to identify traits of state-based governing organizations that explain the 

mechanisms by which they engage non-state actors in governance. It aims to identify a 

predictable pattern that explains why some IGOs involve NSAs closely in consultation during 

governance while others do not.         

I find that formalized participation of non-state actors in IGO governance is, primarily, a 

top-down phenomenon. Non-state actors are not emerging into roles of global governance by 

virtue of their overwhelming power to compel reluctant states and IGOs to grant them formal 

roles. Instead NSAs are willingly offered formal participatory roles in global governance 

organizations only when they are recognized as beneficial to the interests of an IGO secretariat or 

its member states, or both. Indeed, formal participation in intergovernmental institutions for 

NSAs is dependent on the degree to which IGOs, their member states, and their secretariats can 

utilize NSAs to further their interests. The specific interests of each (the secretariat and the 

member-states) determine not only the presence or absence of participatory roles, but the type of 

participation granted, and to whom those roles are extended.  

It is well understood in the study of international relations that, in the words of Florini, 

“the currency of power” of NSAs, particularly non-profit civil society actors, “is not force, but 

credible information and moral authority” (Florini, 2000, p. 11). However, this power has not 

always garnered NSAs a place as participants in formal international governance. Indeed, 

information is often readily received from NSAs through informal relationships, and thus the 

desire to acquire information from the non-governmental sector is unlikely to be a sufficient 

reason for formalizing their participation in an institutional capacity within the organization. 

Further, the notion that IGOs are compelled to seek relationships with NSAs because of their 

immense knowledge, expertise, and moral authority as an independent voice misses the fact that 

IGOs are able to draw on internal knowledge, expertise, and (variably) moral authority, and yet 

they inconsistently grant NSAs participatory roles. This study asks about that variation across 
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IGO cases and is focused on the interests of the actors with power to determine the formal rules 

governing NSA participation in the governance process. 

This dissertation proceeds in the following manner: in chapter 1 I review the literature on 

NSA involvement in global governance, provide a theory of NSA participation in IGOs along 

with several hypotheses, and then describe a research design for testing the hypotheses. Chapters 

2 through 5 examine UN system engagement with NSAs and present case studies employed to 

test the hypotheses. Chapter 6 draws direct comparison of the case studies, utilizing the 

framework outlined in chapter 1 in order to review the hypotheses.      

 
 
 

The Study of Non-State Actors in International Relations 
.         

   While scholars of International Relations have increasingly paid attention to non-state 

actors, we have yet to gain a good understanding of their role in global governance from an 

institutional design perspective. This is a result, I believe, of the predominant way in which we 

have studied non-state actors thus far. Investigations of NSAs in global politics have emphasized 

the influence that these actors might have when working outside of the formal state-centric 

international regime system, but have not focused on the formal rules and roles of non-state actors 

within that governance system. It is appropriate that we rectify this oversight and begin to think 

of NSAs as an element of institutional design in global governance mechanisms, and not only as 

potential sources of external influence. In fact, NSAs have been relevant to institutional design 

throughout the history of intergovernmental organizations.  

The study of NSAs within IR has evolved in two main directions; one focusing on 

transnational non-governmental organizations as rational actors supplementing states in the 

international system, and the other focusing on the development of global norms and social 

movements, or a new political space and global civil society. The first has emphasized actors 
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while the other has focused on interactions. Martens (2006b) refers to these as a transnational and 

a trans-societal approach and calls the first a “pluralist shift” in which IR scholars began to 

recognize a diversity of actors and the means by which they influence each other (Keck & 

Sikkink, 1998; Risse-Kappen, 1995). Meanwhile the transocietal approach studied the 

environmental effects of global civil society upon international politics and the creation of a 

global political space through social movements (Batliwala & Brown, 2006b; Florini, 2000; 

Kaiser, 1971). 

Common to both of these approaches is the objective of identifying power, strategies, 

successes, influence and impacts of NGOs, social movements, or civil society. Overall, there has 

been an emphasis on the effects upon politics rather than on roles within political institutions. 

These have been too often confused, as access is usually equated with influence. However, even 

when restricted access or denied participation rights, NSAs have a number of alternative 

strategies for impacting global governance. In a study of NGO diplomacy Betsill and Correll find 

that "negative access measures clearly did not constrain the ability of NGOs to influence the 

negotiations" (Betsill & Corell, 2008, p. 192). Influence and institutional rules are related but 

independent of one another and should be studied as such. Power (influence on outcomes) and 

place (or institutional roles and rights) are not synonymous and each is important.  

Of course, there is little reason for international relations scholars to study NSAs if they 

have no impact on states and the interstate system in general. For this reason, identifying the 

extent and the mechanisms of NSA influence has been an important goal of IR scholarship. But 

as a result our focus has been drawn toward the private sphere (both for-profit and not-for-profit) 

where NSAs primarily operate. As attention to the private sector, social movements, and civil 

society has grown, so has skepticism about the capabilities of multilateral public institutions in an 

age of globalization. 
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In this way, it has become common for the transnational relations literature to emphasize 

a separate, private sphere of activity as a benefactor of a shift in authority, such that this private 

sphere has become central to global public policy, paralleling if not replacing multilateral 

governance mechanisms or IGOs (Betsill & Corell, 2008; Grande & Pauly, 2005). The resulting 

“transnational sovereignty” (Grande & Pauly, 2005) literature that points to the “decreased 

salience of states” (Rittberger, 2001, p. 2) is potentially overly dismissive of the power of states 

and state-based organizations and may exaggerate the “blurring” of states and non-state actors in 

international governance (Betsill & Corell, 2008), setting the two up as a false dichotomy 

(Ohanyan, 2009).  

For example, Pattberg includes “moving beyond the traditional national-international and 

public-private dichotomy” as one of the key ways in which a global governance perspective 

departs from (and improves on) traditional concepts in IR (Pattberg, 2005). In this new world of 

“trans-sovereign global politics” (Pattberg, 2005) both public and private actors collaborate and 

engage in the provision of public goods (Börzel & Risse, 2005; Schaferhoff et al., 2009), and 

their dissimilarity is diminished.    

This literature captures the dynamic of the modern evolution of international politics and 

global governance, but as strong as it is in description of global civil society and the networked 

relationships between multiple sectors and actors, it is weak in explaining variation in the ways 

that multi-stakeholder interactions in global policy are institutionalized and experienced.  

Some IGOs have folded NSAs into the policy-making process, others have not. Many 

voices have claimed that if IGOs do not increase participatory roles for NSAs or global citizens in 

some fashion, multilateralism itself will be threatened (Collingwood, 2006; Dingwerth, 2008; 

Esty, 2002; Zürn, 2004).  The normative argument that NSAs, either institutionalized NGOs, or 

individuals representing global civil society, should be granted greater institutionalized roles in 

global governance exposes a belief that the arrangements between IGOs and NSAs matter for 
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outcomes (that they are better with NSA involvement), or for the perception of legitimacy. But 

we have very little cross-case research on the different ways in which NSAs have, or have not, 

been plugged into the multilateral system.  

Consequently, it is important to balance this dominant emphasis on power with an 

evaluation of place. Doing so requires that we start with the structural and legal power of states 

and IGOs to regulate international politics and hold multilateral interstate politics to be the 

primary locus of global governance. If we problematize role and institutionalized relationships as 

opposed to power and influence we can compare types of engagement between interstate 

organizations and NSAs.  

Turning our attention to institutionalized roles for NSAs allows us to address the forty 

year-old question: “to what extent may new international organizations be needed, and to what 

extent may older organizations have to change in order to adapt creatively to transnational 

phenomena?” (Nye & Keohane, 1971, p. 331). Of course, this question has not been entirely 

neglected.  

One form of NSA engagement that has received a good deal of attention are global 

public-private partnerships (PPPs), which became increasingly common following the 2002 

World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) where a multistakeholder partnership 

initiative announced that “type II outcomes,” relying on public and private cooperation, were to 

be an important component of the strategy for implementing Agenda 21 and the Millennium 

Development Goals. These “partnerships” were not well defined at the WSSD, and in practice 

PPPs refer to “a broad range of organizational forms, procedural rules, and objectives, making it 

almost impossible to compare across cases and to establish benchmarks for best practice” (Witte 

et al., 2003, p. 63). Often used synonymously with PPPs are multi-sectoral networks (MSN), or 

governance networks that bring together public sector (governments and international 

organizations), civil society and business around a specific issue (T. Benner et al., 2004, p. 192) . 
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The development of both has been explained by the emergence of governance, legitimacy and 

operational gaps caused by globalization and increasing interdependence (T. Benner et al., 2004).   

In a review of public-private partnership literature, Schaferhoff et al (2009, p. 455) 

compare many definitions of PPPs, noting that each points to a unique universe of transnational 

groupings. They then propose to define transnational PPPs as “institutionalized transboundary 

interactions between public and private actors, which aim at the provision of public goods." Still, 

they note that this definition, like the others, includes a wide variety of types of engagement and 

institutional arrangements between public and private actors.  

Many authors note that partnerships can exist at several points along the policy cycle, but 

rarely do they categorize other kinds of variation, such as degree of institutionalization. Perhaps 

Bӧrzel and Risse (2005) provide the best description of how PPPs fit into a broader picture of 

governance arrangements by distinguishing between several types: co-optation, delegation, co-

regulation, and self-regulation. Most PPP literature and other descriptions of state/IGO and NSA 

interactions continue to talk about a broad range of experiences as one undifferentiated category. 

Another approach has described the formal institutionalization of NSAs in global politics 

as a corporatist (or neocoporatist4) arrangement (K. Martens, 2001; Ottaway, 2001). For these 

authors the formal inclusion of NSAs in intergovernmental organizations, or the “reinvention of 

corporatism” involves NSAs operating “not as lobbies working in the corridors of power but as 

participants at the table where decisions are made” (Ottaway, 2001).   

 The meaning of the term corporatism has been heavily debated in the field of 

comparative politics, and its definition is often ambiguous (Molina & Rhodes, 2002; Schmitter, 

1974, 1982; Siaroff, 1999). In a review of the concept, Molina and Rhodes (2002, p. 306) have 

written that, “corporatism became a multi-purpose concept. Its elasticity has ensured its 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 The term “neo-corporatist”, also called societal corporatism, arose to refer to a system where groups 
spontaneously developed as autonomous associations, as opposed to groups created by and dependent on 
the state.   (Schmitter, 1974) 
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popularity; but simultaneously its power to explain or even characterize political systems and 

processes has been diluted.”  Siaroff (1999, p. 175) notes that “the frequency of use of the term, 

along with a variety of “prefixes – ‘neo’, ‘liberal’, ‘democratic’, or ‘social’ – has unfortunately 

been matched by its application in different situations and for what amount to rather different 

concepts.” In addition to ambiguity, a normative connotation or ideological meaning developed 

by corporatism began to overwhelm its analytical utility. The problem has long been recognized. 

More than thirty years ago Schmitter sought to save the analytical concept of corporatism from 

the normative connotation it had acquired:  

If corporatism is left to mean simply ‘interest-group behavior or systems I do not like’ 
and/or used synonymously with such epithets as "fascist" and "repressive," then it can 
become of little or no utility for purposes of systematic comparison…instead it is useful 
to consider corporatism as a system of interest and/or attitudinal representation, a 
particular modal or ideal-typical institutional arrangement for linking the associationally 
organized interests of civil society with the decisional structures of the state. (Schmitter, 
1974, p. 86) 

 
 After many years and much spilled ink, the term corporatism continues to be a somewhat 

ambiguous concept and has not entirely freed of its normative trappings. It is not often used to 

denote a particular type of interest intermediation, with specific measurable identifiers, that can 

be distinguished from other modes of interest intermediation (which suffer their own definition 

ambiguities) such as pluralism. When applying the term to global politics, for example, Ottaway 

defines corporatism as “formal inclusion” (Ottaway, 2001). Yet, there are many ways in which 

interests can be formally included, and to call them all “corporatism” dilutes the concept, leaving 

it too broad to be of much use.  

Ottaway (2001) notes that the phenomenon that she calls global corporatism is usually 

referred to as “partnership.”  Meanwhile, Borzel and Risse write that corporatism, traditionally 

defined, is a domestic example of the public-private partnerships that they review. Willetts (2006) 

also identifies the multistakeholder dialogue and partnership approach encouraged at the 1992 

Earth Summit and the 2002 WSSD, as well as the emphasis in Agenda 21 on working with 
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“major groups”, as “neo-corporatist.”  Generally, it seems, these two concepts – PPPs and 

corporatism – broadly refer to the same phenomena: participatory relationships between IGOs 

and NSAs. They also suffer a similar problem, in that both are too broad and fail to capture 

variation in the many ways that NSAs and IGOs can collaborate, or that formalized relations 

between the two can be created. In other words, PPPs can take many shapes, and it is not 

appropriate to call all formalized relations between IGOs and NSAs “corporatist.”   

Rule-based formal inclusion of NSAs in organizations of global governance can take 

several forms, and neither the PPP literature nor the attempts to apply the model of corporatism 

have done enough to disentangle the variety of potential arrangements between IGOs and NSAs. 

Still, Martens (2006b) and Ottaway (2001) have, I think, moved in the right direction by applying 

lessons from comparative politics and group theory. The study of NSAs in international politics 

surely has lessons to learn from the study of groups in domestic politics. The two research 

traditions have great affinity, and share several striking similarities.  

First, groups, whether local, international, or global, have been difficult to define. Their 

study has produced a panoply of neologisms (Beyers et al., 2008): interest group, pressure group, 

interest associations, special interests, citizen groups, non-governmental organizations, civil 

society organizations, activist networks, social movements, and any or all of these proceeded by 

the words international, transnational, or global. In both fields – comparative politics and 

international relations – the use of one set of terminology over another is often not about 

analytical differences between subject material but about normative, methodological, or 

ideological difference. As Beyers et al observe about group theory in comparative politics:  

it is quite remarkable how these bifurcated scholarships de facto analyze similar forms of 
political organisations but attach different labels to them: NGOs, diffuse interests, public 
interests, and social movement organisations. This bifurcation goes hand-in-hand with a 
somewhat different – often implicit – normative framework. (Beyers et al., 2008, p. 1110) 
 
As a result, "although social movement scholars and the normative civil society literature 

often deal with the same sort of organizations, both tend to generate different conclusions" 
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(Beyers et al., 2008, p. 1111). The same may be said about international relations literature and 

the study of NGOs, transnational social movements, or global civil society; the labels chosen 

often imply implicit normative frameworks.  

In addition to both implicit and explicit normative valuations and definitional and 

terminological problems, the study of groups in comparative politics has also struggled with 

inconsistencies in the level of analysis and an over-abundance of case studies without 

comparative analysis or generalizable theorizing – hurdles that are certainly familiar to those who 

study transnational actors. These challenges gradually pushed group theory, once essential to the 

study of politics, to the margins of field. Baumgartner and Leech remarked in 1998 that ,“interest 

group studies have defined themselves into a position of elegant irrelevance” (Baumgartner & 

Leech, 1998, p. xvii).  

If the students of transnational non-state actors would like to avoid “elegant irrelevance,” 

perhaps we should take notes from the study of groups in domestic politics and seek to remedy 

these shortcomings. Meanwhile, similar patterns in the trajectory of the two research traditions 

seem to be emerging. International relations experienced a significant upsurge of interest in 

international non-governmental organizations and transnational civil society in the 1990s. Since 

then, the subject continues to produce a good deal of terminology and much normative debate 

about the benefits and costs of global transnational political actors, but not much comparative 

analysis, or generalizable theorizing (Omelicheva, 2009). As time passes, scholars increasingly 

question the power of transnational social movements and international non-governmental 

organizations and have begun to emphasize the lack of cohesiveness of GCS, the significant 

dominance of northern NGOs in international negotiations (Carr & Norman, 2008), to question 

the democratic nature of NGOs themselves (Holmen & Jirstrom, 2009), and their ability to 

improve the effectiveness or democratic legitimacy of international negotiations (Hartwick, 

2003).  Overall, the story of the study of NGOs and social movements in IR sounds quite a bit 
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like the description given by Baumgartner and Leech in 1998 of the decline of the group approach 

in political science and comparative politics:    

[A]s the first set of authors to move beyond formal legalism, group scholars offered 
tremendous advances to the discipline over the institutionalism of their 
predecessors...even as it developed a great number of important insights that remain 
central to our views of the policy process today, the group approach also suffered from a 
series of difficulties...only a fuzzy line separated the normative and the ideological from 
the descriptive and the empirical...the clear theoretical structure was never developed, 
leading to a wide range of contradictions in the literature. Huge barriers to entry were 
found to restrict participation in the pluralist competition among groups...fundamental 
issues remained unresolved about how to observe or measure the central concept of 
pluralism: influence. And findings accumulated with the suggestion that groups were not 
all that important to the governmental process in the first place. (Baumgartner & Leech, 
1998, p. 63) 
 
Peter Willets openly makes this connection between group theory and IGO-NSA 

relationships in his review of the Cardoso Panel Report5. Willetts considers three normative 

arguments for enhancing NGO participation in the UN system – neocorporatism, democratic 

pluralism, and functionalism – which he claims are incompatible with one another. Each of these 

has particular practical implications for questions of institutional design. While they can be 

viewed as alternative normative arguments about how NSAs should be part of institutions of 

governance, Willets is also providing a comparative framework outlining three possible structures 

of interest intermediation that considers neo-corporatism as only one of a set of potential 

structures. His theory-based approach does not detail specific variation in the ways in which 

IGOs may choose to engage with NSAs such as degree of institutionalization, selectivity of the 

engagement, or the point of linkage within the organization. A more specific reference to 

structures and processes that differentiate between these general types would be useful for 

comparative analyses. A full and precise understanding of variation is necessary in order to take 

the next important step: explaining the basis of such diversity or the outcomes of variation.  

We can see how this would be helpful when looking at a small cohort of conference 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 The Cardoso Report is the outcome of a panel convened by Kofi Annan to review the ways that the 
United Nations System engages civil society (Cardoso, 2004) 
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papers that have proposed elements of a theory of IGO-NSA engagement (Liese, 2008; Staisch, 

2004; Steffek, 2008; Tallberg, 2008). Authors focus generally, though not specifically, on the 

same phenomenon of IGO-NSA interaction, but they identify these differently. For example 

Staisch and Liese investigate “openness,” Tallberg “access,” and Steffek “cooperation.”  They 

have not had a comprehensive comparative framework to draw on, and the project as a whole will 

benefit from a common understanding of, and language for, that which they seek to compare 

between organizations. Tallberg (2008) lists several mechanisms by which NSAs may gain access 

to IGOs: representation, collaboration, consultation, and information sharing, while Steffek 

(2008) emphasizes the importance of considering the role of NSAs across various points in the 

policy cycle, an approach also adopted by Steffek and Kissling (2006) and Martens (2008) . My 

goal is to simplify our ability to compare the ways that IGOs engage NSAs, focusing on 

descriptive factors that define the primary ways such engagement varies, and then to begin to 

explain that variation.    

 
 

Explaining Variation in NSA-IGO Engagement 

Full membership or “true joint-decision making” (Börzel & Risse, 2005, p. 202) is rare in 

international politics and implies equal standing of NSAs as organization members. Such equality 

is unlikely within international organizations because NSAs face a fundamental structural 

exclusion as non-sovereign non-state actors (Seckinelgin, 2009). However, most IGOs do involve 

NSAs in the work they do. That involvement can broadly be differentiated between (1) 

collaboration, or partnership, in implementation and programing, and (2) consultation in general 

governance or management of the organization. In programmatic partnerships an IGO may 

delegate the implementation of operations to an NSA, or work closely together with an NSA in 

operations, potentially including collaboration in decision-making and management of specific 

programs. But this type of collaboration is specific to identifiable operations and programs and 
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not about consultation within general organization management. We can conceptualize the 

difference between the two arenas of collaboration as the difference between “upstream” 

engagement – focused on policy guidance and general management – and “downstream” 

engagement – focused on implementation.     

 
Figure 1: IGO-NGO Engagement Types 

 

Engagement in the governance process of an IGO (“upstream” engagement) may be about 

transparency or about participation. IGOs can extend access to NSAs by disseminating 

documents or allowing groups to observe the governance process, but access or transparency is 

not equivalent to participation. Participation requires that NSAs have a formal opportunity to take 

part in decision-making by sharing information with the decision-makers. In a participatory 

relationship the NSA is not only a recipient of information from the IGO, but the IGO also 

receives some information from the NSA.  

Participation in consultation may be linked to the secretariat or to the venue of member-

state deliberation (what I refer to as the assembly). In other words, NSA voices may have the ear 

Upstream Engagement: 
Consultation in general 

governance or 
management of the 

organization

Downstream Engagement: 
Collaboration, or 

partnership, in 
implementation

Transparency and 
Access: Disseminating 

documents or 
allowing groups to 

observe the 
governance process

Participation: An 
opportunity to take 

part in the process by 
sharing information 
with decision-makers. 
Not necessarily an 
opportunity to vote 

on outcomes.
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of either administrative staff, or the intergovernmental governing board, or both. Further, these 

interactions might be extended to NSAs generally, or to a privileged few. Each organization faces 

a choice about which non-state actors it will engage, and about the rules that it may or may not 

have about selectivity and management. IGOs may select particular NSAs, or even create or 

nurture NSA organizations to work with. Alternatively, they might engage a broad community of 

non-state actors, even possibly in an unrestricted, unmanaged way, such as devoting a section of 

the website for dissemination of information to the general public.  

One common approach used to explain the pattern of NSA involvement in global 

governance emphasizes the transformative power of transnational activists to engage in 

successful global movements that pressure states and IGOs, arguing that this power causes IGOs 

to eventually yield and accommodate them in governance processes (Batliwala & Brown, 2006a; 

Naidoo, 2006; Torrance & Torrance, 2006; Tussie & Riggirozzi, 2001). Alternatively, and less 

frequently, some view international organizations themselves as the vanguard in shaping norms 

of global democracy. From this perspective IGO secretariats are “intellectual actors” that develop 

and spread norms of participatory democracy, which results in increased practice of NSA 

participation across institutions, particularly within the UN system (Thérien & Bélanger 

Dumontier, 2009).  

Perhaps the most common approach, however, is to rely on some version of a 

supply and demand oriented rational institutionalism (Andonova, 2005; T. Benner et al., 2004; 

Raustiala, 1997; Reimann, 2006; Reinicke et al., 2000; Rittberger, 2001; Tallberg, 2008). A 

broadly rational institutionalist approach, explaining NSA roles in global governance as an 

exchange between states and non-state actors, includes two very different perspectives. One 

group of authors begin from an assumption of state weakness, and the expectation that 

multilateral institutions are compelled to engage NSAs because of increasing failures of 

traditional governance. This argument states that states and IGOs face a strong demand for NSA 
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involvement in global governance as they flounder in the wake of globalization, which has 

produced marked “governance gaps” in the capacity and legitimacy of multilateral institutions (T. 

Benner et al., 2004; Reinicke et al., 2000; Rittberger, 2001). 

In contrast, a supply-oriented argument recognizes the advantages that states (and their 

organizations) obtain through the engagement of NSAs and argue that the rise of NSAs (NGOs in 

particular) is in fact a result of state strength and not state weakness. In this view states foster 

NSAs in a way that reinforces their own power (Andonova, 2005; Raustiala, 1997; Reimann, 

2006).   

In general, the dominant explanations for both the rise in number of NSAs and their 

increasing role in governance have been bottom-up explanations where NSAs are seen as 

burgeoning powers organically filling the governance gaps of globalization that have cracked the 

foundation of multilateral governance. However, this approach to understanding the NSA role in 

global governance does not take us far in explaining variation across intergovernmental 

institutions. The complexities of globalization are felt system-wide and most, if not all, IGOs 

have a need for good information, skill and expertise. The challenges of “governance gaps” 

should be seen across multilateral institutions while NSAs supply a similar set of goods to all 

IGOs. Yet, each intergovernmental organization decides differently about whether, and how, to 

obtain those goods from these actors. 

The “governance gap” argument has much in common with the “power of social 

movements” argument. This category of explanations for NSA participation in global governance 

also frames states and IGOs as bending to accommodate NSA inclusion, but where the former 

assumes that IGOs experience a great demand for NSA powers and skills to replenish their own 

waning powers, the later paints IGOs as the yielding targets of powerful social activism for the 

democratization of global governance. This argument claims that civil society activism works: 

Social movements, mostly originating in the developed world, have stepped-up demands 
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for more inclusive and democratic global governance. International organizations are 
adjusting their modus operandi to cope with these pressures. The IMF, the WTO, the 
United Nations, the World Bank, the regional development banks (including the IDB), 
have all undergone a paradigmatic shift that affects mandates, procedures, and decision-
making processes. (Tussie & Riggirozzi, 2001, pp. 160-161) 
 

Authors writing from each of these perspectives, however, rarely explain specific 

relationships between NSAs and IGOs or states. They instead focus upon the general 

phenomenon of NSA involvement in global governance, the overall pattern of increased 

inclusion, or the apparent increased influence of transnational social movements, civil society 

organizations, or NGOs.     

 

Table 1: Explanations for NSA Participation in Global Governance 
Explanation for 

NSA participation 
in Global 

Governance 

Thesis Examples 

Activism Social movements have pressured IGOs 
to democratize Tussie and Riggirozzi (2001) 

IO as norm-
purveyor 

The United Nations has fostered a global 
consensus on the value of democratic 
participation and set the global agenda 
towards increased NSA participation 

Thérien and Bélanger 
Dumontier (2009) 

Demand 
Globalization produced governance gaps 
that states and IGOs cannot fill without 
assistance from NSAs 

T. Benner et al. (2004) 

Supply  
States supply participation opportunities 
when doing so augments state power or 
interests 

Reimann (2006) 

  

The theoretical orientation of this research project aligns most closely with the “supply” 

argument as described above. However, there are several limitations of exiting literature in this 

category that I seek to remedy. First, authors that explore the supply and demand incentives 

between NSAs and IGOs often provide little to no distinction between states and the inter-

governmental organization itself. The two are often written about as conceptually synonymous. 
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For example, Raustiala (1997) only discusses the demands of states and Tallberg (2008) considers 

only the demands of IGOs, but each identify very similar demands, or “pull factors” and the 

thrust of their theoretical approaches are similar. The “IGO” that Tallberg and many other 

authors’ reference are simply containers for state interests and actions. This lack of attention to 

the autonomous behavior of IGOs, as delegated to their secretariats by states, keeps us from 

understanding the full range of ways in which IGO institutions engage NSAs.  

Another deficiency common in the work provided by rational functionalists in this area is 

a failure to identify variation in state or IGO demand for the goods that NSAs are said to provide. 

Raustiala claims that “the benefits to states of NGO participation are unevenly dispersed and 

unevenly received” (1997, p. 725), but he is not explicit about the variation in state demand. He, 

and other rational functionalists, clearly outline the many goods that NGOs can provide – 

information, monitoring and independent assessment, reporting on negotiations, signaling on 

potential win-set, and facilitating ratification – and the assumption is that states face differing 

degrees of demand for these goods. However, each of the goods NSAs hold are generally 

beneficial for solving the collective action problem that the participating states are, presumably, 

participating in order to solve. Only in discussing the benefit of facilitating ratification is 

Raustiala nearly explicit about variation in state demand; he notes that environmental NGOs tend 

to be particularly powerful domestic actors in advanced industrialized states. Therefore we might 

expect advanced industrialized states to have greater incentives for including NGOs in 

environmental negotiations than poor developing states. However, he also notes that poorer states 

have a greater need for the information that NGOs can provide, and therefore tend to support their 

inclusion in environmental negotiations. Because all states may have some demand for at least 

one of the goods that NGOs provide, it is difficult to see when a collective of states (in an IGO) 

would be opposed to their inclusion, in general, and how we could therefore predict patterns of 

IGO-NGO engagement across the entire universe of IGO institutions.  
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In sum, neither studying the power of transnational social movements, the development 

of a norm of NSA participation and global democracy, nor the rational incentives of supply and 

demand has provided sufficient explanation for specific institutional design variation. Still, the 

rational functionalist approach has done a good job of recognizing either states or IGO 

secretariats as the actor with power to set the rules, and for attempting to explicitly identify actor 

interests. But by not giving conceptual importance to both the organization and its members, 

discretely, the authors writing from this approach have failed to provide a complete or accurate 

portrayal of actual IGO-NSA engagement. Neither has the existing literature successfully 

identified the interests that states and IGOs may have in engaging NSAs, separate from the 

general complexities of global governance. Accordingly, while I adopt much of the rational 

functionalist theoretical approach described above, I intend to add to the existing literature the 

contention that we should consider the specific interests of IGO bureaucracies and member-states, 

as discrete actors. 

Conceiving of an IGO as an actor with autonomous interests, independent from the 

interested actors that compose it, has been controversial among IR and International Organization 

(IO) theorists, but is approaching status as an ordinary proposition (Ellis, 2008). International 

Organization scholars have returned to studying international organizations as a unit of analysis 

themselves, increasingly looking to explain the behavior of organizations and finding that 

behavior to be, at times, distinct from the direct interests of the member states. Approached from 

several different epistemological directions, IO theory has begun to recognize inter-governmental 

organizations themselves as interested actors. Aiming to take into account the interests of all of 

the relevant powerful actors in IGO decision making, my approach adopts the lessons of 

principal-agent analysis; recognizing that the principals of IGOs (states) have purposely designed 

some degree of autonomy for their agent (the secretariat) in order that it may accomplish a set of 

delegated tasks (Hawkins et al., 2006).  
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Still, the theoretical premise of this study considers only the boundedly independent 

nature of organization secretariats. The hypotheses that I draw assume that the primary goals of 

secretariats are received from the member-states that delegate them. The bureaucracy manages 

the process of implementation and therefore has autonomy with regard to the means by which the 

delegated goals are accomplished. Secretariats govern the administration of IGOs and wield the 

power of decision-making regarding their own direct consultation with NSAs, the interpretation 

of the rules that govern NSA participation in the assembly, and their roles in implementation. 

Within that window of autonomy the decisions that secretariats take vis-à-vis NSAs can be 

expected to vary from those that member-states directly would take because IGO secretariats and 

states are different kinds of actors. Simply, secretariats and member-states make distinctive 

decisions about engaging NSAs.  

   

Identifying Preferences 

Identifying the interests of “the states” requires allowing for the difference between the 

states as a collectivity and the states as individual actors. Koremenos, Lipson and Snidal faced 

this challenge when crafting the rational design of international institutions project (Koremenos et 

al., 2001), which has been criticized for paying too little attention to the power and preferences of 

individual states (Duffield, 2003). The authors defended their focus on collective interests as a 

practical choice in pursuit of parsimony and testable hypotheses within their quantitative research 

design (Koremenos & Snidal, 2003). Qualitative research study, however, will allow for 

investigation of the individual state preferences that compose the resulting “interest constellation” 

of the organization as a whole (Koremenos & Snidal, 2003, p. 436). Still, the final decisions 

determining the rules of NSA engagement are taken by an assembly of states, and there are 

interests that operate at the organization level of analysis as well as the individual level. 

Accordingly, there are three categories of interested actor to consider: the secretariat, an assembly 
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of states, and individual member states. 

States create international organizations to facilitate overcoming collective action 

problems, and accordingly their original interest is to solve those problems. But solving the 

problems for which IGOs are formed requires international negotiation within the IGO venue. So, 

states have two interests vis-à-vis international organizations: 1) successfully solving the 

problems or achieving the goals for which the organization was formed, and 2) achieving 

successful multilateral negotiation that includes their states’ policy preference demonstrated in 

the final negotiated outcomes. The first of these two interests is shared with the secretariat (when 

an institution includes a secretariat), which is often delegated the primary responsibility of 

completing the goals or maintaining the organization. The second interest is unique to states and 

to the member-state venue, and should be expected to impact the incentives that states have for 

engaging NSAs within that venue.  

That is, states and secretariats share the incentive of engaging NSAs to assist in 

successful and efficient completion of the organization’s goals; activities that are often primarily 

managed by the secretariat. Member states, collectively, have an interest in successful IGO 

management and multilateral negotiation. Member states, individually, have an interest in 

pursuing their individual substantive preferences in IGO negotiations while facing unique 

domestic political realities and negotiating unique relationships with NSAs.  

Secretariat interest: successful and efficient mission completion 
Assembly interest: management of IGO and successful multilateral negotiation 
Individual state interest: substantive preferences and domestic political realities vis-à-vis NSAs 

 

I admit that this is a narrow definition of secretariat interests; one that draws a clear 

distinction between my approach and that of the “IO as norm purveyor” perspective. It is not my 

objective to theorize normative interests of IGO secretariats. It is certainly likely that some 

international organization bureaucrats are supportive of democratic participation and inclusion of 

non-state actors in global governance for principled reasons. In fact, some are more vocal about 
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the value of democratic participation than others. In this dissertation, however, my aim is to 

construct and test a theory of institutional design that does not rely on unexplained variation in 

secretariats’ normative preferences, but instead to determine whether predictable material 

preferences are capable of explaining the variation we observe across IGOs. Therefore, in the 

interest of parsimony this study considers the essential interest of IGO secretariats to be the 

successful and efficient completion of their delegated mission.  

Finally, unlike the “social movement” approach, which argues that social movements 

have been able to shift policy despite the interests of the state and IGO actors, I recognize that 

states and IGO secretariats hold the decision-making power to determine the roles that NSAs play 

in their governance process. Therefore, I have not included a discussion of the interests of NSAs 

themselves.  

Once we understand the primary interests of each of these three actors we are then able 

predict the circumstances under which each will favor participatory engagement with NSAs 

within their decision making venue – and the sort of engagement to be favored. The secretariat, 

delegated the responsibility for successful and efficient mission completion, will favor granting 

NSAs participatory roles when doing so increases mission success or efficiency (H1). 

Organization missions are complex, and they vary. The idea here is that some missions will be 

more likely to benefit from NSA participation than others. For example, some organizations are 

designed to tackle an issue, such as hunger, and the targets of their mission are primarily 

individuals and not governments. The chief objective of the World Food Programme, for 

example, is to deliver food to individuals in need. Other organizations are created primarily to be 

an instrument of governments. The IMF, for example, is a lender of last resort to the central banks 

of governments. When the mission of an IGO is to be a particular sort of instrument of 

governments, then it may not be as directly beneficial to engage with NSAs in order to 

accomplish that mission as it will be for other organizations aimed directly at outcomes for 
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individuals. This is the kind of difference in organization mission that could influence the 

likelihood of an IGO secretariat to create participatory roles for NSAs. On the whole, we should 

expect the driving determination for IGO secretariats regarding their engagement with NSAs to 

be the question of how such engagement will help implement the organization’s mission.  

There are several additional hypotheses that can be drawn from this expectation about 

secretariat interests and behavior. Because secretariats are primarily concerned with 

implementation, we should expect that they will be more likely to engage NSAs in downstream 

implementation than upstream consultation (H2) and that when secretariats extend consultative 

roles to NSAs they will do so in exchange for assistance in mission completion. Because of this, 

secretariat consultative engagement is expected to be primarily selective of particular NSAs, 

based on the organizations’ capacity (H3). Further, because member states share the goal of 

downstream mission success with the secretariat (as they have delegated it to the organization’s 

bureaucracy), we should expect states to generally be supportive when the secretariat elects to 

engage NSAs directly in downstream operations (H4).  

 H1:  The secretariat, delegated the responsibility for successful and efficient mission 
  completion, will favor granting NSAs participatory roles when doing so increases  
  mission success or efficiency. 
 
 H2:   Secretariats of IGOs will be more likely to engage NSAs in downstream implementation 
   than upstream consultation.  
 
 H3:  Secretariats of IGOs will favor extending selective consultative roles to NSAs, based on 

organization capacity.  
 
 H4:  All else equal, member-state assemblies will be supportive of a secretariat’s attempts to 

engage directly with NSAs.  
 

NSA consultation with the secretariat is quite distinct, however, from upstream 

consultation and participation in the member-state venue. Accordingly, states may support NSA 

engagement with the secretariat while resisting NSA participation vis-à-vis the organization’s 

assembly. While states delegate the responsibility for mission completion to a secretariat, it is 

their responsibility to define that mission through multilateral negotiation.  
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The member-state assembly, as a collectivity, should favor upstream participatory roles 

for NSAs only in exchange for the provision of a good that the organization cannot acquire 

independently. Although we tend to think of NSA consultation roles as a way for IGOs to gain 

essential information and expertise, I expect that in fact “consultation” roles will be offered in 

exchange for some work that the NSAs will do on behalf of the IGO that surpasses the 

information-sharing duty of consultative relationships themselves. Information expertise can be 

gained either in-house by IGO staff, by members, or garnered from NGOs without formal 

participatory roles in the governance process.6 When formal participation roles are extended to 

NSAs, then, there should be some evidence of an additional benefit that the IGO gains by the 

participation of these non-member organizations.  

A clear example of this, and thus something that I expect to find driving assemblies to 

engage with NSAs, is publicity. IGOs often rely on powerful public-information campaigns that 

are necessary to advance the message of the organization. Such campaigns can raise funds 

through either direct public fundraising or by generating domestic pressure upon governments to 

do, and give, more for the cause. NSA organizations can serve as a direct link to the global 

citizenry through their membership rolls, their numerical abundance, and their unique powers as 

information generators and distributors (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). Because NSAs are thus uniquely 

capable of dispersing information globally, I expect that when we see IGO assemblies electing to 

advance NSA participation in their organization we will also find evidence that the driving 

objective behind the move will be the organization’s desire to utilize NSA power of information 

projection. This stands in contrast to our regular belief that the driving purpose of NSA 

participation in IGOs is to provide information to the organization. Of course IGOs can learn a 

great deal of important, even necessary, information from non-state actors. The argument here is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 For example, the Security Council regularly gains information from non-state actors through an informal 
means known as the “Arria Formula.” It is common for states to invite presentations by NSAs outside of 
formal Security Council meetings, but the process is not been formalized into any regularized participation 
rights or opportunities.  



 24!

that IGOs can obtain such important information from NSAs through informal relationships with 

particular trusted organizations. The point of the matter is that regularized participation rights are 

therefore not necessary for IGOs to gain expert information from NSAs. Such participation rights 

are more likely to be extended, therefore, in exchange for the ability of NSAs to assist the IGO in 

its mission. One way of doing this is by dispersing information and launching both global and 

domestic campaigns that can affect the behavior of both individuals and governments.   

H5:   The member-state assembly, as a collectivity, will favor upstream participatory roles for 
NSAs only in exchange for the provision of a good that the organization cannot acquire 
independently, such as the provision of publicity and public information campaigns. 

 

Individually, states face pressures to negotiate multilateral agreements that reflect their 

own substantive preferences, as determined by their individual interests shaped by domestic 

political realities (Legro, 1996; Moravcsik, 1997). Each state, therefore, should favor NSA 

participation or consultation in the member-state decision-making venue when it perceives that 

such engagement will bolster its negotiation position (if, for example, a state believes that the 

engaged NSAs will support its preferred position), or produces domestic benefits for the state. 

Each state’s unique perspective on this point will depend on domestic political considerations and 

the relationship between each state and relevant NSAs. For example, states may be able to derive 

benefits (or avoid costs) at home because of a relationship with a national NGO that seeks a role 

within an IGO.  

A commonly accepted version of this argument takes democracy as a proxy for state 

interests and expects that democracies will always be more supportive of NGO participation in 

global governance than non-democracies (H6). This belief is supported by literature that 

demonstrates that democracies have increased audience costs, and that the power of civil society 

to influence state policy is greater in democracies relative to autocracies (Aston, 2001, p. 958; 

Bohmelt, 2010). Accordingly, democracies are expected to be more likely to support civil society 

participation than non-democracies because NGOs are more likely to be domestically powerful in 
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democratic states with strong civil liberties than in non-democratic or illiberal states. Secondly, 

where civil society is strong and the logic of electoral control is present, states are likely to feel 

pressure to include civil society in international negotiations and will be more likely to give in to 

that pressure (because of audience costs and the rationale of re-election).  

 The theoretical argument that democracies are more likely to support NGO participation 

in intergovernmental negotiations is compelling, and there is at least some evidence that 

democracy is, in fact, a good predictor of whether or not a government will include civil society 

in its international environmental negotiation delegation (Bohmelt, 2010). There is a decent 

chance, however, that regime type is not in fact the real determinant of state preferences 

regarding NSA participation, or a consistent indicator of state preference on this matter. 

Empirically, we can point to instances where the link between democracy and support of NGO 

inclusion is not direct. For example, during the 2004 UN General Assembly debate on civil 

society relations, the G-77 states (representing many lesser-democratic UN member states) 

argued quite fervently for expanding NGO roles while strong democracies were more reticent of 

making changes that would expand NGO regularized participation within the UN system (see 

Chapter 2). 

We also see this general pattern behind some government positions on NGO participation in the 

Bretton Woods Institutions, for which Cuba often argues in support of expansion, for example. 

These examples raise questions about the relationship between regime type and support by states 

for NGO inclusion in international negotiations. It may be, instead, that although it is often in a 

democracy’s interest to include NSA voices in deliberation (because democracies are more likely 

than autocracies to have powerful domestic civil society actors and to have state policy positions 

that align with powerful domestic civil society actors because of their electoral support), it is not 

always so. Meanwhile, non-democratic states may have close relations with particular NSAs on 
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certain issues (or support particular “NGOs”7). Instead, then, I expect that only where NSA 

voices will augment a state’s capacity to realize domestic preferences in policy outcomes, or 

where a state perceives that supporting NSA participation in an IGO will produce domestic 

benefits vis-à-vis its home relationship with NSAs, will the state support NGO participation in the 

decision-making venue. In other words, Individual states will favor extending NSA consultative 

roles when doing so produces domestic benefits or supports the state’s negotiation position in the 

organization. For the reasons discussed above, democracies are more likely to find this to be the 

case than are autocracies, but not necessarily so. Autocracies, too, will likely support bringing 

NSAs into the process when they believe certain organizations will assist them in negotiating for 

a particular policy outcome, or when they choose to support particular organizations for reasons 

rooted in domestic policy. Therefore, we should instead expect that state support for NSA 

participation will be inconsistent and dependent upon domestic political considerations. States 

will view NSAs as potential supporters for their particular policy preference, or as potential 

obstructions to those interests. States will, generally, favor extending NSA consultative roles 

when doing so produces some domestic benefit or otherwise supports the state’s negotiation 

position in the international organization (H7). In other words, domestic politics (not regime type) 

will drive individual state's decisions to support NSA participation, leading states to support the 

participation of particular organizations over that of others. Accordingly we should observe that 

states are inconsistent in their support for NSA participation in IGO affairs, opting to promote or 

resist (or abstain from stating a position) the participation of NSAs in different issue areas, for 

different non-state actor organizations, and across time (as domestic politics change) (H8). Lastly, 

because states will feel inconsistent about their support for NSA participation, they will 

demonstrate a desire to control the process of selection for particular organizations granted 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Governments have been known to create, or heavily subsidize, particular “NGOs”, leading to the creation 
of a whole host of terms for these “impure” NGOs: GRINGO (Government Regulated), “GONGO” 
(Government Organized), and MANGO (Manipulated). See Hägel and Peretz (2005) 
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participatory rights by establishing some selection criteria or means of managing the list of NSAs 

granted such roles (H9). 

Accordingly, although allowing regime type to stand as an indicator for state interest 

produces a more parsimonious prediction than the alternative, we should be skeptical of the 

assumption that regime-type serves as an ideal predictor of state interest. The true determining 

factor of a state’s preference for NSA inclusion and participation will be the impact felt upon 

domestic politics and the state’s ability to see its policy preferences in final negotiated 

agreements. The difference will be discernable through qualitative study that investigates the 

preferences of states.  

 
H6:   Democracies will favor extending NSA consultative roles more often than will 
  non-democracies.  
  
H7:  Individual states will favor extending NSA consultative roles when doing so produces 
   domestic benefits or supports the state’s negotiation position in the organization. 
 
H8:  Individual states will demonstrate inconsistent support for NSA participation in IGO 

affairs, opting to promote or resist (or abstain from stating a position) the participation of 
NSAs in different issue areas, for different non-state actor organizations, and across time 
(as domestic politics change) (H8) 

 
H9:  All else equal, states will establish some selective control over which NSAs are granted 
 upstream participation rights.   

 

On the whole we should expect a secretariat to be in favor of the participation of NSAs 

when it could derive benefits relevant to the successful completion of organization tasks and 

goals; for the assembly as a collective body to favor engaging NSAs when doing so provides 

benefits that either assist the global management of the organization as a whole; and for 

individual states to be in favor of NSA participation when they expect to derive political benefits.  

If this is correct, then the demand for NSA participation will be filled by particular kinds 

of participatory roles and particular kinds of organizations aimed at filling that need, and an in-

depth qualitative study of the choices that organizations face regarding NSA engagement should 
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provide evidence that engagement is pursued when specific interests of the states and 

organizations are served. Secretariats should be selective about the actors they engage with, based 

on their capacity to assist in successful and efficient mission completion. The reasons for which 

assemblies choose to engage NSAs in consultative relationships should determine the rules 

chosen about selectivity. For example, if assemblies include NSAs because of budget crises, then 

we should expect them to be selective and include NSAs with fundraising potential. By 

thoroughly investigating IGO cases with attention to change over time and investigation of 

preferences throughout decision-making processes, we will be able to investigate the causal 

variables behind each decision to include, or not include, NSAs in participatory roles.  

If instead NSA participation in global governance is being driven by the weakening 

capacity and legitimacy of IGOs due to globalization, the increasing power of social movements 

to compel states to accommodate their demands for democratic inclusion, or the power of IGOs 

as purveyors of a global norm supporting participatory rights for NSAs, then we should predict 

very different patterns of NSA-IGO relationships.  

The globalization gap and demand-oriented argument tells us that NSA participation in 

global governance develops when states are compelled to engage these actors in exchange for the 

power of their knowledge and expertise in an era of increased complexity and waning state 

power. As this argument is based in an exchange between IGOs and NSAs as a requirement for 

their participatory roles, it has much in common with the theory and hypotheses elaborated above. 

The difference is that the “demand” perspective expects states to be in a weak bargaining position 

and for the complexity of their work to be important determinants of the extent to which they 

engage NSAs. Thus, on the whole the greater complexity faced by an IGO, the more likely we 

should find that NSAs are granted participation opportunities within the organization, and that 

those opportunities should generally be designed according to the preferences of NSAs (H10). 



 29!

If the power of transnational social activism is instead the trigger for NSA participation 

within IGOs, then we should be able to see a time-dependent relationship between targeted 

campaigns and the reform of IGO governance rules to accommodate the interests of NSAs (H11).  

Lastly, if an intergovernmental organization such as the UN has been gradually nurturing 

a norm of democratic inclusion and dispersing that norm throughout the globe, then we should 

see increased NSA participation across organizations over time – especially within the UN 

system itself. Further, if the causal mechanism for NSA participation in global governance is a 

principled adherence to norms of democratic inclusion, then the participatory roles granted should 

increasingly be more open than selective (H12).  

H10:  The greater complexity faced by an IGO, the more likely we should find that NSAs are 
granted participation opportunities within the organization, and that those opportunities 
should generally be designed according to the preferences of NSAs.  

 
H11:   Reform to IGO rules accommodating the interests of NSAs will, more often than not, 

follow targeted campaigns of social activism. 
 
H12:   Formal NSA participation roles will have expanded across UN organizations over time 

and be increasingly granted more broadly than selectively. 
 

List of Hypotheses 
Concerning the Secretariat: 
 
H1:  The secretariat, delegated the responsibility for successful and efficient mission 
 completion, will favor granting NSAs participatory roles when doing so increases  
 mission success or efficiency. 
 
H2:    Secretariats of IGOs will be more likely to engage NSAs in downstream implementation 
  than upstream consultation.  
 

 H3:   Secretariats of IGOs will favor extending selective consultative roles to NSAs, based on 
organization capacity.  

 
 H4:   All else equal, member-state assemblies will be supportive of a secretariat’s attempts to 

engage directly with NSAs.  
 
Concerning the Assembly: 
 
H5:   The member-state assembly, as a collectivity, will favor upstream participatory roles for 

NSAs only in exchange for the provision of a good that the organization cannot acquire 
independently, such as the provision of publicity and public information campaigns. 
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Concerning Individual States:  
 
H6:   Democracies will favor extending NSA consultative roles more often than will 
  non-democracies.  
  
H7:  Individual states will favor extending NSA consultative roles when doing so produces 
   domestic benefits or supports the state’s negotiation position in the organization. 
 
H8:  Individual states will demonstrate inconsistent support for NSA participation in IGO 

affairs, opting to promote or resist (or abstain from stating a position) the participation of 
NSAs in different issue areas, for different non-state actor organizations, and across time 
(as domestic politics change)  
 

H9:  All else equal, states will establish some selective control over which NSAs are granted 
 upstream participation rights.   
 
Drawn from alternative theoretical perspectives: 
 
H10:  The greater complexity faced by an IGO, the more likely we should find that NSAs are 

granted participation opportunities within the organization, and that those opportunities 
should generally be designed according to the preferences of NSAs.  

 
H11:   Reform to IGO rules accommodating the interests of NSAs will, more often than not, 

follow targeted campaigns of social activism. 
 
H12:   Formal NSA participation roles will have expanded across UN organizations over time 

and be increasingly granted more broadly than selectively. 
 
 

Research Design 

Testing these hypotheses requires data-rich cases that provide ample material for 

exploring decision-making within IGOs. Accordingly, I will test these expectations through an 

extensive exploration of a small number of cases in which I can undercover a rich history of 

decision-making with regard to the role of NSAs. Through qualitative case analysis I will draw 

many observations within each organization case, and have the ability to explore nuanced 

measurement of the complex independent and dependent variables important to this study 

(Bennett, 2007: 20).  

There are hundreds of potential IGOs to investigate. In order to reduce complexity within 

the universe of IGOs I have elected to narrow my focus to the United Nations system, and to one 
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type of organization within that system: UN Programmes and Funds. As a result, the cases have 

several structural similarities: each is formally subsidiary to the Economic and Social Council 

(ECOSOC), each is composed of an elected assembly of member-states8, and each receives only a 

small amount of their operating budget from the UN general fund and is therefore primarily 

reliant upon voluntary contributions. Although membership in these assemblies rotates, many 

states (all of the great powers) have held their seats continually since their origin.  

Focusing on the UN system is also beneficial to this study as the UN is arguably a strong 

source of the normative argument promoting NSA inclusion and participation in governance. 

Nevertheless, quite different practices exist across individual UN organizations. Rooting this 

research within the UN system allows for an exploration of the potential tension between the 

principles espoused by proponents of participatory democracy and the structural realities 

experienced within the intergovernmental organizations that compose that system. 

Among the UN Programme and Fund subset of the universe of IGO cases I have selected 

to investigate the UN Development Program (UNDP), UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and the 

UN Environment Program (UNEP). This decision has been driven by a desire to compare 

significant cases, and those that provide for variation among the independent variables expected 

to condition the existence, and type, of NSA participatory roles established within each case. 

Additionally, these three organizations are each in their own way core UN organizations, meriting 

close evaluation. UNDP provides the foundation of UN development work, serving as the central 

apparatus for the “delivering as one” development agenda. UNICEF arguably enjoys the greatest 

public awareness of all UN organizations. UNEP is the central UN Programme dedicated to 

guiding environmental governance. They also all have several decades of existence under their 

belt, producing a deep history of data from which I can draw many observations.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 UNICEF and UNDP both have an Executive Board with 36 seats, UNEP’s Governing Council has 58 
seats. 



 32!

In addition to these three organizations I study the development of rules governing NSA 

participation within ECOSOC. This is an important element of this research, because although 

ECOSOC is structurally different from the Programmes and Funds of the UN system, the UN 

Charter specifies that the Economic and Social Council “may make suitable arrangements for 

consultation with non-governmental organizations” (Article 71, UN Charter). Thus, ECOSOC is 

the central site of NGO relationships vis-à-vis the United Nations system. The history of reform 

to the rules governing ECOSOC consultation also serves as a fountain of information about how 

such rules are created, debated, and reformed. Any study that purports to analyze UN system 

relationships with non-state actors certainly must consider the history of such relations vis-à-vis 

ECOSOC. Along with a consideration of ECOSOC I also explore attempts to establish 

consultation roles for NSAs vis-à-vis the General Assembly and Security Council.   

Only hypotheses 1, 5 and 8 speak directly to the independent variables that determine the 

existence of participatory roles for NSAs. The other hypotheses provide further opportunities to 

test the validity of these assertions by predicting characteristics of the participatory roles that 

should be observed, if the theory is correct about the cause for the existence of such rules. In 

selecting cases for analysis it was important to aim for diversity across these independent 

variables. Because identifying the independent variables themselves requires case study 

investigation (such as uncovering the domestic political preferences of member-states) I have 

determined possible predictors of these in order to find cases that are likely to provide the 

necessary independent variable diversity.  

The first hypothesis tells us that secretariat decisions regarding NSA participation will be 

based in the kinds of missions that they are charged with implementing. As discussed above, one 

way to think about differences in missions and the benefit of engaging with non-state actors or 

solely with governments is to consider whether the IGO mission is dedicated to addressing a 

broad issue or to providing direct assistance to governments. This distinction can provide for us a 
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way of establishing variation on this matter across the cases.  Most UN Programs and Funds 

might be categorized as issue-based organizations, however UNDP was established to directly 

assist governments through funding and government advising on state-led development projects. 

It remains primarily an agency for assisting governments in their development plans, although 

over time it has also taken on an issue-based identity as a promoter of “human development,” a 

subtle change that allows for within-case variation as the Human Development Report project is 

housed entirely within the secretariat while the assembly retains the original mission of 

government support for development. In contrast, UNICEF has from the beginning been an issue-

based organization aimed at protecting the welfare of children. In the middle, UNEP is both an 

issue-based organization directed at improving the state of the environment and a facilitator of 

government action and cooperation on that issue.  

Hypothesis 5 indicates that assemblies will be most likely to create participation roles for 

NSAs when they demand some good from them that IGOs are not able to acquire on their own. I 

have suggested that the ability of NSAs to share information with their members and to direct 

public-information campaigns is likely something that will be in demand from IGOs. Public 

information campaigns are useful to IGOs in their ability to mobilize public support for IGO 

programs, to facilitate government ratification through domestic pressure, or possibly to increase 

government funding for IGO programs. As one way to capture this difficult variable, we can look 

again to variation in the mission distinction discussed above. Issue-based organizations arguably 

have greater need for publicity campaigns to mobilize public opinion than organizations that are 

primarily instruments for governments. Secondly, variation in budget constraints may be 

significant as public campaigns can be utilized for fundraising (directly from individuals, or by 

putting pressure on governments to give more). Although each of the cases in this study relies 

primarily on voluntary government contributions, they have quite different budgets. UNDP’s 

budget is more than 2 Billion USD larger than UNICEF and about 5 Billion USD larger than 
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UNEP. UNEP faces a continual struggle to increase government voluntary contributions, but also 

manages several environmental trust funds. UNICEF receives all of its funding through voluntary 

donations.  

Lastly, hypothesis 8 suggests that state support for NSA participation will vary across 

issues and in relationship to particular NSA organizations. In order to capture as much diversity 

as we can for this variable, it is helpful if the cases cover a variety of issue areas. Our three 

primary cases accomplish this. This research will look at an organization dedicated to 

environmental issues, one aimed at (primarily economic) development, and lastly, a humanitarian 

organization.  

Taken as a whole, considering only the types of mission and basic budget information of 

the cases under review, the hypotheses predict that UNDP, as the organization with the largest 

state-financed budget and a mission mainly aimed at government assistance with their own 

development projects, will be least likely to extend upstream participatory roles for NSAs. 

UNICEF, with an issue-focused mission and less financial support from governments, will be 

most likely to do so, and UNEP should fall somewhere in between these two as its mission is a 

combination of government and international negotiation assistance and issue-centric work. 

However such a  prediction is very blunt and based on rough measures of complex 

variables, and does not include the interests of individual states, which are difficult to predict 

prior to investigation. Further, investigation is required to fully appreciate the mission of each 

organization, as it is defined and understood by states and secretariats. Qualitative investigation 

of each case will allow for uncovering of the real variables at work in each organization. The test 

of this theory will require close evaluation of not only the presence or absence of NSA 

participation in an organization, but the process by which such roles were established, the 

position that secretariats, assemblies, and individual states have taken on these matters, and the 
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form that the rules have taken. In other words, congruence testing will not be sufficient for a 

careful test of the causal theory here.  

Having narrowed the case selection to UN Programmes and Funds benefits this study by 

reducing competing explanations. But, as these cases are not identical but for a single variable, I 

cannot draw conclusions based on the comparative method alone. When faced with imperfect 

most similar systems research designs, researchers can utilize methods of process tracing in order 

to test the causal claims among cases that are similar but imperfectly matched (Bennet, 2007: 32).  

Process tracing, a systematic examination of evidence for the testing of a researcher’s 

proposed hypotheses, is often invoked by social science researchers, but not often well explained 

(Collier, 2011: 823). Process tracing requires thorough description at each step within a sequence, 

allowing for multiple observations of the study variables across the history of a single case, and 

the potential for strengthened causal inference.   

In this research I will go beyond a basic observation of the presence or absence of 

participation roles within each case and will instead investigate the causal mechanisms driving 

decisions to extend (or to not extend) participatory roles with NSAs throughout the history of 

each organization, and work to expose the preferences of each relevant and powerful actor along 

the way. I will ask if the creation, or reform, of rules has been determined by an exchange 

between NSAs and IGOs, if there is evidence that secretariats and member states demonstrated 

knowledge that they would benefit, or if they were pressured by social activism campaigns, or by 

the transcendence of normative persuasion on democratic inclusion.  

This analysis will require research that is steeped in history. It is not enough to know 

what the current rules and arrangements with NSAs of each organization are. It will be necessary 

to expose not only the rules at each organization’s founding but also the way in which those rules 

have evolved in both policy and practice since. Further, as much as possible, it will be necessary 

to uncover any debates between interested parties along the way. In other words, this research is 
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aimed at recording the deliberation and decisions made with regard to establishing the initial rules 

governing relationships with non-state actors and then process tracing the development of all 

rules related to the role of NSAs.  

In each of these cases significant changes have taken place over time regarding the 

consultative arrangements with NSAs, and an investigation of these points of change will 

facilitate identification of the important factors prompting the creation of the forms of 

engagement that have developed over time. As I study the evolution of the rules governing 

relationships with these NSAs I will look to record actors’ positions regarding changes in rules 

and practice of engaging with NSAs. Which actors support increasing participatory roles, and 

which actors resist such changes, and why?       

Historical primary sources such as meeting notes, published reports and news articles will 

serve as primary sources of evidence for this study. The reporting of journalists and the academic 

papers of contemporary researchers will serve to enhance the official record, along with 

biographies and recorded interviews with key persons, such as organization Executive Directors 

and those that worked closely with them. To supplement these primary print sources data I have, 

where possible, interviewed individuals with experience working within the UN system, 

including some with direct United Nations experience since the 1970s. I have also sought insight 

from individuals who currently work for United Nations organizations and the NSAs that work 

with them in order to discern an insider perspective on the actual practice within these IGOs 

today, which is not entirely evident by studying the rules and the official record alone.9 In many 

cases in this manuscript I cite interviews by number alone, and in other cases I indicate the 

source’s name. I elected to keep sources anonymous in all cases unless the interviewee held an 

important position historically and the identification of that particular position and person was 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 A list of 14 cited interviews and personal communications can be found on page 250. 
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relevant to the story that they had to tell, and also only when given explicit permission to identify 

the speaker. 

       

Conclusion 

The study of NSAs in International Relations has focused more on power and influence 

than on roles and structure of rules. As a result, we have not sufficiently studied the formal and 

informal roles that NSAs play in institutions of global governance. Meanwhile, IGOs have been 

creating new and diverse ways of engaging with NSAs and bringing them, more or less, into their 

governance structures and policy-making processes. This research project aims to understand the 

driving causes behind variation in the extent and selectivity of institutionalized participatory roles 

for NSAs linked to the secretariat and the assembly based upon the demands faced by each. This 

approach takes many lessons from the rational institutionalist suggestions provided by several 

authors, but departs from these by taking both member states and the IGO bureaucracy itself as 

powerful actors with a role in decision-making vis-à-vis the means of engaging NSAs. This 

approach will allow us to fully explain the diverse set of creative institutional choices that IGOs 

have made with regard to engaging NSAs.        

In the following chapters we will find that the hypotheses hold up well. The cases provide 

extensive opportunities to see the process of decision-making on the matter of NSA engagement 

and participation, and show change that is not unidirectional in the matter expected by the 

competing theoretical arguments. We will find that the role that NSAs play in publicity, or public 

information campaigns has been of key significance to the UN system and the determination of 

the organizations under study to engage with, and provide participatory roles for, NSAs. We also 

see that states display inconsistent positions on the participation of NSAs, determined by 

domestic political considerations. Overall, this research demonstrates that participation of NSAs 

in IGO governance is not growing in any simple way, but is continually a matter of contention 
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and expands where those actors with power to determine such roles find it beneficial to the 

organization mission and their individual state preferences.  
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CHAPTER 2 

NON-STATE ACTORS AND THE UN SYSTEM 

In this chapter I intend to accomplish two things. First, in order to lay a necessary 

foundation for the information that will come in the following chapters, I will provide a broad 

description of the UN system and how NGOs operate within that system. Second, this chapter 

will explain how the rules governing NGOs in the UN system were written into the UN Charter 

during its founding. This review of the system as a whole and its history will provide evidence of 

state, assembly, and some secretariat behavior with which we can reflect upon the hypothesis 

proposed in the last chapter. Broadly, this chapter provides positive evidence in defense of our 

hypotheses – the seventh and eighth in particular – while the tenth, eleventh and twelfth receive 

no real support. We will see states disagreeing about the role that NSAs should play in UN 

operations, a tendency to preference selective and informal relations, and the importance that the 

power NGOs have to conduct public relations campaigns has for the development of their role in 

the UN. Overall, this chapter aims to introduce the UN and its complex relationship with non-

state actors.     

One cannot explain how the United Nations engages with non-state actors in any simple 

way. There are many parts of the UN with variable autonomy from the rest of the system, and 

each operates with unique rules governing its relationships with non-state actors. Indeed, the 

United Nations is regularly misunderstood in large part because it is particularly difficult to 

define. It is less a single organization than a loosely integrated system, or “family” of 

organizations. The General Assembly, Security Council and Economic and Social Council 

(ECOSOC) are core-governing apparatuses, but they do not regulate the remainder of the system 

in any purely hierarchical way. The office of the Secretary-General, though providing some 

organizational guidance, does not command the ship as does the Chief Executive Officer of a 

corporation. Further, among the thirty-some organizations that are affiliated with the UN, many 
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agencies and programmes share overlapping objectives. Some are closely tied to the system, 

while others are formally related though in fact entirely apart from it (such as the World Bank and 

International Monetary Fund).  

This is one reason why the UN system provides such a good place to examine the key 

variable of this research study. There are many parts of the UN system that have designed rules 

governing relations with non-state actors. In later chapters I will compare the history of rule-

making on this matter within three separate UN Programmes: UNDP, UNEP, and UNICEF. It is 

important to start, however, with careful study of the rules of engagement for NSAs within the 

core governing bodies of the UN, and the system as a whole. Many debates have been waged in 

the UN General Assembly and ECOSOC about the role of NSAs within the UN, and the story of 

how non-governmental organizations were written into the UN Charter itself tells us quite a lot 

about the factors that determined the relationship between the UN and NSAs.  

It is important to note, however, that this chapter does not look at one organization 

composed of a secretariat and an assembly, which impacts how we will be able to reflect upon the 

hypotheses posed in the first chapter. Instead this chapter explores, first, a conference of states 

gathered to hash out a charter for the emerging United Nations organization and later three central 

parts of the UN system. Reviewing decisions taken during the UN Conference on International 

Organization (UNCIO) provides an opportunity to study the interests and actions of individual 

states, but not an assembly of states of an existing organization with collective interests in 

maintaining such an organization, as is described in the theoretical premise explained in the first 

chapter. In addition, the UN system secretariat is not specifically an implementer of decisions 

taken by the GA or ECOSOC, as secretariats have been described in the theoretical premise of the 

study. Nevertheless, this review of the UN system – the formation of the charter and decisions of 

ECOSOC in particular – provides a good deal of evidence with which we can evaluate the 

hypotheses.  
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 Above all, a look at the history of the UN’s formation accentuates the fact that the 

engagement of NSAs by intergovernmental organizations is not unique to the recent era of 

internet-fueled globalization. In fact, it could be argued that the support for participation rights for 

NSAs was at a peak during the San Francisco conference – not to mention the extensive informal 

participation that NSAs enjoyed during the tenure of the League of Nations. It is useful to check 

our natural tendency to describe today’s engagement of civil society as qualitatively exceptional 

with a dose of historical reflection. Not only were NSAs involved in the drafting of the UN 

charter, but governments explicitly debated their inclusion in the new organization as some 

argued for extensive NSA participation rights. Further, there has not been a unidirectional march 

towards greater inclusion and participation for NSAs. Instead, in some ways, the rules governing 

NSA participation have been circumscribed within ECOSOC.  

 I will now describe the history of the United Nations and the writing of its charter, sketch 

out a depiction of the organizational structure of the UN system and how non-governmental 

organizations are able to interact with that system, describe in detail the history of ECOSOC rules 

on NGO consultation, and then briefly look at the other main UN bodies and their engagement 

with NSAs.  

 

The Paradox of Article 71: From the League to the UN 

Non-governmental action often precedes the formation of intergovernmental 

organizations (IGOs) and the transition from non-governmental activity to inter-governmental 

organization has been, in many cases, a long process. Often the role of non-governmental 

organizations has been increasingly marginalized as the new IGO developed. This was the 

experience of the League of Nations, which began with extensive informal NGO participation 

that was curtailed in its latter years (Steve Charnovitz, 1997; Gunter, 1977; Otto, 1996; Pei-heng, 
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1981; Seary, 1996; White, 1968).10 NGOs were active in the formation process of the United 

Nations as well, and the UN Charter does more to formally recognize NGOs than its predecessor, 

the League, had done; although arguably the actual participation of NGOs in the UN does not 

reach the extensive informal participation that they enjoyed during the early League years (White, 

1968).  

The legal inclusion of NGOs within the UN Charter has been called “no more than 

formal innovation” following the “political fact” of inclusion within the League of Nations 

(Lador-Lederer, 1963, p. 71).  Still, by including Non-Governmental Organizations in Article 71 

of the UN Charter, the authors formally determined that the new intergovernmental organization 

would engage non-state actors in consultative relations; marking a new and, in the eyes of many, 

an inspiring institutional relationship between governments and private organizations:  “the 

United Nations thus took a great step forward toward the establishment of a true and full 

democracy on the international level” (White, 1968, p. 259).   

Accordingly, the UN Charter uniquely grants an important formal recognition of non-

state actors, specifically “non-governmental organizations.” Of all potential NSAs with which the 

UN may have relationships (businesses, non-profit organizations, parliamentary bodies, etc.), the 

UN Charter formalized consultative relations only with “nongovernmental organizations” 

(NGOs).11  

 Bertram Pickard, who worked with the League of Nations as a representative of the 

Friends Service Council and later served as the Liaison Officer for NGOs in consultative status 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 For an extensive discussion of relations between the League of Nations and international NGOs see 
White (1968) 
11 Although the term NGO has lost popularity overall for being negatively defined (as it describes what 
groups are not, rather than what they are) and too vague, it remains the traditional label used within the UN 
system (K. Martens, 2002). Meanwhile, the phrase “civil society” has gradually become regular parlance in 
UN documents and discussions about the future of UN-non-state actor relations. Still, there is little 
consensus on the definition of either term. Individual UN organizations tend to use different labels, 
descriptions, and categorizations in their own documentation.   
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with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), was uniquely able to compare the League and 

UN with regards to NGO engagement. He described the difference between the two as 

paradoxical; decreasing practical engagement was shrouded in the “dignity of officialdom”: 

Thus we have the surprising paradox that Article 71 of the Charter, generally thought to 
be a newly opened door and invitation to come inside, was not only a denial of integral 
participation of certain non-governmental elements as in the ILO but also in effect a so-
far-and-no-further obstacle to any continuance of the pragmatic but close IGO-NGO 
partnership developed under the League. It is not suggested for a moment that the chief 
proponents of Article 71, whether delegates or NGO consultants, were either dupes 
themselves, or were duping others. Article 71 did open the door, for the first time, to a 
statutory and generalized relationship which previously had been non-statutory and 
highly selective. But, while the need for protection from the dangers of full participation 
must have been clearly in view it is perhaps legitimate to wonder whether some of the 
anomalies were foreseen to which Article 71 and its implementation would in time give 
rise. On the positive side, it is worth noting that the vague permissive clause of Article 71 
relating to the work of the Economic and Social Council in fact did provide a kind of 
open sesame to the United Nations and has served to invest the representatives of 
organizations with something of the dignity of officialdom. (Pickard, 1956, p. 72)  

 
Article 71 of the Charter allows that: “the Economic and Social Council may make 

suitable arrangements for consultation with non-governmental organizations which are concerned 

with matters within its competence.” The Economic and Social Council then governs the rules 

establishing formal consultative relationships with NGOs. There are currently three categories of 

consultative relations: General, Special, and Roster. Each formally conveys specific rights to a 

particular group of NGOs. The current rules defining each of these categories and the process of 

application for consultative status are laid down in ECOSOC Resolution 1996/31. However, the 

rules fail to define NGO and includes ambiguous language, exposing an underlying disagreement 

among member states about which NSAs to engage, and to what extent (Aston, 2001).  

Conflicts over rules aside, NGOs, civil society, and other stakeholders are regular and 

important players in the UN system. In addition to the ECOSOC formal process for NGO 

recognition, organizations may obtain accreditation with the Department of Public Information 

(DPI) or engage directly with the many agencies, programmes, funds and other organizations that 

form the far-flung UN “family.” Global conferences in particular have been of substantial 
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importance to NGOs and civil society. Impressive numbers of voluntary organizations are 

routinely present at UN world conferences. The Stockholm Conference in 1972 and the UN 

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992 were each pivotal for 

increasing NGO inclusion, and then participation, in the UN universe.  

At the very same time, the UN is a state-based organization and there is persistent 

member resistance to significant formal participation of NSAs. Such opposition is not universal, 

and arguably led by a minority of governments that are especially hostile to the idea of 

institutionalized participation for NGOs, but democracies that are generally supportive of civil 

society inclusion have also expressed opposition to extensions of their formal participation in the 

UN (Aston, 2001; Seary, 1996; Willetts, 2006). “States seem to equate NGO access with 

influence, and thus they routinely invoke their sovereign privilege to restrict official NGO 

participation in negotiations" (Betsill & Corell, 2008, p. 192). On the whole, UN member states 

have, so far, resisted creating formal opportunities for NGOs to participate expansively with the 

General Assembly or the Security Council, but the Charter protects their consultative roles within 

ECOSOC.  

 
UN Governance Structure and NSA Engagement 

 
There are four primary bodies governing the UN System: the General Assembly, Security 

Council, Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), and the Secretariat.12 The General Assembly 

(GA) operates as the house of equality among members, where each member-state (193 with the 

admittance of South Sudan in July 2011) has a seat and a vote. The Security Council (SC) has the 

responsibility of maintaining international peace and security, and stands as the most structurally 

unequal body in the system. Five member-states hold permanent membership in the SC and 

maintain a right to veto decisions. These core SC members are joined by ten additional states, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 The International Court of Justice and the Trusteeship Council are also considered primary bodies of the 
UN system. Annual meetings of the Trusteeship Council have been suspended since 1994, though 
operations may resume if needed.  



 45!

with rotating membership. Resolutions require nine affirmative votes (and no vetoes) to pass. 

ECOSOC is a council of 54 rotating member states with the job of managing the economic and 

social activities of the system, which are primarily the responsibility of the numerous specialized 

agencies, programmes, funds and other organizations associated with the UN system. The 

secretariat, or office of the Secretary-General, manages the administrative staff of the system, 

which numbers more than 40,000 personnel located around the globe.     

The system is regularly criticized for being too big, redundant, and inefficient. Even 

strong supporters of the United Nations as a whole admit that system proliferation has produced a 

sprawling organization “through accidental accretion rather than design” (Weiss, 2011, p. 200). 

…we have also seen how [T]the UN’s work on development and environment is often  
fragmented and weak. Inefficient and ineffective governance and unpredictable funding 
have contributed to policy incoherence, duplication and operational ineffectiveness across 
the system. Cooperation between organizations has been hindered by competition for 
funding, mission creep and by outdated business practices. (United Nations, 2006) 
 

There have been many calls to streamline the UN umbrella.13 Frequently, the goal of 

increasing system coherence drives the production of a new UN entity, for the purpose of knitting 

together the fragmented and duplicated activities of numerous other entities. This has, arguably, 

only provided for greater proliferation of the system.  

Indeed one current process of UN reform does not aim to eliminate agencies or 

programmes – a political non-starter – but has created a new UN entity with the purpose of 

facilitating collective coherent development operations. The UN Development Group (UNDG), 

created in 1997, brings together the administrative leadership of the 32 UN agencies, programmes 

and funds that play a role in UN development work. It is chaired by the administrator of the UN 

Development Programme (UNDP) and operates by creating UN country teams, led by local 

UNDP Resident Representatives, to unite the development work of all UN organizations on the 

ground; allowing them to “deliver as one.” By elevating the UNDP Administrator and Resident 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 For a review see Weiss, 2011 
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Representatives to positions of system coordination, the “One UN” organization model positions 

UNDP in the center of its development operations. Eight countries currently serve as pilots for the 

“Delivering as One” approach (UNDG, 2009). 

Even if UN development organizations coordinate their work on the ground, they 

continue to have distinct mechanisms for governance at the headquarters level, and each has a 

unique relationship with NSAs in their specific governance procedures. In addition to 

engagement with individual agencies, the principal entrance points for NGOs into the UN system 

are by gaining consultative status through ECOSOC, gaining association with the Department of 

Public Information and attending the annual DPI/NGO conference, and membership in the 

Conference of NGOs (CoNGO). Additionally, both the General Assembly and the Security 

Council have gradually created informal mechanisms for engaging with civil society directly, 

though in neither case are non-state actors allowed to participate in, or observe, member-state 

negotiations or voting procedures or to hold regularized consultative roles. 

To obtain consultative status with ECOSOC each organization must submit an 

application to the ECOSOC Committee on NGOs (comprised of 19 member states elected by 

ECOSOC for four-year terms). This committee makes recommendations to ECOSOC for which 

NGOs should be granted consultative status and of which type. Typically these recommendations 

are approved, but the Council makes the final determination. Much of the work has become 

routine as the number of applications have dramatically increased, but political considerations 

and the opinion of individual member states are able to play a role and influence the outcome for 

individual applications14 (Aston, 2001; K. Martens, 2004b). The administration of the application 

process is managed by the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), a department of 

the UN secretariat that serves as secretariat of ECOSOC. The NGO Branch of DESA operates as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 For example, the report of ECOSOC to the General Assembly’s 48th session in 1993 (A/48/3/Rev.1) 
recounts the debate over granting consultative status to Human Rights Watch and the International Lesbian 
and Gay Association. Each organization was granted consultative status (category II and roster, 
respectively) only after a roll call vote.   
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the administrative entrance point for all NGOs that hold, or seek, consultative status with 

ECOSOC. Those NGOs that hold ECOSOC consultative status may join the Conference of 

NGOs in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations, or CoNGO.15 CoNGO is not a UN 

body, but an independent umbrella NGO that works to facilitate NGO participation in the UN 

system (without taking substantive positions on issues beyond NGO-UN relations). About 600 of 

the more than 3,400 NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC are members of CoNGO.  

The Department of Public Information (DPI) provides an alternative entrance point for 

non-state actors within the UN system. A department of the secretariat, the DPI is charged with 

publicizing the work of the UN by managing media and public relations. In 1968, along with 

Resolution 1296 which updated the rules of NGO consultation, ECOSOC passed Resolution 1297 

encouraging the Secretary-General to increase the number of NGOs in relationship with the DPI. 

The NGO Relations Cluster, part of the Outreach Division of DPI, now has formal relations with 

more than 1000 NGOs (about half of which are also in consultative status with ECOSOC).16 To 

be in relationship with the DPI an NGO must have a capable information dissemination system 

and ability to conduct information programs with a broad audience. An annual DPI/NGO 

conference has been held since 1946. The conference was held in New York until 1998, and now 

changes location each year to facilitate a broader diversity of organizations to attend. Participants 

discuss the role of civil society on a variety of themes. As many as 1300 people took part in the 

64th DPI/NGO conference in September of 2011 in Bonn, on the theme of “Sustainable Societies” 

(2011).     

 An inter-agency office, the Non-governmental Liaison Service (NGLS), was created in 

1975 to help civil society navigate this complex UN system and to report on UN activities for a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 NGOs associated with the UN that do not hold ECOSOC consultative status may be associate members 
of CoNGO, but not full members. Associate members have no voting rights. 
16 A list of NGOs associated with the DPI (along with information on the ECOSOC accreditation of each) 
can be found at:  
http://esango.un.org/civilsociety/displayDPISearch.do?method=search&sessionCheck=false 
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civil society audience. It is funded by a number of UN agencies, programmes and funds along 

with a small number of member-states. Their work supports NGO participation in UN 

Conferences and produces helpful information for civil society about how to engage the UN 

system, along with reports on NGO participation in various conferences and meetings. 
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Figure 2: UN System NSA Engagement Points 
A: NGOs submit applications to DESA for ECOSOC consultative status 
B. DESA compiles applications and send to ECOSOC’s Committee on NGOs 
C. ECOSOC Committee on NGOs recommends which NGOs will be granted which level of consultative 

status, final determination voted on by full Council (34,000 NGOs hold ECOSOC consultative status) 
D: NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC may join the Conference of NGOs (CoNGO) (600 

members) 
D2: NGOs without ECOSOC consultative status may be associate CoNGO members  
E: NGOs may apply with DPI/NGO for formal DPI relations and accreditation to the annual DPI/NGO 

conference (1,500 NGOs associated with DPI) 
F: NGOs may engage directly with UN Programmes, Funds, and Agencies 
G: NGOs can acquire information about engaging UN system through NGLS 
H: NGOs may work informally in GA committees and apply to participate in interactive hearings prior to 

high-level meetings (since 2005). 
I: NGOs may participate in Arria Formula meetings to consult SC on specific issues 
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 Figure 2 depicts the predominant pathways for NSAs to engage the UN system. I will 

now turn from describing the current shape of the UN system and its engagement points for NSAs 

to a historical look at the origins of this system. Here I will be able to begin to consider the 

behavior of states, assemblies and secretariats in light of my expectations. 

 
 
Establishing, and Reforming, the Rules: The UN Charter and ECOSOC’s NGO Committee 
 
 It became clear during the Second World War that a new international security 

organization would be necessary in the post-war period. As the Allies began planning how to 

formalize their alliance for the years to come, the US State Department plainly remembered the 

disappointment of the US failure to approve membership in the League of Nations and worked 

determinedly to avoid another ratification failure. The need for a new international organization 

was not only clear to the US State Department, but also to the many internationally minded 

volunteer societies that had worked closely with the League of Nations and had been disappointed 

with the isolationism of the United States in the period proceeding US involvement in the war. 

Thus, American volunteer organizations and the State Department made natural allies in the 

pursuit of a successfully formed United Nations organization in which the US was not only a 

member, but also a leader. The volunteer societies represented a powerful mechanism through 

which the State Department could publicize the proposals for a new international organization, 

and actively drum up support for US ratification, thus minimizing the dangers of controversy 

when it came time for Senate confirmation (Robins, 1971).  

 As the State Department prepared to research and devise plans for a postwar organization 

the Assistant to the Secretary of State, Leo Pasvolsky, formed an advisory group to study post-

war foreign policy and international organization planning. This advisory group brought both 

expertise on foreign policy and a connection to the sentiments of public opinion to the planning 

stages. The analyses and studies prepared by the advisory group formed a solid basis for the 
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discussions leading to the Dumbarton Oaks proposal that was edited and approved at the UN 

Conference on International Organization in San Francisco, creating the United Nations Charter. 

In his memoires, Secretary of State Cordell Hull wrote that: 

No one would be disposed...to question the general opinion of those participating in the 
Dumbarton Oaks Conference and later the San Francisco Conference that the chief 
foundations of the world organization, including its basic principles and machinery, grew 
out of the five years' study and preparation that culminated in the meeting at Dumbarton 
Oaks, the results of which, in turn, became the chief foundation for the San Francisco 
Conference. (Robins, 1971, p. 7) 

 

 Once finished with the preparation for Dumbarton Oaks the State Department continued 

its cooperation with public organizations, turning their attention to conducting a vociferous 

campaign to educate the American public on the importance of a post-war organization, and to 

strategically prepare for a successful ratification of the concluding treaty.  

The idea of having the public participate in writing the Charter and of gaining public 
support for it was reflected consistently in the thinking of the State Department after 
Pasvolsky started work. He drew in organization leaders for his committees, and his 
projected Advisory Committee on Post-War Foreign Policy made provision for the role 
of outside groups. (Robins, 1971, pp. 9-10) 

 

 Dorothy Robins, the Education Secretary of the League of Nations Association,17 was 

centrally involved in the campaign to education the American public about the Dumbarton Oaks 

proposals. It was her observation that a fear of ratification failure drove the State Department’s 

novel cooperation with citizen groups, and that this experience formed a basis upon which future 

cooperative engagement grew:  

The Department's eagerness for understanding and support of its policies cracked the 
reserve of long tradition. Precedents of interorganizational cooperation for education on 
world affairs and liaison with the Department of State, developed during this vigorous 
ground-breaking period, constitute the core of such working relationships to this 
day…The public had to be won over to support United States participation in an 
international organization or their hopes and plans for the future would come to nothing. 
(Robins, 1971, pp. 53-54) 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 The League of Nations Association later became the United Nations Association of the United States of 
America, Inc. 
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 Furthering this “experiment in democracy” (Robins, 1971, p. 104), the United States 

chose to include 42 representatives of citizen organizations in its official delegation to the United 

Nations Conference on International Organization in San Francisco in April of 1946. An 

additional 160 organizations came to San Francisco as observers. The Consultants were granted 

extensive diplomatic rights of access and security clearance at the conference – an early 

experiment in integrating NGOs into a UN Conference (Robins, 1971, p. 104).   

 While the State Department had an interest in obtaining advice from some of the nation’s 

“top-flight brains in the field of international relations studies” (Robins, 1971, p. 103) during the 

pre-Dumbarton Oaks research and planning, the incentive to include consultants in the UNCIO 

delegation was likely more about public outreach than gaining consultation advice. Once the 

delegation reached the UNCIO the State Department was fully aware of the interests and 

concerns of public organizations. In fact, those invited to UNCIO were largely the same 

individuals that had served as advisors in the pre-Dumbarton Oaks research team (Robins, 1971, 

pp. 102-104). At this stage, the primary aim of the State Department was to finalize a 

comprehensive Charter and acquire sufficient public support for ratification. The inclusion of 42 

consultants in San Francisco, therefore, had more to do with acquiring public support than 

specific advice on Charter revision negotiations during the San Francisco conference. A statement 

by Archibald MacLeish (Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs under Roosevelt) to the 

consultants early in the San Francisco conference makes this clear: 

If I may, I would like to take two and one-half minutes out to make a little speech on the 
subject. I feel very strongly about this. Your use of the phrase "advocate the positions of 
your organizations" gives me my text. I am sure I speak for every one of you when I say 
that you are not here in any other reason than because you believe in what this 
Conference is trying to do, and you are determined that it is going to be done. And you 
are not here to advocate a position on particular subject matter. This Conference is going 
to try to set up the great rough fabric for a world organization. It isn’t going to deal with 
any of the substantive problems that your organization by itself might be concerned with. 
But you represent a vast number of the American people who are conscious of their 
citizenship and conscious of their responsibility and who are aware of this problem. And 
you want to bring your aid and assistance to it, and you want to be certain that, in the 
work that it had done on it, there is kept continually in mind the deep desire of the 
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American people that this thing should be done and done in a way that accords with their 
views. Now, I will not make that speech again, but I am sure I speak for you all when I 
say that is what you are here for. (MacLeish, quotation found in Robins, 1971, p. 108)  

 

 MacLeish’s statement shows his position on the ultimate aim of including the consultants 

in the delegation – assuring treaty ratification. Several of the consultants themselves assumed that 

this was the fundamental logic of their inclusion as well:  

A number arrived feeling skeptical about the whole process. Some were suspicious that 
their organizations had been honored with the invitation to send a Consultant merely to 
obtain for the State Department a special line to public opinion. They believed that the 
Department wanted "to sell a bill of goods," and that they were there only to help the 
Department ultimately obtain ratification of the Charter, regardless of the kind of 
document it turned out to be. Others, who had worked closely with the Department 
during the previous winter or longer, were convinced that this arrangement was an honest 
recognition of the unique role the organizations could play because of their knowledge of 
the subject matter and their experience in public education. Undoubtedly others held 
opinions midway between these two extremes. (Robins, 1971, p. 105) 

 

Whether or not the consultant faction of the delegation was invited for the purpose of 

public outreach or for practical assistance and expertise during the conference proceedings, 

history has celebrated these participants for their contributions to the final draft of the Charter; 

especially for the inclusion of NGOs and the Charter’s emphasis on human rights (Campbell, 

1969; Steve Charnovitz, 1997; Pei-heng, 1981; Robins, 1971; Seary, 1996; White, 1968, p. 262). 

Still, there is ample evidence that it was the competing interests of the member states – the US, 

UK, and USSR in particular – vis-à-vis their relationships to particular NGOs that fundamentally 

laid the foundation for the most important piece of the Charter regarding NGOs: Article 71. Put 

simply, it is unlikely that the UN Charter would have taken the historically unique step to 

formally recognizing a role for non-governmental organizations had the interests of these three 

key states been differently aligned. The relationship between the United Nations system and 

NGOs, in its formative years, was shaped not by the direct interests and pressures of voluntary 

organizations, but by the interests of member-states as projected upon non-governmental 

organizations. 
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To best understand the role of NGOs during the formation of the United Nations, it is 

important to first know that the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the Permanent 

International Court of Justice were created along with the League of Nations in 1919, and that the 

ILO was designed to provide formal participation rights to labor and business organizations. The 

Soviet Union held a particularly hostile view of the ILO. It perceived the organization to be 

fundamentally anti-revolutionary and reformist, formed solely to pacify labor (Jacobson, 1960; 

Osakwe, 1972). The USSR was a member of the ILO only as a result of automatic inclusion that 

accompanied its membership in the League of Nations. But when the Soviet Union was ejected 

from the League in 1939, the ILO deemed the membership of the Soviet Union to be terminated.  

Therefore, during the San Francisco conference, where states met to compose the Charter 

of the United Nations, the USSR was in the midst of its most “bitter attack” (Jacobson, 1960, p. 

402) against the ILO, a campaign that lasted from 1939 to 1954, at which point it altered course 

and rejoined the organization (Jacobson, 1960; Osakwe, 1972). Accordingly, the Soviet Union 

was strongly opposed to granting any special status to the ILO vis-à-vis the UN, or of specifically 

mentioning the organization in the Charter. The UK, a strong supporter of the ILO since its 

founding, was however in favor of establishing a role for the ILO within the UN, and sought to 

formally recognize it as a special agency in the Charter. The USSR countered that not all states 

were represented in the ILO and suggested establishing participation privileges for its preferred 

alternative to the ILO, the non-governmental (but Soviet supported) World Federation of Trade 

Unions (WFTU) (Russell, 1958).  

The interests of the US positioned it as an arbitrator between the two. As the United 

States sought a neutral compromise between the UK and USSR, it also faced the complementary 

need to satisfy two important domestic organizations present as US delegation consultants: the 

American Federation of Labor (AFL), an ILO supporter, and the Congress of Industrial 



 54!

Organizations (CIO), a new member of the WFTU (Pei-heng, 1981; Pickard, 1956; Russell, 

1958).  

Throughout the conference the WFTU, backed by its ally the Soviet Union, worked to 

gain direct representation rights in the United Nations (Gunter, 1977; Lorwin, 1973; Pickard, 

1956; Robins, 1971). It claimed to represent over 65,000,000 organized workers, which, it 

argued, should garner it special status within the UN as a spokesman for organized labor (Lorwin, 

1973).    

 At each point in which the WFTU requested particular privileges, the United States 

responded that any privilege granted to one non-governmental organization must be extended to 

all NGOs. The “tenacious battle” (Gunter, 1977, p. 560) waged by the WFTU (backed by the 

USSR) and the concessions that the subsequent bartering (led by the US) gained for all NGOs led 

the UNCIO to produce a UN Charter that more formally recognized a role for NGOs than its 

predecessor, the League of Nations, had (Pei-heng, 1981; Pickard, 1956; Robins, 1971; Russell, 

1958).   

Specifically, the result of this debate produced Articles 70 and 71 of the UN Charter, 

which define the relationship of intergovernmental specialized agencies (Article 70) and 

nongovernmental organizations (Article 71) to the UN. The compromise gave all NGOs equal 

potential for consultative status with the Economic and Social Council, without privileging the 

WFTU specifically. 

During the first meeting of the UN General Assembly the WFTU President and General 

Secretary sent a letter to the General Assembly President requesting special status with the 

Assembly and regular consultative relations with ECOSOC, including the right to vote (Lorwin, 

1973). The General Assembly then passed a resolution 4(I), “Representation of Non-

Governmental Bodies on the Economic and Social Council,” requesting that ECOSOC grant 

consultative status to WFTU, but did not grant the organization any special status within the GA 
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itself.18 However, it became customary to allow representatives of NGOs that held ECOSOC 

consultative status admittance to public meetings of the GA, until this practice was openly 

debated in 1950 after the United States denied the visa request of a WFTU representative for the 

purpose of attending a GA session (Liang, 1951) (more on this below).  

The new members of ECOSOC laid down the first rules implementing Article 71 in 

Resolution 2/319 during their second session. Resolution 2/3 established a committee to determine 

accreditation of NGO consultation: the ECOSOC Committee on Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGO Committee) and approved the Committee’s first members (China, France, 

the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and the United States).20 Within Resolution 2/3 ECOSOC 

confirmed the distinction between Specialized Agencies (which were afforded the right of 

participation without vote, as were non-member states) and non-governmental consultation, as 

outlined in articles 70 and 71 of the Charter.21 This distinction has remained part of each 

subsequent iteration of consultation rules.22 Perhaps most importantly, Resolution 2/3 created 

three categories of consultative relations: categories A, B, and C. These were hierarchical in 

terms of privilege (category A was allowed to submit items to the agenda as well as written 

statements – a privilege later extended to category B), but all groups were allowed to send 

representatives to observe public Council meetings.  

The creation of a hierarchical consultative system served as a response to the WFTU, 

which had continued to press for special status within ECOSOC, including permanent 

membership (Lorwin, 1973; Pickard, 1956, pp. 30-31). Permanent membership would have given 

the WFTU greater privileges than other NGOs, but also more than member states themselves, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 For more on this “persistent campaign” waged by WFTU “in and outside the United Nations to achieve a 
larger representative status for itself in the Economic and Social Council” see Lorwin’s (1973) extensive 
history of the international labor movement, first published in 1953.      
19 U.N. ECOSOC, Second Session. Resolutions Adopted by the Council. 13 July 1946. (E/1946/2). 
20 U.N. ECOSOC, Second Session. Resolutions Adopted by the Council. 13 July 1946. (E/1946/2) 
21 ECOSOC Res. 2/3, 13 July 1946 (E/1946/2) 
22 See Table 2 
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since no states had been granted permanent membership to ECOSOC. Instead the WFTU was 

provided Category A consultative status along with the International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) 

and the American Federation of Labor (AFL).23 The WFTU was not satisfied and “issued an 

appeal to the ‘workers of the world’ and to ‘democratic organizations generally’ protesting that it 

could not accept a ‘secondary part nor a subordinate position’ in the United Nations” (Lorwin, 

1973, p. 227). After pressing their cause further via the advisory roles that several WFTU council 

members held with national delegations of the General Assembly (Lorwin, 1973, p. 227, ), the 

General Assembly adopted Resolution 49(I)24 recommending that ECOSOC allow the WFTU to 

submit items to the agenda while noting that all NGOs in category A should receive the same 

treatment.    

Even after ECOSOC had given the WFTU (along with all Category A NGOs) the right to 

place items on the agenda in Resolution 57(IV),25 the WFTU President sent a letter to the UN 

Secretary-General asking that the WFTU be granted the right to participate in ECOSOC 

deliberations along with the right to convene special sessions of the Council, rights similar to 

those granted to UN Specialized Agencies (Lorwin, 1973). In its 5th session ECOSOC confirmed 

that WFTU would not be given the same treatment as Specialized Agencies, and that it would 

only be allowed privileges that are granted to all Category A NGOs.26  

This ding-dong struggle, with points gained now and again for WFTU, only to be evened 
out subsequently by similar privileges being accorded to other Category A organizations, 
went on for some considerable time. In fairness to the WFTU, it should be added that 
though its main motivation in the struggle was the desire for special privilege, the 
struggle actually resulted in extended privileges and opportunities not only for all 
Category A organizations, but also for the Category B organizations since there is always 
a tendency for rights acquired by the few to influence favorably those of the many. 
(Pickard, 1956, p. 31) 
  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 UN General Assembly, First Session. Report by the Economic and Social Council to the General 
Assembly. 21 October 1946 (A/125), page 51 
24 GA Res. 49(I), 15 December 1946 
25 ECOSOC Res. 57(IV), 28 March 1947 
26 UN General Assembly, Second Session. Report by the Economic and Social Council to the General 
Assembly. 9 September 1947 (A/382), page 90. 
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Once ECOSOC had established the rules of consultative status and NGOs began 

applying, the numbers of applications for consultative status quickly surpassed the expectations 

of the ECOSOC NGO committee, and there was an attempt to encourage “organizations having 

in general the same views on particular subjects [to] consider the possibility of forming liaison 

committees to represent them as a whole,”27 in order to decrease the number of organizations to 

which consultative status might be granted. In truth, of course, the number of NGOs seeking 

formal relations with the UN only grew exponentially over the years, making it increasingly 

difficult for the NGO committee to handle the requests. 

When the means of consultation were reviewed in 1949 ECOSOC passed Resolution 

288(x),28 establishing comprehensive rules governing formal consultative status. It was decided 

that it would be better for NGOs associated with the UN for the purpose of public information 

campaigns to be connected with the Office (now Department) of Public Information than with 

ECOSOC. Accordingly, the third consultative group was transformed into a Register of 

specialized NGOs that might be consulted on an ad hoc basis (Gunter, 1977). This change from 

“category C” to “the Register,” also aimed to decrease the number of organizations with regular 

ECOSOC consultative status by making the third group of NGOs accessible only on an ad hoc 

basis. This basic three-category structure for NGO consultative status has not changed 

significantly to this day.29 

Resolution 288 (x) also included a provision for the Secretary-General to make 

arrangements for representatives of NGOs to attend public meetings of the General Assembly, 

which had been customary in practice. Paragraph 38 provides: 

All organizations in consultative relationship shall be able to consult with officers of the 
appropriate sections of the Secretariat of the United Nations on matters in which there is 
a mutual interest or a mutual concern. Such consultation shall be upon the request of the 
non-governmental organization or upon the request of the Secretary-General.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 ECOSOC Res. 17 (III), 1 October 1946 
28 ECOSOC Res. 288(x), 27 Feb 1950 
29 See Table 2 
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And paragraph 40 that:  

The Secretary-General shall be authorized, within the means at his disposal, to offer to 
non-governmental organization in consultative relationship facilities which include…(f) 
appropriate seating arrangements and facilities for obtaining documents during public 
meetings of the General Assembly dealing with matters in the economic and social fields.  

 

An open debate followed within the General Assembly on whether or not this resolution, 

along with interpretation of Article 71, required the Secretary-General to specifically invite 

representatives to attend GA sessions, or if such attendance was a right conferred upon any NGO 

holding consultative status through ECOSOC. This discussion arose when the United States 

denied entrance visas to representatives of NGOs (headquartered in the Soviet Union) as they 

sought to attend Assembly meetings (Liang, 1951).  

The Secretary-General argued that NGO representatives may access the United Nations 

headquarters to attend public GA meetings and that if the United States was able to deny 

representatives of NGOs who sought attendance at such meetings entrance to the United States, 

then representatives of US-based NGOs would benefit from an unfair advantage (Liang, 1951). 

The United States, however, argued that Article 71 did not grant NGOs a consultative relationship 

with the General Assembly, and although Council Resolution 288 (x) allowed that the SG may 

make suitable arrangements with NGOs to attend Assembly meetings, this could not be viewed as 

a right enjoyed by all NGOs by nature of their ECOSOC consultative arrangements. The USSR 

and her allies argued instead that NGOs had “an undoubted right” within existing rules to attend 

GA meetings30 and expressed concern that submitting this practice to a GA agreement could 

result in the limit of NGO access to the Assembly (Liang, 1951, p. 443).  

Following the debate in its sixth session, the GA adopted Resolution 606,31 allowing the 

Secretary-General to make arrangements for NGOs to attend GA meetings. This decision aligned 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 Ukrainian SSR, Czechoslovakia, Poland, USSR, and Yugoslavia (Liang, 1951)  
31 GA Res, 606(VI), 1 Feb 1952 
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with the position of the US in that it underscored the need for a special invitation, but it also did 

not produce a decision by the GA that could limit such a practice as long as the SG forwarded 

such invitations to NGO representatives. ECOSOC followed this resolution with its own, Council 

resolution 455 (XIV), asking that the SG invite all NGOs holding A and B consultative status to 

send representatives to public meetings of the GA.32 Thus, the arrangements for NGO 

representative participation with the General Assembly remained informal and required special 

invitation.33 The ability of the SG to invite representatives to meetings, however, opened the door 

to the invitation of NGOs to UN global conferences – a means of NGO participation in the UN 

system that grew to be a main avenue of participation for NSAs in UN affairs particularly in the 

1990s. The primary UN body of importance to NGOs, however, remained ECOSOC.   

A review of NGO consultation rules was held in 1968 and 1969, following an extensive 

Southern and Eastern enlargement of UN membership. Since the majority of NGOs accredited 

with ECOSOC were headquartered in the global North and West,34 there was a deep skepticism 

of these organizations among the new members. As neither the new members from the Global 

South nor many of the communist countries were home to NGOs with ECOSOC consultative 

status, these states were aligned in their resistance to NGO participation. They shared a suspicion 

of consultative non-governmental organizations as “arms of Western policy and extensions of 

Western power” (Pei-heng, 1981, p. 185). Here we see that the cold war alignment on the issue of 

UN-NGO relations was expressed in the manner that hypothesis 6 expects; democracies defended 

NGO participation while emerging states critiqued them as tools of Western domination. 

However, this must be contrasted with the fact of Soviet support for NGO full participation, 
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32 ECOSOC Res. 455(XIV), 25 June 1952.  
33 For examples of informal activity of NGOs vis-à-vis the General Assembly see Willetts (2000) 
34 According to data published in International Associations (4) in 1962, and reprinted in Lador-Lederer 
(1963, p. 74), nearly 85% of NGOs with ECOSOC consultative status were founded in Western Europe. 
Another 8% were from the US and Canada, and 5% Latin America.  



 60!

including voting rights, during the UNs formative years, a fact that gives greater credence to 

Hypothesis 7 than 8. 

Table 2: Changes taken by each Resolution governing ECOSOC NGO consultation 
Res2/3 (1946) !  288 (1950) 
 
A, B, C ! A, B, Register 
 
Added word limit on written 
submissions 
 
Reduced language on “participate 
fully” and “full exchange of views” 
from two paragraphs to one 
 
Cat A required to submit agenda 
items to Com. on NGOs for pre-
approval, not directly to agenda 
committee  
 
Extended right to submit written 
statements to Cat B (previously only 
A) 
 
Registered NGOs had to have SG 
approval to submit written items 
 
Cat A allowed one opening statement 
for items on provisional agenda 
subject to approval of NGO 
committee (plus additional statement 
on items proposed by an NGO itself) 
 
Increased committee from 5 to 7, and 
gave it more liaison (or buffer) 
responsibilities – not only decisions 
on granting status and what type, but 
also items for provisional agenda, 
and hearings 
 
Addition of the new purpose 
paragraph:  
“The organization shall undertake to 
support the work of the United 
Nations and to promote knowledge of 
its principles and activities in 
accordance with its own aims and 
purposes and the nature and scope of 
its competence and activities.”  
 
Also provided for reviews of NGOs 
by committee 

Res288 (1950) !  1296 (1969) 
 
A, B, Register ! I, II, Roster 
 
Expulsion and suspension 
clause 
 
Removes all language on 
“participating fully’ and “full 
exchange of views” 
 
National organizations could 
now be admitted in order to 
achieve regional balance 
 
NGOs must submit reports each 
4 years on how they support the 
work of the UN, and also must 
reveal financial information 

1296 (1950) !  1996/31 (1996) 
 
I, II, Roster ! General, Special, 
Roster 
 
National and regional 
organizations allowed to apply 
without special circumstance 
 
Removed language requiring 
HR NGOs to be more than 
focused on a single group 
 
Expanded committee to 24 
 
Extensive elaboration of rules 
of NGO accreditation to UN 
convened conferences. From 
“the Council may invite” NGOs 
in the first two categories of 
consultative status and they are 
to enjoy the same rights and 
responsibilities as within the 
Council, to NGOs of all three 
status’ “that express their wish 
to attend…shall as a rule be 
accredited for participation.” 
Along with allowing other 
NGOs to apply to the secretariat 
of the conference for 
accreditation as well. 
Accredited organizations may 
attend meetings and may be 
given the chance to “briefly 
address” the preparatory 
committee 
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A series of articles published in 1967 in the New York Times gave power to the claim 

that NGOs had become a clandestine tool for governments, and specifically for the United States 

(Gunter, 1977, p. 564). It was reported that the United States’ Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

had provided funding to some NGOs that held UN consultative status (Flint, 1967; Frankel, 1967; 

Reed, 1967; Sheehan, 1967). When the NGO Committee met in March of 1967 to review 

applications and reapplications for consultative status, members began openly questioning the 

motives and political activities, or close ties to governments, of applicant organizations 

(Campbell, 1969). Two reapplications were received from organizations whose members were 

predominantly from socialist countries and delegates debated their political ties to the USSR.  

Arguments against placing these organizations in consultative status took the general line 
that they reflected one political view, even that they were government agents, had 
opposed the UN decision with respect to Korea, and so on. (Campbell, 1969, p. 36)   
 

The Soviet representative responded with a sharp reminder to the Committee of the recent 

revelation that the CIA had funded organizations that currently held Consultative status 

(Campbell, 1969). The final decision granted one of the two organizations in question, the 

Women’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF), category B consultative status, but 

denied consultation to the International Association of Democratic Lawyers (IADL).35 Prior to the 

vote, the Tanzanian delegate had promised to initiate a case-by-case review of all NGOs holding 

consultative status if the IADL application was denied (Campbell, 1969). The debate, therefore, 

culminated in a proposal in 1967 by the Tanzanian representative for a formal case by case 

review of the arrangements made with NGOs36 including a survey inquiring about the finances 

and practices of all NGOs holding consultative status (Gunter, 1977). ECOSOC launched into a 

two-year review of NGOs in consultative status during which some member states “made highly 

acrimonious attacks against certain NGOs” (Campbell, 1969, p. 34). 
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35 The IADL had previously held Category B status and had it withdrawn, U.N. General Assembly, Fifth 
Session. Report of the Economic and Social Council. 1 January 1950 (A/1345), page 110 at 422.    
36 ECOSOC Res. 1225 (WLII), 1967 
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Questionnaires were sent to all NGOs in consultative status. NGOs were asked to supply 

numerous financial and substantive details aimed at identifying any close relationships with 

governments or activities critical of governments. The questions required extensive work on the 

part of NGOs to supply a full response. The questionnaire included requests for: financial 

statements, information on any direct or indirect contributions received from governments, 

descriptions of non-financial relationships to governments, descriptions of any public accusations 

of government influence, “biographical notes” describing the organization’s principle officers, the 

text of resolutions adopted by the organization that had a “political nature” and information on 

how they were implemented, a report detailing which governments the organization had criticized 

within the last ten years and the basis of that criticism, and lastly whether or not the organization 

had criticized the UN within the last ten years, and the specifics of that criticism.37       

There was disagreement among the delegates as to how much time and energy should be 

spent on the process of reviewing the consultative status of each organization. Members were 

satisfied with the practice of accepting continued consultative status by consensus in the absence 

of objection until the USSR, “at the last moment,” “demanded a record vote on each of some 50 

NGOs” (Ascher, 1969, p. 471). Debate ensued about the possibility of withdrawing status from 

several US national organizations, Jewish organizations, and Human Rights Organizations, (Pei-

heng, 1981).  

The Soviet Union was particularly vehement in its condemnation of human rights 

organizations associated with the United States and Israel, saying that they were politically biased 

in their accusations of human rights abuses and even that their members were traitors against their 

home nations. During the debates the representatives of Norway, France, the US, Ireland, 

Uruguay and the UK all made statements in support of NGO contributions to ECOSOC in general 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 The Questionnaire can be found as an Annex to U.N Doc. ECOSOC, Review of the Consultative 
activities of Non-Governmental Organizations Granted Consultative Status by the Economic and Social 
Council. 4 September 1968 (E/C.2.R.38) 
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(Ascher, 1969, p. 471), during which Norway noted that ECOSOC was certain to increasingly 

rely on cooperation from NGOs in consultative status over time (Campbell, 1969, p. 37). 

However, there was a strong perception among members that the majority of NGOs seeking 

consultative status were aligned with the United States and Israel and thus their consultation 

applications were stridently opposed by the USSR and Arab states. The United States and its 

allies similarly mounted opposition against organizations that they perceived to be influenced by 

the Soviet Union, when the opportunity arose (such as their repeated opposition to the Women’s 

International Democratic Federation and the International Association of Democratic Lawyers, 

see footnote 47).  

Clearly, this debate fell along cold war lines and was influenced by political tension 

between Israel and the Arab states, and their allies. States fought against granting consultative 

status to those organizations that they felt were too closely aligned with their political opponents. 

The application of the Co-ordinating Board of Jewish Organizations (CBJO) and the League of 

Human Rights in particular were subject to passionate debate within the NGO Committee of 

ECOSOC. The USSR, Sudan, Indonesia, Pakistan, Libya, Bulgaria, Kuwait, Tanzania, Congo, 

and India all made statements arguing against granting consultative status to these organization, 

or raised skepticism about the motivation of similar human rights organizations. 38      

 Mr. El Hadi of Sudan claimed that CBJO was an organization “whose attitude, aims and 

activities ran counter to the values and principles which were common to all Member States” and 

that it “received the money and carried out the orders of an authority for which it was an agent 

and on whose behalf it committed unwarranted and politically motivated acts against members of 

the United Nations.”39  

Mr. Kotschnig of the United States “said he fully realized that the reason for the emotion 

shown by certain representatives in the Council’s debates was the conflict which brought their 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 ECOSOC, 46th Session. Report of the 1593rd Meeting. 2 June 1969. (E/SR.1593) 
39 Ibid, page 3 at 14 
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countries into opposition with Israel.”40 This did not dissuade the opposition, however, and Mr. 

Nasinovsky of the USSR countered that this was not simply a political debate but instead that 

“many delegations had shown that the organization in question was far from acting in accordance 

with the principles of the Charter.”41 Mr Babaa of Libya claimed that “it was well known that the 

Co-ordinating Board of Jewish Organizations engaged in subversive activities as well as in virtual 

blackmail against individuals and States by accusing anyone who showed opposition to Israel of 

anti-Semitism.”42 

 Mr. Nasinovsky asserted that the League of Human rights:  

flagrantly violated the provisions of Economic and Social Council resolution 1296 
(XLIV) of 23 May 1968 by making slanderous attacks on many States Members of the 
United Nations…although it had no members in those countries. On the other hand, it did 
not attack such countries as South Africa, South Vie-Nam and Southern Rhodesia, where 
human rights were being trampled upon, as the United Nations had stated in many 
resolutions. It also had members in South Africa who supported the policy of apartheid. 
Its slanderous allegations were made on the basis of propaganda emanating from the 
United States which the organization itself recognized as untrustworthy, not objective and 
not founded on first-hand evidence.43  
 

Representatives of Uruguay and the United States each spoke in defense of the League.44 

Indeed Mr. Kotschnig of the United States came to the defense of all human rights NGOs as he 

condemned the position of the Soviet delegate:  

He found it strange that the Soviet representative had taken exception to granting status to 
organizations which were interested in human rights, as if he were attempting to prevent 
them from speaking out against violations. He hoped that the Council, by its vote, would 
show the non-governmental organizations that they need not fear that silence was the 
price of consultative status with the Economic and Social Council: on the contrary, they 
should not be subject to any kind of direct or indirect censorship which would make them 
afraid of denouncing violations of human rights whenever and wherever they occurred.45  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 Ibid, page 4 at 18 
41 Ibid, page 4 at 23 
42 Ibid page 7-8 at 58 
43 ECOSOC, 46th Session. Report of the 1594rd Meeting. 2 June 1969. (E/SR.1594), page 1 at 6 
44 Ibid, page 2 at 10 
45 Ibid, page 2 at 12 



 65!

In the end, although the Soviet Union had called it an “odious organization, opposed to 

the principles of the UN,” (quoted in Shestack, 1978, p. 115) the League received 13 votes in 

favor of granting consultative status, 3 votes against, and 7 abstentions.46  

These debates that spanned 6 ECOSOC meetings and 22 days of committee meetings 

(Ascher, 1969, p. 471; Campbell, 1969) resulted in a review and vote on the reclassification of 

166 organizations47 and the passing of Resolution 1296, an overhaul to the rules of NGO 

consultative status previously governed by Resolution 288(x). The primary rule change involved 

the addition of explicit mechanisms for suspending and withdrawing consultative status,48 as well 

as the addition of a requirement to report main sources of income in order to avoid secretive 

government control of NGOs. They were also now required to submit a report documenting their 

support of the United Nations. From the NGO’s perspective, this was the first time that ECOSOC 

created a true system for applying sanctions upon NGOs – an act that, according to one NGO 

representative and observer, worried NGOs:  

There is widespread sentiment among NGOs active in protecting human rights that NGOs 
will henceforth feel inhibited and restrained in criticizing governments for departing from 
principles of “natural justice” lest they be embroiled in proceedings to deprive them of 
consultative status (Ascher, 1969, pp. 471-472). 
 

 Thus, the latter half of the 1960s had been full of strident debates over NGOs within 

ECOSOC and its NGO Committee, culminating in a formal warning to organizations that seek 

consultative status with the UN through the creation of mechanisms for suspension and 
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46 Ibid, page 2 at 13 
47 ECOSOC, 46th Session. Report of the 1593rd Meeting. 2 June 1969. (E/SR.1593), page 3 at 14 
48 Although 1296 created an explicit mechanism for suspension and withdrawal of consultative status, there 
had been occasions when organizations had their consultative status withdrawn prior to Resolution 1296. In 
1950, following the adoption of Resolution 288(x), which allowed for the review of NGOs in consultative 
status, the International Association of Democratic Lawyers (IADL) and the International Organization of 
Journalists (IOJ) had their consultative status withdrawn after the United States objected that the 
complaints these organizations made to the Commission on Human Rights had been pure propaganda. The 
Soviet Union and its allies were strongly opposed to decision. A comparable experience took place in 1954 
when category B status was removed from the Women’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF) 
under similar circumstances (Pei-heng, 1981, pp. 106-108). At this time 9 organizations were dropped from 
Category B status and placed on the Register (U.N. General Assembly, Fifth Session. Report of the 
Economic and Social Council. 1 Jan. 1950 (A/1345), page 110). 
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withdrawal of consultative status in 1968, all providing support to the hypotheses seven eight and 

nine regarding individual state behavior. While NGOs in consultative status were struggling for 

approval within ECOSOC, however, there was at the same time significant interest brewing 

within the UN system in engaging “the public” in an effort to strengthen political will for the 

economic and social work of the United Nations.  

 With funding primarily provided by the Dutch government, a new Center for Economic 

and Social Information (CESI) was established within the Office of the Department of 

Information (part of the UN secretariat) in 1968. Wayne Kines was hired as a world media 

consultant to write a report on mobilizing public opinion and to lead CESI in its mission to 

mobilize public opinion in support of the Second Development Decade. Secretariat officials 

perceived waning political will for funding development projects since the Marshall plan, and the 

creation of CESI and the Development Decade aimed to combat this creeping complacency. 49 

ECOSOC endorsed the establishment of CESI in Resolution 1357:  

 Mindful that the principle of international co-operation for economic and social 
development must be translate in terms of the political will to carry out that principle, 
Recognizing that the participation of all peoples and agencies will contribute in large 
measure to the success of the second Development Decade, Draws the attention of 
Governments…to the need for the mobilization of public opinion…that would ensure the 
greatest measure of participation of their policy-makers and peoples through their 
respective national organizations, both governmental and non-governmental…Endorses 
the importance attached by the Secretary-General to the establishment of a Center for 
Economic and Social Information. (ECOSOC Resolution 1357 (XLV), 2 August 1968) 

 
In 1969 the General Assembly endorsed a CESI report on mobilizing public opinion in its 

first unanimous Resolution in 20 years.50 Resolution 2567 (XXIV) calls the mobilization of 

public opinion an “essential component of the international development strategy” and notes that 

the Assembly was “convinced” that: 

activities designed to mobilize public opinion in both developed and developing countries 
should be increased, improved and further co-ordinated, and that measures towards this 
end should be initiated immediately since public and parliamentary support is necessary 
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49 Interview with Wayne Kines, August 12 2012 
50 Interview with Wayne Kines, August 12 2012 
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for all global development efforts, including the promotion of the policy measures to be 
undertaken as part of the international development strategy. (GA Resolution 2567 
(XXIV), 13 December 1969) 

 
 Then in 1972 ECOSOC convened a “meeting of experts” on the NGO role in mobilizing 

public opinion and political will in support of the International Development Strategy. Excerpts 

from the report of this meeting, published in International Association, show that there was a 

recognition that the UN would need to expand the participation of NGOs in policy planning if 

they are to be expected to continue to deliver in the way of mobilizing public opinion:  

 
  The United Nations must be willing to involve those NGOs with specific capabilities in 

programme planning, formulation, and implementation. Other wise, the United Nations 
cannot expect NGOs to mobilize public opinion for a strategy which they had no hand in 
drafting…It must involve a broader range of voluntary agencies than those NGOs 
presently having consultative status with the Economic and Social Council…Implicit 
here is the idea of engaging NGOs as a means of reaching the peoples of the world in 
order to involve them in the international community’s effort to work, through an 
International Development Strategy, towards a universal society where social justice, 
with its political and economic consequences, appears as a realistic possibility. To 
accomplish this the group felt that the United Nations would have to take the lead in 
establishing a relationship with NGOs and their constituencies where a style leading to 
trust and confidence was clearly evident. [The expert group recommends that:] 1) The 
United Nations should include the participation of NGOs, selected on the basis of their 
special expertise, in the planning and drafting of the programmes and reports to be 
submitted to the United Nations governing bodies …this means involving NGOs in all 
aspects of policy making – preplanning, planning and implementation. It will not only 
provide the United Nations with a valuable pool of expertise and information, but will 
also increase its awareness of public opinion…[and also recommends that] more 
meetings between the ECOSOC NGO committee and NGOs be held” (Excerpt from the 
meeting report reprinted in Judge, 1973b, p. 413)  

 

This mood continued to resound in the following Committee on NGO meeting, which 

was quite unlike the standard committee gatherings of the 1960s. In February 1973 the NGO 

Committee meeting encountered “massive attendance by key members of the UN Secretariat, 

who made extremely supportive presentations to the (somewhat bewildered?) Committee” 

(Judge, 1973e, p. 422). 51 Anthony Judge, reporter for International Associations, a journal 

published by the Union of International Associations, remarked that “the low status ECOSOC 
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51 See Judge (1973e) for a list of speakers  
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Committee had never seen anything like it before,” and that the Committee “took a break from 

berating NGOs for not towing UN line and actually addressed NGO issues and need for changes 

on the UN side” (Judge, 1973e, p. 422). This meeting was followed by an ECOSOC Committee 

on NGO meeting in July of 1973 in which NGOs were invited to a hearing and asked to express 

their views. These 1973 Committee on NGO meetings marked a dramatic shift away from 

condemning NGOs towards a positive reception of them. 

The NGO and secretariat presentations from this July meeting were compiled into an 

ECOSOC report,52 which was then lauded in ECOSOC resolution 1739 (LIV) on the 

“improvement of the contribution of non-governmental organizations to the implementation of 

the goals and objectives of the International Development Strategy for the Second United Nations 

Development Decade.”53 This resolution approved the recommendations of the report and asked 

that the Secretary-General take immediate steps working towards implementing the suggestions 

taken during the meeting on increasing liaison with NGOs and facilitating their contribution to 

the development process, noting the “significant role that could be played by non-governmental 

organizations in implementation.” ECOSOC also invited the specialized agencies to increase 

field-level cooperation with NGOs as well as urging governments to consider the “practical 

contributions as well as the experiences and expertise of their national non-governmental 

organizations when drawing up their country programming for economic and social 

development.”54 A similar resolution was passed during the same session that encouraged 

cooperation with NGOs for the contribution they could provide for the objective of granting 

independence to colonized countries.55 

Along with this tide of pro-NGO sentiment, ECOSOC also passed resolution 1806 (LV) 

on the “dissemination of information and mobilization of public opinion relative to problems of 
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53 ECOSOC Res. 1739 (LIV), 4 May 1973 
54 ECOSOC Res. 1739 (LIV), 4 May 1973 
55 ECOSOC Res. 1740 (LIV), 4 May 1973 
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development,” asking that “governments of Member States and the organizations of the United 

Nations system…associate interested and competent non-governmental organizations more 

closely with their efforts” in order to better “step up their efforts to earn the support of national 

public opinion for the imperatives of global economic and social development.” 56  

Ascher, an NGO representative present at the NGO Committee meeting during which the 

secretariat and NGO presentations were made observed the striking change from previous 

sessions: 

The spirit of the Session, the easy interplay between delegates and spokesmen for 
NGO’s, was refreshing. Only a few years ago, NGO representatives were treated as 
defendants in the criminal dock, charged without substantiation of conspiracy by 
delegates from developing countries, with no opportunity to reply. There was now a 
genuine concern to make working relations with NGO’s more effective. It has been too 
simplistic to assume that the role of NGO’s was to mobilize public opinion in support of 
U.N. programs. There was now better recognition that NGO’s out of their large 
experience could provide helpful input into the framing of programs of U.N. agencies. 
(Ascher, 1974, p. 241) 
 

This dramatic change in tide led Judge to speculate that the meeting may have been 

organized by Bradford Morse, the under-secretary general for political and general assembly 

affairs (Judge, 1973e), who only several months later announced to NGOs that he was to serve as 

the institution link between NGOs and the secretariat, and that he aimed to make NGOs “full 

participants” at the United Nations:57 

[The Secretary-General] has assigned to me a particular responsibility to serve as a point 
of contact on the 38th floor of the United Nations, with the NGO community and I would 
be privileged to meet any of you in my office. The door is open to all of your if you are in 
New York…in a very real sense you are the substructure of the United Nations without 
which the United Nations could not long endure. We hope in the months ahead to tighten 
the role of NGO’s throughout the United Nations system. New structures may be 
necessary. New arrangements certainly will be necessary if you are to be, as you must be, 
full participants as well as petitioners. (Judge, 1973c, p. 429) 
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57 In addition, at the 1972 World Assembly of NGOs Morse made remarks that promised “dramatic 
changes” improving relationships between the UN and NGOs (Judge, 1973e, p. 422). 
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But ECOSOC, despite the encouragement from the secretariat and despite the positive 

resolutions passed in 1973 lauding public information and implementation power of NGOs, could 

not in the end move past cold war politics. The Committee on NGOs and Human Rights 

Committee were soon again dealing with acrimonious debate in which NGOs were accused of 

slander and abuse of their privileges. Judge deemed the 1973 meeting to be nothing more than 

“one more ritualistic session to contain criticism” (Judge, 1973a, p. 412). If Morse and other 

secretariat officials had hoped to encourage a more positive reception of NGOs within ECOSOC, 

they were not immediately successful.  

 At the 31st session of the Commission of Human Rights and Sub-Commission of the 

Prevention of Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities, in 1975, members reviewed a 

report in which NGOs condemned member states, in particular Southern Rhodesia and South 

Africa, for “a consistent pattern of gross violations of human rights.”58 An ad hoc working group 

of experts59 had investigated the allegations and submitted a report. The Commission accepted the 

findings of the working group of experts and a resolution condemning the government of South 

Africa for “flagrant violation” of the principles of the Charter60 was adopted without vote.61 

During the efforts of the working group, however, a question was raised about the practices of the 

NGOs that provided information during the investigation.  

 The point of contention came when a representative of an NGO62 enumerated several 

examples of religious intolerance without including a condemnation of Israel, thus making the 

political faux-pas of not equally condemning Israel and the Arab states (Liskofsky, 1975). 

The reactions to his statement contrasted markedly with the positive reception given to 
other NGO statements, as when they criticized conditions in Southern Africa of Chile. 
Although his examples concerned mainly Muslim and Christian victims, he committed 
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58 ECOSOC. Commission on Human Rights, 31st Session. Report of the 31st Session. 1 Jan 1975 (E/5635), 
page 19. 
59 Composed of representatives from Yugoslavia, Tanzania, France, and Panama; Ibid, page 20 
60 Ibid, page 1 
61 Ibid, page 21 
62 The World Conference on Religion and Peace (WCRP) 
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the "cardinal sin" of alluding to the troubled situations of Soviet and Syrian Jews and of 
not adding, for purposes of symmetry, a by-now mandatory ritual criticism of Israel. 
However, his overriding fault lay in the fact that the situations highlighted pertained 
mainly to Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe, which in recent years had achieved a degree 
of practical immunity from criticism in the UN (Liskofsky, 1975, p. 897)  
 

The debate turned to a question of NGO adherence to the requirement for confidentiality 

of Resolution 1503 (XLVIII) of 1970, which spells out the rules by which a working group may 

be selected by the Sub-Commission on Discrimination to review complaints of human rights 

violations submitted by NGOs. Within these rules it is designated that all proceedings are to 

remain confidential until the Sub-Commission has reviewed the report of the Working Group and 

made recommendations to the Commission.    

The WCRP was the recipient of attacks from Egypt, the Soviet Union, and Pakistan. As a 

result of this debate Egypt and Iran moved to adopt a resolution critical of NGOs (Liskofsky, 

1975, p. 897).  

In short, by this resolution, the Commission, which is expected to promote human rights, 
including freedom of expression, appeared eager to silence those who spoke out within 
the UN against human rights violations. There was even concern in some NGO and 
governmental circles that the resolution could be interpreted to proscribe an NGO from 
speaking or writing publicly outside the UN about a situation cited in a communication, 
once that communication had been forwarded to the UN. (Liskofsky, 1975, p. 898)  
 
This led to a proposal in the Commission on Human Rights under which the Council 

“would decide that any non-governmental organizations ‘failing to show proper discretion in an 

oral or written statement may render itself subject to suspension of its consultative status’ under 

Council resolution 1296 (XLIV)” (Office of Public Information, 1975, p. 1).   

 Twenty-two NGOs collectively submitted a letter to the Council expressing concern 

about the Commission’s draft resolution (Reprinted as Annex C in Liskofsky, 1975):  

In the light of evidence of the value of the NGO contribution to almost every facet of the 
United Nations work, we are understandably troubled by the substance and tenor of 
Commission resolution 7, which, mistakenly imputes to NGOs responsibility for failure 
to observe the requirements of confidentiality. Especially disturbing to us is the request to 
the Committee on NGOs to examine the activities of the NGOs from the perspective of 
this resolution, which is called upon in operative paragraph 4. (Liskofsky, 1975, p. 912) 
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With respect, we express the hope that in considering this resolution, the council will take 
into account the unfortunate impact it could have in impeding the efforts of NGOs to co-
operate conscientiously and with due regard to applicable rules with the Human Rights 
Commission and other United Nations bodies in their efforts to advance the purposes and 
principles of the Charter, and particularly in the field of human rights. (Liskofsky, 1975, 
pp. 912-913)  

 

  During the debate within ECOSOC over the draft resolution submitted by the 

Commission on Human Rights an alternate resolution was proposed by the United Kingdom, 

supported by Australia, the Netherlands, and Norway. This resolution asked NGOs to “continue 

to cooperate” instead of threatening suspension (Office of Public Information, 1975, p. 1). The 

representative of Norway, in support of the amendments offered by the UK stated that the 

Commission’s draft resolution was “inaccurate and unbalanced:” 

If NGOs breached confidentiality…they should be warned that their action was not 
contributing to fruitful work in this field. However, no one should lessen the significance 
of their contribution in the field of human rights. The draft resolution [with the 
amendments Norway co-sponsored] would do that. (Tom Vraalsen, Norway, quoted in 
ECOSOC Press Release, UN Doc E/3754 1975, page 5)  
 
 The Soviet Union called the “four-power amendments” unacceptable (Office of Public 

Information, 1975, p. 6) and spoke on behalf of support for the Commission’s draft, arguing that 

some NGOs attempted to use the United Nations for “unseemly purposes,” employing 

“scandalous” wording to attack member states (Office of Public Information, 1975, p. 5). 

ECOSOC President, Mr. Iqbal A. Akhund of Pakistan countered with a draft resolution closer to 

the Commission’s original, which was adopted without vote as Resolution 1919 (LVIII) at the 

58th session of ECOSOC.63  

NGOs, of course, continued to raise concern about the human rights abuses of member 

states to the Commission on Human Rights, even as some observed that the politicization of the 

Commission of Human Rights and its treatment of NGOs rendered their consultative function 
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63 U.N. General Assembly, 30th Session. Report of the Economic and Social Council on the Work of its 
Organizational Session for 1975 and of its Fifty-Eights and Fifty-ninth Sessions. 1 Jan 1975 
(A/10003(SUPP)), page 25 
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“largely empty ritual” (Shestack, 1978, p. 98). Still, NGOs submitted numerous reports to the 

Commission in which they criticized governments for human rights violations.  

As a result of such reporting Argentina found itself facing scrutiny by the Sub-

Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities in 1977.  In response 

Argentina complained that NGOs had been “unscrupulously lending their names to a systematic 

campaign of harassment of the Argentine people and government.”64  Chile was also on the 

defensive after the Commission on Human Rights formed an ad hoc working group to inquire 

into its human rights record, which produced critical reports.65 In a response to the allegations 

against its government, the Chilean delegation submitted a lengthy defense and reported that 

“witnesses heard by the Working Group [were] politically motivated.”66  

Argentina in particular wanted to pursue its contention that NGOs were acting 

inappropriately and unfairly and submitted a draft resolution for reclassifying several NGOs and 

to “urge the Committee to carry out the mandate” of resolution 1296 for NGOs to submit reports 

on their compliance with the principles governing their consultative status and how their activities 

have contributed to the work of the United Nations; a requirement that had not regularly been 

practiced since its approval. The representative of the USSR suggested adding a reference to 

Resolution 1919 (the threat of suspension or withdrawal of consultative status).67 Argentina’s 

draft resolution, with the USSR addition, was adopted without vote. In effect, the Resolution68 

simply restated previously approved rules. In the end, no NGOs lost their consultative status 

through the review prompted by Argentina.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
64 ECOSOC, Commission on Human Rights, 33rd Session. Report of the Sub-Commission on Prevention of 
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities on its Twenty-Ninth Session. 16 March 1977 (E/CN.4/1254), 
page 8. 
65 ECOSOC, Commission on Human Rights, 32nd Session. Study of Reported Violations of Human Rights 
in Chile. 4 Feb 1976 (E/CN.4/1188); ECOSOC, Commission on Human Rights, 33nd Session. Study of 
Reported Violations of Human Rights in Chile, 10 Feb 1977 (E/CN.4/1221). 
66 Commission on Human Rights, 33nd Session. Study of Reported Violations of Human Rights in Chile. 23 
Feb 1977 (E/CN.4/1247), page 4. 
67 U.N. General Assembly, 32nd Session. Report of the Economic and Social Council on the Work of its 
Organizational Session for 1977, 1 Jan 1977 (A/32/3), page 79 
68 ECOSOC Res. 278 (LXIII). 4 August 1977.  
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The next broad reassessment of ECOSOC consultation rules came two decades later,  

following the UN Conference on the Environment and Development (UNCED), and importantly 

for ECOSOC politics, after the cold war. The outcome document of the UNCED conference 

emphasized the integral role that civil society plays in environmental governance and 

development progress, and called for NGOs and other NSAs to be involved in every stage of 

global governance on these issues. 

 
One of the fundamental prerequisites for the achievement of sustainable development is 
broad public participation in decision-making. Furthermore, in the more specific context 
of environment and development, the need for new forms of participation has emerged 
(Agenda 21, 23.2.) 
  
The United Nations system, including international finance and development agencies, 
and all intergovernmental organizations and forums should, in consultation with non-
governmental organizations, take measures to: (a) Review and report on ways of 
enhancing existing procedures and mechanisms by which non-governmental 
organizations contribute to policy design, decision-making, implementation and 
evaluation at the individual agency level, in inter-agency discussions and in United 
Nations conferences (Agenda 21, 27.9.) 

 

In response, ECOSOC formed an Open Ended Working Group (OEWG) in 1993 to study 

consultation rules and practice and to make recommendations for revision. One of the most 

controversial parts of the review regarded the possibility of expanding consultative roles beyond 

ECOSOC (NGLS, 1996). This was particularly championed by the G-77/China, which made a 

point to highlight the discrepancy between the push by developed countries for democratic 

practice at the national level and resistance in international fora (NGLS, 1996). The G-77 

proposed to include the following paragraph in the new rules for NGO engagement: 

The whole United Nations system, including the United Nations bodies and conferences, 
dealing not only with the economic, social and sustained economic growth and 
sustainable development issues but also disarmament, finance, trade, law and 
humanitarian issues should be open to participation by non-governmental organizations. 
(Open Ended Working Group, 1995) 
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  The United States pressed hard against this notion, threatening to block the entire review 

to avoid this question (Willetts, 2000). In the end, the working group agreed to separate the 

question of consultation beyond ECOSOC, and to focus the main resolution on ECOSOC 

procedures and conference accreditation only. Accordingly, two resolutions resulted from the 

OEWG review process; one that revised ECOSOC consultation rules (1996/31), and another that 

recommended that the General Assembly examine the question of participation of NGOs in all 

areas of the work of the UN (E/1996/L/24). Rather than deal with this matter directly, it was 

simply pushed off of the ECOSOC agenda and onto the plate of the GA’s 51st session.  

The new rules for NGO consultation adopted by ECOSOC in 1996 explicitly allowed 

national and regional NGOs to seek consultative status without special circumstance. Previously, 

national NGOs were only eligible for consultative status in special circumstances and on 

recommendation of their home state (a condition the US pressed for during the UNCIO to support 

its domestic NGO, the AFL), or to address regional imbalances. This was a controversial 

decision. Many international NGOs were worried that the ECOSOC arrangements would be 

flooded with national NGOs, and that it would be difficult to distinguish between NGOs and 

government operations posing as NGOs. The numbers of NGOs in consultative status with 

ECOSOC have expanded significantly since this change.  
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Figure 3: NGO Consultative Status, growth over time. Source: Reports of the Economic 
and Social Council to the General Assembly 

 

The General Assembly and Security Council 

When the topic of NGO participation in the UN System was taken up in the 51st session 

of the General Assembly, as requested by E/1996/L/24, it was no less controversial than it had 

been in the 1996 ECOSOC session. Discussion on the matter took place in a sub-group of the 

Open-ended High-level Working Group on Strengthening the United Nations. Discussion within 

this sub-group continued into the 52nd session, during which the only agreement that could be 

reached was to request more research in the short term, by asking the Secretary-General to 

prepare and circulate a report on existing arrangements and practices of NGOs within the UN 

system, the legal and financial implications of modification to current arrangements, and also the 

participation of NGOs from all regions (particularly in developing countries).69 Essentially, the 

GA postponed any substantive decision making for another session. The Canadian representative 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
69 General Assembly. Fifty-second Session, 78th plenary meeting. 1997 (A/52/PV.78).  
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presented the proposal in the 78th plenary meeting with a sense of apology for the inability to 

come to sufficient agreement as to make a more substantive decision:  

As with most important issues on which the Assembly must act, the proposal before us 
inevitably reflects a balancing of different views on how best to address the matter at 
hand. Many delegations would have preferred to have the current session take some 
immediate specific measures on this question, and we appreciate that the non-
governmental organization community would have welcomed such a step. (Mr. Hynes, 
Canadian Representative, 78th plenary meeting, 19 December 1997) A/52/PV.78 
    

 The Secretary-General’s report was published the next year (United Nations, 1998)  

without any recommendation for significant revision of formal NGO relations beyond ECOSOC. 

The Canadian delegation then consulted with states and NGOs and again found insufficient 

consensus to move forward on concrete measures. Instead, states once again requested that the 

Secretary-General engage in further study and create a follow-up report.70 The Canadian 

delegation expressed both a “hope and expectation that the Secretary-General's follow-up report 

would equip the Assembly to consider concrete measures next year to enhance the cooperation 

between the United Nations and Non-Governmental Organizations.”71 The Secretary-General 

then contacted member states and non-governmental organizations, seeking their opinions on the 

matter. Comments were received from 27 Member States, 1 observer, 10 specialized agencies and 

intergovernmental organizations and 130 non-governmental organizations.72 Report A/54/329 

summarized the opinions submitted to the Secretary General. The report does not indicate 

individual positions, and the originals will not be accessible through the UN archives until the 

year 2018.73 The report indicates that the subject of NGO participation in the GA received a great 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
70  General Assembly Decision 53/452, 17 December 1998.  
71 Ms. McVey, Canadian Representative, General Assembly 92nd plenary meeting. (A/53.PV.92) 17 
December 1998. 
72 U.N. General Assembly, 54th Session. Views of Member States, members of the specialized agencies, 
observers, intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations from all regions on the report of the 
Secretary-General on arrangements and practices for the interaction of non-governmental organizations in 
all activities of the United Nations system. 8 Sep 1999 (A/54/329), page 2 
73 Email communication from UN Archives and Records Management, Romain Ledauphun, February 23, 
2012.  



 78!

deal of comment, but little consensus of opinion(United Nations, 1999, p. 15) . It concludes with 

several recommendations that were suggested by member states, specialized agencies, and non-

governmental organizations. This item did not make its way back onto the agenda during the 55th 

session, and the topic was not discussed in the General Assembly again until 2004, following the 

release of the Cardoso Report.    

 This matter of the relationship between NGOs and the General Assembly had been a 

point of interest for NGOs, and of resistance by the member states, since the UNCIO in San 

Francisco, as detailed above. Although Article 71 of the Charter had designated ECOSOC as the 

body charged with governing NGO consultative relations, NGOs remained interested in forging 

direct relations with the other major organs of the UN; an interest that has only grown as 

ECOSOC’s role has gradually become marginalized vis-à-vis the General Assembly and the 

Security Council. The WFTU in particular pushed for rights that went beyond those negotiated 

into the Charter and directly requested representation in the General Assembly by letter to the 

president of the General Assembly, Paul-Henri Spaak (Pei-heng, 1981, p. 86). In response, the 

GA passed Resolution 606 (VI) in 1952 authorizing that:  

the Secretary-General, upon the request of the Economic and Social Council or its 
Committee on Non-Governmental Organizations…make arrangements to enable the 
representative designated by any non-governmental organization having consultative 
status to attend public meetings of the General Assembly whenever economic and social 
matters are discussed which are within the competence of the Council and of the 
organization concerned… [and to] continue to give assistance to representatives of such 
non-governmental organizations in facilitating transit to or from sessions.74 
 
This resolution echoed the provision in ECOSOC’s resolution 288(x), which 

recommended that the SG consult with NGOs in consultative relationship with ECOSOC and 

facilitate their attendance of public GA meetings. General Assembly resolution 606 then 

officially allowed for a mechanism of informal engagement between NSAs and the General 

Assembly, such as the accreditation of NGOs to UN conferences, as public meetings of the UN 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
74 GA Res. 606 (VI), 1 February 1952.  
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on matters of relevancy to economic and social matters. Meanwhile, formal discussions of the 

participation of NSAs in UN operations, and the rules governing those relations continued to 

creep into GA debates. It next arose as part of the call for reform of the UN system that Secretary-

General Kofi Annan adopted in the late 1990s. In his 1997 “Programme for Reform,” Kofi Annan 

noted the increased number of NGOs participating in UN conferences throughout the 1990s, the 

growth in ECOSOC accredited NGOs, and the expansion of NSA involvement in the operations 

of funds and programmes. He identified NGOs as “key operational partners and implementing 

agents” (K. Annan, 1997, p. paragraph 211) and called for the UN to “review and update the 

ways in which it interacts with civil society” (K. Annan, 1997, p. paragraph 215).  

NGOs and other civil society actors are now perceived not only as disseminators of 
information or providers of services but also as shapers of policy, be it in peace and 
security matters, in development or in humanitarian affairs. The involvement of NGOs 
and other actors, such as parliamentarians, local authorities and business leaders, in the 
United Nations global conferences demonstrates this. It would now be difficult to 
imagine organizing a global event and formulating multilateral agreements and 
declarations without the active participation of NGOs. (K. Annan, 1997, p. paragraph 
214) 
 
Then, in his 2002 report “Strengthening of the United Nations: an agenda for 

further change,” Annan announced a plan to initiate a high-level panel to make recommendations 

on civil-society relations within the UN system.  

It is, of course, the prerogative of the Member States to define the terms and conditions 
governing the accreditation and participation of non-governmental organizations in 
United Nations conferences and other deliberations. However, all concerned would 
benefit from engagement with civil society actors based on procedures and policies that 
reflect greater coherence, consistency and predictability. I believe that it would be useful 
to take stock of the Organization’s experience thus far in interacting with civil society. As 
a first step, I will assemble a group of eminent persons representing a variety of 
perspectives and experiences to review past and current practices and recommend 
improvements for the future in order to make the interaction between civil society and the 
United Nations more meaningful. (K. Annan, 2002 # paragraph 141)} 

 

 This panel, chaired by former Brazilian president Fernando Henrique Cardoso, produced 

a report in 2004. The General Assembly discussed the Cardoso report the following month. The 

Cardoso Report received criticism for demonstrating insufficient comprehension of UN-NSA 
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relations, failing to properly distinguish between NGOs and the private sector, and proposing 

incoherent reform suggestions (Willetts, 2006). The UN Representative of Amnesty International 

raised concern that in the report “the role of the private sector, and that of parliamentarians – as 

manifestations of government – are all brought together under the broad definition of NGO’s used 

in the report” (Terlingen, 2004). This concern was also demonstrated in a joint response from the 

Baha’i International Community, Quakers, Human Rights Watch, the International Alliance of 

Women, the International Service for Human Rights, and The Lutheran World Federation. This 

joint response was particularly critical, raising concern that the proposals were overly ambiguous 

and lacked “a sufficient degree of precision to enable their practical implications to be clearly 

discerned,” and that the report omitted “certain key issues” such as private sector accountability 

(Baha'i et al., 2004). 

 The Secretary-General’s response to the Cardoso Report was much clearer in specific 

recommendations, and was unambiguous about support for NGO accreditation with the General 

Assembly: 

Article 71 of the Charter provides that the Economic and Social Council may 
make suitable arrangements for consultation with NGOs which are concerned with 
matters within its competence. There is nothing in Article 71 that would preclude the 
General Assembly from inviting NGOs  to participate in its sessions and its work. There 
is considerable merit in opening the regular work of the Assembly to increased 
participation by accredited NGOs. This is already taking place informally through panels, 
round-table meetings, and NGO involvement in the preparatory work of the international 
conferences, the special sessions and high-level dialogue of the Assembly. (K. Annan, 
2004, p. section IV.A)  

 

The 2004 General Assembly debate on the Cardoso Report focused on the specific 

recommendations suggested by Secretary-General Annan in his formal response, including 

increasing NGO participation in bodies beyond ECOSOC, specifically regularizing consultation 

with the General Assembly, establishing a trust fund to increase representation of Southern 

NGOs, reforming and streamlining the accreditation process across all parts of the UN including 
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moving the responsibility for accreditation from ECOSOC’s NGO Committee to the General 

Assembly, and enhancing country-level NGO engagement.  

Comments during the debate, as evidenced by an archived video of the session,75 were 

diverse. They included superlative celebrations of civil society and outright scepticism and 

distrust. But general good will towards civil society did not always match a representative’s 

position on the role that they should play in the UN system; several representatives praised the 

work of civil society but warned against extending their regularized consultative roles beyond 

ECOSOC. Nor did support and opposition fall perfectly along the lines of liberal democracy and 

illiberal regime divisions, as common assumption often predicts. It is regularly assumed that 

those states with the greatest freedom of association and most thriving domestic volunteer 

organizations at home are the most supportive of NGO participation in the UN system (as 

indicated in hypotheses 6). However, while during the 2004 debate liberal democracies were 

more likely to make interventions in the Assembly that sang the praises of NGOs and civil society 

than were less-democratic regimes, when it came to explicit support for extending the regularized 

role of civil society beyond ECOSOC, this pattern did not always hold. We also know that this 

was true in the debates that took place in 1996 and 1997, when the G-77/China most strongly 

argued for expanding the roles of civil society beyond ECOSOC, while the United States led the 

opposition. In 2004, when the subject was addressed on the floor of the General Assembly, the 

United States argued that there was no convincing reason to expand regularized civil society roles 

beyond ECOSOC. This time around, however, several members of the G-77 spoke out against 

expanding the roles of NGOs and civil society.76    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
75 Archived video of the debate can be found at http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm. Transcripts of this 
video, typed by myself, have served as the source of the following quotations from delegates that took part 
in the deliberations.  
76 G-77 members that demonstrated resistance to the expansion of NGO participatory roles in 2004 include 
India, Jamaica, Kenya, Bangladesh, Uganda, Venezuela, and Zimbabwe 
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There were 41 statements in the debate in the General Assembly on October 4 2004. A 

minority took a clear and explicit stand on the specific question of extending civil society 

participation beyond ECOSOC, choosing instead to speak positively of the benefit of NGO 

participation in the UN system while simultaneously emphasizing the importance of retaining the 

General Assembly’s intergovernmental nature. The statements of six states were explicitly 

sceptical about, or hostile to, civil society and NGOs,77 while only five interventions were explicit 

in their support for expanding NGO participatory roles beyond ECOSOC.78 The remainder were, 

in my own interpretation, vaguely positive79 or negative80 about the roles of NGOs within the UN 

and beyond ECOSOC.  

The CANZ intervention, in particular, stands as an example of a very strongly stated 

support of regularizing the work of NGOs in the General Assembly.  

Participation by NGOs in its intergovernmental processes can lead to better decisions, 
better outreach and more effective implementation and collaboration with NGOs on the 
ground is essential for achieving our collective goals in development humanitarian 
assistance and peace and security. We therefore agree wholeheartedly with the Secretary-
General that the UN and its major organs will benefit from interacting more extensively 
with civil society and it is timely to consider how the organization can best do so rather 
than continue as we currently are on an ad hoc basis.81 
 
The European Union was also willing to go on record as agreeing that the members 

“should also look into the possibility of allowing NGOs to take part in certain debates of the 

General Assembly.”82 South Africa agreed, asserting: “ways should be found to maximize the 

contribution that civil society can make to all the bodies of the UN including the General 

Assembly and the Security Council.”83 San Marino was also clearly in support:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
77 Israel, Jamaica, Uganda, Vietnam, Singapore and Venezuela 
78 The EU, CANZ, San Marin, South Africa, and Nigeria 
79 The Rio Group, Switzerland, Monaco, Korea, Thailand, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Iran, Cameroon, China, 
and Belarus 
80 Mongolia, Fiji, Columbia, Nepal, Pakistan, Egypt, Cuba, Israel, Syria 
81 CANZ statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
82 EU statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
83 South Africa’s statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
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The General Assembly should cooperate more frequently and constructively with other 
international actors like NGOs for this reason my country welcomes the report of the 
panel…civil society and other stakeholders should be given more of an opportunity to 
express their view. Their comments and suggestions will represent an essential 
contribution to our work.84  
 

But Nigeria, which grants fewer domestic freedoms to civil society,85 also stated support 

for NGO participation in the General Assembly: 

We welcome the increasing participation of NGOs in intergovernmental bodies. In this 
regard it is gratifying to know that the General Assembly and the main committees 
continue to involve the NGOs in their deliberations, meeting and panel discussions. We 
hope that this healthy development will be sustained in the interest and benefit of all. We 
therefore endorse the Secretary-General’s recommendations and suggestions on the 
increase in the participation of NGOs; particularly improving the involvement of NGOs 
from developing countries as well as strengthening the institutional capacity of the United 
Nations engagement with NGOs. (Nigeria) 
 

Overall, more states were willing to explicitly oppose expanding regular NGO 

participation beyond ECOSOC than were willing to go on record in support of the proposal, 

including the United States.  

 
The United States has a long tradition of supporting civil society participation at the local 
national and international level and in particular within the United Nations. We welcome 
the Secretary-General’s initiative and the panel...we strongly agree that NGOs provide 
valuable input to the work of the UN. NGOs are advocates and program implementers at 
all levels of societies. They bring a grassroots perspective which enhances the work of 
the UN in the social economic and humanitarian spheres. However a compelling case has 
not been made that this relationship must be broadened from ECOSOC to the General 
Assembly. Consistent with the Charter, ECOSOC has been the appropriate venue...we 
believe NGOs have many opportunities to participate in ECOSOC and conferences in 
their existing relationships...So long as responsibilities are not transferred from ECOSOC 
to the General Assembly, we warmly welcome improvements to the NGO accreditation 
process86 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
84 San Marino statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
85 San Marino’s combined political rights and civil liberties score is 1.5, while Nigeria’s is 4. 
86 US statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
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Neither was India “persuaded that opening the regular work of the GA to increased 

participation by accredited NGOs would benefit the UN or its Member States.”87 Venezuela 

agreed that NGOs should not be “interlocutors in the UN” and argued that NGOs have 

destabilized the institutions of Venezuela: 

we will continue to study these proposals designed to admit NGOs in the forum that has 
been suggested, provided it is understood that in the United Nations solely the states have 
jurisdiction to take decisions and their governments are the interlocutors. As regards 
relations between the United Nations and its member states, moreover, our country has 
not had the most beneficial experience with NGOs operating in the Americas. Since those 
that are controlled from the outside have been part of an imperial transnational plan to 
destabilize our institution in recent years.88 

 

 Zimbabwe, arguably the least democratic of the members making interventions during 

this debate, ironically chastised its fellow Assembly members for being insufficiently democratic 

in their domestic institutions, and thereby causing NGOs to seek direct representation in the 

intergovernmental body: 

In the United Nations governments represent their constituencies which include civil 
society and we are mandated by them to take positions on their behalf. The ongoing 
debate about enhancing the role of civil society in the work of the United Nations 
unfortunately suggests that national governments are not representative enough. 
…Assuming any gaps in representation exist, what needs to be done is to strengthen 
consultation at the national level. Whatever measures are taken in the ongoing process of 
modernization and institutional change of the United Nations should therefore ensure that 
its essential character of an intergovernmental organization is maintained.  Regrettably 
over the years there has been a growing and determined tendency to undermine that 
position. We have witnessed numerous attempts to change or circumvent the established 
rules of procedures of this assembly. Other intergovernmental processes in favor of civil 
society even before the need to do so had been established. In some cases deliberative 
process has been threatened as some delegations or groups insisted on the kind of 
inclusiveness that had not been agreed upon previously. It is our hope that this debate will 
affirm the intergovernmental nature of the United Nations. NGOs and other civil society 
organizations have participated in the work of the General Assembly in a variety of ways 
such as special settings and conferences, however the practice has been that they do not 
participate in the plenary meetings of the assembly. We have not been provided with any 
compelling reasons why this practice should change.89 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
87 India’s statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
88 Venezuela’s statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
89 Zimbabwe’s statement, transcribed via video archive http://www.un.org/webcast/ga2004.htm 
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To assist in comparing the statements of various member states during this debate I 

divided each into categories of support or opposition for NGO consultation roles beyond 

ECOSOC based on their recorded interventions. I then provide a comparison of those states that 

explicitly stated either support or opposition for expanded consultation rights beyond ECOSOC 

during their GA intervention, with the average of the political rights and civil liberties scores 

received in 2004 from the organization Freedom House (table 3).  

Freedom House annually rates political rights and civil liberties around the world. 

Ratings are determined by ten political rights questions and fifteen civil liberties questions. Points 

are given for each in consideration of both law and practice. Resulting scores are translated into a 

rating from 1 to 7. Countries given a political rights or civil liberties rating of 1 represent those 

that “come closest to the ideals” of political rights and civil liberties. On the other end of the 

spectrum, “states and territories with a rating of 7 have virtually no freedom” (Freedom House, 

2004, p. methodology). 

From this exercise we can see that those states that delivered explicitly positive 

statements about the establishment of NGO consultation roles beyond the confines of ECOSOC 

(as determined by my evaluation of the video recording of the GA debate) were deemed by 

Freedom House, on average, to have greater domestic political rights and civil liberties than those 

that that explicitly stated opposition to expanding NGOs participation beyond ECOSOC.90 The 

exercise indicates an interesting plausibility to the impact that domestic freedoms may have on a 

state’s tendency to pronounce support for NSA participation in multilateral institutions, while 

also demonstrating that other considerations remain important for determining state positions on 

this matter. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
90 Most interventions failed to specifically comment on this proposition of expanding consultation beyond 
the purview of ECOSOC.  
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Table 3: Interventions and positions on NGO participation beyond ECOSOC: General 
Assembly, October 2004 

GA debate October 4 2004,  
Interventions and positions on NGO participation beyond ECOSOC 

Support NGO consultation rights 
beyond ECOSOC 
  

Oppose NGO consultation rights 
beyond ECOSOC 
   

  PR and CL**   PR and CL** 
CANZ  1.00 US 1.00 
EU 1.12 India 2.00 
San Marino 1.50 Jamaica 2.00 
South Africa 2.00 Kenya 3.00 
Nigeria 4.00 Venezuela 3.00 
Average 1.92 Bangladesh 4.00 
  Singapore 5.00 
  Uganda 5.00 
  Zimbabwe 7.00 
  Average 3.56 
*Source: 2004 Freedom House Average of Political Rights and Civil Liberties 
score (published 2005), 1= greatest civil liberties, 7=least 

**Average of Freedom House Political Rights and Civil Liberties scores 

 

This debate did not lead to progress on any formal extension of consultation privileges or 

other direct roles for NGOs within the General Assembly or Security Council. Still, as noted with 

disapproval by Zimbabwe, informal interactions with NSAs in each of these bodies have 

increased and become more regularized throughout the years. In 2005 the General Assembly 

began convening informal interactive hearings with civil society before special conferences and 

high-level meetings. This is the only proposal coming out of the Cardoso Report that has been 

enacted by the General Assembly.  

The first informal interactive hearing preceded the World Summit in 2005 (NGLS, 2005). 

Several such events have been held since, although no regular rules have been established about 

them. Instead, an ad hoc resolution has been passed in each instance.  
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 The first hearing opened with a statement by Renate Bloem, the President of the 

Conference of NGOs (CoNGO). The enthusiasm of her words marks the importance that this 

change represents for NGO participation in the General Assembly:  

Today is a historic moment in time: for the first time ever, since the founding of the 
United Nations, the General Assembly is holding hearings with civil society and the 
private sector. These hearings represent a significant step forward for the United Nations 
itself, and for all of us in civil society, which overall is such a constant supporter of the 
principles of the United Nations and of Multilateralism. At the Opening of the hearings 
my own emotion is strong since the Conference of NGOs (CoNGO) has for 57 years 
worked intensively to enhance the participation of civil society in UN fora. 

 
This moment was long awaited by NGOs that have advocated for decades to have a 
special relationship with the General Assembly, the highest deliberative body of the 
Organization. … This moment has now come, and I welcome all Governments who are 
here to interact with us. (Bloem, 2005)  
 

 The Interactive hearings are smaller venues of inclusion for civil society than global 

conferences. These fora have included between 200 and 600 representatives from civil society; 

far fewer than the more than 20,00091 attendees to the World Summit on Sustainable 

Development in 2002, for example.92 In addition to Interactive Hearings a small number of 

representatives from NGOs, Civil Society, and the Private Sector have been invited to participate 

directly in Special Sessions and High-Level meetings as Plenary speakers and participants of 

roundtable discussions.93 The current president of CoNGO, Cyril Ritche, describes the interactive 

hearings as “a breakthrough, but not progress” 

[Interactive Hearings are] a breakthrough, but I don’t think its much progress. …Since 
the 1990s many governments have said they don’t want any more Summits, one reason 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 Governmental and non-governmental representatives 
92 The interactive hearings that preceded the MDG+5 summit in 2005 had 230 representatives from civil 
society in attendance (NGLS, 2005). The MDG+10 meeting five years later included 46 speakers and 519 
observers representing 225 organizations (General Assembly, 2010). More than 400 civil society 
representatives took part in the 2011 Interactive Hearing that preceded the High-Level meeting on 
HIV/AIDs (General Assembly, 2011a), and more than 250 civil society representatives took part in the 
2011 Interactive Hearing on the prevention and control of non-communicable diseases (General Assembly, 
2011b).  
93 Representatives of the following NSA organizations spoke at the 2005 High-level Summit: the Word 
Conference of Speakers of Parliaments of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN), International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
(ICFTU), the Centre for Peruvian Women, and BHI Holdings, LTD. A list of speakers can be found at: 
http://www.un.org/webcast/summit2005/statements.html 
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for that is that Summits are wonderful opportunities to criticize them for not doing 
things…I am one of those that is wholly in favor of as many Summits as are reasonable, 
because it provides an opportunity for public discussion of governments and holding their 
feet to the fire…but that’s one of the issues, that governments know they are on public 
display…in that context, one way some governments thought they could defuse civil 
society pressure for more summits was to have hearings under the General Assembly. 
The General Assembly is of course highly structured. It needs each time a new decision 
of how it is to be done. …some governments felt that hearings under the control of the 
President of the General Assembly – that point is made clear in each resolution, the 
President has control of the hearing – that this could be a way to apparently give exposure 
to the NGOs but at the same time keep it strictly controlled. And they have varied, 
because of who the President is…so, it is very strict and its not as open, and of course the 
selection of NGO people to be admitted is very much under UN control. They have often 
asked NGLS to do the selection process but ultimately it is the President of the General 
Assembly that decides who will speak. Of course at the end in the last half hour they 
open it up to questions from the floor…so it hasn’t opened up really new perspective. It is 
an interesting sounding board and a very valuable one, but I don’t consider it replaces 
anything – it’s an add-on. (Cyril Ritchie, Interview August 14, 2012) 
 

 The Non-Governmental Liaison Service distributed a survey in 2005 to participants in of 

the first Informal Interactive Hearing event. The responses94 show that those who took part in the 

event generally believed it to be useful. Most said that it was worth their while (44%) or better 

than expected (35%). Still, as a whole they did not believe that the interactive hearing made much 

of a difference for the high-level meeting that followed: 63% gave a score of 5 or lower on a 10 

point scale indicating how great an impact the hearing had on the following summit (UN-NGLS, 

2005). Nevertheless, the practice has continued and two informal civil society hearings have been 

held in 2011 alone.  

 The Security Council has also increased its informal interactions with civil society actors. 

Since 1992 it has become regular practice for members to invite other council members to 

informal meetings outside of the council chambers to be briefed on particular issues by 

individuals and NGOs. This is called the “Arria Formula” after Venezuelan Ambassador Diego 

Arria who first initiated this sort of informal meeting. These meetings now allow SC members an 

informal means to be briefed by non-state actors, such as Amnesty International (K. Martens, 

2004a) on situations of their interest without formally integrating NSAs into their deliberations. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
94 Survey results are available at http://www.un-ngls.org/orf/GA-hearings.htm 
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These briefings have become a regular occurrence and appear to be supported by the Security 

Council in as much as they are made known as part of the regular agenda, and provided 

translation services (Paul, 2009). Notably, it has been the non-permanent SC members that have 

been most supportive of a system of informal briefings by NSAs (Binder, 2008; Paul, 2009). This 

formula allows states to gain information (particularly useful for those states with small 

delegations) without granting NSAs any formal right of participation in the Council or its 

decision-making process.  

 Thus, both the General Assembly and the Security Council have regularized ad hoc 

integration of non-state actors into their deliberation process in a consultative manner prior to the 

official meetings of government members. Neither, however, has been willing to formalize the 

integration of NSAs into their regular work.  

 

The UN Secretariat 

The office of the Secretary-General of the United Nations has, as predicted by the 

hypotheses of this study, shown consistent support for cooperation and partnership with NSAs. 

The primary means by which the UN secretariat regularly engages NSAs is through the 

Department of Public Information.95 As described above, the DPI focuses on the information 

dissemination capacity of NSA organizations. This capacity is directly beneficial to the United 

Nations, and an objective that the UN could scarcely fulfill without the help of the more than one 

thousand NGOs in relationship with the DPI. This is the recognition that led to the creation of the 

Center for Economic and Social Information within the Office of Public Information in 1968 in 

order to publicize the Second Development Decade and mobilize political will for economic and 

social work of the United Nations.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
95 The Department of Economic and Social Affairs, within which the NGO Branch manages the ECOSOC 
consultative application process, is also a department of the secretariat. 
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The United Nations needs the support of public opinion in all of its efforts…The United 
Nations cannot enter the public relations business, but that is a role which the non-
governmental organizations can assume. Co-operation between non-governmental 
organizations and the mass media would be very helpful in creating the right image of the 
United Nations in the public mind (Secretary-General Waldheim, 1972, Quotation in 
Feraru, 1974, p. 42). 

 

 In 1973 Secretary General Waldheim directed his under-secretary Bradford Morse to act 

as a “point of contact” between the UN secretariat and NGOs, and Morse spoke strongly about 

the role that NGOs could, and should, play in UN affairs: 

The door is open to all of you if you are in New York… in a very real sense you are the 
substructure of the United Nations without which the United Nations could not long 
endure. We hope in the months ahead to tighten the role of the NGO’s throughout the 
United Nations system. New structures may be necessary. New arrangements certainly 
will be necessary if you are to be, as you must be, full participants as well as petitioners. 
As I said, there is a new day before us in the United Nations.” (Bradford Morse, 
quotation printed in Judge, 1973c, p. 429) 

 
 While Morse held this role as NGO liaison to the secretariat, several high-level secretariat 

personnel attended the ECOSOC Committee on NGO meeting, in 1973, and changed the tone of 

that meeting from its regular critique of NGO work to “a genuine concern to make working 

relations with NGO’s more effective” (Ascher, 1974, p. 241). 

Two decades later, as he pursued an agenda of strengthening democracy around the 

world, Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali addressed the role of NSAs in the UN system. In 

his report “An Agenda for Democratization (Boutros-Ghali, 1996),” he claimed that: 

The participation of new actors on the international scene is an acknowledged fact; 
providing them with agreed means of participation in the formal system, heretofore 
primarily the province of States, is a new task of our time. (Boutros-Ghali, 1996, p. 
paragraph 61) 
 

Boutros-Ghali spoke about the benefits of including NGOs in international governance, 

and ways in which the UN could enhance their participation:  

 
To international organizations, non-governmental organizations can bring not only 
strengthened legitimacy but also field experience and expertise across a vast array of 
human concerns, as well as a valuable capacity for information-gathering and 
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dissemination. Non-governmental organizations are proving extremely powerful in 
fighting isolationism and indifference among both Governments and citizens, and in  
mobilizing public opinion and support, especially financial support and donor assistance. 
(Boutros-Ghali, 1996, p. paragraph 83)  
 
…To deepen further the democratizing potential of the NGO phenomenon, non-
governmental organizations and other representatives of civil society (including those 
addressed specifically below) should be invited to participate in Member State 
delegations on a regular basis. The Open-ended High-level Working Group on the 
Strengthening of the United Nations System has suggested that consideration be given to 
the establishment of a "civil society forum". In addition, the Conference of Non-
Governmental Organizations in Consultative Status with the Economic and Social  
Council should be empowered to make more precise and operational recommendations 
for the consideration of the Council and to help ensure that the non-governmental 
organizations in such status are representative and of recognized utility. (Boutros-Ghali, 
1996, p. paragraph 85) 

 

Secretary-Gerneral Kofi Annan continued to advocate for the greater participation of 

NSAs in the UN system as he pursued an agenda of UN reform. At the start of his tenure, which 

began in 1997, Annan launched a review of the UN system with the intention of improving 

efficiency and effectiveness. As he wrote in a letter to the GA President in the forward to his 

Report, “Renewing the United Nations: A Programme for Reform”:  

[W]hen I assumed the office of Secretary-General, I initiated a thorough review of the 
activities of the United Nations and the manner in which they are organized and 
conducted. The objective was to identify the ways in which the United Nations can more 
effectively and efficiently meet the challenges that lie ahead as we enter a new century, 
and a new millennium (Renewing the United Nations: A Programme for Reform, 
(A/51/950), page 2).  
 
His Report on the ways in which the UN could be more efficient and effective included a 

section on civil society, in which his discussion of the benefits of NGO engagement went beyond 

their capabilities for information dissemination:  

NGOs and other civil society actors are now perceived not only as disseminators of 
information or providers of services but also as shapers of policy, be it in peace and 
security matters, in development or in humanitarian affairs. The involvement of NGOs 
and other actors, such as parliamentarians, local authorities and business leaders, in the 
United Nations global conferences demonstrates this. It would not be difficult to imagine 
organizing a global event and formulating multilateral agreements and declarations 
without the active participation of NGOs (Renewing the United Nations: A Programme 
for Reform, (A/51/950), section G.213). 
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While the report did not make specific suggestions about the ways in which civil society, 

via NGOs, should be engaged by the UN system, it indicated that the Secretary General would 

initiate consultation with “eminent leaders of different sectors of civil society [including] 

academicians, organized labour, NGOs, private business, youth and the foundation community” 

and instruct all departments to “designate an NGO liaison officer to facilitate access by civil 

society to the United Nations.”  He also called on UN Programmes and Funds to engage NGOs in 

country operations, as possible (Renewing the United Nations: A Programme for Reform, 

(A/51/950), section G.a-b). 

 Later that year, Secretary General Annan published a report on “Arrangements and 

Practices for the Interaction of Non-Governmental Organizations in all Activities of the United 

Nations System” as requested by the General Assembly by decision 52/453 (after the GA had 

been asked by ECOSOC to consider the ways it engages with NGOs in its decision 1996/297). 

Annan’s report (United Nations, 1998) reviewed the ways in which all parts of the UN system 

engaged NSAs, and made several recommendations regarding supporting NGOs, but no specific 

calls for changing their participation roles in the General Assembly or elsewhere. Annan’s next 

report on UN reform, “Strengthening of the United Nations: an agenda for further change,” 

proposed the creation of a panel to review UN and civil society relations, which resulted in the 

Cardoso Report and its very specific suggestions for increasing participatory rights for NSAs in 

the UN system. As we have seen, institutional and statutory changes as suggested by the Cardoso 

Report have not been adopted by the General Assembly. Secretary General Annan did, however, 

take some steps toward closer engagement of NSAs, especially the private sector.  
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In 1999, at the World Economic Forum96 in Davos, Annan, who had attended previous 

Davos forums during which he promised to enact cooperative ventures with the business 

community, challenged the private sector. He asked them to: 

join me in taking our relationship to a still higher level. I propose that you, the business 
leaders gathered in Davos, and we, the United Nations, initiate a global compact of 
shared values and principles, which will give a human face to the global market (Press 
Release (SG/SM/6881), 1 February 1999). 
 
The resulting voluntary corporate code of social and environmental conduct has become 

the world’s largest voluntary corporate responsibility initiative, with more than 8700 

participants.97 Annan’s “enhanced cooperation with the private sector” and the Global Compact 

initiative has received support from UN member states in seven resolutions, all titled “Towards 

Global Partnerships.”98  

The overriding purpose of cooperation between the United Nations and non-state actors 
should be to enable cooperation between the Organization to serve Member States and 
their peoples more effectively while remaining true to the principles of the Charter. 
Cooperation should be regularly assessed against those objectives. As such, cooperation 
should be viewed as a means of achieving United Nations goals and enhancing 
performance, not as an end in itself. (K. A. Annan, 2001, p. 44) 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter introduced the UN system as a whole and explored the decision-making 

process for the role of NSAs that was established in the UN Charter and manifested in the 

Economic and Social Council, the General Assembly, and (briefly) the Security Council and 

secretariat. As such, it has not been a single and concise case study, but the review has provided 

evidence that reflects positively upon the expectations and hypotheses put forth in the opening 

chapter.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
96 The World Economic Forum is a non-profit organization that convenes an annual meeting in Davos 
primarily composed of international business leaders.  
97 Information about the Global Compact and its current participants can be found at 
http://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/index.html 
98 GA Res. 55/215, 21 Dec 2000; GA Res. 56/76, 11 Dec 2001; GA Res. 58/129, 19 Dec 2003; GA Res 
60/215, 22 Dec 2005; GA Res. 62/211, 19 December 2007; GA Res 66/223. 21 December 2009; GA Res 
66/223, 28 March 2012. 
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All hypotheses regarding the secretariat receive support here. United Nations Secretary-

General reports have repeatedly included a discussion of the roles of NSAs in the work of the 

UN. The language used by Kofi Annan in particular spoke of the benefits of expanding NSA 

roles in the organization, frequently emphasizing the practical ability of non-state actors to assist 

the UN in accomplishing its goals. Indeed, long before Kofi Annan’s vocal support for civil 

society, in a review of the secretariat’s perspective on the role of NGOs, Campbell (1969, p. 38) 

offered the following observation of Secretary-General U Thant in 1969: 

The Secretary-General, with a keen sense of the importance of public opinion, has 
personally expressed his appreciation of the NGO contribution on different occasions; 
and, generally speaking, the opinion of Secretariat officials seems to be that the 
cooperation of at least certain active NGOs has been valuable. 
   
As such, this review of the UN system as a whole indicates support for the first 

hypothesis – that the secretariat will favor including NSAs in participatory roles when doing so 

increases mission success or efficiency. UN Secretary-Generals have been supportive of engaging 

NSAs in the work of the UN. The Center for Social Education and Information was established 

within the Department of Public Information as a way to mobilize public opinion on behalf of the 

UN’s social and development work. When an ECOSOC convened group of experts to discuss the 

role of NGOs in CESI’s mission determined that the UN must involve NGOs in upstream 

consultations if they were to expect their help in the mobilization of public opinion, secretariat 

officials then immediately came to the defense of NGOs in ECOSOC, where they had recently 

been on the receiving end of a number of attacks.  

The second hypothesis is difficult to assess here because, as noted above, this chapter has 

not looked at one concise case wherein a secretariat governs the implementation of tasks 

delegated by an assembly. The role of the office of the UN Secretary-General is different from 

that of the secretariat offices of UN organizations that engage in implementation work (such as 

those of the three following chapters). The third hypothesis, however, receives support from this 

study of the UN system, as does the fourth. The primary linkage to NGOs from the UN secretariat 
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(through the DPI) is extended only to those NGOs that demonstrate public-information 

distribution capacity, and member-states have been accepting of partnerships between NSAs and 

the secretariat. For example, several Assembly Resolutions have recognized, supported and 

encouraged the United Nations Global Compact, which was initiated through the leadership of 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan in 2000. The GA and ECOSOC both also overwhelmingly 

supported the creation of CESI, which was not explicitly an agency for engaging NGOs, but was 

recognized as a vehicle for connecting to “the public,” often through NGOs.  

In conformity with hypothesis 5 we have seen that, although the topic has been debated, 

the General Assembly has not opted to enhance formal inclusion of NSAs in their regular work in 

order to more formally receive their consultative services. Instead, the Assembly has initiated 

informal mechanisms by which it may gain information from civil society, and has not been able 

to collectively agree on regularizing NSA participation in any formal way. The same has been 

true of the Security Council, which has engaged only in informal consultative relations with civil 

society actors. ECOSOC, for its part, has been mandated by the UN Charter to formalize NGO 

consultative relations. That formal relationship was not the choice of the body itself, as it did not 

exist yet, but the consequence of inter-state negotiation during the conference process of the 

UNCIO. As time has passed, however, discontent with NGO consultation has led the members of 

ECOSOC to review and revise the rules governing NGO consultative status multiple times, 

during which oversight requirements were established and mechanisms of suspension and 

withdrawal of consultative status were created. Arguably, if ECOSOC does not derive the 

indispensable benefits that hypothesis 5 predicts as necessary for the formal relationship to exist, 

their presence can nevertheless be explained by the fact that ECOSOC has had its institutional 

hands bound by the UN charter. Notably as well, as this history has shown, the extensive 

involvement of NGOs in the US UNCIO delegation was, from the start, a direct consequence of 
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the desire of the US government to more effectively launch a public campaign supporting US 

membership in the new United Nations organization.  

The extent to which states have tussled over the granting of consultative status, and of 

which category of status, to individual organizations provides clear evidence of the behavior 

expected by hypotheses 7 and 8 (that states will support the extension of participation rights to 

NSAs when doing so produces domestic benefits and that such support will be inconsistent across 

issue and NSA organization) as well as the expectation that states will create means for managing 

the rolls of NSAs provided participatory rights. ECOSOC member-states have historically taken 

the opportunity to monitor applications and reapplications to consultative status closely, most 

frequently during the cold war. Today the procedure is, more often than not, a routine one. Still, 

states retain the opportunity to manage the selection process and have shown a willingness to 

influence that process. Certainly, this early process of deliberation between the United States and 

the Soviet Union during the UNCIO on the matter of the role that NGOs would take within the 

UN stands in contrast to the expectations of the sixth hypotheses (that state support for NSA 

participation can be predicted by regime type) while suggesting support for the seventh. 

On the whole we have seen that from the UNCIO to the deliberations of ECOSOC and 

the GA, the positions of individual states on the role of NSAs in the UN system have simply 

depended on the situation, their particular relationship vis-à-vis individual organizations, and the 

landscape of international politics at the time. This belief was also expressed in interviews 

conducted with UN and NGO personal.99 This is consistent with the expectation of Hypotheses 7 

and 8, that individual states will favor extending NSA consultative roles when doing so produces 

domestic benefits or augments the state’s negotiation position in the organization. Evidence 

demonstrated above has indicated that the relationship between the United States and the Soviet 

relationship vis-à-vis particular organizations was of key importance in the creation of Article 71 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
99 Interview #3, 24 November 2009; Interviews #4 and #5, 21 October 2010.  
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and the three-category system of ECOSOC consultative status. The Soviet Union was protecting 

its interests within the new United Nations as well as promoting its substantive preferences 

through the WFTU, while the United States worked to defend the position of its own domestic 

organizations and limit any supplementary powers granted to the Soviet Union.    

The privileges of making statements in the Council and of proposing items for its agenda 
were used by both major protagonists (WFTU and AFL) not only for mutual 
recrimination but for aligning themselves respectively with the policies and arguments of 
the Soviet and United States governments in the kind of "cold war" controversy 
characteristic of the Security Council, from which it had been hoped to preserve the 
Economic and Social Council. Moreover the governments in question were more than 
ready to use these NGOs for their own political ends. (Pickard, 1956, p. 32)  

 
This chapter has shown that the political divide among UN member-states regarding the 

extent to which NSAs should be granted formal participation roles in the UN system has not 

consistently been predicted by regime type. Historically, the Soviet Union was consistently 

supportive of NSA participation rights, not just of the WFTU but also for the “undoubted right” 

of all NGOs in consultative status to attend GA meetings (Liang, 1951). This flies in the face of 

the prediction that democracies will be more likely than non-democracies to support NGO 

participation rights. But in this case the USSR was clearly backing general NGO participation 

because of its specific support for the WFTU. The question of access to GA meetings, for 

example, arose because the US was denying the visa of WFTU representatives in particular. This 

gives some credence to the argument I have made above that while democracy might be a 

relatively good indicator of support for NSA participation rights, because democracies are more 

likely to have strong relationships with NSAs that enjoy political freedom and influence at home, 

it is unlikely to be a perfect indicator. In some cases non-democratic states will have strong 

relationships with NSAs and, therefore, support their participation rights in intergovernmental 

fora.  

We have seen that the political divisions on matters related to NGOs have followed broad 
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global political fault lines. During the UN’s formative years the USSR pushed against the US for 

greater NSA rights and in the height of the cold war a battle waged in ECOSOC’s Commission of 

Human Rights and NGO Committee about the allegiance of human rights NGOs to particular 

states and their relationship to cold war politics. In more recent years the divide has often fallen 

along the global north and global south divide, though this division has not been a consistent 

indicator of government positions on the question of NSA participation in UN governance.  

Certainly, this chapter provides many examples of non-democratic states decrying that 

NGOs are biased against them, and opposing their participation in the UN system as contrary to 

its essential intergovernmental nature. However, we also have found examples where similar 

states have supported NGOs, especially particular ones with which they have a relationship. The 

moments during which non-democracies have been supportive of NSA participation have been 

those in which they would derive specific benefits from that participation – as was clear in the 

Soviet backing of the WFTU, and also the G-77/China’s support to extending NSA participation 

beyond ECOSOC, which could very well be an attempt to find a means to attenuate the tightly 

held grasp on power of the permanent members within the SC, which the US strongly opposes.  

Comparing the positions of states during the 2004 debate on expanding NGO 

consultation roles beyond ECOSOC has shown that more democratic states were, in general, 

more likely to support the proposals of the Cardoso Report on strengthening NGO participation in 

the system. However, there was evidence of outliers to this trend, most clearly the United States, 

and the debate did not include statements from many governments on this point. Also, this 

publicly recorded debate is only a partial record of state interests and does not entirely reflect the 

positions that governments advocate during closed negotiations.  

On the whole, this chapter has not provided support for the claims of the alternative 

hypotheses. The tenth hypothesis is drawn from a perspective that expects the change in NSA 

engagement to be triggered by an the internet-fueled globalization, yet the formation of the initial 
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rules of UN consultative status were established prior to this period of modern globalization. 

Further, if we look at the changes to the rules governing consultation, we do not find evidence of 

ECOSOC expanding consultation roles in order to deal with an increasingly complex world over 

the decades. In fact, it could be argued that the support for participation rights for NGOs was at a 

peak during the UNCIO – not to mention the extensive informal participation that NSAs enjoyed 

during the tenure of the League of Nations.  Further, there is no compelling reason to expect that 

ECOSOC is in any greater need of expertise and information than are the General Assembly or 

the Security Council, and yet ECOSOC is the only one of these three bodies that has granted 

formal participatory roles to NGOs.   

Nor is there evidence in this chapter that campaigns of social activism have been 

successful in opening up participatory rights for NSAs. In general, there have not been extensive 

transnational campaigns targeted at expanding consultative roles to the General Assembly in the 

same way that such movements have targeted the international economic organizations. Social 

activism may have been influential in expanding the involvement of NSAs in UN conferences or 

informal hearings, but there has been no move towards formalizing NSA roles in the GA itself.  

The twelfth hypothesis predicts that consultation will eventually extend beyond ECOSOC 

to the GA and even perhaps the SC, as has been suggested in the Cardoso Report. This has not 

happened, although there have been some attempts to make these changes. We might be able to 

say that over time participation rights have been expanded to cover a more diverse group of 

NSAs; the League of Nations worked with most closely with a select group of organizations and 

ECOSOC expanded the category of NGOs eligible for consultative status to include domestic 

NGOs. However, the tightening of NGO oversight within ECOSOC stands in contrast of the 

expectation of hypothesis 11 of an expansion or deepening of the consultative rights of NGOs 

within ECOSOC over time. While there have been movements among some states to expand 

formal NGO participatory rights beyond ECOSOC’s consultative status, this movement has not 
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achieved success. Although informal engagement has increased over time in both the SC and GA, 

the formal rules have not changed. Further, both the GA interactive hearings and the SC Arria 

formula are extended to civil society more selectively than broadly. While global conferences 

include civil society in a broad and open fashion, the UN system appears to have shifted emphasis 

from the global conference style of NSA engagement that was so predominant in the 1990s to the 

less broadly inclusive interactive hearing style of civil society engagement. Meanwhile, ECOSOC 

has expanded, but not deepened, its consultative relationships with NGOs. More organizations 

have been included into consultative status (although the category of General consultative status 

has not grown dramatically), but the rules have evolved to grant the NGO Committee increased 

regulation powers including the power to revoke consultative status.  

In summary, the greatest expansion of NSA participation in the UN system has been seen 

in UN conferences and, more recently, informal hearings, but not an expansion of formal 

consultation participatory rights within the main UN bodies. In fact, the most significant support 

for granting formal participatory roles to NGOs within the UN system was demonstrated during 

the formation of the Charter itself. Support for expanding formal participatory roles beyond 

ECOSOC have not grown steadily over time, but in fact dwindled between the 1996 and 2004 

debates on the matter. Accordingly, formal rules for NGO participation in ECOSOC have not 

expanded greatly, and in some ways have contracted by granting states a greater ability to review 

accredited organizations and revoke accreditation. The General Assembly and Security Council 

have elected to begin informal consultative measures to gain information from civil society 

actors, but have not been compelled to grant any regularized participation within their governance 

bodies.  

Throughout the history of the United Nations, states have been inconsistent about their 

support or opposition to UN engagement of NGOs. Inter-state and domestic politics are persistent 

factors across these changes. States support the inclusion of those voluntary organizations with 
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which they are aligned, or those that support their causes, while resisting engagement of the 

organizations supported by their political rivals. This political story is particularly clear in the 

formation of UN Charter Article 71 and the rules governing ECOSOC consultative status.  

In brief, this chapter has shown how important the relationship between specific states 

and particular organizations has been in the formation of the rules of the UN Charter and their 

manifestation in ECOSOC. We have seen that in the writing of the Charter the roles granted to 

NGOs were strongly determined by the relationship key states had to specific organizations. 

Reform to those initial rules has faced varied reaction by states; impacted again by the power 

position of the states within the organization and its particular relationship to non-state actors.  

!

UN System and NSA Engagement Timeline 
 
1946 (April) UN Conference on International Organization (UNCIO) in San Francisco, adopts 

UN Charter 
 

1946 (July) ECOSOC Resolution 2/3 implements Article 71 of Charter, creating three 
categories of consultative relations 

 
1946 (December) GA recommends ECOSOC allow WFTU, and all NGOs in category A, the 

right to submit items to the provisional agenda 
 
1947 ECOSOC revises rules of procedure allowing category A to submit items for 

provisional agenda and make statements to the Council 
 
1950 (February) ECOSOC Res 288 B(x) establishes comprehensive rules governing formal 

consultative status rules 
 
1950 GA establishes rules for inviting NGOs to conferences  
 
1952  GA authorizes Secretary General to make arrangements for NGO representatives to 

attend public GA meetings and to facilitate their travel to such meetings 
 
1967  Series of articles in New York Times about CIA funded NGOs, increases tension 

concerning cold war use of NGOs as government front organizations, as well as a 
concern among several states that Human Rights NGOs were unfairly criticizing 
governments. Tanzania requests revision of consultation rules and a review of those 
NGOs in consultative status (ECOSOC 1225(WLII) 

 
1968  Review of 166 NGOs in consultative status  
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1968 Res 1296 (XLIV) updates 1950 rules for consultative status, mechanism for suspending 
and withdrawing consultation status created.  

 
1968 Center for Economic and Social Information (CESI) established within the Office of the 

Department of Information, funded by the Netherlands. CESI was responsible for 
“assisting national governments in the mobilization of public opinion in support of the 
aims and purposes of the Second Development Decade” (A/C.5/1320/Rev.1, 15 June 
1971, paragraphs 243-247) 

 
1968 (August) ECOSOC Resolution 1357 (SLV) Mobilization of public opinion in developed 

and developing countries regarding the United Nations Development Decade.  
 
1969 GA unanimously passes Resolution 2567 (XXIV) Mobilization of Public Opinion. This is 

the first unanimous resolution passed in 20 years. Calls the mobilization of public opinion 
an “essential component of the international development strategy.”  

 
1972  ECOSOC convenes a “meeting of experts” on NGO role in mobilizing public opinion 

and political will (in support of the international Development Strategy).  
 
1973 (February) Committee on NGO meeting in February attended by many high level 

personnel from UN Secretariat 
 
1973 (July) ECOSOC Committee on NGOs, invites NGOs to share their views, as follow up to 

February meeting in New York.  
 
1975 Commission on Human Rights considers an NGO Study on Human Rights Violations. 

Member states accuse NGOs of slander and abuse of their privileges. Call for ECOSOC 
to reexamine NGO activities and rules for consultation.  

 
1975  ECOSOC 58th session passes resolution 1919, stating that NGOs that do not follow 

prohibition on systematically engaging in unsubstantiated or politically motivated acts 
against member states (1296 paragraph 36 (b), will have its consultative status suspended 
or withdrawn. 

 
1978 Review of NGOs in consultative status, requested by Argentina. NGOs required to 

submit reports, and governments requested to also submit reports of NGO compliance 
with rules.  

 
1992 Rio Conference, calls for another review of NGO roles in UN, and to strengthen 

partnerships 
 
1993 - 1996 ECOSOC Open Ended Working Group (OEWG) evaluates NGO and Civil 

Society relations 
 
1996 Res 1996/31, opens ECOSOC status to national and regional NGOs (without explicit 

member state approval or special circumstance)  
 
1996 Decision 1996/297 ECOSOC recommends GA examine NGO participation in UN 

system.  
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1997  (July) Secretary General Report A/51/950, “Renewing the United Nations: A Programme 
for Reform” calls on the UN to update the ways in which it interacts with civil society. 

 
1997  (November) GA discusses ECOSOC recommendation 1996/297, decides to reconsider 

later, and asks SG to create a report. Decision 52/453.  
 
1997  Following 52/453 Kofi Annan publishes report A/53/170 “Arrangements and Practices 

for the Interaction of Non-Governmental Organizations in all Activities of the United 
Nations System” 

 
1999 GA discusses A/53/170 at 53rd session, asks SG to gather views on the report, resulting in 

A/54/329 
 
1999 Kofi Annan announces Global Compact at the World Economic Forum in Davos 
 
2002  Kofi Annan report on UN Reform “Strengthening of the United Nations: an agenda for 

further change”, proposes high-level panel to review relations between UN and Civil 
Society 

 
2003 Cardoso Panel conducts survey of CS actors, publishes report 
 
2004 GA October 4-5 Session discusses revitalizing its work and UN-Civil Society relations 
 
2005 First informal interactive hearing, prior to World Summit  
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CHAPTER 3 
NON-STATE ACTORS AND UNICEF 

 

 This chapter will recount the establishment of the formal structure for non-governmental 

participation in UNICEF governance and the ways in which it has changed, and not changed, in 

the past sixty years. I will argue that UNICEF has extended participatory roles to non-state actors 

only in exchange for specific benefits. The creation of a NGO advisory committee to the 

Executive Board, the National Committees, and other formal participation for non-state actors in 

UNICEF governance were not created because UNICEF was compelled to do so by the strength 

or capabilities of the non-governmental sector, nor because of a normative belief in democratic 

inclusion, but because these formal linkages benefited UNICEF and the states that compose it. 

Formal participatory roles were granted to NGOs because they served the interest of UNICEF and 

its member states. Specifically, UNICEF traded formal participatory roles for non-state actors in 

exchange for the opportunity to benefit from the unique ability of NGOs to publicize its work and 

increase government and non-government financial contributions. 

 

A Brief History of UNICEF 

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), originally named the United Nations 

International Children’s Emergency Fund, is one of several decedents of the wartime UN Relief 

and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), which supplied relief services to East and West 

Europe both during and immediately following the Second World War. While 31 non-invaded 

nations had contributed about 1 percent of their national incomes to UNRRA’s operational 

budget, the United States shouldered the largest burden, providing approximately 70 per cent of 

operational costs. As the US faced the new realities of a cold war, desire among Americans to pay 

for relief services in Eastern Europe dwindled. A subsequent lack of contributions for UNRRA’s 

third year led to the organization’s demise. There was significant debate, however, about the need 
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to continue support for emergency relief operations for those in dire need, regardless of the cold 

war alignment. Accordingly, UNRRA’s operations were transferred to newly established 

organizations within the budding United Nations system, such as the Food and Agriculture 

Organization and the International Refugee Organization (Briggs, 1944; Commons, 1949; Fox, 

1950).  

At UNRRA’s final meeting in 1946 Dr. Ludwik Rajchman, the Polish UNRRA 

representative and an early leader in the international public health field, argued that children on 

all sides of conflict deserved continued support (Black, 1996). He proposed that residual UNRRA 

funds be used to establish a global relief organization specifically for children. A temporary 

International Children’s Emergency Fund was then formed by GA resolution 57(1) the same year.  

The primary objective of this new temporary emergency organization was to provide 

humanitarian assistance, delivering dried milk for example, to “be utilized for the benefit of 

children and adolescents of countries which were the victims of aggression.”100 Although 

primarily a deliverer of emergency aid, Resolution 57(1) also included the objective of 

“supporting child health services generally,” which later opened the door for UNICEF to address 

non-emergency health services, such as immunization campaigns. UNICEF historian Maggie 

Black explains that it was important to Dr. Rajchman that the founding resolution be inclusive of 

general health services, as he personally had hoped a UNICEF organization would be capable of 

facilitating large scale disease control and prevention (Black, 1996), which eventually came to 

pass. However, in the early years operations were clearly focused on urgent humanitarian relief, 

and the first UNICEF Administrator Maurice Pate fully expected that the emergency would end 

and that the work of UNICEF would be concluded (Black, 1986, p. 38; Charnow, 1984, p.6). 

The General Assembly’s Resolution 57(1) also recognized that private agencies were 

engaged in similar humanitarian relief work, and that Children’s Emergency Fund should work in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
100 GA Res. 57(I), 11 Dec 1946 
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cooperation with such agencies: “The Fund shall appeal to all voluntary relief agencies to 

continue and intensify their activities and shall take the necessary measures in order to co-operate 

with these agencies.”101 Accordingly, UNICEF engaged in “combined operations in Europe with 

voluntary agencies engaged in international relief work” (Zizzamia, 1987, p. 1).      

In 1950 the General Assembly extended the temporary operations of UNICEF for 

an additional three years “with the object of continuing the Fund on a permanent basis”102 and 

formally expanded the goals of the program beyond emergency relief into the arena of general 

health issues. Then, in 1953 when the fund was again slated to expire, developing nations argued 

that the work of UNICEF remained essential beyond Europe and that there were suffering 

children around the world that deserved support. The General Assembly then passed Resolution 

802(viii),103 agreeing to create a permanent UNICEF (dropping the words “international” and 

“emergency” from its official title). At this point UNICEF further expanded operations both 

geographically and substantively as it began to address the consequences of poverty and the long-

term needs of children in developing countries. Expanding the issues under UNICEF’s purview 

was, at times, vigorously debated within the Executive Board,104 but today’s UNICEF supports a 

broad agenda of children’s rights and public health and is much more than an emergency 

humanitarian aid agency. As Maggie Black has written:  

Although the impulse that brought UNICEF into being was the desire to help countries 
mend the lives of children damaged by war, the organization stayed in existence to help 
improve the lives of children damaged by poverty (Black, 1996, p.8).  
 
The protection of child rights became the explicit guiding principle for UNICEF 

with the creation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was adopted by the General 

Assembly in 1989 and entered into force that same year. Now the most widely ratified human 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
101 GA Res 57(I), 11 Dec 1946 
102 GA Res 417 (V), 1 Dec 1950 
103 GA Res 802(viii), 6 October 1953 
104 See UNICEF Report of the Executive Board. 1959 (E/ICEF/380) for a debate about addressing 
education 
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rights treaty,105 this international legal instrument serves as a guiding document for UNICEF 

operations as it aims to follow a human rights based approach to development. 

UNICEF is committed to ensuring that country programmes of cooperation are framed by 
the human rights approach and that global activities specifically support the 
implementation of the CRC. Human rights are fundamental to the work of UNICEF and 
guide all programming processes, such as how we assess and analyse the situation of 
children and women; how we build partnerships and alliances for children; how we 
influence public policy and resource allocation; and how we help ensure the realization of 
the full spectrum of children’s rights. The human rights perspective means that UNICEF 
is changing the way it analyses how children live at all stages of their development — 
from early childhood through puberty and adolescence. (UNICEF, 1999, p. 18)  
 

 
UNICEF Governance, Resources and Membership 

The Executive Board (EB) of UNICEF is composed of 36 members elected by ECOSOC 

following a regional allocation of seats,106 that serve three-year terms.107 The Executive Board 

,reports to ECOSOC and is charged with approving programs and the budget and providing 

general intergovernmental oversight to the Fund.  

 While membership of the EB rotates regularly, there is a core group of UN member states 

that have had continuous or regular presence on the Board. Both the United States and Russia 

have held a seat on the Board for all of its 65 years to date. The UK, Switzerland and France have 

all been present on the Board for more than 90% of the years since 1946, and China, Canada, 

Sweden, India and Pakistan have all been present for more than 80% of its years.108  

The Board meets three times a year in a first regular session, an annual session, and a 

second regular session. Since 1998 there has been an additional meeting of the Executive Board 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
105 As of 2012 only the United States and Somalia have not ratified this treaty (both have signed). See the 
UN treaty database at http://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=IV-
11&chapter=4&lang=en 
106 8 African states, 7 Asian states, 4 Eastern European states, 5 Latin American and Caribbean states, and 
12 Western European and other States (including Japan) 
107 The Western European and Others group operates under a rotation schedule, whereby some states do 
serve less than three year terms. 
108 UNICEF’s membership is listed in the report of each session. These calculations were drawn by 
compiling these membership lists. 
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each year in conjunction with the Boards of the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) and the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), and in 2000 the World Food 

Programme (WFP) Executive Board also began attending these annual joint meetings.  

At these meetings the Executive Director addresses the Board and reviews the status of 

the organization, summarizing successes and challenges in their work. Delegations discuss the 

Annual Report and issues raised therein. The Board considers and approves country program 

documents and budgetary matters.  

Decisions at Executive Board meetings are made by consensus. Its work is coordinated 

by a Bureau (known as the Governing Council until 1994) and administered by an Executive 

Director and three Deputy Executive Directors. The officers of the EB, making up the Bureau, 

include 5 representatives of the regional groups. Bureau presidency rotates each year. Permanent 

Security Council members do not serve on the Bureau. The Bureau is primarily an administrative 

body linking the secretariat to the regional groups serving on the EB and facilitating the effective 

organization of the EB. States rotate membership on the Bureau more so than on the EB, and 

unlike the Board, no states have been present on the Council/Bureau for all of its years. Bulgaria, 

Armenia, Canada and Poland have served the Council/Bureau about a third of its years or more, 

with Poland as the most frequent Bureau member (present for a full half of the years since its 

founding).109    

Also important, and unique, to the structure of UNICEF are its 36 National Committees. 

These committees are non-governmental organizations that act as the primary “public face” of 

UNICEF in the donor countries and have long been essential funding sources for the 

organization. Today about one third of UNICEF income comes from individuals, NGOs, the 

private sector and other non-governmental sources (UNICEF, 2011, p. 28), the majority of which 

is funneled through the National Committees. Representatives of the National Committees are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
109 Bureau membership is listed in the report of each session. 
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present at Executive Board meetings and have the opportunity to address the Board (Phillips, 

1986).  

The Office of Civil Society Partnerships coordinates engagement with civil society and 

includes a Partnerships Manager (NGO Liaison) that acts as the primary liaison between UNICEF 

and the NGO Committee on UNICEF (NGOC). The NGOC is a committee that has a regular seat, 

and opportunity to speak, at Executive Board meetings. The NGOC is governed by the Global 

Forum consisting of representatives from six INGOs (known as the Executive Committee) and 

six Regional Representatives. The Executive Committee includes two co-chairs, who serve as the 

NGOC representatives at the Executive Board meetings of UNICEF. The positions on the 

Executive Committee are determined by vote of the NGOC membership for a three-year term.110 

Regional Representatives are either nominated or appointed and are expected to report to the 

NGOC and to retain an annual list of organization members in their regional networks (Wepplo, 

2010). 

The total UNICEF budget has grown rapidly over time to a total contributed income of 

$3,711 million US dollars in 2011 (UNICEF, 2011, p. 40). UNICEF is much less reliant on 

governments alone for contributions to its income than most UN Programmes, Funds, or 

Specialized Agencies.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
110 Article IV of the NGOC by-laws 
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Figure 4: UNICEF Income and Expenses. Source: UNICEF Annual Reports 
 

 In 2011 about 1,089 million US dollars, or about 29% of total income, was contributed to 

UNICEF by private organizations. Inter-governmental organizations and arrangements donated 

about 307 million (8% of total income). According to UNICEF annual reports, the percentage of 

funding from non-governmental sources has grown gradually over time, starting at 8% in 1950 

(UNICEF, 1950, p. 16), and has been consistently more than a quarter of all UNICEF income 

since the 1980s. 

The private sector contributes both to regular resources and other (targeted) contributions, 

as do member governments. Regular resources support UNICEF generally, while other resources 

are composed of contributions targeted to specific projects or emergency situations. Since 2000 

the general growth in targeted contributions has dwarfed that of regular resources (although both 

have consistently risen). This follows pattern seen across UN organizations.   
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Relations with Non-State Actors 

The 1946 General Assembly Resolution that established the temporary Children’s 

Emergency Fund authorized it to receive funding from “voluntary agencies, individuals or other 

sources” and to “appeal to all voluntary relief agencies to continue and intensify their activities” 

and “take the necessary measures in order to cooperate with these agencies.”111 The option to 

seek private financial support soon became an important opportunity. It quickly became clear that 

the remaining UNRRA funds would not be sufficient for the job at hand, and the first 

Administrator Maurice Pate “spent much of his first few months trying to ensure that Unicef 

would be awarded a large contribution from the US Congress, and exploring other avenues of 

support in the belief that the balance of UNRRA residues could not possibly go as far as needs 

demanded” (Black, 1986, p. 39). The contributions of the United States were particularly 

important and recognized as “the financial keystone of UNICEF” not only because of its size but 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
111 GA Res. 57(I), December 1946  
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because of a matching formula by which the US would increase its contributions based upon 

those of other governments.112 Even still, government contributions were insufficient to address 

the tasks at hand and the first Executive Director, Maurice Pate, began actively looking beyond 

governments for financial support. This move corresponds to the behavior expected by the first 

hypothesis of this study. Maurice Pate did not hesitate to turn to the engagement of NSAs to keep 

the organization afloat. This follows the prediction of the first hypothesis. 

Many contributing countries, particularly those whose national budget revenue is 
substantially affected by the prices of raw materials on world markets, are at present 
trying to reduce budgets and this makes added effort necessary for UNICEF 
contributions. In these circumstances it is more than ever important that public opinion 
should be informed about the needs of child welfare for international assistance. The 
national campaigns for raising private funds for UNICEF are particularly valuable in this 
regard. (Maurice Pate, quoted in Charnow, 1989, p. 68) 
 
Black describes Pate’s willingness to look beyond governments to individuals for 

financial support, and his skill at fundraising in both arenas, as “the most important factor in the 

creation of Unicef as an organization rather than as an idea” (Black, 1986, p. 39). Acting as the 

first hypothesis expects, Pate took direct steps to cooperate with NSAs in order to complete, and 

sustain, UNICEF’s mission. In order to foster cooperative linkages with voluntary societies, Pate 

hired his friend Grace Holmes Barbey, whom he had met during the years that he worked with the 

American Red Cross. Barbey worked for UNICEF in an informal capacity until 1949, and then 

for another 15 years in a more formal role, engaging with non-governmental and volunteer 

organizations on behalf of UNICEF.  

 To draw on the financial capacity of individuals and volunteer societies, UNICEF 

embraced a plan that had been suggested by the Norwegian UNRRA delegate. The concept 

involved asking individuals to donate one day’s pay to children’s relief services. This was a 

complicated idea for the United Nations, which had never invited fundraising directly from 

individuals, nor had the authority to ask member-states to declare an official donation of one 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 UNICEF, First Session. Final Report of the First Executive Board Session. 22 Jan 1951 (E/ICEF/160), 
127.  
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day’s pay from their citizens. Further, there was no system for collecting contributions from 

voluntary organizations or private citizens. Still the campaign moved forward in Norway and, 

seeing it as a success, ECOSOC approved the plan and created a special committee to assist the 

Secretary-General in its realization, thus forming the United Nations Appeal for Children 

(UNAC) (Black, 1986; International Organization, 1948, p. 102).  

Although the campaign was supported by the UN, all operations were managed by 

individual member-states in a manner that was best suited to each country. Each campaign was 

organized, and funds were collected by, groups of national NGOs. At the conclusion of the 

UNAC these “national committees” were folded into the UNICEF organization. Today there are 

36 UNICEF National Committees within donor countries that manage fundraising in the private 

sector for UNICEF. In addition to the funds raised by the Appeal, UNICEF recognized that 

UNAC was “a valuable instrument in bringing certain phases of the work of the United Nations to 

the attention of people throughout the world [by joining] many peoples in a common aspiration 

[and] giving millions of individuals a means of personal participation in a United Nations 

activity” (UNICEF, 1951, p. para 137). The modern UNICEF National Committees continue this 

advocacy work and serve as the public face of UNICEF within donor countries (Hamiduddin & 

Hyun, 2010).   

At the time of the Appeal for Children it was suggested that only part of the funds raised 

by private organizations be turned over to UNICEF. As Black notes: “Collecting and spending 

were two sides of one coin: if the UN was to invite the voluntary organizations to do the work of 

collecting the money, it could hardly expect to relieve them of it to spend on schemes outside 

their control” (Black, 1986, p. 64). This demonstrates the precise type of exchange predicted in 

hypothesis 5.  

The natural drive to have some control over, or input regarding, the management of the 

funds raised by voluntary agencies led to early demands by the NGOs engaged in fundraising to 
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have some consultative role within UNAC, and then also within UNICEF. US voluntary agencies 

were especially concerned with sharing proceeds and authority and demanded a strong role in the 

organization that they were being asked to fund.  

The American voluntary agencies were very jealous of any invasion of their territory, and 
demanded that their equal partnership with Unicef in UNAC be constantly underlined. 
Much more energy was spent arguing about who would receive and spend the proceeds 
than setting up a strong co-operative arrangement for raising them. The creation of a US 
Committee for Unicef in December 1947 did little to resolve these problems. (Maggie 
Black, 1986, p. 66) 
   

To facilitate NGOs’ assistance with this fundraising campaign, and to respond to 

concerns such as those raised by American volunteer organizations, UNAC (the ECOSOC special 

committee) established an International Advisory Committee (IAC), composed of 8 international 

NGOs (Zizzamia, 1987), in 1948 (Black, 1986; International Organization, 1948, p. 102). The 

UNAC Advisory Committee very quickly113 requested a direct consultative relationship with the 

agency that managed the distribution of the resources they were working to raise – UNICEF. 

Their appeal was supported by the broader NGO community as evidence by a resolution passed 

by the participants at the annual Department of Public Information (DPI) NGO conference held in 

Geneva in 1948. These NGOs drafted a resolution formally requesting that UNICEF “associate in 

its work those international NGOs which play an important part in the organization of the UNAC 

collection” (Zizzamia, 1987, p. 2). The Executive Board declined at that time to create any formal 

relationship with the IAC of UNAC.114  

The UNICEF Executive Board felt instead that it was best to have “close personal 
contact” among the Executive Director, the Chairman of the Programme Committee and 
the Chairman of the IAC. A kind of personal relationship in other words. (Zizzamia, 
1987, p. 2) 
 

This support from the Board for targeting NGO relationships with the Executive Director 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113 Zizzamia (1987) claims this request came from the Advisory Committee as early as November of 
1947, while Black (1986) indicates that the Committee was formed in 1948. 
114 UNICEF, Report of the Executive Board on the 19th through the 25th meeting held at Lake Success, 9-12 
March 1948. March 1948 (E/ICEF/160), paragraph 37. 
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shows, as expected by hypothesis 4, that the assembly was supportive of the secretariat’s direct 

engagement on NSAs, even while it resisted directly engaging them itself.    

All UNAC campaigns had been formally concluded by early 1950. By this time 45 

countries and more than 30 non-self-governing territories, had participated with their own 

campaign and about one third of the money raised was sent to UNICEF (the remainder was 

provided mainly to nationally-selected volunteer agencies for local projects) (UNICEF, 1950, p. 

15). UNICEF’s experience with the UNAC process provided more than money alone:  

Apart from the support which UNICEF has realized through the United Nations Appeal 
for Children, the Appeal has been a valuable instrument in bringing certain phases of the 
work of the United Nations to the attention of people throughout the world. It has joined 
many peoples in a common aspiration, giving millions of individual a means of personal 
participation in a United Nations activity. (UNICEF, 1950, p. 15) 

 

From then, as pronounced by General Assembly resolution 215(III)115, the name “United 

Nations Appeal for Children” was to be used only for national campaigns conducted to benefit 

UNICEF.” Thus, the IAC as an NGO advisory committee to the UNAC dissolved as UNAC was 

folded into UNICEF directly. 

Accordingly, during the next annual DPI/NGO conference, held in April of 1949, NGOs 

shifted their support from granting a formal consultative relationship between the IAC and 

UNICEF to the creation of a general NGO advisory committee for UNICEF. Specifically, they 

recommended that a “special committee of NGOs be invited by UNICEF to act as an NGO 

Advisory Committee” (Zizzamia, 1987, p. 3). Either on his own initiative, or in response to this 

request, Administrator Maurice Pate proposed to Barbey that such an advisory committee should 

be formed.  

After the UNAC campaign folded up, Maurice asked me in one day and said that he felt 
there should be an advisory group of NGO’s for [UNICEF]. And I had told him earlier 
that I thought it was wrong that UNICEF didn’t have their own advisory group. So, 
finally, after UNAC folded up this advisory group became interested in the UN as such, 
and UNICEF and children. There was a man by the name of Thelin and Mary Dingman, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
115 GA Res 215(III), 8 Dec 1948 
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Evelyn Fox and a whole group of them that said, “Well, why don’t we have an advisory 
group for UNICEF?” And so, in the summer of 1949, Charles Egger and I started the 
original meeting that was to become the NGO Committee on UNICEF. But originally it 
was just an advisory group and it didn’t become the NGO Committee on UNICEF with 
consultancy status unti1 1952. My responsibility was to be the liaison officer between 
groups that were not governments, and UNICEF. (Grace Holmes Barbey, in Charnow, 
1984, p. 13) 
    

Therefore, at the request of Administrator Pate, Barbey chaired a meeting of 14 NGOs 

(83 NGOs holding consultative status with ECOSOC were invited116) in July of 1949. The 

participants formed the basis of an NGO advisory committee to UNICEF and drafted the initial 

Terms of Reference for the committee. During the discussion of the mandate of the Advisory 

Committee the participants expressed their desire to expand the purview of the committee beyond 

a promotional and fundraising capacity that was initially intended by UNICEF to include an 

advisory function that would include consulting on programming and operations:  

Mr. Ennals (United Nations Associations) said that in his opinion the Advisory 
Committee should deal with all aspects that would be of interest to it; it should include 
the national committees of UNAC and should advise not only the Secretariat but also the 
Executive Board of UNICEF on all matters that were within its sphere of interest; 
representatives of the Committee should also take part in an advisory capacity in the 
discussions of the Board. 
 
Several other members supported this opinion.  
 
Mrs. Holmes [Barbey] (UNICEF) said that the terms of reference of the Committee were 
understood to be entirely promotional and informational. However, she assured the 
meeting that UNICEF would consider sympathetically any alternative suggestion that 
would be submitted to it.  
 
In reply to the question at what meeting the Executive Board had decided that the 
Advisory NGO Committee should have as its main function the publicizing of UNAC 
campaigns, Mrs. Holmes said that the assumed decision had been only verbal and had 
been made by the Voluntary Fundraising Committee of the Baord; this recommendation 
had not been presented to the Board at its recent meeting. (Summary Notes of the First 
Meeting Held at the Palais Des Nations. 4 July 1949 (MNGO/18/49), page 5-6)  
 

During this discussion an NGO representative asked about the decision to transfer all 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
116 UNICEF, Consultative Non-Governmental Organizations Second General Conference Special UNICEF 
Committee. Summary Notes of the First Meeting Held at the Palais Des Nations. 4 July 1949 
(MNGO/18/49).  
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funds raised in UNAC campaigns by NGOs to UNICEF. Dr. Egger, of the European UNICEF 

headquarters, said that as a formal matter all funds should be transferred to UNICEF, but 

arrangements for proportional splitting of the funds had been made with individual UNAC 

organizations (soon to be known as National Committees).117 The discussion described in the 

notes from this meeting that formed the initial terms of reference for the NGO Committee to 

UNICEF reveal that NGO representatives were pushing for an expanded consultative role while 

continuing to inquire about the transferring of the funds they raised to UNICEF. Though veiled, 

this can be read as a discussion about the transfer of advocacy and fund raising capacity from 

NGOs to UNICEF in direct exchange for the creation of an advisory committee with a mandate 

for consultation (as predicted by the hypotheses). 

As it worked to form this new NGO Committee, UNICEF created a new NGO liaison 

post, which was initially filled by Barbey. She served as a strong advocate for the role of 

voluntary organizations within UNICEF among co-workers whom (in her words)  “liked [her] 

personally but they didn’t like the NGOs…they didn’t want to bother with them” (Charnow, 

1984, p. 17). From her perspective the UNICEF secretariat and Board did not “have the foggiest 

notion of what consultative status was all about” (Zizzamia, 1987, p. 73). In Barbey’s opinion:  

[I]f we had started allowing some of the key NGOs to have just a small place in 
programming, then we would have had NGOs supporting us 100 percent quicker. And, as 
it has turned out, UNICEF could not have existed without the NGOs. I’m talking about 
the volunteers all over the world, the work they’ve done! I saw this early but I was never 
given any credit for thinking that way at all because I even remember Sam Keeny118 
saying to me, “Grace, I understand exactly what you’re after but you’ll never get it.” 
(Charnow, 1984, p. 16). 
Ever intent to function as a truly consultative committee, the NGO Advisory Committee 

requested by letter in 1951 to be designated a formal seat at the Executive Board and Programme 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
117 Ibid, page 6 
118 UNICEF Regional Director of Asia 
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Committee meetings.119 In this letter the Committee referenced paragraph 3 and 6 of the 1950 

General Assembly Resolution 417(v) in which the GA specifically encouraged close relations 

with private non-governmental organizations. The resolution “appeals to the various official and 

private international organizations interested in child welfare to collaborate with the Fund in 

every possible way” and concludes that “the administration of the Fund shall, as appropriate, 

obtain from intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations having a special interest in 

child and family welfare the advice and technical assistance which it may require for the 

implementation of its programmes.”120  

The Chairman of the Committee, Mary Dingman, noted to the Board that the 

granting of this type of request had no precedent, but suggested looking to the functional 

commissions of ECOSOC for a guide.121 The 1951 letter from the Advisory Committee states the 

reasons for the request as follows:  

The objectives of the member organizations of the Advisory Committee, from the time of 
its inception, have been to cooperate in making known to the general public the aims and 
the work of UNICEF, to elicit the cooperation of their respective national affiliates in 
efforts to raise funds for UNICEF, to offer their experience, opinion, or assistance as may 
be helpful in the planning and implementation of UNICEF programmes, and to 
collaborate with UNICEF towards greater integration of international and national 
efforts, governmental and non-governmental, for the lasting benefit of children. We feel 
that the presence of representatives of the Advisory Committee in an advisory capacity at 
the meetings of the UNICEF Executive Board and its committees would greatly facilitate 
the accomplishment of these objectives and would be consonant with the role implied for 
the member organizations by their consultative status with the Economic and Social 
Council. (Dingman, 1951) 
 
However, from the perspective the UNICEF secretariat and Executive Board, only the 

first half of these listed committee objectives – those that pertained to making the work of 

UNICEF known to the public – were the true intended purposes of the committee. Accordingly, 
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119 UNICEF. Request of UNICEF Advisory Committee of Non-Governmental Organizations to be 
Represented in an Advisory Capacity at Meetings of UNICEF Executive Board and its Committees. 30 
April 1951 (E/ICEF/R.183).  
120 GA Res. 417(v), December 1950, paragraphs 3 and 6. 
121 ECOSOC, 12th Session. Report of the Executive Board of the United Nations International Children's 
Emergency Fund on its 74th-77th Meetings, 9-13 February 1951. 5 March 1951 (E/ICEF/164), paragraph 
100.   
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UNICEF member governments were split in their opinions regarding the request of the NGO 

Committee for direct and regular access to EB and Programme Committee meetings. Support for 

NGO access was led by the United States, the Dominican Replublic, and Yugoslavia, while the 

USSR, Australia, and Belgium (among others) were opposed (Zizzamia, 1987). Members 

concluded that they were unable to make a decision without further information on the legal 

aspects of the request.122 A decision on the matter was therefore postponed during a legal 

department review intended to identify the responsibility of the UNICEF Board in light of GA 

Resolution 417(v).  

 The UN legal department concluded that questions regarding consultative arrangements 

had been established by UN practice to be procedural matters falling within the competence of 

each individual UN body: “it follows that, unless the General Assembly has imposed limitations 

in this particular instance, the [UNICEF] Board has discretionary authority to establish a 

consultative relationship with non-governmental organizations.” Accordingly the legal team 

determined that: 

the fact that the Board has not been directed to make such arrangements does not mean 
that it is forbidden to do so. In other words, the Assembly neither imposed a duty nor a 
prohibition on the Board in respect to the consultative arrangements which it might wish 
to make with non-governmental organizations. (UNICEF. Request of UNICEF Advisory 
Committee of Non-Governmental Organizations to be Represented in an Advisory 
Capacity at Meetings of UNICEF Executive Board and its Committees. 30 April 1951 
(E/ICEF/R.183)).  
 

In the case that the Board decided to grant the Advisory Committee’s request, it was 

suggested that the EB follow the model of consultation set as precedent by ECOSOC through 

ECOSOC Resolution 288B(x). The Board then agreed on May 24, 1951 that the Advisory 

Committee of NGOs could in fact be represented at Executive Board meetings by one 

representative and one alternate, and that the representative could address the Board during these 
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meetings. Historian Maggie Black reports that the incentive for the Board to make this decision 

was rooted in the hope that closer ties with NGOs would further the public profile of the 

organization and assist in fundraising:  

[The] hope was that the granting of consultative status to leading organizations within the 
nongovernmental community would help swell the volume of public information and 
understanding about the needs of children in the developing countries and what was 
being done by Unicef and its partners on their behalf. This was all part of the strategy to 
popularize the children's cause; to encourage recipient governments to co-operate more 
energetically; and to exert a moral pressure on donors to boost their contributions.  
(Black, 1986. p. 232).  
 

The NGO Committee, however, was reluctant to accept a process that required all NGO 

input to be filtered through one representative seat and therefore requested a meeting with the 

Board to discuss alternatives to the offer. In 1952, by unanimous agreement, consultative status 

was created for any NGO with ECOSOC consultative status, but these organizations were also 

required to join the NGO Committee. At this point any NGO with ECOSOC consultative status 

was granted observing rights, while the NGO Committee retained its single representative seat 

and opportunity to make a statement to the Board. At this meeting the Board also dropped the 

term “Advisory” from the title of the NGO Committee, making the group simply the NGO 

Committee on UNICEF (NGOC), its current title. The rules changed again in 1959 so that NGOs 

with ECOSOC accreditation that wished to attend an EB meeting were no longer required to first 

establish membership with the Committee on UNICEF. Thus, by 1959 there were two avenues 

for NGOs to be present at UNICEF EB meetings – either by joining the NGO Committee 

(NGOC) or through individual consultative status with ECOSOC. Today ECOSOC accredited 

organizations benefit from observation of the EB meetings while the NGOC representative is 

granted regular participation rights to make a statement to the Board. Individual organizations 

may also request the opportunity to make a statement to the Board.   

The National Committees (NCs) are also present at EB meetings and have the 

opportunity to participate. Although the NCs are formally non-governmental organizations, they 
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are much less independent from UNICEF than are the NGOs that form the NGOC or obtain 

entrance to the EB meetings through ECOSOC consultative status. National Committees are, de-

facto if not de-jure, recognized as UNICEF in the donor countries. Although formally 

independent organizations, their objective is to support UNICEF as an organization and to 

advocate and support UNICEF objectives. These Committees are very important to UNICEF as 

an organization – Executive Director Anthony Lake referred to them as “a true lifeline that makes 

everything we do possible” (Hamiduddin & Hyun, 2010). 

National Committees are truly unique among UN organizations. Again, like the NGOC, 

they are a consequence of the distinctive UNAC history. They are simultaneously part of, and 

separate from, the global organization UNICEF. The NCs have a history of slight contention 

within the broader organization because of this. It has been a challenge to determine whether the 

NCs are independent actors partnering with UNICEF, or agents located fully within the broader 

organization and established to do the work that headquarters directs. This conflict was detailed 

in a history of the National Committees published by UNICEF as a part of the UNICEF History 

Series: 

The most important issue affecting relations between the National Committees and the 
Secretariat has been the perennial argument as to whether a Committee was an agent of 
the Organization or a true partner.  
 
The point of view of the Committees was that, whilst maintaining their autonomy in the 
sense of knowing what was best for obtaining the attention and understanding of the 
population of their country for the Fund’s aims, they were in effect part of the whole 
UNICEF system, i.e. Executive Board, Secretariat and National Committees. Their goals 
were the same, the money they brought in… 

However, over the years within the Secretariat there was a variant view which was 
manifested in various ways, e.g. withholding field reports from the Committees, long 
delays in providing information…In addition, it was not considered necessary to take the 
Committee’s views on general public information needs for their countries fully into 
consideration. (Phillips, 1986, p. 7)  

 

The debate as to whether the NCs were part of the UNICEF system or external 

partners was mainly settled by the 1964 Guidelines that gave NCs the right to take part in EB 
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meetings, to circulate statements and (with approval) address the Board: “This clause 

represented a big step forward for the National Committees, the first in fact which 

unequivocally recognized them as part and parcel of the overall UNICEF system” (Phillips, 

1986, p. 10). 

With a formal right to observe as well as to participate in meetings of the Board, both 

the NCs and the NGOC may be described as “upstream” participants in UNICEF governance. 

The bulk of engagement with non-state actors by UNICEF, however, actually takes place 

“downstream” in the process, during implementation and operation completion.  

 

Bilateral Partnerships  

In the 2004 EB meeting report the account of the NGOC representative raised concern 

about the ascendance of attention within UNICEF towards Civil Society Organization (CSO)123 

partnerships at the expense of the NGOC, and warns against the danger of forgetting the historical 

and important role of NGOs and the NGOC: 

Emphasizing the Committee’s special relationship with UNICEF and the central 
roles NGOs play in sustaining programmes and improving children’s lives [the 
representative of the NGO Committee] stressed that NGOs should not be “displaced” by 
other civil society organizations and expressed concern that NGOs were not listed among 
the key partners of the UNICEF Office of Public Partnerships. (UNICEF, Report on the 
first, second and annual sessions of 2004. (E/2004.34.Rev.1), paragraph 62).  

 

Evidence of institutional enthusiasm for partnerships can be found throughout archived 

UNICEF documents.124 Zizzamia claims that establishing headquarters consultative status for 

NGOs within the Executive Board – even in the 1950s – was in part a move to recognize, at the 
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123 Historically UNICEF used the label �NGO� to identify the voluntary organizations that it has 
engaged with at the global level, especially in relation to the Executive Board and the NGOC.  However, in 
discussion of programmatic partnerships the label CSO (civil society organization) is more commonly 
employed.  This reflects the fact that the groups that UNICEF country teams work with are often diverse 
sorts of small grassroots groups that may not identify as NGOs. 
124 See E/ICEF/160 paras 220-222 for a particularly early example from 1951 
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global level, the de facto collaborative relationships that were developing on the ground. The 

1961 Report of the Executive Board recounted that “the participation of voluntary groups was, in 

the opinion of several delegations, important for the development of strong national programmes 

for children,”125 and in 1964 the Executive Board had not changed its opinion, stating in the 

report that, “The effectiveness of projects is greatly enhanced if the support of voluntary agencies 

and community leaders can be enlisted.”126  

In the 70s UNICEF began putting greater emphasis on country programming and the 

Executive Director encouraged cooperation with NGOs on the ground to accelerate progress. He 

encouraged the EB to allow for:  

more systematic and planned attention to encouraging the use of the substantial resources 
which might be available from non-governmental organizations both locally and through 
outside aid.127  
 
Such enthusiasm for programmatic partnerships never diminished. In 1980 Executive 

Director James Grant called NGOs “indispensible in the achievement [of the] mission,” and the 

2009 Strategic Framework for Partnerships and Collaborative Relationships calls engagement 

with non-governmental organizations “critical to deliver results for children and to realize their 

rights.”128 However, positive statements such as these that have come from Executive Directors 

and the Executive Board regarding collaboration with NGOs have been predominantly, if not 

universally, about local programmatic partnerships, not about NGO consultation within global 

UNICEF governance. This is evidence that UNICEF as an organization is not primarily interested 

in the advisory capacity of NGOs, but in their ability to provide other goods, which the 

organization cannot easily acquire without them (namely publicly sourced financing and 
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125 UNICEF, Report of the Executive Board, 8-19 June 1961. June 1961 (E/ICEF/431), paragraph 32.  
126 UNICEF, Report of the Executive Board, June 1964 Session. June 1961 (E/ICEF/500). 
127 UNICEF. General Progress Report of the Executive Director. 1971 (E/ICEF/608), paragraph 343.  
128 UNICEF. Unicef Strategic Framework for Partnerships and Collaborative Relationships. 2009 
(E/ICEF/2009/10), paragraph 1.  



 124!

operational partnerships), and thus supportive of the hypothesized behavior of both the secretariat 

and the assembly. 

The tradition of UNICEF-NGO partnerships has only strengthened over time. In 2005 

Witte and Reinicke recognize UNICEF as being “probably the most advanced of all United 

Nations organizations in integrating partnerships into its core activities” (Witte & Reinicke, 2005, 

p. 64). And partnerships remain very important – both for implementation success and as 

essential sources of funding. The annual report of the 2010 EB meeting indicates that delegates 

were very supportive of the partnerships that had been emphasized in the 2010 Annual Report.  

Many delegations commented on funding and partnerships. Speakers  
welcomed the greater emphasis of UNICEF on more strategic partnerships. Such  
partnerships included relationships with emerging donors, including those in  
middle-income and developing countries; global public-private partnerships; the  
Bretton Woods institutions; the private sector, and other donors; both within and  
outside the United Nations. Strengthening partnerships, it was noted, was important for 
delivering aid more effectively and efficiently, and for ensuring social protection, 
especially in the context of the global economic crisis.129  
    

In continuation of the tradition of strengthening and systematizing partnerships with 

NSAs, in 2009 UNICEF published a new Strategic Framework for Partnerships and Collaborative 

Relationships.130 The document indicates that partnerships require a more systematic approach:  

[A] more systematic approach is needed to decide when to engage in and to disengage 
from partnerships. A more coherent overview of the organization's relationships with 
CSOs would contribute to a more strategic approach. Moreover, Unicef has not yet 
explored the full potential of partnerships and collaborative relationships with the 
corporate sector.131  
 

Today that process of systematizing partnership and collaborative relationships with 

CSOs and the private sector through the creation of the Strategic Framework has not included the 

NGOC. In the past, however, the NGOC was viewed – by UNICEF and by itself – as a means for 
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129 UNICEF, Executive Board Annual Report. 2010 (E/ICEF/2010/7/Rev.), paragraph 17. 
130 UNICEF. Unicef Strategic Framework for Partnerships and Collaborative Relationships. 2009, 
(E/ICEF/2009/10). 
131 Ibid, page 3.  
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increasing NGO participation in programming and implementation work on the ground. NCs 

were also encouraged to foster close relationships with national organizations (Phillips, 1986, p. 

14). 

The NGOC first began actively attempting to strengthen partnerships between UNICEF 

and voluntary organizations on the ground following an early institutional review of UNICEF-

NGO relations. In 1958 Maurice Pate hired Norman Acton to review the relationship between 

UNICEF and NGOs and to make suggestions for improving the productivity of that relationship. 

Acton came from an NGO background – he had chaired the NGOC from 1952 to 1954 – and 

considered NGOs to be useful partners for an organization like UNICEF. His report emphasized 

creating formal recognition of NGO partners and warned UNICEF that primarily using NGOs as 

funding sources for its own use did not help develop productive partnerships with potentially 

valuable sources of expertise and experience. Although UNICEF had some experiences in 

partnering with voluntary organizations and the private sector in fieldwork since its origins, the 

initial impetus was to look primarily to UN specialized agencies to provide specific expertise. 

Acton encouraged UNICEF to take more seriously the potential power of partnering with NGOs 

on the ground, and their possible wealth of expertise and capacity. UNICEF was beginning to 

recognize that non-governmental organizations had an asset that inter-governmental organizations 

did not: freedom to “experiment and pioneer, and do things on a personalized scale that large-

scale programmes did not have a fine enough mesh to catch” (BLACK, 1986, P. 233). Acton’s 

report also recommended discontinuing the practice of requiring NGO Advisory Committee 

membership to NGOs seeking consultative status; a recommendation that was then acted on by 

the Executive Board (BLACK, 1986).  

The NGOC met in an informal meeting with members of the secretariat to discuss the 

Acton report. The secretariat welcomed the report and the strengthening of direct contact with 

individual NGOs, and the Executive Board formally endorsed cooperation with NGOs in 
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developing countries for the first time (Zizzamia, 1987, pp. 58, 64). The NGOC then formed a 

subcommittee to study field-level cooperation between UNICEF and voluntary organizations, 

including the national affiliates of the NGOC members. The goal was to encourage and increase 

“creative participation” within UNICEF between the NGOC and with local NGOs involved in 

UNICEF projects. The report of the sub-committee concluded that field staff and the UNICEF 

secretariat were supportive of engaging voluntary organizations in projects, but the process also 

seems to have highlighted the difference between the INGOs that had a historic connection to the 

global UNICEF organization for their fundraising and public outreach capabilities and the more 

diverse and local organizations that UNICEF engaged in the field. It was determined that the 

majority of the many and varied cooperative programmatic partners on the ground were mostly 

voluntary organizations that were not affiliated with the INGOs of the NGO Advisory 

Committee. Many of the field partnerships were engaged with grassroots groups that did not, in 

fact, normally consider themselves “NGOs”.  

Still, that the NGOC could operate as a tool to strengthen field partnerships was explicitly 

recognized by UNICEF as a potentially powerful use of the Committee even decades after the 

Acton report. The Executive Director in 1983 claimed that the partnership between NGOC and 

UNICEF was” a “key mechanism” in “promoting increased cooperation in country 

programmes.”132 Eventually, however, the link between the NGOC and strengthening 

programmatic partnerships was diminished, as the NGOC simply could not be connected to the 

many grassroots organizations that UNICEF worked with in the field and mechanisms for direct 

NGO/CSO – UNICEF partnerships were developed.   

Today there are several kinds of direct partnership practices between UNICEF and non-

governmental actors on the ground with country teams and in specific programming. 

“Partnerships” are distinguished from “collaborative relationships” by the formality of the 
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arrangement. Partnerships are based on a written agreement and might involve exchange of 

resources while collaborative relationships are informal and do not involve resource transfers. 

The Strategic Framework calls these sorts of arrangements “the way of doing business,” and 

recommends strengthening them with both CSOs and corporate actors (UNICEF, 2009, p. 13).     

The selection of organizations with which to engage in partnerships or collaborative 

relationships depends on individual organizational capacity and programmatic objectives. For 

example, in April of 2010 UNICEF signed a three year Memorandum of Understanding with the 

global NGO Save the Children, promising to work together on joint advocacy initiatives and 

campaigns in Nepal. Both SAVE and UNICEF have been very active in Nepal and the 

Memorandum of Understanding sought to facilitate collaboration while avoiding conflict and 

wasteful duplication.  

The relationship between UNICEF and Save the Children goes beyond the new 

partnership in Nepal. In November 2007 the two organizations became co-leads of the Education 

Cluster within the UN’s new “cluster approach” to humanitarian response. This approach is part 

of the “One UN” reform process, which attempts to improve inter-agency coordination and 

effectiveness in humanitarian affairs. The Cluster Approach not only seeks to improve 

coordination among UN organizations, but also to capitalize on powerful partnerships with other 

international organizations and NGOs. The creation of “cluster leads” within 11 thematic areas 

intends to provide coordination among the many disparate UN agencies and other organizations 

doing similar work in emergencies and humanitarian crises. The Education Cluster is the only 

cluster in which an NGO serves as a co-leader. 

These examples indicate a close working relationship between UNICEF and NGOs with 

strong proven capabilities like Save the Children, which supports hypothesis 3. This kind of 

cooperation does not translate to participation in UNICEF governance directly or formally. Direct 

participation in the Executive Board conveys fewer direct benefits to either party than targeted 
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cooperative projects and as a result is less of a priority for either NGOs or UNICEF. Of course, 

close “downstream” working relationships may convey NGOs a potential to be heard by decision-

makers regarding UNICEF governance in an informal way. For example, an organization that is 

as closely involved in UNICEF operations and with such strongly demonstrated capacity as Save 

the Children may find opportunities to provide informal consulting with senior UNICEF staff. 

However, obtaining the formal right to be present and speak to the principal governing agents of 

the organization – the member-states of the Executive Board – is simply not a priority goal of 

major NGO partners to UNICEF. The right of regularized participation within the Executive 

Board and responsibility to serve as the representative NGO voice within UNICEF continues to 

be held by the NGOC alone.  

Meanwhile the NGOC is no longer directly relevant to the two activities that represent 

the bulk of the important relationships between UNICEF and NSAs:  fundraising (a role held by 

the NCs) and operational partnerships. NGOC is, instead, a symbolic formal mechanism for NGO 

representation.  

NGOs bargained for a consultative role in the first decade of the organization’s existence. 

That role was not perceived as necessary by the organization, but was offered in exchange for 

those capacities of NGOs that were needed. UNICEF has not fostered the role of INGOs as 

advisors to the assembly or the secretariat, and instead have continued to expand upon the two 

forms of relationships that it has always considered to be useful vis-à-vis NGOs through the 

National Committees and bilateral operation partnerships. 

Although the loss of a clear functional role for NGOC has not led to its formal demise, it 

has produced constant consternation and quandary about what precisely to do with the historically 

and symbolically important, but functionally weak, committee. Interviews conducted for this 

research, as well as excerpts from interviews conducted during UNICEF’s own internal reviews, 

have consistently described the NGOC as weak and overlooked within the organization today: 
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It should be noted that the [NGO] Committee [on UNICEF] in general is like almost 
invisible within UNICEF. So this review is…not on the radar of anyone within UNICEF. 
This is a very very small committee issue. There are relatively few people in UNICEF 
that know anything about the [NGOC].133  

 
I get the sense that advocacy input in the context of the Executive Board is not really the 
primary way that UNICEF interfaces with NGOs. The relationships are much more 
programmatically driven and really goal oriented. So maybe some of the advocacy is 
happening through the National Committees and the NGOC is kind of a legacy from that 
kind of engagement.134  
 
Some NGOCU135 members stated that it was difficult to communicate with UNICEF, and 
that this was the barrier to sharing information. Other NGOCU members, particularly in 
the Working Groups, stated that they have had positive dialogue and exchange around 
children’s rights issues with UNICEF staff, and that this exchange has taken place based 
on individual relationships rather than via the NGOCU. (Wepplo, 2010, p. 13) 
 
Right now we have specific partnerships with NGOs, and we work with them at the 
country level where our programs are carried out. An NGO Committee would be an 
added layer that is not necessary. (Interview with UNICEF staff member, quotation in 
Wepplo, 2010, p. 14) 

  

If you wanted to go speak to NGOs in the field, you wouldn’t’ approach the NGO 
Committee on UNICEF to do that. (Interview with UNICEF staff member, quotation in 
Wepplo, 2010, p. 14) 
 

Accordingly, UNICEF has been in a near constant process of reviewing the role of 

INGOs in headquarters governance and attempting to identify the future of the NGOC. Such 

review processes took place in 2000, 2005 and 2010. Each noted that UNICEF appeared to be 

gaining a preference for bilateral relationships over the traditional consultative role of the NGOC 

(Shinn, 2000, p. 3; UNICEF, 2005, p. 3; Wepplo, 2010). 

 

Internal Reviews of the NGOC: finding a purpose 

In the summer of 2010 UNICEF and the NGOC agreed to hire an independent consultant 

to review the purpose and performance of NGOC (Wepplo, 2010, p. 5). This process was not new 
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to the organization. There have been strategic reviews of the relationship between UNICEF and 

civil society, and of the NGOC itself, at several points in the Fund’s history beginning with the 

Acton Report in 1952 (see page 131-132 above). The 2010 strategic review is in fact the third 

such review of the NGOC to have taken place since 2000 alone. 

In 2000 the NGOC board appointed a Work Group on Restructuring for the purpose of 

reshaping the NGO Committee. This Work Group hired the Consensus Management Group 

(CMG), to conduct a review and provide recommendations to the Committee (Shinn, 2000). The 

main recommendation at the end of this review was that the NGOC needed to determine what it 

desired to be and to do before it could determine the appropriate structural reforms. Then, again, 

in 2004 the NGOC convened a Strategic Vision Task Force with the goal of developing a 

strategic plan for the future of NGOC (UNICEF, 2005), in essence coming together to answer the 

question posed by CMG in the 2000 NGOC review.  

Several similarities exist between the many conclusions of these two review processes. 

Each identified a weakening relationship between NGOC and the UNICEF Executive Board, a 

lack of a “strategic plan” on behalf of NGOC, weak communications between the different parts 

of the NGOC structure, declining membership, and limited funding sources.  

The 2005 review emphasized that the single greatest value of the NGOC was its unique 

formal relationship with the UNICEF Executive Board. 

The Committee provides a unique channel for communications between the UNICEF 
Executive Board and child rights NGOs. The Committee certainly is not the only 
organization that is concerned about children. There are hundreds, and many are 
accredited by ECOSOC. However, the Committee is the only NGO network that has a 
formal relationship with the UNICEF Executive Board. This provision creates potent 
opportunities to advocate on behalf of children. It creates further opportunities for 
generating and sharing information about Children's needs…The NGOC adds value as it 
takes full advantage of its direct access to the Executive Board, and utilizes its 
organizational structure to accomplish its purposes. (UNICEF, 2005, pp. 3-4) 
 
The 2005 review noted that the “unique advantage of a formal relationship with 
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the Board” (UNICEF, 2005, p. 1) is essential to its ability to fulfill its basic objective of 

advocating for children, but that the historic role was weakening over time as UNICEF began 

turning to “bilateral partnerships” with select NGOs (UNICEF, 2005, p. 3). Strengthening the EB 

relationship was one of the key recommendations of the report, which noted that the timing for 

such a “reemphasis of its historic relationship” might be ideal in the wake of the publication of 

the Cardoso Report,136 which encouraged the entire UN system to strengthen relationships with 

civil society and NGOs. The NGOC Task Force observed that “if the NGOC is to optimize its 

effectiveness as an advocate for children and as a channel for communication, it should take 

advantage of current circumstances” (UNICEF, 2005, p. 3).  

Nevertheless, there is no evidence that the Cardoso Report, or the recommendations of 

the 2005 Task Force NGOC review, produced any significant structural change to NGOC.137  In 

2010 UNICEF and NGOC collectively agreed to conduct another institutional review of the 

performance and future role of the NGOC. Predictably, then, the major conclusions of the 2010 

review read very similarly to those of the 2000 and 2005 reports.         

Based on the two reviews that have occurred since the year 2000, it is clear that the 
NGOCU138 has grappled with core questions about its mandate, structure, relationship 
with UNICEF, and its overall effectiveness for over a decade. Many of these same 
questions that informed earlier reviews were the same as those that informed this current 
review. (Wepplo, 2010, p. 10) 
 
Clearly, although UNICEF has a uniquely formal and historically rooted role for 

NGOs linked to its member state assembly, this exceptional position for a group of NSAs vis-à-

vis a UN agency is also broadly viewed as inconsequential and weak. It has been described by 

NGO and UNICEF representatives as well as independent consultants as invisible within the 
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organization, and as possibly having no impact at all. If we expect institutional design to express 

rational forms that follow specific functions, then this is a very interesting situation indeed. 

However, a historical analysis of the NGOC reveals that the original impetus for its creation was 

a clear functional exchange between NGOs and UNICEF – assistance with public advocacy and 

fundraising at a time of acute resource deficiency in exchange for a formal consultative role in the 

organization.  

Private fundraising remains very important to the Children’s Fund, but the fundraising 

role is entirely coordinated by National Committees on UNICEF, which also gained a formal 

right of participation in Executive Board meetings in 1964, once their fundraising and advocacy 

role had been confirmed and regularized within the organization. Programming partnerships are 

also very important to UNICEF, but the primary partners in programming are mostly non-

participants in NGOC (Wepplo, 2010, p. 11). As one UNICEF staff member explained, “A lot of 

what you find [observing UNICEF EB meetings via the NGOC and ECOSOC accreditation] are 

people representing kind of small organizations who have time to volunteer. The bigger, larger, 

better resourced organizations are very strategic about how they encourage staff and where to 

show up and who to talk to; in general they are not active in these NGO committees.”139  

When the NGOC originated it represented influential INGOs through which UNICEF 

made its work and its cause known – an important step towards gaining essential funds. Over 

time the NGOC became less about spreading UNICEF’s message and sought instead to speak to 

UNICEF in an advising and consulting capacity. UNICEF staff and member states have never 

had much interest in the advising and consulting role of the NGO Committee, and as the 

functional roles that benefited the organization fell away from the Committee (absorbed primarily 

by the National Committees), so has its life in the organization.  
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Conclusion 

Analysis of the UNICEF case has provided a good deal of confirmatory evidence for 

several of the hypotheses proposed in this study. We have learned that the organization’s 

secretariat was an initial leader in forging associations between UNICEF and volunteer societies 

both for increasing “downstream” mission success and as a way to benefit from the public 

advocacy and fundraising capacities uniquely held by NGOs.  

Direct engagement between the secretariat of UNICEF and NGOs focuses on 

downstream partnership with selective organizations chosen for their particular mission 

capacities, such as partnership with Save the Children, in order to maximize UNICEF’s 

operational capabilities on the ground, facts that support the first three hypotheses. UNICEF’s 

secretariat has engaged in these sorts of field partnerships with voluntary societies since the 

founding of the organization and the assembly, and as expected by hypothesis four, the assembly 

has consistently supported partnerships between the secretariat and NSAs. Meanwhile, the 

secretariat has never elected to form any advisory body of NGOs to consult the Executive 

Director on a regular basis. The first ED, Pate, supported the initial creation of the NGO 

Committee. However, the idea that the NGO Committee should be utilized for consultation to the 

Executive Board was initiated by the NGOs themselves, while the secretariat’s original impetus 

for creating an “advisory” body of NGOs was entirely based on their advocacy and fundraising 

capabilities (as claimed by Barbey during its formational meeting) (UNICEF, 1949). Thus, from 

the secretariat’s perspective, the clear incentive for initiating an NGO liaison post and inviting 

NGOs to form a Committee to replace that which had advised the UNAC as it managed 

fundraising campaigns, was to capitalize on the unique power of NGOs to raise public awareness 

of UNICEF’s work and thereby increase donations to national campaigns undertaken on 

UNICEF’s behalf. Although initiated by secretariat and not the assembly as the fifth hypothesis is 
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written, the interest demonstrated here follows the behavior predicted for the motivation for 

establishing formal participatory roles for NSAs linked to the assembly. 

The Board eventually agreed to allow the NGOC to have a regular participatory role in its 

meetings, although this was opposed at first. The Board could have continued to deny the 

repeated request for participation opportunities from NGOC, and we have no concrete evidence 

as to what led to the final determination to grant NGOC a seat Board sessions. Historian Black 

proposes that the decision was strategic and aimed at convincing “governments to co-operate 

more energetically; and to exert a moral pressure on donors to boost their contributions” (Maggie 

Black, 1986, p. 232), although she does not explicitly cite how she came to this conclusion. If her 

impression is correct, such an incentive for the decision would align directly with the 

expectations proposed in hypothesis five.  

The fifth hypothesis is also strengthened by the fact that National Committees are the 

benefactors of formal participatory roles within UNICEF’s Executive Board sessions, as is the 

NGOC. Further, a comparison between the NGOC and the National Committees on this point is 

telling. As the role of the NGOC has become distanced from fundraising and public advocacy for 

UNICEF its position in the organization has become attenuated and the subject of repeated 

organization soul searching (as evidence by the number of internal reviews conducted on the 

matter of what to do with the NGOC), whereas the formal role for the NCs within the Executive 

Board has produced no similar consternation. The NCs provide a specific good to UNICEF, and 

one that they are uniquely able to provide the organization, thus they are welcomed participants in 

Executive Board meetings. Meanwhile, although the NGOC is meant to serve as a means for 

INGOs to consult UNICEF on matters relevant to the NGO community, this purpose is not 

recognized as especially valuable. Instead UNICEF sought to use the NGOC as a tool for 

facilitating partnerships with grassroots organizations in the field, but that proved to be 

unsuccessful. As the NGOC is neither beneficial to fieldwork partnerships nor directly engaged in 
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public advocacy and fundraising for the organization, the NGOC is not necessary to UNICEF. 

Consultation of NGOs for expertise and insight comes to the secretariat through informal ad-hoc 

relations with particularly trusted NGOs, and additional consultative engagement with other NSA 

groups takes place during issue-based working groups. Neither NGOs nor UNICEF have found 

the NGOC to be particularly useful. As the NGOC’s sole value to UNICEF is information that it 

can gain through other means, its continued existence appears to be primarily a product of inertia. 

There is no compelling reason to disband the Committee, and doing so would send an 

unnecessary negative message to NGOs.    

Thus, the first and second sets of hypotheses – those regarding the secretariat and the 

assembly – have received support from this case study. Unfortunately, the third set of hypotheses 

(those concerning individual state preferences) have been difficult to investigate because of the 

fact that the majority of rules regarding NSA participation in a consultative role to UNICEF were 

decided in the first decades of the organization’s life, and there is little in the record to tell us 

about individual state preferences regarding these decisions. Even when individual state positions 

have been recorded, such as when Zizzimia named several states that supported and that opposed 

granting a seat at the Executive Board to the NGOC,140 there is no recorded explanation of these 

positions. Meanwhile, current discussions about the future of the NGO committee are too far off 

the radar to matter significantly to state delegations.141  

However, the interests that individual states do show regarding the NGOC are focused 

mainly on individual issue areas,142 which is what the eighth hypothesis would lead us to expect. 

When a member state has had an interest in engaging with NGOs on a specific issue it has done 

so through the NGOC issue-specific working groups. There are currently no notable champions 

of NGO participation in the EB in general, nor any remarkable deniers. Instead the relationship 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
140 See page 114 above 
141 Interview #5, 21 October 2010 
142 Interview #4, 21 October 2010 
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between individual member states and the NGOC “has been informal and more by topic and 

through the working groups themselves [depending on] what the topic is [and] what the relevant 

resolutions are.”143  

Overall, we have found that many of the relationships between UNICEF and NSAs that 

the hypotheses predicted for us have been confirmed. It is true that the secretariat engages far 

more extensively with NSAs in a downstream manner than in upstream consultation. The links 

between the secretariat and NSAs are overwhelmingly selective and based on field operation 

capacity, and the EB has been supportive of bilateral partnerships with NSAs and field 

engagement. The Board has also supported cooperative partnerships with NGOs for the purpose 

of spreading the word about UNICEF’s work within the member governments and among civil 

society.  

In fact, the link to NSAs from the organization of UNICEF’s perspective has consistently 

been about gaining benefits in public campaigning and advocacy in order to increase giving and 

spread the word about the welfare of children. While we tend to think of NGO-IGO engagement 

as a mechanism by which NGOs share their expertise and knowledge with the intergovernmental 

organization through consultative roles that benefit the decision-making, the primary direction of 

information sharing and knowledge dispersal within UNICEF and through the formal avenues for 

NSA participation (the NCs and NGOC) has in fact been the reverse. The objective of NGO 

consultative engagement has predominantly been, from UNICEF’s perspective, not about gaining 

information from NGOs, but about using NGOs as a mechanism for sharing UNICEF’s 

information with the world. The organization institutionalized two main mechanisms for this; one 

for domestic NGOs (the National Committees) and another for international NGOs (the NGOC).  

On the whole, the granting of any “upstream” engagement in programming and 

governance at headquarters as been seen, from the very beginning, by the administration and the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
143 Interview #4, 21 October 2010 



 137!

Board as a means by which UNICEF could spread the word about the needs of children and the 

good work of UNICEF in order to strengthen UNICEF and increase financial contributions. As 

their formal “advisory” role was created, NGOs and their personal advocates in the organization 

such as Barbey frequently sought to increase their consultative duties and to participate more in 

the governance of the organization. Both the secretariat and Executive Board of UNICEF, 

however, have consistently preferred two main roles for NSAs vis-à-vis UNICEF: 1) bilateral 

implementation partnerships and, 2) utilizing NGOs for their ability to raise awareness about the 

needs of children and to assist in fundraising. 

 
In these circumstances it is more than ever important that public opinion should be informed 
about the needs of child welfare for international assistance. The national campaigns for raising 
private funds for UNICEF are particularly valuable in this regard. (Maurice Pate, 1952, quotation 
in Charnow, 1989, p. 68) 
 
We are deeply indebted to the NGO’s for the educational work on behalf of UNICEF which they 
carry out in all countries. This educational work has its value in stimulating greater interest both 
on the part of governments and of individuals to contribute to UNICEF and to child welfare work 
generally. (Maurice Pate September 1954, quotation in Charnow, 1989, p. 72)  
 
The basic purpose of a National UNICEF Committee is to secure widespread interest in and 
understanding of the world-wide needs of children and support for international assistance 
through UNICEF. In addition to utilization of the various media of public information and 
education and the sale of Greeting Cards, some National Committees find projects to raise funds 
from private sources to be an effective means of winning friends for the Children’s Fund. 
(Maurice Pate, 1958, quotation in  Charnow, 1989, p. 71) 
 
The Executive Board has recognized the desirability of encouraging greater support for the work 
of UNICEF from private sources as well as from Governments. One of the benefits to be derived 
from the raising of funds from individuals, even in modest amounts, is that it provides an 
opportunity for making both adults and children aware of the need of children in economically 
under-developed areas. (Maurice Pate, 1961, quotation in Charnow, 1989, p. 69) 
  
National Committees: “have done a great deal in their respective countries to educate the public 
and to educate their governments in the work of UNICEF.” (Maurice Pate January, 1964, 
quotation in Charnow, 1989, p. 72)  
 
The opportunities to provide children with basic services creates new demands for the types of 
aid provided by UNICEF, in conjunction with other external aid for development. The National 
Committees have an important role in communicating an awareness of this situation to people in 
their counties. (Henry R. Labouisse, 1976, quotation in Charnow & Moe, 1986, p. 61) 
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Their educational work, coupled with the active participation of a large number of individuals and 
groups in the daily work of the Committees, provides an essential element for eliciting greater 
financial support from government and private sources for various types of external actions, 
including those of UNICEF, benefiting children in developing counties. (Henry R. Labouisse, 
1976, quotation in Charnow & Moe, 1986, p. 61)  
 

As the utility of those structures shifted over time – as the public advocacy and 

fundraising role shifted from NGOC to the National Committees – the structure remained sticky 

even as its purpose was lost. As a result, the NGOC role was described by each person 

interviewed for this study as symbolic as best. Those who have worked with the NGOC have 

described it as “invisible,” “not relevant,” and having “no impact.” This has resulted in a gap of 

activity – with an inactive website and a lack of NGOC statements recorded in annual reports, 

and some of the traditional activities of the NGOC, such as submitting a section to the annual EB 

report, have dissolved over time.144 In recent years the capacity of the NGOC has dwindled with 

falling membership, resources, and activity. An NGOC representative continues to attend EB 

meetings and to make statements, however the majority of the activity of NGOC takes place 

within Working Groups that are established for thematic issue areas and which do not, 

independently, have a direct formal relationship with the Board. 

While there is recognition that the NGOC is not adding value to programmatic 

partnerships, and that consultation happens by other means, there is also a general normative 

belief expressed by NGO representatives and UNICEF staff that there must be some value in 

bringing together NGOs at the headquarters level and in retaining this historically unique role of 

the NGOC. Thus, the Committee continues to exist. However, specifying exactly what that value 

is, and how both UNICEF and NGOs can actually benefit from it, has been the subject of several 

internal reviews, and no specific conclusions have been reached. If normative arguments for 

increasing NSA participation in multilateral governance can explain the creation of formal 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
144  The most recent section of a UNICEF annual report dedicated to an NGOC presentation can be found in 
2004, although a statement from an NGOC member is recorded in the 2012 annual report. (UNICEF, 2004, 
2012)  
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participatory roles for NSAs within UN organizations, then we would expect that something like 

the NGOC would be increasingly recognized and engaged within the UNICEF system, rather than 

its factual status as increasingly attenuated and invisible. Instead, this case does not support any 

of the three hypotheses proposed by alternative theoretical frameworks.  

 In conclusion, the UNICEF case demonstrates many of the expectations posed in the first 

chapter of this study. The secretariat has engaged in extensive downstream bilateral partnerships 

with NSAs that are individually chosen based on their field capacity to implement the work of 

UNICEF. The assembly has consistently supported this sort of engagement between the 

secretariat and NSAs. There has been some disagreement among individual states regarding the 

extent to which NSAs should be granted formal participatory roles within the Executive Board 

and Committee meetings, however the evidence regarding individual state preferences on these 

matters is weak in the historical record. The assembly, though, has demonstrated the expected 

behavior regarding the creation of NSA participatory roles. It was hesitant to grant the 

consultative participation requested by NGOs, but in the end created two formal mechanisms for 

engagement with NGOs – the NGOC and the NCs – in order to capitalize on the power that the 

NGO members of these organizations hold to disseminate UNICEF’s message and facilitate 

fundraising that has been essential to the organization’s survival.  

In each step of formalizing relations with NSAs, UNICEF has received some benefit 

over-and-above the receipt of consultation services, and in fact the advisory capacity of NGOs 

was never of significant interest to the organization (as evidenced by the meeting during which 

the initial Terms of Reference were forged and in later internal reviews of the Committee). The 

two primary benefits received by UNICEF in its relations with NSAs have been 1) the power of 

NGOs to publicize the work of the organization and raise funds, and 2) the ability of volunteer 

societies to be avid mission partners on the ground. 
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UNICEF NSA Engagement Timeline 

 
1946:  ICEF established, GA resolution 57(1) 
 
1948:  GA establishes United Nations Appeal for Children (UNAC) to raise funds for the ICEF; 

creates International Advisory Committee of NGOs to the UNAC 
 
1948:  NGOs request ICEF form NGO advisory group, like with the IAC of UNAC. EB Denies. 
 
1949:  Conclusion of UN Appeal for Children (UNAC) 
 
1949:  Administrator Pate suggests creating a NGO advisory committee for UNICEF 
 
1949:  Preliminary meeting of NGO Advisory Committee in Geneva 
 
1949:  NGO Liaison Office established (until 1981) 
 
1950:  GA resolution 417(v): Continuing needs of children: United Nations International 

Children’s Emergency Fund. Affirms expansion of Unicef activities beyond Europe, 
renews appeal for private international organizations “to collaborate with the Fund in 
every possible way” (paragraph 3), and decides that the Administration of the Fund shall, 
as appropriate, obtain from inter-governmental and non-governmental organizations 
having a special interest in child and family welfare the advice and technical assistance 
which it may require for the implementation of its programs” (para 6(d)), and extends the 
Fund for another three years with the “object of continuing the Fund on a permanent 
basis” (para 6(e). 

 
1951:  NGO Committee requests, by letter, seat at Executive Board Meetings, Program 

Committees and other Committees (cites GA resolution 417(v)para 3 and (d)). Decision 
postponed during a legal review of the request. (E/ICEF/163) 

 
1951:  Board agrees to allow NGO Committee one collective seat to observe meetings  
 
1952:  Board agrees to allow consultative status to any NGO with ECOSOC status (must be a 

member of the Committee). Unanimous decision. 
 
1952:  Advisory Committee renamed “Non-Governmental Organization Committee on 

UNICEF” 
 
1953:  GA Resolution 802(VIII) makes UNICEF permanent, changes its name to the United 

Nations Children’s Fund (but keeps the UNICEF acronym), and expands operations 
geographically and substantively.  

 
1957:  Executive Director Maurice Pate hires Norman Acton as a special consultant to prepare a 

study on UNICEF and NGO relations for the Executive Board. Acton Report: 
E/ICEF/372 

 
1959:  EB approves Acton report on relations with NGOs and agrees that UNICEF and NGOs 

should develop closer co-operation (E/ICEF/376, paras. 36-38) 
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1959:  EB Drops rule that NGOs with consultative status must be a member of the NGO 

Committee on UNICEF 
 
1959:  Creation of NGO Liaison Office  
 
1964:  National Committees gain regular sear at EB meetings and right to address the Board 
 
1971:  ECOSOC Resolution E/1580(L), “The Contribution of Non-Governmental Organizations 

Towards the Implementation of the International Development Strategy.”  
  
1971:  UNICEF Subcommittee on Field Relations established and questionnaire sent to NGO 

affiliates on ways they might contribute to country planning.  
 
1971:  UNICEF Secretariat and NGO Committee prepare paper: “UNICEF Relations with Non-

Governmental Organizations.”  
 
1973:  Workshop on Companions in Country Programming, initiated by NGOs and sponsored 

by NGOC with UNICEF and UNDP.  
 
1977:  Special Meeting on the Situation of Children in Asia following EB meeting. EB urged 

more cooperative initiatives with NGOs. Seen as a “watershed” in development of field-
level cooperation (Zizzamia, 1987, p. 66)  

 
1981:  NGO Liaison Office becomes part of a new Office for Non-Governmental Affairs, within 

the secretariat of the UNICEF External Relations Committee 
 
1982:  UNICEF commissions former Secretary-General of Amnesty International to write report 

on UNICEF NGO relations, titled, “UNICEF and Non-Governmental Organizations.”  
 
2000:     Consensus Management Group review of NGOC, “Restructuring Consultation” 
 
2003:  Creation of the Office of Public Partnerships 
 
2005:     Task Force on Strategic Planning review of NGOC 
 
2007:  Survey of CSOs and NGOs 
 
2009:  Strategic Framework for Partnerships and Collaborative Relationships 
 
2010:     UNICEF and NGOC hire independent consultant for NGOC performance review 
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CHAPTER 4 

NON-STATE ACTORS AND THE UN DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME 

 

Although generally less familiar to public audiences than organizations such as UNICEF, 

the UN Development Program is central to the development operations of the United Nations. 

UNDP plays an important role as coordinator of the UN system in the field; a responsibility that 

has been increasingly formalized as the UN undergoes a “One UN” reform process aimed at 

harmonizing the panoply of UN bodies engaged in development work around the globe.   

UNDP also demonstrates a tension felt throughout the UN system between state 

sovereignty and government consent on the one hand and the advocacy of individuals’ rights and 

freedoms, to which governments do not always consent, on the other. Within UNDP this tension 

is expressed as a paradox between two essential objectives: 1) country ownership of development 

planning and the principle of impartial assistance-without-strings, and 2) advocacy of a particular 

set of principles, namely human development and democracy. This places UNDP in an interesting 

place with regard to the independent variable this study expects to frame the interests of 

secretariat and assembly as to the role NSAs should play in the organization. This chapter will 

show how the divergence in the organization’s mission has resulted in a different approach to 

NSA relations pursued by the secretariat and by the assembly.   

UNDP has balanced, more or less artfully, this division between government-supporter 

and norm-advocator for much of its history (Murphy, 2006). As a result, UNDP is, as previous 

Administrator William H. Draper framed it, a “two-track” (government service and advocacy) 

organization. In other words, the central conductor of UN development operations can easily be 

described as two animals in one shell; an impartial and trusted friend to developing country 

governments, and an advocate of sustainable human development.  

“The ‘UNDP’ that has those more controversial advocacy goals, the organization that is 
‘ahead of’ and that nudges forward governments, is not the one you will find by picking 
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up an official phone directory and looking at the names and job titles of most of the 
people with desks in the New York headquarters or the country offices. It is, instead, the 
decentralized complex of relatively autonomous people and organizations that make up 
the larger, looser, UNDP.” (Murphy, 2006, p. 259) 

 

 This essentially bifurcated nature of UNDP magnifies the two distinct spheres of control 

held by the member-state assembly (the Executive Board) and the secretariat, making it a 

particularly interesting case with which to study this project’s hypothesized behavior of each. 

In recounting the history of UNDP’s relations with non-state actors I will argue that the 

member governments of UNDP have faced no practical incentive for engaging NSAs in 

organizational governance. Principled arguments concerning the importance of including civil 

society in all stages of decision-making (arguments made by the Human Development Report, 

which is published by UNDP itself) have not been influential enough to lead to any participation 

or observation opportunities for NSAs at Executive Board meetings. Meanwhile, the secretariat 

has advocated for civil society engagement in field operations, but also not faced strong enough 

incentives to consistently support institutions of NSA participation in the governance of UNDP 

itself (although, as described below, such a mechanism has been created).   

The UNDP secretariat has strongly supported the engagement of NSAs in development 

work because grass-roots involvement improves the chances that development projects thrive. 

This position has been hesitantly supported by the member-state assembly, while individual 

governments retain control over the particular ways in which NSAs are engaged in their own 

country development plans and their individual positions on the extent to which NSAs should be 

included depend on their unique political circumstances. At the same time neither the secretariat 

nor the assembly has faced any incentive to support granting non-state actors participatory roles 

within the assembly governance of UNDP itself, even as the secretariat has advocated the values 

of democratic participation of civil society in government in general. Attempts to align rhetoric 

with practice in the governance of the organization led to the creation, at the secretariats 
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initiative, of a Civil Society Organization Advisory Committee (CSOAC) to the Executive 

Director. However, there was not sufficient interest served by the creation of this CSOAC to 

consistently maintain institutional support.  

Overall, this case study provides a clear view of how secretariats, assemblies and 

individual states form different positions on the role that NSAs should play within their 

organization and supports this dissertation’s hypotheses. The secretariat avidly supports 

downstream engagement of NGOs, which is moderately supported by states in as far as this will 

not interfere with their own control of the Country Offices operating within their own borders. 

The secretariat has attempted to engage with NSAs (civil society organizations, in particular) in 

upstream consultation at headquarters, and although this initiative has struggled to find 

institutional staying-power, it looks just as the hypotheses expect that it would – a closed meeting 

between the Administrator, senior managers, and a group of individuals selected by the secretariat 

for their individual expertise.   

To understand the structural particularities of UNDP upon which these findings are based 

I begin with a depiction of the organization’s origins and maturation into its current bifurcated 

nature between the development agency that works closely with governments on the ground and 

the global advocacy organization that publishes the annual Human Development Report.    

 

A History of UNDP: Developing Countries Trusted Friend and Democracy’s Advocate 

UNDP historian Craig Murphy describes UNDP as a “trusted friend” to 

Developing countries, saying that:  

"Trusted friends are often the only ones whose criticism we are able to hear, they rarely 
make a public show of their criticism, and we know that - despite whatever they advocate 
that we should do - they will support us in their own choices." (Murphy, 2006, p. 81) 
 

The commitment to country ownership and to being the development agency “of 
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the developing countries” has roots that predate the formal creation of the modern UNDP. A 1966 

merger of two UN programs, the Expanded Program for Technical Assistance145 (EPTA) and the 

Special Fund146 created today’s UNDP. The merger was advocated for by the US, which viewed 

the change as a way to make UN technical assistance more efficient, and approved by the General 

Assembly with no opposing vote and only nine abstentions (Mathiasen III, 1968, p. 216).    

David Owen, UNDP’s first Co-Administrator, had directed the older of the two 

predecessors programs – the EPTA– and had been the first economist appointed by the United 

Nations. Prior to his UN post, Owen served as a liaison to the Middle East Supply Centre 

(MESC), a British and American wartime logistical operation that supported both military and 

humanitarian goals in the Middle East. When taking the reins of the EPTA, Owen borrowed the 

MESC’s unique organizational structure – a network of country representatives operating in field 

offices across the globe (Murphy, 2006). His decision to establish this system had important 

consequences for the future of the organization. It determined not only the decentralized structure 

of the eventual UNDP, but also strongly influenced the character and principles of the future 

organization, leading it to become particularly close to the governments with which it worked. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
145 The Expanded Program for Technical Assistance was the first program for development assistance to be 
jointly created by the UN Specialized Agencies, in 1949. Through the EPTA ten Specialized Agencies of 
the UN provided experts and technical assistance to developing countries, at their request, including the 
provision of equipment, fellowships, and training. The bulk of EPTA resources were directed at supplying 
developing countries with international experts, serviced by the Specialized Agencies. The EPTA was 
funded by voluntary contributions of UN member states and agencies and managed by a Technical 
Assistance Board (TAB) composed of the executives of each participation UN organization. The TAB then 
reported to an ECOSOC standing committee, the Technical Assistance Committee (TAC). Until the EPTA 
merged with the Special Fund (see footnote 2) in the creation of UNDP the specialized agencies held 
significant control over the dispersing of EPTA projects and funds. See: (Mathiasen III, 1968; United 
Nations, 1964)      
146 The United Nations Special Fund was created in 1959 to provide financial assistance for projects aimed 
primarily at pre-investment research, such as feasibility studies, advisory services and technical training. 
Recipient governments were asked to contribute to the costs and planning of the projects and to take on the 
primary leadership for projects after the initial special fund, pre-investment, assistance was completed. The 
Fund was composed of voluntary contributions from member states and non-governmental sources. The 
Resident Representatives of the EPTA served as directors of the UN Special Fund projects, and the two 
funding programmes were closely related. The EPTA experts’ recommendations produced a number of 
subsequent Special Fund projects. (United Nations, 1964)   
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The first EPTA “Res Rep” (Resident Representative), Arthur Wakefield, established a 

template of country office principles that came to form part of the fabric of UNDP. First, 

Wakefield worked closely with the Haitian host government to establish the government’s own 

development plan, recognizing that the efficacy of the plan depended on its acceptance by the 

Haitian people as their own. Secondly, he avoided publicity and believed that praise for success 

did not belong to the UN but to the country and its people, whom the UN only assisted. 

Wakefield’s approach – quietly supporting governments as they take the lead on their 

development plans – became the basic mode of operation for the EPTA, and later UNDP, country 

offices (Murphy, 2006).  

The principles that Wakefield applied within the EPTA were a natural fit within – 

perhaps even the “essential nature” (Keenleyside, 1966, p. 141) of – the UN system. Because the 

United Nations is a global international organization, where membership is extended to all 

sovereign states without regard to political structure, in many ways the principles of country 

ownership and unconditional aid are indispensable to UN development assistance. 

Through the United Nations…any country can…obtain the desired assistance through a 
programme that is by its essential nature divorced from all political and military 
connotations. The recipients can thus avoid the conditions and restrictions sometimes 
placed upon the aid that is offered…[UN Programmes] are committed to the avoidance of 
any preferences or limitations that are based on political or economic structure, on race, 
or on religion, when extending technical assistance. (Keenleyside, 1966, p. 141) 
 

The 1970s saw a shift in power not only within UNDP but in the entire United Nations as 

the world experienced a wave of de-colonization and the ranks of developing countries swelled as 

newly decolonized states achieved independence. Seventy-seven developing and newly 

independent countries joined in a loose coalition in 1964. This Group of 77 (G-77) aimed to 

cooperate and collectively influence the United Nations in their favor. 

Within UNDP, which had always aimed for host country ownership of development 

projects but in practice had been often governed by the interests of the specialized agencies 
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(Keenleyside, 1966), the institutional tide toward the structural power of the G-77 was manifest in 

two Governing Council resolutions that emphasized strengthening country ownership over 

development projects and moving power from New York to the towns in which the projects were 

conducted.147 The development approach, in general, shifted in this decade from a “tell” to a 

“join” model, emphasizing capacity building and a collaborative effort with county governments 

(Murphy, 2006).   

This trend was then closely followed by a new, and in many ways contradictory, path. 

The original UNDP1, the impartial trusted friend of developing countries, was joined (not 

replaced) by a new UNDP2, an advocate for individual freedoms and sustainable human 

development. The combination of these two animals in one UNDP shell produced the modern, 

paradoxical, United Nations Development Programme.   

In a study of the role of UNDP in post-conflict peace building, Santiso describes the 

changes at UNDP that culminated in the 1990s with the publication of the Human Development 

Report as a “crisis of identity.” He says the transformation had its roots in the 1980s and the 

democratization of Central America:  

UNDP's Central American experience was the first step in the organization's evolution 
away from providing traditional development assistance towards playing an active and 
openly political role in post-conflict democracy building and governance reform. 
(Santiso, 2002, p. 558) 
 
But, certainly, the development work of UNDP has encountered similar periods of 

governance instability and transformation from the beginning of its work, and in all regions. It 

has sought the elusive goal of development during de-colonization, democratization, and post-

conflict instability in many, if not most, of the developing countries in which it works. Country 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
147 In 1970 the Governing Council approved “The Consensus,” (E/4884/Rev.1), which gave greater power 
to field offices and Resident Representatives, and in 1975approved “New Dimensions” (E/5704/Rev.1), 
which approved shifting priorities toward supporting national experts over the traditional method of 
importing individuals, and their expertise, from abroad. 
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Offices and Resident Representatives and, as a result, UNDP Administrators learned early on that 

lasting development required work that went beyond national governments.  

In 1986 William H. Draper III was appointed UNDP Administrator. According to UNDP 

historian Craig Murphy, Draper brought to UNDP a new sense of self-awareness. He asked the 

always impartial development organization what does UNDP believe in (Murphy, 2006, p. 241)? 

By bringing new direction and a program of advocacy, Draper revitalized the organization and 

created a very new global UNDP within the secretariat. The old decentralized system of Resident 

Representatives and country-ownership was not replaced, but accompanied by another UNDP; 

one that now plays an important role in defining the global development agenda. Draper pulled 

from the implicit shadows a set of explicit organizational goals: the empowerment of women, 

promotion of human rights and sustainable development, and support for civil society and 

democratic governance. In many ways, however, he was only adding to work initiated by his 

predecessor Bradford Morse, who had been emphasizing “participatory governance” and the 

importance of working with grass-roots organizations in many of his Annual Reports to the 

Governing Council (more on this below).   

In 1998 Draper hired the economist Mahbub ul Haq. Ul Haq developed and authored the 

first Human Development Report (HDR), published in 1990. The impact of the HDR and the 

Human Development Index has been felt by all development organizations and development 

funding patterns. This new definition and measure of development positioned UNDP at the very 

core of the global development regime and the UN system.  

Since the publication of the first Human Development Report (HDR) in 1990, the 
concept of human development as championed by the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) has moved from being just another interesting idea on the periphery of 
the development to its very core…These annual HDRs have become the flagship 
publication not only of the UNDP, but possibly of the entire UN system (Sagar & Najam, 
1999, p. 743) 
 
In other words, the HDR launched UNDP in a new and very influential direction; one that 

was distinctly independent from member governments and separate from the principles of 
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country-ownership of development programming. “The very independence of the report,” 

according to Murphy, 

helped to turn UNDP from being an organization that increased the dependence of people 
on their governments to one that also helped to keep governments accountable to their 
citizens. (Murphy, 2006, p. 242) 

 
 Attempts by Administrators to unite this split-personality UNDP behind a single 

sustainable human development agenda have failed. It remains a “two-track” organization: an 

impartial and trusted friend of developing country governments and an advocate for individual 

freedoms and democracy. Country programming is kept separate from the creation and 

publication of Human Development Reports. Accordingly, the incorporation of participatory 

governance, promoted by the HD approach, is not uniform across Resident Representative 

offices. In other words, UNDP1 and UNDP2 are, in operational terms, quite distinct. The first is 

solidly within the arena of member-state control, while the later exists is managed by the 

secretariat.  

 

 

UNDP Governance, Resources, and Members 

The UNDP organization is composed of several key parts: the Executive Board (EB) 

(known as the Governing Council until 1993), a Bureau, the UNDP Secretariat (the Administrator 

and staff), and the Country Offices of the Resident Representatives.  

The 36 member EB is responsible for supervision of UNDP activities, and is under the 

authority of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and also serves as the EB for the 

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA). ECOSOC elects Board members each year. The 

Board then meets in two regular sessions and one annual session, with informal pre-session 

meetings where the agenda and documentation for the meetings are reviewed. Additional ad hoc 

informal meetings are held for briefings and consultations. Decisions of the EB have been taken 
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by consensus since 1994.148 The EB has the authority to set and adapt the Rules of Procedure for 

UNDP and UNFPA, to decide administrative and financial plans and budgets. There is a small 

club of states with nearly constant presence on the EB, namely the US, Japan, UK, Germany and 

Russia. Pakistan, Italy, France, and Canada are also frequent members.  

An Executive Bureau of one President and four Vice Presidents, elected annually at the 

first regular session, prepares and facilitates Board meetings.149 The Bureau has no authority to 

make decisions on any substantive matters, the only power of the Bureau is in managing the 

structure of meetings and influencing the agenda or highlighting issues to be considered by the 

Board.150  

The Administrator is appointed by the UN Secretary General and approved by the 

General Assembly for a four-year term. The UNDP Administrator also serves as the Chair of the 

UN Development Group. The Administrator participates in EB deliberations (without a vote) and 

is asked to “provide assistance and the information necessary for the Executive Board to fulfill its 

functions.”151 The Administrator keeps the EB informed of UNDP activities and initiatives in an 

Annual Report. Administrators have set UNDP priorities and significantly influenced the 

direction of the organization, such as the Draper’s hiring of ul Haq and subsequent initiation of 

the HDR, described above. The creation and growth of UNDP2 can, in general, be described as 

the result of Administrator initiative. There have been seven Administrators and one Co-

Administrator since UNDP’s founding: Paul G. Hoffman and Co-Administrator David Owen 

(1966-1972), Rudolph A. Peterson (1972-1976), Bradford Morse (1976-1986), William H. 

Draper III (1986-1993), James Gustave Speth (1993-1999), Mark Malloch Brown (1999-2005), 

Kermal Dervis (2005-2009), and Helen Clark (2009 – present).  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
148 Decisions of Governing Council were taken by majority vote 
149 Information about the UNDP executive board is available at the UNDP EB website, 
http://www.undp.org/execbrd/overview.shtml 
150 UNDP. Rules of Procedure of the Executive Board of the United Nations Development Programme and 
of the United Nations Population Fund. 1997 (DP/1997/32), page 5. 
151 Ibid.  
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There are 135 UNDP country offices and operational activities take place in 166 

countries. Each country office is managed by a UNDP Resident Representative who also serves 

as Resident Coordinator (RC) for the UN Development Group – a group of 35 UN Funds and 

Programmes engaged in development operations. The UN Development Group was formed in 

1997 by Secretary General Kofi Annan and is chaired by the UNDP Administrator. The goal is to 

harmonize UN development operations, and the UNDP “Res Rep” system is the mechanism by 

which such coordination is possible. This is an idea that has roots dating back at least thirty years, 

and UNDP Resident Representatives have long served this sort of development coordinator role. 

The long demand for greater UN efficiency has culminated in a 2007 “delivering as one” 

initiative, where 8 countries serve as pilots for a fully integrated UN development assistance 

program: one leader (an empowered RC), one budget, and one national strategy, working in one 

common office in the field. This initiative aims to make the UN system more efficient and 

coherent, and it relies on the strong network of Country Offices established by UNDP, and the 

EPTA before it.   

As was true for Aurthur Wakefield, the success of each Resident Representative and UN 

Country Team continues to rely on being closely trusted by the governments with which they 

work. This relationship depends on country-level sensitivity, responsiveness to governments, and 

the independence of UNDP Res Reps to engage with their government partners in unique and 

flexible ways. UNDP, as a global organization, recognizes that country-level operations must be 

“rooted in informed analysis and assessment of the country situation” (UNDP, 2001, p. 2), and 

therefore hierarchical dictums from New York are not part of UNDP1 operations. Each national 

strategy is created by developing country governments with the assistance of individual country 

teams. In other words, this is not a centralized bureaucracy, and country-level operations are 

unique. Therefore, we should not be surprised that the ways in which country teams engage civil 

society actors are not uniform. Still, the organization has gradually developed a policy on 
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engaging with non-state actors, and encourages country and regional offices to actively seek civil 

society partnerships, when feasible.   

 

Budget and Resources 

 UNDP’s funding is composed of voluntary contributions given primarily by state 

members but also from some multilateral organizations and non-governmental sources as well. 

Voluntary contributions given as “regular resources” (or “core” resources) supply the general 

UNDP budget, including organizational overhead. The regular resources are supplemented, and 

increasingly dwarfed by, non-core funding mechanisms which allow contributors to earmark their 

donations for particular projects, countries, or themes. The non-core funding category also 

includes programme country, or local cost-sharing whereby developing country governments 

contribute directly to UNDP projects and share, or completely cover, the cost of activities in their 

territory.152  

Projects can also be financed by third-parties, either through targeted bilateral 

governmental contributions, multilateral contributions, or from non-traditional sources such as 

NGOs or private organizations. NGOs, private sources and foundations provide far fewer funds in 

third-party cost sharing than do individual governments and multilateral sources, such as the EC 

and the Global Fund, which regularly contribute large sums. Reporting on the specific 

contributions of these non-governmental sources is inconsistent in the annual financial reports of 

the Administrator. However, a financial report published in 2002 indicates that NGOs153 

contributed about 50 million dollars in program cost-sharing between 1975 and 2001. This 

contribution comes to about 3% of the total 1645 million dollars received by UNDP in third party 

cost-sharing during these years, but less than one half of one percent of total income.154 Overall 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
152 UNDP. Annual review of the financial situation. 2010 (DP/2010/35).  
153 The report does not define “non-governmental organizations.”  
154 UNDP. Annual Review of the financial situation, 2001. 2002 (DP.2002.25/Add.1) 
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non-bilateral giving has averaged nearly a quarter of total UNDP income since 2004. In 2010 

NGOs, private actors and foundations provided only 64 million dollars of the 5.95 billion in total 

income.155 

!

Figure 6: UNDP Resources. Source: UNDP Annual Reports 
 

Financial risk for UNDP comes primarily from the inconsistency in donor contributions, 

fluctuations in the value of the US dollar, and concentration of donations among a rather limited 

set of major donors.156 In 1970 an operational reserve was established by the Governing Council 

in order “to guarantee under all circumstances the financial liquidity and integrity of the 

programme, to compensate for uneven cash flows and to meet such other requirements as may be 

decided upon by the Governing Council at a subsequent stage.”157 The creation of the operational 

reserve accompanied a change within UNDP from a policy of full funding, where projects were 

only undertaken when the funds were 100% available, to partial funding where UNDP may 

authorize activities to be funded with anticipated income. Operational reserve funds were to be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
155 UNDP. Annual Review of the financial situation, 2010. 10 August 2011 (DP/2011/33) 
156 UNDP. UNDP Financial, Budgetary and Administrative Matters.1999 (DP.1999/5/Rev.1), page 7 
157 Ibid.  
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set aside for resolving cash flow problems as needed, but not to be used for regular programming. 

This reserve, initially set at $150 million, was drawn down in 1975 when UNDP experienced a 

financial crisis. The reserve was rebuilt over the next decade and reached a level of $200 million 

dollars by 1981, and then again tapped into in 2000 when UNDP experienced “significant cash-

flow problems in terms of regular resources due to the irregular payment pattern of contributions 

by some donors. The cash-flow problem necessitated the utilization of the regular resources 

operational reserve in eight of the 12 months in 2000. The peak drawdown reached $70 million in 

May 2000.”158  

 The UN Development Programme operates a significantly larger budget than most other 

UN organizations – more than 2 Billion USD larger than UNICEF and about 5 Billion USD 

larger than UNEP, for example. Although multilateral contributions have increased in recent 

years, income to the Programme continues to be strongly dominated by bilateral sources while 

non-traditional sources and non-state actors provide a negligible contribution to the total UNDP 

income. Even when facing financial difficulty UNDP has not turned to direct appeals to non-state 

sources of funding.      

 

Relations with Non State Actors 

The administrators of even the predecessor organizations to UNDP recognized the idea 

that democratic participation is beneficial for the success of development work. When operating 

as the Special Fund's second in command, Arthur Lewis wrote that: 

Men learn administration by participating in it. They therefore learn fastest in countries 
where self-governing institutions are most widespread, embracing central and local 
government, right down to the level of the village, the cooperative movement, trade 
unions, and the hundred and one other voluntary or official groups in which free peoples 
love to foregather. (Quoted in Murphy, 2006, p. 49) 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
158 UNDP. 2001 (DP/2001/22), page 6 
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As expected by our first hypothesis, the justification for supporting the engagement of non-

governmental and grass-roots groups offered by UNDP Administrators continues to be rooted in 

an argument that project success depends on including the people that the development projects 

aim to assist in the design and implementation of those projects:  

The success of a project often depends on how the beneficiaries perceive their needs, and 
therefore they should be involved in the early stages of planning in order to ensure their 
participation over the long haul. (UNDP, 1986 (DP/1986/11)) 
 

Explicit discussion of UNDP formally engaging “grassroots groups,” or expanding 

participation beyond national governments first appears in the annual reports of the Administrator 

to the Governing Council in the early 1980s. In his 1983 annual address to the Governing Council 

(DP/83/6), Bradford Morse159 included the findings of a report published in 1982 by the World 

Bank on the success and failures of the International Development Association (IDA) (World 

Bank, 1982). Specifically, he listed a number of failures that were identified in the IDA 

Retrospective, including a “lack of popular participation and the failure to consider cultural 

factors.” Morse then encouraged the EB to learn from the mistakes identified by the IDA report: 

I submit that at this time of general international economic distress, we cannot afford to 
continue down the old paths, failing to learn unmistakable lessons, particularly in this 
period of reduced overall ODA levels. Persistent concentration on capital investment in 
the development process, vitally essential though it is, has obscured the relative 
importance of other factors necessary to sustained growth and self-reliance -- 
management, quality, knowledge, process improvement, training, labour-management co-
operation, community participation, and cultural considerations. [emphasis added] 
(DP/83/6)  

 

From this point on, Morse and following Administrators began dedicating part of each annual 

report to the Governing Council/Executive Board to encouraging participatory governance and 

engaging grass-roots and non-governmental organizations in project design and implementation – 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
159 Before his tenure as UNDP Administrator Morse served as under-secretary for political and general 
assembly affairs and the UN secretariat’s liaison to NGOs and spoke very clearly about his support for 
improving relations between the UN and NGOs and increasing NGO participation in the UN system (see 
chapter 2).  
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both of which can be safely considered “downstream” engagement of NSAs as opposed to 

upstream governance of UNDP as a global organization, which as hypothesis 2 predicts, has 

received far less support by successive Administrators.  

The UNDP secretariat also began establishing formal policies and mechanisms for such 

engagement. For example, in 1983, under the leadership of Bradford Morse, UNDP launched its 

first “grass-roots initiative”: 

designed to enlist non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the effort to strengthen 
self-reliance at the community level, to spread the benefits of development among the 
poorest and the powerless and to improve the management and co-ordination of technical 
co-operation generally at every level.” (DP/84/5)  
 
Shortly thereafter, in early 1984, a Senior Advisor on Grass-roots and NGO  

matters was appointed at UNDP headquarters, along with a standing committee for assisting the 

grass-roots initiative. (DP/84/5)  

 Later that year the Governing Council undertook a policy review on UN technical 

cooperation activities. In a background document for this policy review Morse submitted a report 

on the successes and failures of technical cooperation. The report included a discussion of the 

importance of grassroots participation and engaging NGOs and women in development: 

  
The participation by all citizens of developing societies in the development process is 
required to sustain progress towards meeting basic human needs and to utilize potential 
resources. Many Governments see considerable potential for the use of NGOs in 
development work because of their grass-roots involvement and their ability to ensure the 
more direct participation of the rural population in the benefits of development… Not 
only could NGOs be a source of specific project inputs but they could also be recipients 
of UNDP-financed technical co-operation. Effective demand for such assistance will 
increase as Governments recognize the forfeited growth entailed by continuing neglect of 
this potential, quite apart from issues of equity. (DP/84/4)  
 

The Governing Council responded positively, and in decision 84/4 “Welcome[d]: 
 
the emphasis placed by the Administrator on grassroots approaches for development and 
on recipient Governments’ increasingly tapping the potential of non-governmental 
organizations within the context of country programming and project execution, without 
prejudice to the basic principles of the Programme as embodied in the Consensus of 
1970. 
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By referencing the Consensus,160 the Governing Council gently reminded the 

Administrator that although there was general support for “tapping the potential” of NGOs, 

engaging non-governmental groups would only be acceptable with the agreement of developing 

country governments, who are to have primary ownership of the development plans in their 

countries. This is a pattern that is found throughout the years in the dialogue between the 

Administrator’s Annual Report and the Governing Council/Executive Board: the Administrator 

urges the governing board to support country office collaboration with non-governmental 

organizations and the private sector, and the GC/EB responds with both support and a reminder 

that developing country governments must remain in the driver’s seat. For example, also in 1984, 

the Governing Council welcomed collaboration with the private sector “strictly in accordance 

with [recipient government] priorities and expressly at their wish and with their consent.”161 

This is as generally expected by hypothesis 4. Although the secretariat is the primary 

driver in promoting downstream engagement of NSAs, the assembly is by and large supportive of 

the secretariat’s initiative. However, the member-states are more reticent than the secretariat 

because they recognize that, in this case, involving NSAs in project implementation may require 

that they loosen their own control in the development projects of their own countries.  

 In a policy review on “The Unique Role of the United Nations Development Programme 

in Human Resources Development and Development Cooperation in the 1980s” (UNDP, 1986). 

Morse was particularly steadfast in his call for UNDP to actively engage grass-roots 

organizations. He also made a note of the potential “distrust” between these groups and 

governments:  

 
If it is to play a more important role in mobilizing the energies at the local level, the 
United Nations development system must support Governments in establishing a much 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
160 A 1970 Governing Council decision that gave greater power to field offices and Resident 
Representatives to be flexible in their approaches and to work more closely with host governments, 
essentially moving power from UNDP headquarters to recipient governments.  
161  UNDP Decision 84/4, 29 June 1984 
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closer relationship with indigenous grassroots organizations. Parent associations, 
mothers’ clubs, urban neighborhood planning groups, rural churches, local health 
committees, youth clubs, and similar groups can make important contributions to the 
planning and implementation of human development programmes. They are generally 
small and weak, which makes collaboration with them difficult. Their priority concerns 
often diverge from those of the Government; Jealous of their independence, they may 
even show mutual distrust (UNDP, 1986).  

 
He then plainly called on the Governing Council to support explicit inclusion of grassroots groups 

in UNDP programming: 

  
With the exception of UNV162 activities in a number of developing countries, UNDP 
assistance tends to be channeled to Government institutions at relatively high levels. The 
UNDP action plan calls for more explicit effort in programming which involves 
grassroots institutions. To move in this direction, workshops can be organized at the 
national level in order to identify opportunities for collaboration with the private sector 
and grassroots organizations. (UNDP, 1986) 

 
 The Governing Council responded with encouragement for the Administrator to “expand 

the activities of the United Nations Development Programme…to involve, at the request of 

Governments, grassroots and non-governmental organizations…in the development process.”163 

A very similar statement of support can be found in the following year’s Governing Council 

decision.164  

In 1986 a new division for non-governmental organizations was launched to “strengthen 

the ties between UNDP and NGOs.” In addition, an initiative known as Partners in Development 

began granting funds to NGOs, at the discretion of Res Reps, for small scale development 

projects. In a later review of the Partners in Development Program submitted to the Governing 

Council Administrator William Draper reported that the initiative had been received with 

overwhelming support, and that there were many requests by Res Reps and partner governments 

to increase funding for additional grants, even to create a permanent NGO development fund.165 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
162 The UN Volunteers Programme (UNV) provides advice and support for integrating volunteers into 
development projects.  
163 UNDP Decision 86/15, 27 June 1986 
164 UNDP Decision 87/10, 18 June 1987 
165 UNDP Decision DP/89/23, 27 February 1989 
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Then, in 1987, at the request of the Administrator, each regional office and many country offices 

established an NGO point person to facilitate UNDP – NGO collaboration. 

Each of these developments was initiated by UNDP Administrators and staff: the 1983 

grass-roots initiative, the appointing of a headquarters position on grass-roots and NGO matters, 

the 1986 creation of a division for NGOs, the Partners in Development initiative, and the 1987 

creation of regional NGO point persons. Throughout the decade the Governing Council expressed 

support for the initiatives and the pro-grass-roots cooperation rhetoric of the Administrator, but 

simultaneously emphasized that the final decision on engagement and actual development policy 

must remain with recipient governments. Accordingly, the tangible changes that took place – 

launching initiatives or the creation of new divisions and positions – took place at headquarters or 

regional offices. Any changes taking place in country offices were inconsistent and dependent on 

individual country approval.      

The mid-80s also saw increasing collaboration between UNDP and the private sector. For 

example, in 1986 UNDP launched an Africa Project Development Facility to financially support 

African entrepreneurs (a project modeled on an already existing Project Development Facility in 

the Caribbean).166 There were also a series of working groups and round tables that engaged 

NGOs and the private sector, such as the Roundtable process with Africa, workshops on forestry, 

and on financing education, and a series of working groups between the private sector and 

government representatives on attracting private investment and enhancing entrepreneurship 

(Loup, 2000).  

In a 1988 Administrator’s update on the grass-roots initiative Draper identified a 

“growing awareness in development thinking” that:  

(a) Development efforts must increasingly focus on people (b) People must participate 
actively in the development process, (c) Meaningful community involvement builds self-
reliance, leading to sustained development; and (d) Grass-roots initiatives should be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
166 UNDP, Annual Report of the Administrator for 1986, 24 April 1987 (DP/1987/12) 
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linked to Government policy and planning so that the different levels of activity will be 
mutually reinforced (UNDP, 1988).  
 
The Governing Council gave its support to Draper’s report and on continued 

collaboration with non-governmental organizations and the private sector. The Council, as a 

collectivity, also gave its blessing to the initial Human Development Report (90/13), published in 

1990. However: 

after the publication of the first report, the Malaysians, who disliked ul Haq's conclusions 
and had tried unsuccessfully to suppress the report, walked out of the Governing Council. 
'So what?' Draper responded. Yet, of course, if a clear majority of the Council opposed 
any of the advocacy recommendations of the reports, UNDP would be prevented from 
acting on them. (Murphy, 2006, p. 259) 

 

 In 1991, then, the Governing Council expressed hesitation about the progression of the HDR and 

the Human Freedom Index: 

Taking into account the divergent views expressed by delegations, during the 
deliberations on the annual report of the Administrator for 1990, pertaining to the Human 
Development Report 1991 and in particular the incorporation and elaboration of a human 
freedom index [The Executive Board] [r]equests the Administrator to convene regional 
consultations in New York, with the participation of Governments, to be completed by 30 
November 1991, in order that specific human development concerns and priorities, 
especially those of developing countries, are taken into consideration, as appropriate, in 
the preparation of the next report on human development and future work of the 
Administrator on the report.167  

 

Following Draper’s jump start, the Human Development Report advocacy for democracy 

remained important for subsequent Administrators. James Gustave Speth, who took on the 

Administrator role after Draper, sought to unite UNDP into one coherent organizational goal: the 

promotion of Sustainable Human Development. The Executive Board affirmed Speth’s general 

mission and committed the Programme to protecting the environment, supporting women’s 

rights, fighting poverty and encouraging good governance. He found resistance at the Executive 

Board, however, on the point of “good governance,” and said that he had to push the Board to 

condone making it a part of UNDP’s work (Murphy, 2006, p. 268). Even if member governments 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
167 UNDP Decision 91/6, 25 June 1991 
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were not fully enthused, Speth was clear about the importance of good (that is, democratic) 

governance. 

In the end, we at UNDP have no choice but to provide democratization 
assistance…Democratization, by whatever name, down whatever path, is one of the 
pillars of sustainable human development…So, however messy and complex individual 
situations become, we in the larger international assistance community have no choice 
but to support responsible democratization initiatives. (Speth, 1997, quoted in Murphy, 
2006, p. 276) 

 

Today the HDR remains quite independent in operation from member state control. The 

research and writing of the Human Development Index and Report is the purview of independent 

researchers and is a very separate endeavor from country programming. Civil Society voices have 

urged UNDP to explicitly use the national HDRs in country programming, but the EB has resisted 

linking these, continuing to emphasize country ownership and diversity in development 

approaches. Still, UNDP headquarters continues to encourage country teams to collaborate with 

NGOs, when feasible, without creating any mandate or requirement to do so.  

Encouragement of civil society engagement has developed in several forms. In 1993 a 

strategy paper entitled UNDP and Organizations of Civil Society: Building Sustainable 

Partnerships, was approved. This was a precursor to the creation in 1997 of a policy on CSO 

engagement, Practice Report on Engagement (updated in 2001). Thus, by the end of the 1990s, 

UNDP had an established policy on engaging NSAs and was actively encouraging regional and 

country offices to collaborate with Civil Society Organizations (CSOs). The Practice Note policy 

statement leaves selection of CSOs to engage with up to each Country Team dependent upon 

“situationally relevant criteria” (UNDP, 2001, p. 9). It is suggested that the following factors be 

considered as “significant” when selecting partners: domestic rootedness, demonstrated mandate, 

legitimacy as claimant, competence, expertise and accountability” (UNDP, 2001, p. 10). Overall, 

the Practice Note encourages country teams to establish civil society committees with which to 

engage: 
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Establishing local and regional CSO committees is a critical step in realizing four key 
principles and commitments of partnership: trust, horizontality, mutual agenda setting 
and individual accountability. UNDP is therefore committed to making local and regional 
CSO advisory committees a regular feature of its partnership of engagement with CSOs 
at the country and, where appropriate, regional levels. (UNDP, 2001, p. 7) 
 

UNDP has since surveyed Country Offices about their engagement with civil society and 

the creation of Advisory Committees (AC). In 2009 a preliminary report surveying Country 

offices about their relationship with CSOs on the ground indicates that only 13 offices (out of 

142) had established CSO Advisory Committees, and 8 of these are listed as “currently not 

meeting” or “inactive.” But half of the Country Offices that responded to the survey (72% of the 

total offices) report having some other type of civil society consultative body, with another 

quarter reporting plans to create such a consultative body. When tension between the state and 

civil society makes formal ACs difficult, the Practice Note on Engagement recommends pursuing 

informal dialoged with CSOs or discussing the “sensitive issues” at the regional level (UNDP, 

2009b). 

Despite the generally weak results achieved so far with the advisory committees, the 
conclusion of this assessment is that the United Nations and its civil society partners must 
invest more effort, with much greater clarity of purpose, to create a mutually beneficial 
mechanism that can advance policy dialogue and strategic partnership. In pursuing these 
efforts, it is important that Country Teams not lose sight of the wood for the trees and 
stay focused on the larger goal: fostering mechanisms by which the United Nations at the 
country level can become a more vibrant and outward-looking organization, actively 
engaging with a range of partners and stakeholders and being seen as a key player in 
national development debates. Civil society in all its diversity is increasingly critical not 
only to national efforts in programme delivery, but also in the articulation of development 
policy.  Civil society organizations and networks are therefore an essential part of the 
multi-stakeholder engagement that the United Nations seeks at the country level (UNDP, 
2009a, p. 7). 
 
UNDP published a new Strategy on Civil Society and Civic Engagement in October of 

2012 (UNDP, 2012). The 2012 Strategy emphasizes the need to engage CSOs in upstream policy 

impact as well as downstream results (UNDP, 2012, pg. 14). The strategy paper does not update 

the list of Country Offices that have established CSO advisory organizations printed in the 2009 

report. It does, however, report (regionally) on the demands received from Country Offices 
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regarding CSO engagement and shows that Arab and African states have reported high demand 

for developing the capacity of civil society to participate in democratic processes (UNDP, 2012, 

p. 25), and Arab states have reported high demand for creating CSO Advisory Committees to the 

Country Teams.  

Although there is inconsistency in CSO engagement in UNDP1, the advocacy work of 

UNDP2 consistently encourages civil society participation at each level of UNDP operation, 

especially in country level programming and operations. The fact that only half of the Country 

Offices, which are strongly guided by recipient governments, have created civil society 

consultative bodies, and so few have established formal CSOACs of their own indicates that the 

encouragement coming from the UNDP secretariat is not met with broad acceptance by recipient 

governments. However, as the hypotheses lead us to expect, Country Offices are much more 

likely to engage CSOs and other local groups in project implementation and contracting 

agreements than they are to establish formal Advisory Committees. States and the UNDP 

secretariat have, to varying degrees, recognized a benefit of engaging NSAs in development 

projects, but they are less frequently inclined to create formal links to them for regular consulting 

or advising.     

To review, during the 1980s and 1990s the changes in rhetoric and policy related to 

NSAs were all focused on downstream engagement of grass-roots organizations and the private 

sector in development projects on the ground. UNDP Administrators such as Morse, Draper and 

Malloch Brown developed policies at headquarters that encouraged Country Offices and member 

governments to collaborate with CSOs. The rational for reaching out beyond national 

governments into society was very practical: lasting development requires local engagement. The 

recorded motivation, according to the rationalization for the grass-roots initiative and other 

changes in policy vis-à-vis non-state actors expressed in Administrator reports to the Governing 

Council, was not based on normative values of democratic openness but practical necessity and 
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an awareness of what works best to get the job done. The focus was on linking non-governmental 

organizations to country teams, not to UNDP as a global organization. All in all, the experience 

of the secretariat vis-à-vis NSAs aligns with the expectations of the first set of hypotheses.   

Then, in the 1990s at least two developments shifted the conversation from the 

practicality of grass-roots involvement for creating successful change to the normative value of 

democratic inclusion of civil society. First, UNDP played a direct role in this change with the 

creation of the Human Development Report and the resulting new model for the development 

industry.  

The application of the human development model implies a greater civic engagement 
than more orthodox concepts of development. As the model proposes putting people’s 
potential, rather than economics at the heart of the development paradigm, it signifies a 
need, or at least an opportunity, for a strong participatory element in how programmes 
and policies are designed and what their objectives should be. (Tibbett, 2009, p. 9)  
 

Secondly, the 1990s saw the beginning of a wave of civil society activity targeting 

international organizations in campaigns denouncing multilateral organizations as undemocratic 

and opaque. This tide of public sentiment erupted in a historic way in a public demonstration 

outside a World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle in 1999. That protest, the first of a series 

of massive global demonstrations, became a powerful symbol of an evolving relationship 

between institutions of global governance and what has come to be known as “global civil 

society.”  

Not long after launching of the first HDR and just prior to the wave of global protest 

activity (which was not directly aimed at UNDP itself) UNDP began to create mechanisms of 

engaging a global civil society at the headquarters level, in addition to the already developing 

practice of encouraging local participatory governance at the country and regional level.  

Seattle illustrated just how powerfully civil society has ushered in a new era of "people's 
diplomacy," one that demands transparency, accountability and full participation both 
inside and outside the walls of "closed-door" diplomacy…I would like to underscore that 
UNDP's strengthened focus on governance, policy and institutional reform is part of our 
response to this changing external world, … Crucial to this process, we are seeking to 
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build strategic partnerships that will create powerful constituencies for human 
development…In this spirit, I convened a meeting with civil society leaders in El 
Salvador, which in many ways set the context and content of UNDP's strategic 
partnership with CSOs for the upcoming years. (Malloch Brown, 2000) 
 
Administrator Mark Malloch Brown convened a series of workshops with CSOs on 

improving UNDP-CSO collaboration that culminated in a conference in San Salvador in 1999 

titled “Governance for Human Development: UNDP and Civil Society.” This conference 

identified major areas of focus for UNDP-CSO relations going forward, and ultimately resulted in 

the creation of a headquarters CSO Advisory Committee (CSOAC) to the Administrator. Today, 

this Advisory Committee is the single UNDP global-level method of engagement with NSAs.  

The CSOAC was established as a formal consultative mechanism in 2000 by Mark 

Malloch Brown. The original Concept Paper on the establishment of such a committee explains 

the rationale for such an institutional innovation:  

In keeping with the evolution of UNDPs renewed focus on governance for human 
development, it is critical that the organization begin to mirror the inclusive forms of 
governance it advocates at both national and global levels. To this end, UNDP is seeking 
to systematize its process of consultation with CSOs so as to effectively benefit from the 
policy and operational advice that this constituency can offer. (UNDP, 2000, p. 1) 
 
Although formally established as a permanent consultative body, its activities and 

funding have, in practice, been informal and ad hoc (Navajas, 2008). The committee met in 

annual meetings with the UNDP Administrator and senior management from 2000-2006. After 

initial dedication and energy, enthusiasm diminished in both the committee, which “increasingly 

questioned UNDP's responsiveness and the impact of their efforts,” and UNDP senior staff who 

allowed the consultative arrangement to fade away and provided insufficient support to the CSO 

division that was responsible for the CSOAC (Navajas, 2008, p. 10). At the departure of Mr. 

Malloch Brown, the committee dissolved; evidence that UNDP, beyond the administrator of the 

time, did not view the headquarters level engagement of a civil society advisory council as 

essential.  
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A review of the CSOAC was commissioned and published in 2008. In this formal 

assessment of the CSOAC Navajas observed that "collaboration with civil society and its 

organizations (CSOs) has been an officially declared policy of UNDP for the past 

decade...[however], the operationalisation of CSO policies had remained pending" (Navajas, 

2008, p. 4).   

While partnerships received extensive support by the secretariat, the upstream 

consultative mechanism was not providing a good of sufficient value to affirm its continued 

existence. This conforms to the expectations of the first hypotheses.  

This is also important information as we reflect on the power of hypothesis 10, drawn 

from the social-activism theory of institutional change. According to his own statements, and the 

timing of the proposal, the impetus for Malloch Brown to call the consultations with civil society 

that led to the creation of the CSOAC appear to be the wave of social activism taking place in the 

late 1990s. However, even if Malloch Brown had been encouraged to convene a consultative 

meeting with civil society organizations by the show of demonstrations that primarily targeted the 

Bretton Woods Organizations, his actions did not result in the kind of institutional change that the 

activists sought (although, again, they were not targeting UNDP). Further, while this activism 

movement may have influenced Malloch Brown, as an individual, there was no institutional 

response from the assembly of UNDP, and the institutional innovation created at the behest of 

Malloch Brown did not survive beyond his tenure.   

Currently, a renewal of the committee is underway. Its first meeting was held in 2010. 

The new committee includes 16 individuals who have been selected by the UNDP secretariat and 

staff for their expertise and knowledge of both the civil society milieu and the UN system. In the 

initial UNDP Concept Paper on the Establishment of a UNDP CSO Committee the basic 

principles guiding membership selection are listed as, 1) expertise to advise and guide UNDP in 

substantive policy areas, 2) predominate Southern membership in order to “reflect UNDP’s 
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programme country focus,” 3) individuals from a diversity of institutional types such as policy-

focused CSOs, advocacy and rights-based CSOs, indigenous peoples’ organizations, community-

based organizations and trade unions, 4) perspective on all of the levels on which UNDP is 

engages (local, national, regional and global), and 5) a balance in gender and regional 

composition. ECOSOC status is also listed as a potential asset, but not a requirement. According 

to the Concept Paper the decision that UNDP staff should take primary responsibility for the 

initial selection of Committee members was “[b]ased on discussions with existing CSO partners”: 

 it was recommended that UNDP take responsibility for selecting the first group of twelve 
– sixteen Committee members. The initial selection process involved a round of 
consultations with Regional Bureaux colleagues with a short list prepared by the Bureau 
for Development Policy (BDP) and the Bureau for Resources and Strategic Partnership 
(BRSP) for approval by the Administrator. Externally this effort was complemented by 
formal and informal consultations with key CSO partners (UNDP, 2000)}.  
  
In the process of revising the CSOAC in 2008 a “Memorandum of Understanding / 

Framework for Cooperation” was drafted in which the selection criteria listed in the earlier 

Concept Paper are retained. In this Memorandum of Understanding it is suggested that some of 

the membership of the earlier CSOAC be retained “to ensure continuity, transition and 

institutional memory” (UNDP, 2008, p. 2). It is also suggested that every three years UNDP and 

the CSOAC will work together to propose new candidates and that the nominations will be 

approved by the Administrator, while UNDP will take responsibility for ensuring rotation of 

committee members. According to interviews with UNDP staff who work with the CSOAC 

members, it was difficult to encourage individuals to step down from the original CSOAC and to 

allow for a rotation of membership. Even those who had not been active on the committee did not 

want to give up the prestige of the role. The Memorandum laying out the rules for the revised 

CSOAC has established clear rules about termination of membership: absence in two consecutive 

meetings, resignation, or conduct deemed incompatible with the values and principles of UNDP.  

The individuals who serve on the committee are not acting as representatives of civil 

society as a whole or even as representatives of specific civil society organizations, but as 



 168!

individual experts on matters related to civil society. The Memorandum specifically states that the 

“Advisory Committee members will provide advice in a personal capacity and will not represent 

any specific organization, network or platform” (UNDP, 2008, p. 2).     

The purpose of this committee is to advise UNDP headquarters staff alone, and it is not 

directly engaged with the EB or given access to its annual meetings. According to the bylaws of 

the committee:  

The purpose of the Advisory Committee is to provide UNDP senior management with 
specialized advice on policies, strategies and programmes, mainly through discussions 
with the Administrator and senior management. (UNDP, 2008) 
 

Regarding the role of the CSOAC and its sole linkage with the secretariat, one UNDP employee 

explained to me,  

“this is more an advisory committee to UNDP staff and not so much to the board...this is 
more a sounding board for UNDP staff. It hasn’t been taken to the political level. It is 
about advising Helen Clark, or whoever is the Administrator, and so the CSOAC has not 
risen to the political level of the executive board.” (2010 Interview with UNDP staff) 

 
In summary, the sole upstream mechanism for engaging with NSAs for programmatic 

planning is entirely reliant on the relationship between the Administrator and the CSO Advisory 

Committee. As expected by hypothesis three, the individuals on the committee are selected for 

their personal expertise, not because they represent any particular constituency or group. 

Meetings between the CSOAC and the Administrator are not open to the public or to accredited 

groups, and UNDP does not have its own accreditation procedures. The newly convened CSOAC 

is meant to be rule-bound and permanent, and thus to continue to operate across changes in 

UNEP Administrators, however the Committee is too new to be certain that it will be more 

successful at this than the previous Committee was. Meanwhile, there are no mechanisms for 

generalized participation in, or observation of, Executive Board meetings. In accordance with the 

hypotheses, individual states have supported the secretariats emphasis on partnership and the 
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CSOAC, but have held fast to their control of country programming where upstream consultation 

with NSAs has been inconsistent and infrequent.  

 

Conclusion 

UNDP is a bifurcated, two-track program. What I have referred to as UNDP1, or UNDP 

the “Trusted Friend,” is comprised of country offices and Resident Representatives working 

closely with governments on development plans. When expedient and useful, some county offices 

began working with grass-roots and non-governmental groups before there was any formally 

established UNDP official policy on civil society engagement. Administrators began explicitly 

encouraging downstream country and regional office collaboration with social groups beyond the 

government in the 1980s and have continued to support downstream civil society engagement 

more consistently and enthusiastically than upstream consultative engagement (as is expected by 

hypothesis 2). Administrators rationalized the creation of grass-roots and civil society 

engagement initiatives to the Governing Council as a practical necessity for the achievement of 

effective and lasting development (as expected by hypothesis 1). UNDP now has a policy that 

encourages country offices to collaborate with civil society groups, and funding mechanisms for 

civil society and the private sphere. The secretariat does not choose individual NSAs for 

implementation engagement because UNDP operations are based entirely in the countries in 

which they operate (or in regional offices when there is no UNDP team located in a particular 

country). Country Teams themselves then make selections about which organizations to engage 

in project design and implementation.  

UNDP2, or UNDP the Advocate, which publishes the HDR and operates independently of 

member governments, explicitly advocates the principle of participatory governance and gives 

encouragement to UNDP1 to push governments on this point. Still, at the country-level, there 

remains great inconsistency in regards to collaboration with NSAs; demonstrating hesitancy 
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among many of the governments for embracing the civil-society engagement approach that is 

supported by the organization secretariat. 

Although the secretariat has primarily supported downstream engagement of NSAs, there 

has been movement toward upstream engagement as well. Partly in an effort to stay consistent 

with the principles advocated by the HDR and UNDP2 in general, the UNDP secretariat initiated 

a mechanism for engaging civil society at headquarters. Here we see that where the secretariat’s 

mission has expanded as it adopted the Human Development Report and advocacy of Human 

Development principles there has been a shift in the behavior of the secretariat with regard to its 

position on NSA upstream participation. However, the Human Development mission of UNDP 

stands in tension with the government-partner mission, and this is reflected in the fact that the 

CSOAC has been inconsistently supported by Administrators and in fact failed to meet for several 

years, indicating a lack of consistent and or robust secretariat interest. Meanwhile each 

Administrator consistently supported downstream civil society engagement. This fact 

demonstrates that although an Administrator of UNDP created an upstream consultative 

mechanism for engaging directly with NSAs, the secretariat as a whole has been much more 

supportive of downstream engagement than upstream consultation, supporting hypothesis two. 

The CSOAC also demonstrates other characteristics expected by the hypotheses, namely in 

accordance with the third hypothesis, this Advisory Committee is selectively composed of 

individuals with specific expertise.  

In the meantime, there has been no movement at UNDP toward the creation of any 

relationship between NSAs and the Executive Board. Records of final decisions of EB meetings 

(but not transcripts or notes of the meeting itself) are made available on the UNDP website, open 

to the public indiscriminately, but there is no allowance for NSA observation at Executive Board 

meetings. The single global headquarters level mechanism of participation for NSAs is the 

weakly institutionalized CSO Advisory Committee. The objective of the assembly remains one 
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focused on supporting governments in their individual and self-led development projects; a 

mission for which upstream participation of NSAs has not been recognized by states to be 

directly beneficial.  

Thus, NSAs are part of UNDP programming primarily at the country level, and mainly as 

a mechanism to achieve more effective and lasting development success. Here recipient 

governments retain control over the extent to which NGOs are involved in UNDP programming. 

The member governments act largely as a gate-keeper to when and where NGOs participate in 

UNDP processes, and thus far they have not participated in the global UNDP decision-making 

process of the EB. The secretariat, for its part, has consistently encouraged engagement of NGOs 

on the ground and in the community as a means for delivering more effective and sustainable 

development projects. The secretariat has not consistently encouraged the participation of NGOs 

in headquarter-level policy making, nor pushed the EB to open its meetings to NGO observation 

or participation.  

As a whole, then, the UNDP case broadly follows each of the expectations described in 

the first chapter. We expected the secretariat to back downstream partnerships, and it has. We 

also expected the EB to support these partnerships, and although it has repeatedly reminded the 

secretariat that each recipient country government can make the final determination about NSA 

engagement on the ground, the EB has consistently supported a general encouragement for grass-

roots engagement by country-teams. It was also expected that when the secretariat engage NSAs 

it would do so in a selective manner, determined by capacity, which it has. Although the initial 

UNDP mission would not lead us to expect to upstream NSA engagement created by the 

secretariat, the evolution of the Human Development mission of the organization makes its 

creation less surprising. Further, the means of headquarters level NSA consultation for the 

Administrator has been an institutionally weak one, with a reputation as a feeble means of Civil 

Society participation with UNDP and a thinly veiled attempt to “shield UNDP from interaction 
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with a more accountable and potentially unruly mechanism" (McKeon, 2009, p. 154). Lastly, it 

was expected that if the EB engaged NSAs in upstream consultation there would be some 

evidence the provision of a good beyond the information imparted through consultation. In this 

case there is in fact there is no consultation (or observation) allowed for NSAs linked to the EB.  

UNDP is a central UN Programme – the core of the emerging “One UN” system – as 

well as a founder of the concept of Human Development, which emphasizes the value of civil 

society participation in governance. It should seem, then, that UNDP would be particularly 

subject to the normative appeal for increasing the voice of civil society in its governance process. 

This may have been part of the motivation for the initial creation of the CSOAC, but it has not 

been a strong enough incentive to produce a robustly institutionalized Advisory Council to the 

Administrator nor any engagement between NSAs and the EB. The CSOAC has recently had a 

second-start, and it may find more success or longevity this time around. Thus far, however, this 

particular upstream NSA engagement mechanism does not look like we would expect from a 

committee based on the normative goal of “democratizing” UNDP. The CSOAC is a group of 

individual experts selected by UNDP itself, who have access to the Administrator alone and not 

to the EB. The Council may evolve to begin allowing that “civil society” itself may elect 

members of the Council, but this has not yet come to pass. Instead, we find the sort of 

engagement predicted by a rational functionalist account of IGO-NSA relations: heavy 

downstream partnership supported by the secretariat and the EB (when matched by host 

government support), no EB engagement of NSAs, and only minimally institutionalized selective 

upstream engagement by the secretariat. 

 

UNDP NSA Engagement Timeline 
 

1949:  UN Specialized Agencies establish the UN Expanded Programme of Technical 
Assistance (EPTA)  

 
1959:  Creation of the United Nations Special Fund to provide financial assistance for projects 
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aimed primarily at pre-investment research, such as feasibility studies, advisory services 
and technical 

 
1966: EPTA and Special Fund merger forms UNDP 

1965 GA Resolution 2029 (XX) “Consolidation of the Special Fund and the Expanded 
Programme of Technical Assistance in a United Nations Development Program” - no 
reference to NSAs 

 
1983: DP/83/6 Annual Report of Administrator (Morse) 

Includes IDA Retrospective findings and notes the importance of community 
participation and cultural considerations (among other things) to successful development.  

 
1983: Grass-roots initiative, enlisting NGOs in development work 
 
1984: Appointment of Senior Advisor on grass-roots and NGO matters and a standing 

committee at UNDP headquarters to assist the grass-roots initiative 
 
1985:  Donors discussing co-financing of projects and programmes involving NGOs (Morse,
 Annual Report 86) 
 
1986: New Division for Non-Governmental Organizations 
 
1986:  Partners in Development fund. Grants for NGO small-scale development projects.  
 
1986: Africa Project Development Facility, funding and supporting African entrepreneurs 

(modeled on Caribbean Project Development Facility) 
 
1986/7: Engaging NGOs in policy dialogue; Round table process with Africa, Workshops on 

Forestry and on Financing education programs.  
  
1987: Series of working groups between private sector and government representatives on 

attracting Private investment and enhancing entrepreneurship.  
 
1987:  Each regional office established field NGO point persons. Administrator requests that 

field offices do so as well, some do.  
 
1988:  Administrator report on implementation of grass-roots initiative (DP/88/15) 
 
1988: 88/27 Governing Council supports Draper’s DP/88/15 report and new initiatives 
 
1990:  First Human Development Report 
 
1990:  90/13 Governing Council supports Human Development Report 
 
1990:  90/18 Governing Council reaffirms go ahead on engaging NGOs and grass-roots 

organizations 
 
1991:  91/6 Governing Council expresses hesitation about HDR and Human Freedom Index 
 
1993:  Strategy Paper: UNDP and Organizations of Civil Society: Building Sustainable 
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Partnerships 
 
1993:  The Governing Council is replaced by the 36 member Executive Board by General 

Assembly Resolution A/RES/48/162  
 
1995:  Executive Board agrees to change in financial regulations to facilitate UNDP work with 

NGOs.  
 
1996:  Mandatory to include CSOs in review of advisory notes  
 
1996:  Private sector initiatives: (1) “Money Matters” Initiative by which global and regional 

meetings aim to reinforce public-private partnerships for development cooperation. (2) 
Executive Board briefings were held in 1996 on the private sector-development nexus. 
(3) Partnerships were forged with the Guinness and Hewlett Packard companies. 

 
1997:  Policy on Engagement with CSOs and procedures for program execution by NGOs. 
 
1999:  San Salvador Conference: “Governance for Human Development: UNDP and Civil 

Society” 
 
2000:  First meeting of the UNDP – CSO Advisory Committee 
 
2000:  Draft strategy: "UNDP-Corporate Sector Partnerships" 
 
2001:  Revision to Practice Note: A Policy on Engagement 
 
2006:   Last meeting of the first CSOAC 
 
2008:   Independent review of CSOAC commissioned 
 
2010:  First meeting of new CSOAC 
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 Chapter 5 

NON-STATE ACTORS AND THE UN ENVIRONMENT PROGRAMME 

  

 The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), born of the 1972 UN Conference 

on the Human Environment (UNCHE), is the youngest organization included in this study. As its 

design was being crafted it provided what contemporary observers recognized to be a “very 

exciting test case” for decisions about how NSAs may or may not play a role within the 

intergovernmental body. The new Programme was “not bound by the rigid procedures and 

precedents developed by other UN bodies” (Judge, 1973e, p. 422).  

 In the three decades that separated the founding of the United Nations, UNICEF and 

UNDP from that of the Environment Programme, the number of international non-governmental 

organizations had grown by a factor of 10 (Alger, 2002). If design decisions are dependent on the 

normative atmosphere in which they are made, and if positive norms about NGO involvement in 

global governance blossomed along with these numbers, then it would be reasonable to expect 

UNEP to grant greater participation opportunities to NGOs than its predecessors had.  

 In fact, while civil society has been active on the margins of UNEP governance since its 

founding, only in the last decade has UNEP begun to create formal mechanisms by which non-

state actors can participate in its Governing Council and Ministerial Forums. UNEP has been 

relatively slow to adopt the model of non-state actor participation in environmental governance 

that was generated in the 1992 UN Conference on the Environment (UNCED) document Agenda 

21. This chapter explores the decisions taken by the UNEP secretariat, the states as gathered in 

the Governing Council, the Ministerial Forum, and the Committee of Permanent Representatives 

to explain the changes in UNEP-NSA engagement that have taken place in the last decade.  
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We will find that, as we expect it to, the secretariat works closely with specific organizations and 

the assembly supports engaging with NSAs in an effort to harness their power as a conduit to the 

public and to encourage education about the environment.  

 

Creating the UN Environment Programme 

Public interest in the environment surged in the late 1960s, raising a relatively new 

political issue onto the domestic agenda of many developed countries. In 1968 Sweden formally 

introduced the “human environment” as an item on the UN GA agenda, and proposed convening 

the UN’s first conference on environmental matters. Northern governments, responding to 

domestic pressures, reacted positively to the initiative. Developing countries, by contrast, feared 

that a rise of global environmental standards meant the demise of their industrialization and 

development process, and considered boycotting the event. In the end leaders across the spectrum 

of North and South were convinced to take part in the conference. An impressive 113 

governments came to Stockholm in the spring of 1972 to discuss environmental concerns and the 

merits of constructing new institutions to manage this aspect of global governance (Ivanova, 

2007).  

Participants considered what sort of new institution would best manage environmental 

affairs while recognizing that the existing UN specialized agencies, funds, and programmes 

already engaged in many activities related to the environment. UN Conference on the Human 

Environment participants – which included many UN specialized agencies – chose to create what 

Ivanova (2005) calls an “anchor institution,” a UN programme that would avoid competing too 

directly with the operational activities of the already existing specialized agencies while setting 

the UN environmental agenda. In other words, UNEP was purposely not designed for field 

operations, which might have duplicated the work of the already existing agencies, but instead for 

the purpose of developing capacities, setting goals, and shaping agendas (Ivanova, 2007).  
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A primary objective of UNEP is to support governments and all stakeholders in the 

creation of a sustainable environment through information sharing and capacity building. UNEP 

engages in many environmental assessments and the publishing of reports created by UNEP staff, 

scientists and economists.168 The Programme also seeks to facilitate international agreements by 

supporting national governments as they take part in negotiations, as well as providing reports 

and policy guidelines to environmental ministers. UNEP also targets specific issues and problems 

by connecting stakeholders and facilitating the sharing of best practices and transferring of skill 

and knowledge. In addition it serves as an implementation agency of funds from multilateral 

environmental agreements, such as those of the Global Environment Facility (GEF). Overall, 

UNEP is primarily a coordinator of global environmental campaigns and facilitator of state 

action. The core mission of UNEP continues to be the provision of leadership in environmental 

research and policy formation while coordinating environmental governance.   

By all accounts, international environmental governance is difficult to coordinate. A 

“proliferation of structures, agreements and conferences” has been especially burdensome on 

developing countries, and difficult for all governments to negotiate.169 There are more than 500 

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) suffering marked institutional overlap and 

fragmentation (UNEP, 2010). One of UNEP’s primary objectives for more than ten years has 

been to reform this complicated and duplicative system and to enhance “collaboration among 

multilateral environmental agreements.”170 Non-governmental organizations have lobbied 

member-states to approve their participation in the International Environmental Governance 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
168 For example, UNEP launched a Green New Deal Initiative through the release of a report in 2008 that 
provided policy guidance and support to governments as they increased investment in the green economy, 
and as they identified the ways in which they would spend stimulus funds. As a part of this initiative UNEP 
will continue to release data and advice for governments on moving towards a green economy. 
169 UNEP, Improving International Environmental Governance Among Multilateral Environmental 
Agreements: Negotiable Terms for Further Discussion, 4 July 2001 (UNEP/IGM/2/4): page 4 
170 Ibid.  
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(IEG) reform process, and have achieved some success in this endeavor.171 Meanwhile, the 

general rules governing civil society engagement within the UNEP organization itself have 

evolved substantially from the organization’s origin, and continue to be under review and in the 

process of revision.     

   

UNEP Governance Structure and Resources 

A Governing Council (GC) composed of 58 members elected by the UN General 

Assembly for four-year terms administers UNEP. The GC meets every two years in Nairobi to 

discuss the budget and work program, and since 1988 has also met for biennial special sessions 

(GCSS) in various locations around the globe to discuss significant environmental issues. In 2000 

UNEP began hosting a ministerial level conference – the Global Ministerial Environment Forum 

(GMEF) – held in conjunction with the GC and GCSS. The GMEF gathers the worlds’ 

environmental ministers to discuss emerging policy issues. The combined Governing Council and 

Global Ministerial Environmental Forum is regularly referred to as the GC/GMEF. 

A Committee of Permanent Representatives (CPR) was created in 1985 to serve as an 

administrative link between the GC and the UNEP secretariat. Through the CPR approximately 

100 ambassadors meet quarterly in Nairobi to prepare for the GC/GMEF and draft decisions to be 

discussed by the delegates attending the annual GC and GCSS.  

 The structure of this organization differs dramatically from the extensive web of field 

offices of UNDP. This is a headquarters-centric organization, which reflects its essential objective 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
171 The UNEP Governing Council recommended the establishment of an Environmental Management 
Group “to address the issue of improving coordination between agencies and also between environmental 
conventions” in resolution 53/242 of 1999. A decade later the Governing Council established a consultative 
group of high-level representatives to draft and present a set of options to the GC on IEG reform. Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs) worked hard leading up to and during the eleventh Special Session to have 
their participation in the IEG reform process formalized. They were successful in as much as Resolution 
SS.XI/1 includes language stating that the consultative group invite “relevant inputs from civil society 
groups from each region in the process of further strengthening international environmental governance. 
UNEP then established an advisory group on IEG for civil society. 
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as a stakeholder-facilitator rather than project-implementer. In addition to headquarters, located in 

Nairobi, Kenya, there are six regional offices and eight liaison offices. The secretariat is managed 

by an Executive Director and includes a staff of about 1000, one third of which are located in 

Nairobi.  

 UNEP, like the other organizations in this study, is funded primarily by voluntary 

donations from governments. A small portion of the UNEP budget, less than 5%, is supplied by 

the United Nations Regular Budget. The remainder comes from voluntary government 

contributions, earmarked contributions, and income from trust funds such as the Multilateral Fund 

of the Montreal Protocol. In 2010 there were 52 trust funds supporting the work of UNEP. In 

2009 income from trust funds represented 60% of total UNEP income.172 

The contributions received from governments amount to far less than that collected by 

UNDP or UNICEF. In 2002 the Governing Council approved a Voluntary Indicative Scale of 

Contributions (VISC) to guide states in their contribution levels, and contributions have increased 

markedly since this initiative. 

 In 1997 the GC changed the funding contribution rules by resolution 19/25, making it 

easier for the private sector to contribute to UNEP. The new rule173 allows the Executive Director 

to accept contributions from profit-making organizations “as long as the contributions are 

directed towards activities consistent with the programme of work and only with the prior 

approval of the Governing Council or its subsidiary body.”174 Financial information on 

contributions received from such organizations is not published by the organization.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
172 UN General Assembly, Financial Report and Audited Financial Statements for the biennium ended 31 
December 2009 and Report of the Board of Auditors, 15 July 2010 (A/65/5/add.6), page 41 
173 Rule 204.2 
174 UNEP Res. 19/25, par. e 
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Figure 7: UNEP Contributions, Source: UNEP Reports of the Governing Council175 
 

 

Relations with Non-State Actors 

 NGOs immediately expressed an interest in participating in preparations for the first UN 

global conference on environmental matters. The title of the 1971 Department of Public 

Information’s annual conference of NGOs was  “The United Nations and the Human 

Environment.” The 169 NGOs in attendance at this meeting focused their discussion on 

preparations for the UNCHE (Feraru, 1974; Smith, 1972, p. 326). While NGOs were not included 

in the conference preparations in any regularized way, many individual experts and select NGOs 

were involved in the preparatory process (Feraru, 1974; Ivanova, 2007; Smith, 1972).  

 UNCHE Secretary-General Maurice Strong was familiar with the NGO community, as he 

had worked in the non-governmental sector for many years, and he had extensive NGO and 

private-sector personal contacts on which he could draw (Ivanova, 2007, p. 342). He was “always 

ready to talk [to NGOs]” and convened an NGO advisory committee during the preparations for 
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175 Reports of the Governing Council for all regular sessions are listed at 
http://www.unep.org/resources/gov/Previoussession.asp and each includes budgetary information for the 
previous year. This graphic compiles data from each of these reports.  
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UNCHE.176 The team of experts convened by Strong included the NGOs that he recognized to 

have special expertise and competence, such as the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature and Natural Resources (ICUN) and the International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU), 

to assemble the substantive agenda (Feraru, 1974, p. 46; Smith, 1972). The conference agenda 

was largely prepared by individuals “with the requisite knowledge of and passion for the 

environment – rather than government appointed technocrats,” as government delegations and the 

UN secretariat “possessed neither the scientific nor the administrative capacities” to accomplish 

the preparations on its own (Ivanova, 2007, p. 341). During a meeting of NGOs interested in the 

environment that followed UNCHE, Strong remarked that: 

When I sit in a group like this, I feel very much among friends, because I have spent a lot 
longer in the NGO community than I have ever spent in the governmental community, so 
I am always tempted to spend more time with you, and I have to keep reminding myself 
that I am really no longer entitled to a voice in your proceedings – I come here has a 
representative of the United Nations and if I occasionally feel moved to speak as one of 
you and maybe even put in my two-cents’ worth of how I think you should move, it is a 
return to my natural instincts to operate as one of you. (1973, p. 36)  

 
It was perhaps natural then for Strong to engage NGOs in the preparation process and he made 

requests for particular organizations to work with him on the project. For example, at his 

invitation, the ICUN took a leading role in drafting the conventions on conservation, and the 

Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment (SCOPE) served as a leading advisor on 

environmental monitoring issues177 (Smith, 1972, p. 318). Overall, because of the extensive 

collaboration with expert individuals and NGOs during the preparation process, planning for the 

Stockholm conference was viewed as uniquely inclusive for the time:  

Clearly, the Stockholm preparatory process has stimulated a significant pattern of 
cooperation – with developing countries, with nongovernmental groups, and with 
different parts of the United Nations System. (Gardner, 1972, p. 243)  
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176 Ritchie, Cyril. “Re: Question about ELCI.” Message to the author. August 8, 2012. Email.  
177 SCOPE is a committee of the ICSU  
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 Although in this situation Strong was acting as the Secretary-General for a conference, 

not an international organization, the extent to which he drew upon individuals and organizations 

beyond governments in the preparations for the UNCHE is indicative of the predictions of both 

hypothesis 1 and 3 that secretariats will have a tendency to engage particular NSAs with specific 

capacity to advance specific goals. He was not inclined to host open meetings of NGOs to inquire 

as to their opinions on UNCHE agenda. But he did find it useful to engage with certain 

individuals and non-governmental organizations in order to prepare for a successful conference. 

Close partnerships between UNEP and organizations like ICUN and ICSU have continued, as 

well as partnerships with businesses such as Google, Inc. and Puma. UNEP has signed formal 

strategic partnerships with ICUN to guide their close working relationship, with Puma to 

cooperate on a biodiversity project, and has launched a cooperative project with Google, Inc. 

utilizing the Google Earth technology (UNEP, 2010b; UNEP 2005; UNEP and Google: A Match 

Made in Space 2006). Strong’s relationship with expert organizations in the formative years of 

the organization and the continued practice of partnering with NSAs on specific projects is 

supportive of the behavior expected by the first three hypotheses.   

 When the conference took place in Stockholm the representatives of more than 255 non-

governmental organizations were accredited as observers (Feraru, 1974). Conferences had been 

convened by the United Nations for decades, but the participation of NGOs at this conference 

marked a turning point towards greater NGO activity in and around UN global conferences 

leading to participation levels so great that they have been called “excessive” (Hartwick, 2003, p. 

217).  

 Until 1996 ECOSOC’s rules governing NGO accreditation allowed that NGOs within the 

first two categories of consultative relations might be invited by the Council to attend conferences 

where they would be “entitled to the same rights and privileges and shall undertake the same 
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responsibilities as at sessions of the Council itself, unless the Council decides otherwise.”178 

However, in practice, “Until the 1970s, NGOs generally had considerably fewer rights at 

conferences than in ECOSOC” (Willetts, 2000, pg. 193). Then in the 1980s NGOs began to enjoy 

greater “political status and better participation opportunities [at UN conferences] than in 

ECOSOC” (Willetts, 2000, pg. 193).179 In the 1996 revision of consultative status rules the 

section on conference accreditation was greatly expanded and extended beyond conferences 

convened by ECOSOC itself to those of all bodies of the United Nations. After a reminder that 

the accreditation of NGOs is “a prerogative of Member States,” resolution 1996 grants that all 

NGOs with ECOSOC consultative status (including the Roster):  

that express their wish to attend the relevant international conferences convened by the 
United Nations and the meetings of the preparatory bodies of the said conferences shall 
as a rule be accredited for participation. Other non-governmental organizations wishing 
to be accredited may apply to the secretariat of the conference for this purpose…180 
 
 

 The expanded rules on NGO participation in UN conferences and a broadened right of 

conference accreditation reflected the evolution of practice by the mid-1990s whereby NGOs 

were greatly involved in UN conferences, such as the UNCED conference on 1992. During 

1972’s UNCHE, however, the opportunities for NGO participation and dialogue were minimal, 

and many NGO representatives were frustrated by negligible opportunities to engage in dialogue 

with government delegates (Feraru, 1974). The most significant NGO activity took place outside 

the actual UNCHE, where some 8000 people participated in the NGO-organized Environmental 

Forum and other “counter-conferences” (Biswas & Biswas, 1982; Feraru, 1974). NGOs 

collaborated during these parallel activities and organized follow up meetings in Geneva and New 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
178 Council Res.1296 (XLIV),  28 May 1968, part VII,.  
179 For a discussion of the expansion in participatory opportunities enjoyed by NGOs in UN conferences 
see Willetts (2000)  
180 Council Resolution 1996/31 [Consultative relationship between the United Nations and non-
governmental organizations], part VII paragraph 43, 25 July 1996.  
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York181 in order to discuss their future relationship with the new environmental organization that 

had been drafted during the UNCHE. At the Geneva meeting NGOs agreed on a proposal to 

establish an ad hoc exploratory group to “secure the closest possible contact with the new UN 

Secretariat, once it is established, and to undertake preliminary steps for convening …an NGO 

Conference to discuss definitive forms of relationship between NGOs interested in the 

Environment and the UN Secretariat” (Associations, 1973, p. 31). The New York meeting was 

held just prior to the General Assembly session in which UNEP would be formally established, 

and was attended by Strong, who would soon be selected as first Executive Director of UNEP. 

Strong made a statement to the NGOs in attendance that praised their work in Stockholm:  

I want to record here that the people in this room and the organizations they represent, 
made a contribution that was second to none at Stockholm. Without your contribution, 
without the tremendous display of citizen interest which you demonstrated and you made 
possible, the results of Stockholm simply would not have happened. (1973, p. 36)  

 
He also remarked on the challenge, but need, for balancing direct relationships between 

the UN and individual NGOs with the simultaneous necessity for an organized means of engaging 

the general NGO community. His remarks sound like a call for the creation of some 

representative board, or umbrella organization, through which the future UNEP would be able to 

work with the NGO community as a whole.  

We cannot have exclusive relationships: you wouldn’t want us to have exclusive 
relationships – nothing you create should in any way detract from the direct relationships 
which we can have with each of you as individual resource centres – but surely the 
creation by the non-governmental community of some instruments to further its own co-
ordination, to further the co-operation both in planning and in programming that you will 
be considering for yourselves, will also have an important impact on us and make it 
easier for us to relate our activities to yours and to respond to initiatives that may 
originate in the non-governmental community, and at the same time to perhaps hope that 
your response to our needs will also be a better one.  (1973, p. 38)  
 

 The formation of an ad hoc exploratory group for the purpose of creating this sort of 

NGO organization to engage with UNEP demonstrates that NGOs agreed with the sentiment of 
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181 The New York meeting coincided with General Assembly and ECOSOC discussions of the UNCHE 
recommendations. ECOSOC members received written statements from 24 NGOs in support of the 
Stockholm recommendations (Feraru, 1974). 
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Strong’s statement on this matter. The provisional liaison committee organized a meeting of 

NGOs, the International Assembly of Environmental NGOs (INASEN) “to accompany UNEP’s 

startup.”182 At this meeting INASEN established a 12 person Environmental Liaison Board (ELB) 

to serve as its secretariat, and to foster close relations with UNEP (Gallon, 1992). The initial 

provisional liaison committee hoped that the World Assembly meeting would result in the 

dissolution of their temporary mandate through the creation of “some properly constituted body” 

to liaise with UNEP (Judge, 1973d, p. 414), but no formal decisions on UNEP-NGO relations 

were made at the First World NGO Assembly or the first UNEP Governing Council session. 

NGOs were allowed to read a statement during the first Governing Council session183 and a 

representative spoke on behalf of INASEN, “setting out their collective opinion,”184 however, all 

decisions on suggestions made by the NGOs were postponed until the next session.185 The report 

of the next session, however, documents no such discussion.186  

 While UNEP member-states neglected to establish formal participatory rights for NSAs, 

NGOs coordinated and met on their own, and UNEP secretariat officials supported their endeavor 

and met with them during their first “World Assembly” of 1973, which UNEP literature on 

relations with NGOs describes a “productive” meeting of the UNEP secretariat and NGOs.”187 At 

the time, however, the meeting was derided as unproductive by at least one observer who 

described the secretariat’s ideas as insincere suggestions, or “essentially elitist, authoritarian 

schemes for UNEP-NGO relationships” that offered no meaningful role for NGOs in UNEP’s 

governance (Judge, 1973e, p. 422). Clearly some held the belief that a more formal consultative 

status for NGOs should be created within the UNEP governance structure.  
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182 Email communication with the chairman of the provisional liaison committee formed in the 1973 
Geneva NGO meeting. 
183 This was allowed by Rule 70 of the interim rules of procedure. In the final Rules of Procedure, approved 
at the second session, it is Rule 69 that allows NGOs the opportunity to address the GC. 
184 UN Doc. A/9025, “Report of the Governing Council on the work of its first session”, paragraph 75 
185 UN Doc. A/9025, “Report of the Governing Council on the work of its first session”, paragraph 76 
186 UN Doc. A/9625, “Report of the Governing Council on the work of its second session” 
187 UN Doc. UNEP/GC/53, 11 April 1975, paragraph 11.5 
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 Despite the fact that no formally constituted liaison committee or consultative body was 

established with UNEP, INASEN continued to organize gatherings to coincide with UNEP 

governing sessions for many years188 and to seek engagement with the secretariat both 

individually and collectively. Observers saw the new NGO Assembly organization INASEN, and 

its board (the ELB), as a potential counter-part to the UN system’s engagement on environmental 

issues; operating apart from UNEP rather than within as a formal Liaison Committee and serving 

as an NGO “watchdog” over the intergovernmental system (Gallon, 1992). However, it was also 

viewed as an important institutionalized link to the intergovernmental system of UNEP. Cyril 

Ritchie, chairman of the ELB, described INASEN and the ELB as a “structured and coordinated 

framework for continuity, for substantive input to UNEP, and for increasing public awareness and 

understanding of environmental needs and issues” (Ritchie, 1977, p. 11).    

 Although the Governing Council was not interested in creating formalized liaison bodies 

for NGOs within its organization, or in making other determinations about NGO engagement 

during its fist several sessions, member-states did discuss the need to “involve the public” as a 

way to encourage education about the environment. The concern among member states for 

educating the masses soon led to the first UNEP-initiated institutional linkages to NGOs.   

At the first Governing Council session: 
 
Many representatives stated that, even though the problems affecting the environment 
were mostly well known, a determined effort was needed to educate the general 
public…They stressed that, in view of the universality of the problem, even the best-
conceived plans for the protection of the environment would hardly succeed without the 
involvement of the public. They urged that the high priority should be given by UNEP to 
the formulation of a comprehensive programme of education and information regarding 
the environment189 
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188 Ritchie, Cyril, “ELCI, UNEP, etc.” Message to the author, August 10, 2012. Email.  
189 UN Doc. A/9025, “Report of the Governing Council on the work of its first session”, paragraph 58 
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 To address this concern, the first GC decision (1(I)) requested that the Executive Director 

emphasize the dissemination of environmental information and education to the masses. The 

Governing Council decided to:  

encourage environmental education and information at all levels in order to help increase 
consciousness and appreciation of environmental matters among the masses [and] to 
ensure that the activities of the Environment Programme are designed to complement and 
support national programmes (in the area of public awareness of environmental 
problems)190 
 

 Then during the second session, in March of 1974, UNEP established its first formalized 

linkages to NGOs as a means towards fulfilling the obligations of GC decision 1(I). First, UNEP 

established a professional post for creating and maintaining relationships with non-governmental 

organizations;191 second, a fund for supporting information projects was formed that gave the 

Executive Director the discretionary authority to give assistance to NGOs; and lastly, UNEP 

provided a grant (UNEP, 1974)192 to establish the non-profit Center for World Environment 

Information.193 This move by the Governing Council to recognize the ability of NGOs to facilitate 

the organization’s public information goals is similar to the interest that we saw within UNICEF 

for engaging with NGOs in order to benefit from their skills in public advocacy. This again 

affirms hypothesis 5’s expectation that engagement initiated by the assembly will follow the 

recognition of some good supplied by NSAs that the organization cannot acquire independently. 

The grass-roots network of NGOs is uniquely capable of conducting campaigns of public 

information and environment advocacy. To the degree that UNEP recognized this as an important 

goal for the organization, it began to acknowledge a need to support NGOs in their information 

capacities. There was not, however, a trade between UNEP and NGOs of an upstream 

consultative role in exchange for their work in public information – there was no need to offer 
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190 UNEP Decision 1(I), 22 June 1973, paras 12(c)(iii) and 33.  
191 UN Doc. UNEP/GC/17/Rev.1, March 1974, paras 17-18 
192 UN Doc. UNEP/GC/23/Add.2, project 0303-73-004 
193 UNEP seed funding for the Center for World Environment Information ran out in 1981 and the 
organization has since been an independent non-profit organization based in the US named the World 
Environment Center (WEC). (Bassow, 1986)  
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such an exchange. NGOs were already engaged in environmental information campaigns, which 

UNEP began to encourage and support. Accordingly, no formal linkages were forged with 

INASEN, although it continued to coordinate NGO World Assembly meetings during UNEP 

sessions and representatives were often welcomed by the Governing Council to make statements 

during these sessions (Angelo, 1974; Gallon, 1992).  

 INASEN began, in 1974, to consider establishing its own “Service Center” in Nairobi to 

act as a permanently constituted UNEP watchdog and to provide services to INASEN members. 

However, there was no consensus among NGOs on the need for creating such an organization in 

Nairobi. For example, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) – an 

environmental NGO with partnership links to the UNEP secretariat194 – was opposed to the plan, 

preferring instead to directly engage with UNEP’s NGO Liaison section that had been created 

within the secretariat that year. IUCN argued that: 

All efforts should be made to take advantage of the NGO Liaison Section within 
UNEP…There is therefore no need to have a second centre to also liaise. Clearly, we 
should not stick to a decision of establishing an independent centre in Nairobi, when we 
know that we can operate much more effectively and economically by using existing 
facilities.” (Gallon, 1992, p. 9) 
 
The US Audubon Society also preferred to pursue direct engagement within the 

UNEP secretariat and Governing Council, in a personable and flexible manner:  

Rather than invest in a Nairobi Centre as the key focus of NGO environment concern, 
NGOs may well wish to consider other more flexible, possibly more useful and less 
costly approaches. One approach might be (1) strengthen the Environment Board 
members and (2) offer support to the Chairman (of the Environment Liaison Board) 
sufficient to permit him to serve as a regular communications link between the Board and 
the members of the (UNEP’s General) Assembly. (Gallon, 1992, p. 9) 
 

These statements show that the preferences among NSAs themselves are not united in the goal of 

creating formalized advisory bodies through which IGOs may be consulted. Instead, some NSAs 
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194 Feraru identified IUCN as one of the most active participants in all stages of the UNCHE, as well as one 
of the most influential to the process (as reported by its peer organizations). Similarly the Sierra Club was 
opposed the creation of the Liaison Center (Gallon, 1992), and also recognized to be an active participant 
and particularly influential in the UNCHE process (Feraru, 1974: 37). 
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benefit from exclusive relationships with IGO secretariats, typically forged by large organizations 

recognized to have impressive capacity, of which the IUCN is a perfect example. Formalization 

of consultative mechanisms would threaten such exclusive relationships.  

 In contrast from the positions of IUCN, the Sierra Club and the US Audubon Society, 

supporters of an INASEN-established Environment Service Center in Nairobi argued that NGOs 

should retain their distance from the UN bureaucracy and avoid selective, “exclusive,” 

relationships between individual organizations and UNEP:  

IUCN has a vested interest in maintaining a special and exclusive relationship with 
UNEP. This relationship is not conducive to providing information and communication, 
nor does it stimulate direction or encourage constructive criticism. In fact, it isolates 
UNEP from the wealth of experience and expertise that could be provided by the active 
and effective environmental movement. (George A. Binney, quotation in Gallon, 1992, p. 
9) 

 
A concept which needs to be disposed of at this point is that UNEP officials can maintain 
both adequate liaison with NGOs and at the same time promote their special interest and 
ensure the independence of the NGO view-point and commitment which is their special 
and most important feature. NGOs are the voice of the outraged independent-minded 
world citizen and their representation with an UN Agency can never be assigned to the 
care of established bureaucracy however enlightened or benign it may be… The role of 
an NGO service centre is to act as a focus for the on-going commitment of individual 
NGOs to global environment management. (Barry Cahusac, quotation in Gallon, 1992, p. 
9) 
 
In spite of this debate, an NGO Environment Service Centre (ESC) was established in 

Nairobi in 1974. The UNEP secretariat and NGO Section in particular were supportive of its 

formation and facilitated ELC’s relations with the Kenyan government as it worked on 

establishing legal standing (Gallon, 1992). It did not initially receive any funding from UNEP, 

and its first year was financially tenuous. During most of 1974 the Service Center was housed, for 

free, in the building of UNESCO’s African regional office (Gallon, 1992).  

 Then in 1975 the Environment Service Center received a three-year project grant from 

UNEP to identify major national NGOs concerned with the Environment and to “provide training, 

information sharing and small grants, primarily to organizations in developing countries” (Gallon, 
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1992, p. 10).195 This project grant was supported by Maurice Strong, as he left the Executive 

Director position, and by incoming ED Mustafa Tolba, as well as the Director of UNEP NGO 

Liaison, Dr. Gary Herbertson, who “played a key role in nurturing the Centre’s relationship with 

UNEP and following through on funding efforts” (Gallon, 1992, p. 10). The support that the 

Service Center received from UNEP fell directly within its organizational goals of strengthening 

NGO’s capacities to educate the public about the environment and thereby strengthen domestic 

and international environmental policies.   

 With this infusion of financial support, the Service Center emerged as fully functional 

(Ritchie, 1977, p. 11) and was renamed the Environment Liaison Centre (ELC) (“International” 

was added to the Center’s name in 1987). The ELC was formally incorporated as a Kenyan non-

profit organization in 1976. The ELC eventually subsumed the role of its predecessor, INASEN, 

which (along with its secretariat, the ELB) formally dissolved in 1977.  

 The chairman of both the ELB and the Environment Service Center, Cyril Ritchie, spoke 

before the UNEP Governing Council during its third session plenary in 1975 (Gallon, 1992). the 

first session in which relations with non-governmental organizations was placed on the agenda.196 

The Governing Council considered a “Note by the Executive Director on Relationships with Non-

Governmental Organizations”197 – the first of a series of such notes – in which the Executive 

Director relayed the history of the relationship between UNEP and NGOs from their contribution 

in the preparations for the UNCHE to the working relationships that had been established in the 

first years of UNEP’s operation. The ED’s “note” records the creation of the Environment 

Service Center in Nairobi as well as a Centre for Industry and the Environment, both of which the 

Director reports having developed “close working relationships.”198  
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196 UN Doc A/10025 
197 UNEP/GC/53, April 1975 
198 UN Doc UNEP/GC/53, paragraph 7 
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 In this document the Executive Director Maurice Strong suggested postponing the 

observation of Rule 69 which requires that the Governing Council establish, and regularly review, 

a list of NGOs allowed as observers of the Governing Council and its subsidiary organs. This 

requirement in the rules of procedure necessitates a formalized system of accreditation to UNEP. 

Strong proposed delaying the creation of such a system in preference for prolonging the “more 

informal approach to working relationships with NGOs…for some time.”199 The “broader,”200 

informal approach that Strong wished to prolong consisted of the secretariat extending an 

invitation to NGOs that had been observers at UNCHE along with others that had “established 

information and programme contact with UNEP,”201 to attend upcoming GC sessions as 

observers. The Executive Director reported inviting 500 such NGOs to the third session, although 

only 94 organizations202 were in attendance.203 The Governing Council supported the Executive 

Director’s approach to NGOs, and asked him to continue to develop working relationships with 

them.204 Here ED Strong demonstrates quite clearly the expectation of the third hypothesis as he 

asked to continue to have the ability to invite the organizations with which the secretariat had 

formed relations with rather than the management of an established list of accredited 

organizations governed by ECOSOC’s rules.  

 Cyril Ritchie, chairman of the ELB at the time, recalls that Maurice Strong, who was 

always willing to speak to NGOs, preferred to avoid the formality of accreditation:  

[Maurice Strong] was a great believer in more informal contacts, he didn’t want – as 
occurred even more at Rio 1992 – he didn’t want to be bound by the normal UN rules, he 
had a vision of working with almost anybody that could be relevant to the environment at 
that time. And so I think that was his motivation [for postponing the observation of Rule 
69], that’s why he was so available to us in the very first years…because we had 
constituted through the international assembly and then the ELB…we had constructed a 
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199 UN Doc UNEP/GC/53, paragraph 12 
200 UN Doc UNEP/GC/53, paragraph 12 
201 UN Doc UNEP/GC/53, paragraph 11 
202 UN Doc A/10025, paragraph 9 
203 “A large number” of NGO observers are reported to have attended the First Session (A/9025 ,paragraph 
154), and this information was not recorded for the Second Session (A/9625) 
204 UNEP Decision 46(iii), 25 April 1975 
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platform for him to deal with that was not bound by the ECOSOC rules. I always 
discerned that he had a great deal of reluctance to be bound by ECOSOC.205  

 

 Strong wanted to have the flexibility to work specifically with those organizations that 

were most useful and helpful in the moment, just as the hypotheses expect. Then, as predicted by 

hypothesis 4, the assembly showed support for the secretariat’s decisions regarding NSA 

engagement. However, in supporting the fourth hypothesis we find the assembly, in this instance, 

taking an action contrary to that expected by hypothesis 6. Hypothesis 6 suggests that the 

Governing Council should have preferred establishing a formal accreditation system that allowed 

for its own management of the selection process. Instead UNEP continued to take a rather 

informal approach to the invitation of NGOs to its GC meeting as directed by the ED, and then 

treated accredited and non-accredited NSAs identically (despite the dictates of Rule 69) until 

2004 (Ripinsky & Bossche, 2011, p. 124) when NSA participation rules were revised (to be 

explored further below). Despite the rule revision, accreditation continues to be managed by the 

UNEP secretariat (Ripinsky & Bossche, 2011), unlike the process within ECOSOC, where 

member states manage accreditation requests. However, also unlike ECOSOC, UNEP 

accreditation primarily garners NGOs admittance to the parallel civil society forum, and 

observation of the GC, not direct participation in the GC session. This was especially true during 

the time of GC decision 46(iii) in which UNEP approved the ED’s informal invitation system. 

This helps explain the discrepant findings for hypothesis 6. As accreditation was not conferring 

direct participation in the Governing Council session, the selection of accreditation in this case 

should not be expected to follow the same prediction regarding state desire for management of 

the selection process. Here accreditation was mainly establishing a relationship between NSAs 

and the secretariat, therefore it makes sense that the assembly would approve allowing the 

secretariat to manage the selection process. If practice continues to shift (following changes 
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described below) and accredited NSAs are increasingly invited to speak within the GC/GMEF 

itself, then we should look for evidence that states establish some greater direct control over the 

accreditation process. 

 During the fourth session in 1976, which 36 NGOs attended as observers,206 the 

Governing Council again reviewed a “Note on Relations with NGOs” from the Executive 

Director.207 On this occasion delegates responded with praise for the support that NGOs had 

given to UNEP.208 At least one delegate recommended “stronger links with the community of 

non-governmental organizations,209 and the Executive Director confirmed that he was 

“endeavoring to establish closer links with the international scientific community, with 

industry…and with the non-governmental community.210   

 Decision 81(iv), which resulted from this discussion, provided a more clearly positive 

statement about NGOs than the GC had made thus far in its first Four Sessions: 

The Governing Council …(1) Expresses appreciation to all non-governmental 
organizations which have taken part in environmental activities and have contributed to 
the programme activities of the United Nations Environment Programme and invites such 
organizations to continue to maintain close co-operation with the Programme; (2) 
Requests the Executive Director to develop further working relationships with those non-
governmental organizations which have an interest in the field of the environment; (3) 
Invites the non-governmental organizations concerned, where possible, to work within 
and contribute to the programmatic guidelines developed by the United Nations 
Environment Programme.   (UNEP, Decision 81(iv) 7 April 1976) 

 

   The conversation about NGOs continued during 1977’s fifth session, at which 47 

organizations were present as observers,211 and during which two members of the ELC Board 

were invited to speak (Gallon, 1992, p. 15). The Governing Council reviewed the third Executive 

Director note on relationships with NGOs, and the Executive Director made a statement regarding 
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the activity of the Environment Liaison Board in coordinating a meeting just prior to the 

Council’s session, and other consultations of NGOs for specific UNEP programs. As expected by 

hypothesis 4, delegations praised the ED for how he had “intensified working relationships with 

NGOs.”212 However as predicted by hypothesis five, the delegates’ support for strengthening 

contacts with NGOs continued to be based on the ability of NGOs to inform the public and 

initiate environmental action, not their ability to provide the GC with advice or guidance: 

Delegations which took part in the debate generally welcomed the ways in which the 
Executive Director had intensified working relationships with NGOs, in which the 
Environment Liaison Centre, and NGOs in general, had co-operated. Since NGOs had a 
considerable amount of expertise and were the main channel of communication between 
policy-makers and the general public, co-operation with them was useful and necessary 
for Governments and international organizations alike. That was especially true for 
UNEP, with its important role in co-ordinating and environmental action and promoting 
environmental awareness. Non-governmental organizations had awakened and sustained 
public interest, and spurred or supplemented governmental action, in environmental 
protection. In many fields, and in connection with World Environment Day in particular, 
they had an extremely valuable role to play. (A/32/25, Report of the Governing Council 
on the work of its fifth session, paragraph 473) 
 

More surprisingly, some delegations also indicated support for further institutionalization of the 

UNEP-NGO relationship.  

 
…it was felt that the practice [of NGO consultation interviews] should continue and that 
links with organizations such as the Environmental Liaison Centre should be 
strengthened even further. One delegation suggested that the Centre should be supported 
by UNEP. Delegations expressed the hope that non-governmental organizations would be 
given opportunities to participate in and receive information and documentation on 
forthcoming conferences…213 
 
Two delegations stressed that the relationships of UNEP with NGOs should, where 
possible, be institutionalized…214 

 

 Although these statements indicate an interest by some member states in expanding or 

deepening institutionalized links with NGOs, no immediate steps were taken to do so. In fact 
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relations with NGOs were no longer specifically on the agenda throughout the 1980s, and the ED 

suspended the habit of submitting an annual “note on NGO relations” to the member-states.215  

 During the 1980’s NGO representatives, via the Environmental Liaison Service, were 

called upon to report to the Governing Council on their activities, and the secretariat engaged 

with NGOs directly on specific projects, usually related to public information and education 

campaigns,216 which were supported by the GC. NGOs were seen as tools of public advocacy and 

a means by which UNEP could distribute its message, but reports from GC sessions do not 

indicate any momentum within the organization for institutionalizing the voices of NSAs within 

its governance process, even though such developments had been requested by NGOs since the 

first NGO World Assembly.  

 The Report of the Executive Director to the twelfth session of the Governing Council 

records that a meeting was held in 1983 in Geneva with “key representatives of the non-

governmental organization community to clarify the direction of future UNEP-NGO relations.”217 

The ED’s report notes that recommendations from the meeting include increased distribution of 

information materials to NGOs (such as speaker’s kits and fact sheets) and the creation of 

stronger regional advisory mechanisms along with more NGO conferences and activities between 

UNEP and NGOs. The Executive Director remarked that he would “follow these proposals in his 

relations with NGOs as an essential part of the overall public information campaign [emphasis 

added.]”218   

 Indeed each of the institutional reforms taken by UNEP in regards to NGOs throughout 

the first two decades of its existence – the creation of an NGO liaison post that was initially filled 
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by Wayne Kines, the man who had been hired as a world media consultant by DESA to run CESI 

for the purpose of mobilizing global public opinion on behalf of UN economic and social work 

(see chapter 2), establishing a grant for the Center for World Environmental Information, and the 

creation of a revolving fund to support information projects conducted by NGOs – were each 

driven by the fact that NGOs were seen as an essential channel of communication to the general 

public and uniquely capable of increasing awareness about the environment, not a means for 

embracing NGOs within the organization as advisors for policy-making. The first significant 

change in how UNEP structured its relations with NGO came with the creation of the agreement 

known as Agenda 21 during the 1992 Environmental Summit in Rio de Janeiro.  

 

The Earth Summit and Creation of the Major Group System 

 The 1992 UN Conference on the Environment (UNCED) or “Earth Summit,” the follow-

up to the UNCHE that had created UNEP, resulted in many significant outcomes for 

environmental governance including pronouncements about the appropriate role for civil society 

in environmental governance. The summit was attended by thousands of NGOs (a notable 

increase over the less-than three hundred in attendance two decades before), and the agreement 

on implementation produced at the Summit’s conclusion formally confirmed the importance of 

the participation of all citizens in environmental governance. Further, the Earth Summit 

formalized a novel model for including NSAs in environmental institutions and governance: the 

practice of organizing non-state actors into 9 formally established constituent groups.  

 The UNCED process asserted that each of these groups must benefit from equal inclusion 

and participation in the environmental governance process. The UNCED plan of implementation, 

known as Agenda 21, mandated that each “Major Group” should be consulted and included in all 

institutions and projects relating to the implementation of Agenda 21 (Agenda 21, Chapter 23). 

The 9 groups identified in Agenda 21 are: Farmers, Women, the Scientific and Technological 
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Community, Children and Youth, Indigenous Peoples and their Communities, Workers and Trade 

Unions, Business and Industry, Non-Governmental Organizations, and Local Authorities. Chapter 

38 of Agenda 21 also specifically calls on UNEP to “expand relations with private scientific and 

non-governmental research institutes” and to concentrate on “raising general awareness and 

action in the area of environmental protection through collaboration with the general public, non-

governmental entities and intergovernmental institutions” (Agenda 21, 38.22.g). 

Leon Mazairac of the Dutch UNCHE delegation coordinated consultations for drafting 

Agenda 21’s chapter 23 on the participation of major groups (International Institute for 

Sustainable Development, 1992a). Earth Negotiation Bulletin reporting from the PrepCom IV 

negotiations records that there was some debate about which groups should be included,219 but in 

general this chapter of text did not receive a great deal of deliberation among governments, which 

were focused on hashing out other sections of the Agenda 21 document.  

For the most part, government delegations spoke positively about engaging NGOs in 

environmental matters – especially implementation. For example, China hoped to limit the 

involvement of NGOs to UNCED implementation alone, rather than to the entire UN system. The 

Netherlands suggested inserting the “major groups” language in the section of text addressing 

implementation and the role of NGOs. Brazil took an opportunity during the discussion on 

NGO’s role in implementation to register a desire for greater subtlety in the entire NGO section, 

which included too many specific requirements (International Institute for Sustainable 

Development, 2002b).   

But overall, the Major Group segment of the Agenda 21 text did not receive much 

discussion before its adoption during the Plenary prior to the conference in Rio. This was the last 

item on the agenda the night before the Plenary’s end and, after many hours of discussion, it was 
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finally addressed at 3:45 am. At this point, although some amendments were proposed, and 

Malaysia expressed reservation that its language blurred the line between NGO and governments, 

a decision was made to adopt the document as it stood and to let Mazairac continue his 

consultations to arrive at a compromise on the remaining bracketed text (International Institute 

for Sustainable Development, 1992d). Those consultations were successful in arriving at 

compromise, and the final text was adopted easily during UNCED220 (International Institute for 

Sustainable Development, 1992c).  

Although it was not a primary point of debate during the UNCED process, the way in 

which chapter 23 of Agenda 21 formally divides “civil society” into predetermined groupings has 

not been without controversy. For example, many environmental NGOs disagree with the 

inclusion of a unique group for business and industry, which some view to be separate from civil 

society due to their nature as profit-making enterprises. Questions can also be raised about the 

selection of these particular 9 groups. For example, Peter Willetts has called the formulation 

“arbitrary,” and even “repugnant”:  

The list of major groups is arbitrary. It includes women but not men, the young but not 
the elderly, farmers but not fishing communities, trade unions but not professional 
associations, natural scientists but not social scientists, and industry but not services. It 
ignores faith communities. It is incoherent as it includes local authorities despite the fact 
that they are arms of government. It is illogical because it includes NGOs as a separate 
category when the other eight major groups are all represented at the UN under the 
heading of NGOs…It is repugnant to allocate people to pre-specified groups rather than 
accepting whatever manner people choose to organize on a voluntary basis. (Willetts, 
1999, p. 258)  
 

There is no clear record of how these particular 9 groups were chosen as the “Major 

Groups” for participation. Nitin Desai, UNCED Deputy Secretary-General, when asked about 
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how these groups in particular were selected for Agenda 21 responded that they just happened to 

be the ones that were thought of, and that their selection was essentially “random.”221  

There was certainly intentionality, however, in devising the new construct for 

participation of NGOs and other NSAs.  The aim in dividing civil society into pre-specified 

groups was to create a mechanism by which the United Nations could shift from a sole focus on 

non-governmental organizations as identified in Article 71 to a more broad inclusion of “civil 

society” actors, including those that are not traditionally part of the NGO paradigm (such as the 

private sector and local authorities).222  

A sector-based participation model had been introduced at a 1990 regional conference of 

the UN Economic Commission for Europe (ECE) in Bergen, Norway. The Bergen conference 

“included a structured attempt to promote interaction between non-governmental organizations 

and government delegations” by dividing organizations into “sectors” (industry, trade unions, the 

scientific community, youth and environmental NGOs) (Bigg, 2001, p. 106). The “Bergen 

process” then stood as a foundation on which participation during UNCED was based, and 

chapter 23 of Agenda 21 was then constructed (Bigg, 2001).  

At Bergen the various non-governmental groupings were required to organise themselves 
into coalitions to negotiate common positions which would then be presented to the other 
sectors, including governments. Two significant organisational principles were therefore 
established, which would be evident throughout the UNCED process: first, that the 
involvement of a wide range of actors would help to legitimise the decisions reached by 
governments; and second, that non-governmental organisations should be involved as a 
set of distinct interest groups and encouraged to reach compromises within and between 
these groups in order to maximise their cumulative effectiveness. (Bigg, 2001, p. 106) 
 

This concept was then put into practice in the lead up to UNCED as a way to organize 

NSA participation in the 1992 meeting. An International Facilitation Committee (IFC) was 

created to organize the activities of the NGOs and other constituent groups, or independent 

sectors. There was contention, however, between the traditional NGO groups and their organizing 
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bodies, such as the ELCI, about the coalescing of such divergent groups as NGOs, the private 

sector, and local authorities under one banner (Bigg, 2001).  

The idea, then, was to move beyond the UN’s sole recognition of “nongovernmental 

organizations” to something that recognized a more comprehensive understanding of civil 

society. In fact, those who have discussed this with Desai recall that he was “quite candid in 

stating that the UNCED Secretariat intended to expand on previous understanding of the nature of 

civil society, and that they had not anticipated any of the conceptual wrangling which has ensued” 

(Bigg, 2001, p. 19). From this perspective, then, the major group model is an expansion of 

participatory opportunity within the United Nations, rather than a restriction on global civil 

society into nine compartments: 

It’s an elegant way of allowing the diversity of civil society and the market and academia 
into the negotiation process level while at the same time respecting paragraph 71 and the 
charter itself.223 

 

UNEP did not quickly embrace the 9 Major Group framework of NSA inclusion 

introduced at UNCED, but has come to do so in recent years. In contrast, the Commission on 

Sustainable Development (CSD) was the first UN organization to fully adopt this model, and then 

UNEP began to shape their engagement procedures along the lines of the CSD.224  

The Commission on Sustainable Development was formed after UNCED, in 1993, with 

the purpose of tracking and promoting the implementation of Agenda 21. In the lead up to the 

second session of the CSD representatives of NGOs that had taken part in the Earth Summit in 

1992 met to discuss the creation of a mechanism to facilitate the engagement of NGOs with the 

CSD (Strandenaes, 2007). The CSD secretariat then approved the creation of an NGO Steering 

Committee to the UN Commission on Sustainable Development, which was formed to organize 

issue caucuses designed to include input from each of the major groups. This Steering Committee 
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struggled with representing a too-diverse set of voices as well as from problems of funding and 

organization (Strandenaes, 2007). Thus, this means of NSA inclusion in the CSD process has 

been abandoned for a new mechanism that more fully adopts the 9 MG principle of “9 or none,” 

meaning that “civil society” should never be required to create a single compromised collective 

opinion, but instead that the 9 Groups identified in Agenda 21 must be allowed to speak 

distinctly, and equally, in all discussions.225  

 

Civil Society Forums and Multistakeholder Engagement 

In 1994 a subsidiary body of ECOSOC (the Committee for Programme and Coordination 

(CPC)226) requested a review of UNEP.227 The Internal Oversight Service228 conducted an 

evaluation of the organization and submitted its report to the 18th GC session.229 The report noted 

UNEP’s existing working relationships with NGOs, the support that it had given to the ELCI, and 

the request made by the GC that the Executive Director provide support to NGOs that participate 

in environmental activities and to “consult and explore further modalities of cooperation with 

national and international non-governmental organizations.”230 The committee’s evaluation then 

cited “financial constraints” as the “major handicap” keeping UNEP from further involving 

NGOs in its work, noting that there was no existing mechanism for representing the interests of 

major groups within the UNEP organization.231 The report recommended that UNEP:  

Establish a strategy for collaboration with non-governmental organizations and other 
organizations representing the major groups aimed at broader involvement of these 
groups in UNEP’s activities and a gradual increase of projects implemented by non-
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governmental organizations. A coordinator should be designated to follow up the 
implementation of this strategy in all UNEP programmes.232  
 

In order to respond to this recommendation UNEPs Governing Council then adopted 

Resolution 18/4, calling for the development of a policy framework and “appropriate 

mechanisms” for working with civil society, the private sector, and other major groups. Very 

quickly then the UNEP Executive Director issued a Policy on NGOs and other Major Groups233 

in which UNEP promised to “promote and see to NGO/Major Groups participation in Governing 

Council sessions.”234 In order to better facilitate this, the Norwegian government negotiated, and 

funded, 235 the creation of a Major Groups and NGOs Unit within the Policy Branch in 1998. Here 

we see the UNEP assembly, for the first time, specifically calling on the secretariat to establish a 

policy framework and some institutionalized means of engaging NSAs (with the vague language 

of “appropriate mechanisms”), and in the process introducing UNEP to the Major Group model 

of engagement. This move directly followed the recommendation within the Internal Oversight 

Service’s report. That recommendation, as it utilizes the phrase “major group,” appears to be a 

product itself of the mandate within Agenda 21 that all environmental governance extend equal 

participation to all nine Major Groups. Here we see that legal precedence and organizational 

nesting may have been an important factor for UNEP in adjusting its rules for NSA participation. 

This is a variable that was not considered at the start of the study.  

This NGO Unit within the Policy Branch quickly initiated a conference for civil society 

organizations in the days preceding GC/GMEF and special session conference in Malmo, which 

harkened back to the NGO-led conferences organized by INAESN during the 1970s. But this 

time the civil society event was formally linked to the UNEP organization and chaired by UNEP 
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staff, which in fact led civil society attendees to walk out of the first UNEP Global Civil Society 

Forum en masse.236 

A lot of the people that came to the Malmo meeting [in 2000] had been involved at CSD 
and the +5 in New York and the subsequent dialogues which was really, really good, I 
mean the dialogue between the major groups and governments at the time lasted one and 
a half day and they were integrated into the negotiations…I would say the first one in 
1998 lasted 2 days… So in 1998, 1999, 2000!they were all very successful at CSD and 
civil society was taken seriously. Now we were invited to UNEP and we came with that 
expectation that at UNEP it would be the same and we were very surprised…that, first of 
all, that high level civil servants from UNEP were chairing the meeting…one being the 
director of the policy division, and this room was also occupied by several ambassadors - 
in our civil society meeting! And these ambassadors did not want to give the floor to civil 
society and when this ridiculous meeting had gone on for awhile, being absolutely not 
relevant to civil society and our concerns, we just looked at each other and we said 
unanimously and spontaneously: let’s walk out, this is a waste of time. Which we did. I 
mean, we weren’t going to sit there listening to diatribes coming from professional 
ambassadors in a meeting that we wanted to call our own.237 
 

The Global Civil Society Forum was not the only innovation tried by UNEP in 2000; the 

first Global Ministerial Environment Forum (GMEF) was also launched this year. The 2000 

GMEF is note-worthy not only as the first such forum, but also for the Declaration approved by 

the Ministers in attendance during that inaugural session. The “Malmo Declaration” explicitly 

called for strengthened engagement with civil society in environmental decision-making. The 

Ministers then recommended that UNEP’s Executive Director initiate a consultative process with 

governments on how to enhance the participation of NGOs within UNEP.238 The Malmo 

Declaration states that there is a: 

…need for national governments and for UNEP and international organizations to 
enhance the engagement of these organizations…the role of civil society at all levels 
should be strengthened through freedom of access to environmental information to all, 
broad participation in environmental decision-making, as well as access to justice on 
environmental issues.”239   
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This language (specifically “freedom of access to environmental information,” 

“participation in environmental decision-making,” and “access to justice”) directly mirror that of 

the Aarhus Convention240 of 1998 in which the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 

(UNECE) established the “first legally binding instrument at the supra-national level 

guaranteeing access to information, public participation in decision making and justice [the 

opportunity to review and challenge public decisions] in environmental matters” (Morgera, 

2005). Although not a legally binding document itself, the Malmo declaration extends the 

principles of the Aarhus convention to the global UN-based system of environmental 

governance.241 This (the extension of Aarhus to the UN system) was explicitly called for by 

Poland during the first GMEF (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2000).242 

There was, of course, some hesitation about this move: The delegate from Kenya, with support 

from Zambia, “stressed that NGOs do not always have the clear mandates for environmental 

management and should not be supported at the expense of governments by donors” 

(International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2000 page 1), while Niger noted that NGOs 

are not as accountable as governments are, and China pointed out that NGOs must respect 

cultural diversity (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2000). Still, the 

environmental ministers agreed to adopt the language of the Aarhus convention in calling UNEP 

to engage more closely with NGOs and civil society. Notably, this division, between the 

European states that intended to adopt Aarhus-style language to UNEP governance and those that 

raised concern during the deliberation about this move looks like hypothesis 6 (that regime type 

determines support for NSA participation in IGO governance) predicts. The expectation that 
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environmental NGOs, more prevalent in North America and Europe than in the developing world, 

should have more influence in the democratic governments in which they are incorporated 

appears to have played out in this debate.   

During the following GC session (in February of 2001) member states asked that the 

Executive Director hold consultations with civil society, the private sector, and other Major 

Groups to discuss strategies for enhancing active engagement.243 Their decision (21/19) did not, 

however, embrace all of what the Malmo Declaration suggested, such as reforming the rules of 

procedure regulating NGO participation, extending the participation of NGOs to the Committee 

of Permanent Representatives, the creation of a “highly developed relationship between [NGOs] 

and the secretariat of the Programme between sessions,” and reviewing the Policy on non-

governmental organizations and major groups.244  

In accordance with decision 21/19 the Executive Director called a meeting with civil 

society representatives for consultation on the question of their relationship with the Programme. 

Representatives of civil society organizations that took part in the meeting expressed that, 

“participation of civil society organizations had to date been negligible at the level of policy 

formulation and policy development” (UNEP, 2001a, p. 9). The ELCI recommended that UNEP 

should “institutionalize major group participation in project design, implementation and 

evaluation” and “encourage and support participation by non-governmental organizations and 

major groups in policy development and governance of the organization” (UNEP, 2001a, p. 5). 

Other recommendations included the creation of a steering or advisory committee with rotating 

membership and the revision of Rule 69 to include the opportunity to “participate in public 

meetings" including the meetings of the Committee of Permanent Representatives (UNEP, 

2001a).  
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Following the civil society consultation meetings the secretariat wrote a Strategy Paper 

on Enhancing Civil Society Engagement in the Work of UNEP,245 as per the request of the 

Governing Council in decision 21/19.  This Paper admits several weaknesses in UNEPs 

arrangements and practices vis-à-vis civil society and marks a shift in the language with which 

the ED speaks about NSAs, from praising their capabilities in teaching the public about the 

environment to the benefits that would be derived from their involvement in policy guidance 

within UNEP. The strategy paper notes that there were “no clear mechanisms for civil society to 

bring its vast experience and innovative perceptions to inform decision-making” and that while 

current procedures allowed for some NGO representatives to present statements at the end of 

plenary discussions, there was “no obligation or incentive for either the government delegation or 

the secretariat to take these contributions into consideration or even to respond” (UNEP, 2001b, 

p. 4). Further, there was “no adequate mechanism in place to facilitate CSO input into policy 

development” (UNEP, 2001b, p. 5).  

The Executive Director’s Strategy Paper made several specific suggestions to the GC. 

The report indicates that it has been “inspired” by a statement made by the President of the 

Governing Council, which suggests looking to the CSD as a model: 

An enhanced global ministerial environment forum must provide for meaningful 
participation by representatives of civil society, including non-governmental 
organisations and the private sector, giving them clear channels for providing 
Governments with their views.  A particular effort to enable civil-society organizations 
from developing countries to participate would be required.  The experience of the 
commission on sustainable development and its multi-stakeholder dialogue could be 
useful in this respect.  A UNEP civil society/private sector forum to further develop the 
relationship between civil society, the private sector and other major groups, and UNEP 
and its governance structures, should be developed and should incorporate UNEP’s 
regional non-governmental organization networks. (UNEP, 2001b, p. 4) 
 

 The strategy paper recommended establishing a regular multi-stakeholder forum to 

provide a more institutionalized relationship between civil society and the GC/GMEF, revising 
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Rule 69 to “foster the broadening of the participation of civil society at the various levels”, and 

creating a trust fund to implement these suggestions. Specifically it was suggested that Rule 69 

expand the types of organizations that can seek accreditation, beyond international NGOs, and 

also that it guarantee “equitable time slots” for oral statements from civil society organizations, 

“in order that they be taken into consideration by government delegations,” and that at least one 

such statement should be given near the beginning of the discussion (UNEP, 2001b, p. 8).    

Before the strategy paper was discussed by member-states at the 7th Special Session, the 

second Global Civil Society Forum was held to proceed the session. This meeting did not go 

much better than the initial 2000 Malmo meeting in which civil society representatives had 

abandoned the proceedings: 

This time we chaired our own meeting, but we were about to speak in the General 
Assembly but [the director of policy] said you can only speak if you all agree…. We 
were discussing a statement with relevance to the WSSD and…the business sector 
disagreed and we were trying all sorts of ways to find language that would keep the 
momentum and make sure that the [business people] also agreed and we didn’t. 
Unfortunately the chairs of the meeting accepted a compromise …which resulted in the 
only courageous and correct reaction coming from the indigenous peoples who got up 
and said we disagree with this and walked out.246 
 
The secretariat’s strategy paper was then discussed at the 7th Special Session in 2002, 

during which NGO representatives reported from the Civil Society Forum and argued for 

strengthening the role of Civil Society within the GC/GMEF process and revising Rule 69 to 

extend to all groups and to provide a right of participation (to speak) during GC/GMEF meetings 

that would not be dependent on the discretion of meeting chairs.247 Following the statements from 

NGO representatives, 41 state delegations spoke on the topic of civil society participation in the 

GC/GMEF. During the discussion “it was stressed that any strengthening of UNEP should be a 

matter of evolution and reform, not radical change.”248  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
246 Interview #10, July 17 2012 
247 UNEP/GCSS.VII/6, “Report of the GC Seventh Special Session”  
248 Ibid, paragraph 45 



 208!

The difference between a stating that NGOs may speak at the discretion of the chair, and 

that they have the “right” to speak, is a significant one. Although NSA voices are usually allowed 

to participate in GC meetings, states have been known to keep them out.  

There are some cases where things become closed, smaller negotiations and things…it is 
at the discretion of the chair. So it is a little ambiguous sometimes and there have been a 
few cases, one in particular that I am thinking of, where it got a little delicate…  Some 
NGOs wanted to speak but one of the governments didn’t want them to speak and in the 
end they were not really allowed to speak and they weren’t very happy about it, so its not 
like its absolutely always that NGOs and other major group representatives can 
participate. But normally it’s not a problem. 249  

 
[Regarding] the infamous paragraph rule 69, which says that civil society or NGOs may 
speak at discretion of the chair…a number of times …we were told we were not welcome 
in the plenary, the chairs said no. The chair of the meeting. And again we wanted this 
reported but …there were enough nations that were diplomatically embarrassed that civil 
society was not let in, but no one made a fuss.250 
 

Interest in retaining the option to restrict the right of civil society to participate in 

meetings is not restricted to a particular group of states. Although Western Europe and the United 

States are generally recognized to be strong supporters of enhancing civil society engagement in 

UNEP, this support is not without its limitations. In accordance with hypotheses 7 and 8, there 

has been at least one meeting at which the Unites States requested that the Chair refuse to admit 

civil society into the discussion:  

Usually the Unites States is very pro-civil society engagement, you know they are one of 
the governments that ostensibly is quite supportive of civil society involvement and so 
this particular case is very interesting. Its not very widely known, but it is not the 
standard. It was a controversial issue, [at the time the US administration was not 
supportive of the negotiation process on this issue] but the NGOs were very vocal about 
pushing for it.251 
 

In response to the Strategy Paper, UNEPs assembly (the Governing Council) approved 

decision VII/5 on “Enhancing civil society engagement.” This decision reflected some, though 
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not all, of the Executive Director’s recommendations from the Strategy Paper. In decision VII/5 

the Governing Council: 

… Agrees to make efforts to meaningfully consider the views of representatives of major 
groups and non-governmental organizations, including the private sector, giving them 
clear channels for providing Governments with their views, within the established rules 
and modalities of the United Nations System.252 
 

Regarding the question of Rule 69, Decision VII/5 decided to “establish the Committee 

of Permanent Representatives as a working party to examine the amendment of rule 69 and the 

rules of procedure of the Governing Council.”253 The subject of Rule 69 was then discussed at the 

seventh Special Session in 2002. Japan and Russia argued that Civil Society participation should 

not affect UNEPs nature as an intergovernmental body (International Institute for Sustainable 

Development, 2002c, pp. 1-2). Russia in particular emphasized that it is premature to amend the 

rules of procedure for the purpose of civil society’s participation in UNEP GC meetings 

(International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2002a, p. 8). 

The US stressed Civil Society’s role in information dissemination (International Institute 

for Sustainable Development, 2002c, p. 2) but did not choose to argue for enhancing civil society 

roles in the governance process. The EU, however, established itself as a strong supporter of civil 

society’s participation throughout the whole process of UNEP governance, citing the Aarhus 

convention as a model. Switzerland also made a statement in support of partnership with civil 

society, while Norway argued for establishing a global forum and amending the rules of 

procedure, noting that the intergovernmental nature of UNEP should not be used as an excuse to 

not interact with civil society. China responded with opposition to altering the rules and “urged 

careful consideration of the need for a global forum for civil society.” India requested further 

elaboration on the draft strategy while Kenya expressed concern over capacity building for local 
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civil society organizations and asked for funding to facilitate meeting attendance (International 

Institute for Sustainable Development, 2002b, p. 2).  

Overall, reporters for the Earth Negotiations Bulletin recorded that “many developing 

countries opposed amendments to the rules of procedure and establishing a global forum” 

(International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2002a, p. 8) and in the end delegates failed 

to reach an agreement on amendment to the rules of procedure or the establishment of a global 

forum (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2002a, p. 8). Eventually the 

Governing Council passed resolution 22/18, asking the Committee of Permanent Representatives 

to continue to consider amendments to Rule 69.  

The CPR has never recommended that the rule be changed in any way. The Committee of 

Permanent Representatives has a reputation for conservatism when it comes to engagement with 

civil society:  

The CPR was actually established because they thought it would be strength because 
they needed an executive body to rush decisions through, and instead of being a helpful 
body as I see it, it has become an impediment to progress on many levels. At least with 
the relationship between UNEP and civil society.254  
 
The CPR is a very conservative body and it consists of the ambassadors from the 
missions of the countries that are in Nairobi and the ambassadors are not environment 
people. The ambassadors are ambassadors, and very few of the countries in Nairobi are in 
the position to have a person who’s job is the environment [located in their Nairobi 
mission office]. [Therefore] the CPR, largely consisting of ambassadors, has been a very 
negative body in trying to establish congenial and efficient relationship between civil 
society and UNEP.255 
 

 As the GC has neglected to change any formal rules governing civil society engagement, 

all of the changes that have taken place have been with regard to practice and interpretation of the 

rules, and have been at the discretion of UNEP civil servants. The Governing Council, however, 

has consistently been in support of the changes in practice that have occurred. 

UNEPs been very hesitant to actually do anything that would require changing [Rule 69] 
because actually that’s a long standing rule that goes back to the creation of UNEP and 
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there have been some proposals over the years to try to amend that and I guess to try and 
make it even more favorable to civil society participation but the feeling has been that 
that could open up a can of worms that we don’t want to open up and that the best way to 
proceed is to be creative in how we interpret it, because there is a risk that if we tried to 
change the rules that could provoke a backlash from some countries. … 
And in practice they almost never object [to allowing voices from civil society to 
participate in the GC].”256  
 
…the changes that have been made…weren’t formal changes to the governing council 
rules but changes in… internal procedures I guess instead of rules. That might sound like 
a fine line, but the difference is whether you have to go back to the governments, which 
obviously is a big issue.257 
 
So, Rule 69 has not been changed. Neither has a Civil Society Advisory Group to the 

Executive Director (another suggestion raised during the Strategy Paper process) been created. 

According to the 2008 Briefing Note from the Major Group and Stakeholder Branch, this 

initiative lost momentum as the “organization of ad-hoc meetings” “proved to be more flexible” 

and achieved the same advisory role (Major Group and Stakeholder Branch, 2007, p. 10). In other 

words, the secretariat and its primary NSA partners preferred to continue informal and flexible 

advising relationships, which conforms to our expectation regarding the secretariat’s behavior.  

Since 2000 UNEP’s mechanisms for engaging civil society and other stakeholders has 

intentionally shifted towards the CSD’s model of NSA engagement through Major Groups.258 In 

2004 a Major Groups and Stakeholders Branch for coordinating UNEP-Major Group 

communication was launched, with the objective of drafting a document to guide civil society and 

major group participation in the GC/GMEF (Strandenaes, 2009). This resulted in the “Guidelines 

for Improving the Global Civil Society Cycle,” the draft of which was first available in 2007. The 

first Guidelines document introduced a mechanism for both regional and major group 

representation on a steering-group committee. The “pilot” representative stakeholder committee 
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was launched in 2007: the Global Civil Society Steering Committee (UNEP, 2009, p. 6), which 

was composed of 12 regional representatives and 9 major group representatives.259   

In a revised version of the Guidelines, the “Guidelines for Participation of Major Groups 

and Stakeholders in Policy Design at UNEP,” the “steering committee” was renamed the Major 

Groups Facilitating Committee (MGFC) and the regional representative members of this 

committee became observers rather than full members. The language of the document was also 

changed such that all references to “civil society” were replaced with “major groups and 

stakeholders.” Thus, in the revision to the Guidelines, there was a conscious transition from the 

regional civil society engagement mechanism to Major Group (“nine or none”) engagement 

mechanism.  

Some regional representatives have been upset by their marginalization on the MGFC 

and the full embracing of the MG representation system at the GC/GMEF meetings. One regional 

representative described this as a “coup d’état”260 orchestrated by the Major Group 

representatives:261  

Apparently this second edition was only discussed by a limited circle of people, in which 
the discussion and decisions were not widely shared, especially with the regional 
representatives or in the regional consultations --  despite the very major changes from 
what was discussed and approved during the Global Forum. It is not clear that the version 
passed to the ED for approval was indeed “adopted” by civil society but radically 
changed with few people engaged who might challenge it. 262  

 
 

UNEP, through its Major Groups and Stakeholders Branch has, however, elected to move 

toward the CSD model of civil society engagement through the 9 Major Group model. The 

composition of single regional civil society statements runs in direct opposition to the “9 or none” 
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principle of the Major Group model. The chasm that is most often difficult to bridge is that 

between the private sector and the groups that are more traditionally considered to be “civil 

society.” The MG model allows for the voice of the private sector to be present without requiring 

that this voice come to any agreement with the other sectors of non-state actors that desire 

engagement in the process as well. Those traditional civil society actors, however, may find this 

Major Group demarcation too limiting:   

[The stakeholder model], for business, makes complete sense but for civil society it is a 
whole other story, this is not about how to get civil society more engaged and 
participating for its own reasons and values, this is more about making things easier for a 
company to survive in a competitive environment, and they kind of apply this to the 
UN…[The CSD] clearly just didn’t want to deal with all this messy crazy diversity. 263 
 

The concept behind the MGFC is, indeed, to manage the messy diversity and to provide a 

filter to the civil society voices that have, in its most basic sense, access to a microphone: “If you 

don’t have structure around these meetings you end up in chaos.”264  

 The purpose of the MG Facilitating Committee, which is not an elected body, is to 

facilitate, or manage, the participation of civil society. Organizations bid for appointment to the 

MGFC, and UNEP selects those that will serve as the administrative link between UNEP and the 

MGs. Accordingly, members of the Facilitation Committee are not intended to be representatives 

of their major group. Instead their job is to facilitate the organization of that group such that each 

can select (through whatever process it chooses) who will speak at meetings on its behalf. This 

requires anyone who would like access to a microphone to first negotiate through a Major Group. 

The largest, most organized and best-funded organizations generally do not bother with 

the Major Group process. One Facilitation Committee member described how an interaction with 

such an organization often proceeded: 

I have had interesting run-ins with the directors and because they come from large 
organizations they have a certain arrogance. I had one of these guys come up to me and 
say I want to speak to the plenary tomorrow, I said well you have to go to the [Major 
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Group] policy meeting. He said, I don’t have time for that. [Then I said] well, then you 
can’t speak. He looked at me and said, I mean, do you know what I represent? Yes I 
know what you represent. Well, [he said] I have to really quarrel with these small NGOs? 
Well, I said, this is the basic principle of democracy. In the UN with China and 
Lichtenstein it’s the same thing. ..and he said you know I could just pick up the phone 
and talk to the Secretary-General of UNEP anytime? [I responded,] Then just go ahead.265  

 

 This is not unique to UNEP: 

I think that many NGOs just feel …especially vis-à-vis some of these UN processes [that] 
its almost not worth it to invest a lot of time playing in these NGO circles. Some of the 
more influential groups you know they can go and still have an impact and …there are 
ways of having an impact that don’t necessarily involve having to go through whoever 
the official representative is.266  
 
Although at the global meetings NSA participation has come to be organized around 

Major Groups, the regional civil society consultations continue. However, there is no formal 

relationship between these regional meetings and the global UNEP meeting. After organizing a 

regional meeting and working to prepare for the 2008 GC/GMEF one regional representative was 

disillusioned at how little the regional process mattered in the end: 

I went [to Bali] and I was so disappointed, I was kind of depressed, because here we went 
there – he we had this meeting, it was a pretty good meeting we had some good 
discussions…we worked it out, it was transparent, you had the names of all the 
organizations that participated, there was an election, there were agreements…hashed out 
through this transparent process… we go through all that and I arrive in Bali and there’s 
our little statement just sitting on the table with all the other 5 regional statements sitting 
there ignored with no room on the agenda, no discussion about regional inputs and what 
we had done, instead the whole show was run by these major groups and what they had 
decided and a lot of what they decided was not done through a consultation but stuff they 
were coming up with right then.267  
 

Although those that feel excluded from the Major Group format find this mechanism of 

stakeholder engagement limiting and too controlled by a limited number of organizations 

operating in “silos”268 apart from one another and the broader population of civil society, 

proponents of the Major Group model find that it allows for more substantive participation of 
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non-state actors. Inclusivity is offered up in exchange for deeper participation. Arguably these 

groups can then be offered participatory rights that go beyond those granted to a broader, and 

more chaotic, global civil society.  

It is not within the purview of this project to evaluate the Major Group mechanism itself, 

but to understand the politics of its adoption within UNEP. UNEP staff have had choices about 

the ways in which Rule 69, which governments do not want to change, is implemented. Although 

the Guidelines that govern NSA engagement in the GC/GMEF have been written with input of 

non-state actors, in the end it is UNEP civil servants that have made the final determination of 

what sorts of policies to implement. UNEP has elected to follow the model that the CSD has 

adopted, and to engage civil society through nine self-organized groupings, and thus allow nine 

civil society voices to speak to state delegates and environmental ministers during its meetings.    

As these decisions have been made, following the prescribed Major Group framework 

and working as a coherent constituency has become a pre-requisite to engagement with UNEP. 

As one Major Group Facilitation Committee member explains:  

Finding a representative voice is a sensitive matter…Developing, writing and agreeing on 
statements or finding a person to deliver that statement has always been a cumbersome 
and at times painful process in the world of Major Groups. The variety of interests, 
attitudes, approaches, the level of knowledge and experience, the right to participate and 
contribute in a participatory way, it often has added up to a process more categorized by 
disorderly conduct than an orderly ‘delegates way of doing things’ … It is of vital 
importance that this process be respected as much of the ‘official’ accountability of civil 
society presence hinges on this system” (Strandenaes, 2009, p. 9)   
 

Of course, the Major Group mechanism of inclusion is not welcomed by all: 

The expectation is that here are these 9 groups, there is only one allowed to speak, 
encouraged to speak, and if you are representing climate or biodiversity or something like 
that well sorry you have to go through one of those groups, which makes it really 
difficult… In these groups people are really self-appointed.269 
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Representation is not working in the MGFC. Most of the "representatives" do not consult 
ever…they simply decide for us... just as they decided who were the representatives in 
the first place (Cecilia Iglesias. Red Ambiental. Argentina270) 

 
 Considering transparency and accountability as key components of legitimacy, we might 

note the extreme differences between the "global MG" process and the regional 
consultations. The regions hold open elections identifying all who participate. By 
contrast, the major group consultations, as a whole, are neither transparent nor 
accountable as to how representatives are selected, how or if members are actually 
consulted on this, or even who the members are. One might further question how 
"representative" of the actual "major groups" these particular groups are. (Jeffrey Barber, 
North American Civil Society Representative 271)  
 
In the current round of revision to the Guidelines document there is a debate about 

reinstating full membership on the MGFC to regional representatives. Representatives of the 

Business and Industry MG oppose such a change while other Major Groups, such as the Youth 

Group, have supported the reinstatement of Regional Representatives to the MGFC in a newly 

revised Guidelines document. As discussed above, the problem with regional civil society 

representation, from the private sector’s perspective, is the requirement to create any collective 

regional statement. If the voice of the private sector is to be included in UNEP’s NSA 

engagement practices, it must be through something like the MG framework, allowing the private 

sector to speak independently:  

[W]e cannot support the inclusion of 6 Regional Representatives in the MGFC as full 
members… one of the foundations of the MGFC has been that each major group speaks 
for itself, and we have resisted attempts to designate spokespeople for “civil society” as a 
whole. Yet in adding…regional representatives, we would seem to accept that at the 
regional level such an omnibus representation is possible. We think this would undermine 
all our efforts to preserve diversity and autonomy, and create adequate space to hear the 
unique perspectives and views of major groups.  (Norine Kennedy and Birgit Engelhardt, 
Representatives for the Business and Industry Major Group on the MGFC, in “Dear 
Colleagues at UNEP and in the MGFC,” listed as a response to the “Guidelines” 
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document)272 
 

The system continues to evolve and advance new ways for NSAs to be in consultation 

with the organization. For example, at the 8th GCSF and the 24th GC/GMEF held in Nairobi in 

2007, the Executive Director launched a “round table” process through which accredited 

organizations were given the opportunity to interact directly with policy makers during the 

GMEF and persons from the UNEP secretariat (UNEP, 2009). Two seats are made available to 

MG representatives at each roundtable discussion. The selection process for who takes these spots 

is determined by each Major Group itself, as organized by its representative on the Facilitation 

Committee (Strandenaes, 2009, p. 9). These Ministerial Round tables have come to be seen as 

one of the most extensive venues of NSA engagement with the UNEP process.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 
Non-state actors have been interested in the work of UNEP since its origins, and NGOs 

independently organized conferences of their own to parallel Governing Council sessions long 

before the GC approved a formal civil society forum in conjunction with their meetings. The 

secretariat and Governing Council have consistently and vocally supported the work of civil 

society in educating the public about the environment, and this motivation has driven its means of 

engaging with NSA actors primarily through supporting NSA activities outside of formal UNEP 

governance sessions.  

 UNEP’s first two decades in particular look very much like the hypotheses led us to 

expect. Maurice Strong immediately started off engaged in close working partnerships with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
272 http://www.unep.org/civil-
society/Portals/59/Documents/Guidelines_Revision_2011/Comments_from_Norine_Kennedy_and_Birgit_
Engelhardt.pdf 



 218!

specific NGOs. While he encouraged civil society organizations to organize amongst themselves 

in order to better consult with UNEP, he preferred a system of informal linkages to NGOs than a 

formal accreditation process in the style of ECOSOC (as expected by the first and third 

hypothesis). Member-states supported Strong in his approach and did not formalize a consultative 

role for NGOs but instead established an NGO liaison post within UNEP to communicate with 

the NGO’s self-organized INASEN organization. Member-states spoke favorably about the 

secretariats working relationship with NGOs and the actions that the assembly took for engaging 

with NSAs were framed in the purpose of involving the public in order to encourage education 

about the environment, as predicted by the fourth and fifth hypotheses.  

This is the primary means by which NSAs are essential for the fruition of UNEP 

objectives and goals, which is not predominantly to implement projects, but to be a catalyst for 

improved environmental governance. UNEP’s objectives are advanced when NSAs spread the 

message of environmental concerns and lobby for policy changes through their powerful public 

outreach capabilities. Notably, Agenda 21 observes that public outreach is a key reason for UNEP 

to engage civil society groups when it implores UNEP to collaborate more closely with civil 

society in order to: “rais[e] general awareness and action in the area of environmental protection 

through collaboration with the general public, non-governmental entities and intergovernmental 

institutions.”273  

The Governing Council’s first decision asks the Executive Director to support NGOs in 

their education campaigns and in their second session they funded an NGO liaison post in order 

to do this. Thus, the GC's first moves to support and link to NGOs were clearly in an effort to 

support, and thereby capitalize on, their information campaigns, while no move was made to 

formalize a means for acquiring regularized consultation services from NGOs. Representatives 

from INASEN were asked, ad hoc, to speak to the Governing Council, but the actions of the 
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assembly and statements from member-states showed much greater interest in supporting NGOs 

in their work outside of UNEP as they spread awareness about environmental sustainability. 

Repeatedly through this case study there has been evidence that the Executive Director and 

assembly have seen NGOs as essential to their goal of increasing environmental awareness and as 

a key channel to reach the masses. 

At the NGO follow-up meeting to the Stockholm conference Bradford Morse, Under-

Secretary General for Political and General Assembly Affairs and Maurice Strong and soon-to-be 

Executive Director of UNEP, spoke to the benefit that the United Nations gains through the 

public advocacy and education work undertaken by NGOs. Morse said that NGOs can be a 

“source of education to the world” and that they “are in the unique position of being able to 

stimulate the necessary public opinion…through which environmental programmes can be 

adopted and carried out” (Quotation in Feraru, 1974, p. 42). Strong called NGOs a “direct 

linkage…with citizens and with the whole deeper, longer-term task of creating more public 

awareness” (Quotation in Feraru, 1974, p. 42). Feraru, in a study on the role of transnational 

associations in the UNCHE process concluded that: 

 Morse and Strong, as evidenced in their speeches, seem to define INGO roles primarily in 
terms of the support those organizations can give to UNEP – by building public 
understanding and support, contributing ideas on program development, and helping in 
program implementation (Feraru, 1974, p. 43).  

 

 The secretariat continued to have close working relationships with particularly capable 

NSAs in the development of specific downstream projects and for consultation on particular 

issues. This is in part evidenced by the discussion among NGOs about whether or not to create a 

Nairobi-based liaison center to engage with UNEP in which organizations that had worked 

closely with UNEP were accused of having exclusive relationships with the secretariat. UNEP 

continues to have close downstream working partnerships with certain NSAs, such as ICUN and 
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some for-profit companies like Google and Puma. This is all as the first and third hypotheses 

expected.  

 The Governing Council has consistently supported the Executive Director’s relationship 

with NSAs, and the support of civil society activity along-side UNEP as a means to encourage 

environmental advocacy and education, as well as partnership in implementation. There has been 

resistance from the Governing Council and the Committee of Permanent Representatives, 

however, at expanding rights of participation in the global GC meetings. In this case, the benefits 

that UNEP derives from non-state actors is a good that UNEP can support and benefit from 

without offering NSAs direct participatory roles in governance. It is in the interest of UNEP to 

support NSAs in their important environmental work, but they will continue about this work 

regardless of the extent to which they are allowed to partake in the decision-making process of 

UNEP. This brings to light the high bar that is raised within Hypothesis 5 – even when an IGO 

assembly recognizes the unique power of NSAs to engage in public education campaigns and that 

this is important to the IGO mission, this may still not be enough to garner NSAs a formal 

participatory right in the governance of the organization if NSAs are expected to continue the 

work demanded by the IGO with or without direct participation in the governance organization.  

 There is another benefit of including NSA voices in the conversation, however, from the 

perspective of Environmental Ministers who may not be able to say all that they would like to, as 

government representatives, during negotiations. Non-state actors are, at times, able to bring a 

voice to the table that public civil servants working in the environmental sector welcome. As 

evidence of this, UNEP’s Ministerial Forum has been supportive of increasing NSA participation 

opportunities, and even of establishing a right for civil society (as opposed to a potential) of 

speaking to governments during the GC – support that was instrumental in motivating the 

secretariat to request further participation rights for NSAs within the GC/GMEF.  

 Delegates have been supportive of establishing a mechanism for increasing NSA voices 
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in their GC meetings, but only at their discretion and (in accordance with our eighth hypothesis) 

member-states have been willing to use that discretion to keep NGOs out of particular meetings, 

even when the government has been generally supportive of NSA participation on the whole. The 

mechanism by which those voices are included has been shaped to reflect the process at the CSD 

and to emphasize order. Each Major Group vets its representative NSA voice that takes part in the 

meetings, with some degree of oversight by UNEP itself through the MG and Stakeholder Branch 

and the appointing of the MG Facilitation Committee. The method reflects the idea that 

“delegates will always listen to you if you have something to add to the conversation,”274 by 

providing a system of engagement that assists UNEP in filtering the voices of civil society. In 

other words, the design of the Major Group model of NSA participation aims to provide the 

secretariat a semblance of that selective control and to bring expertise (information capacity) to 

the dialogue while leaving the selection of individual speakers to civil society itself (within the 9 

major groups).275  

However, the GC has not moved to govern the accreditation process itself, even as the 

practice of allowing the Major Groups the opportunity to make a statement during assembly 

meetings has become routine. Hypothesis 9 expects that as upstream participation rights are 

established the states will begin to create more selective measures governing who in fact is 

allowed to participate in the GC/GMEF process. As it stands, governments are able to stop all 

Major Group participation at a particular meeting if they choose (if they are capable of lobbying 

the meeting chair in their favor, that is) and the selection of who specifically will speak is filtered 

through the MGSB. Further, accreditation has historically allowed NSAs participation in the civil 

society activities that accompany the GC/GMEF, not the state assembly directly. But if 

accreditation increasingly garners NSAs the opportunity to participate in the GC/GMEF itself (as 

opposed to the parallel Major Group and Stakeholders Forum), then states are likely to raise an 
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interest in managing the accreditation process, either through UNEP itself or through ECOSOC’s 

Committee on NGOs. Such changes will be interesting in light of the structural reforms UNEP 

undertakes in the aftermath of the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development during 

which states decided to reform UNEP governance structures.    

 The changes within UNEP since 2000 regarding the way that NSAs observe and 

participate within the GC/GMEF are interesting for this study. The secretariat has supported 

increasing upstream consultative roles for NSAs, and the Governing Council has approved the 

Executive Directors means of doing so, but has not approved changing the formal rules of 

accreditation or rights of participation. The motivation for the change in informal rules and 

practice within this organization points to potential new variables that were not initially 

considered in this dissertation: legal precedent and the degree to which organizations are nested in 

a broader regime network where norms and rules have been established about NSA participatory 

roles. UNEP operates within a complex environmental governance regime, in which the 

participation of “Major Groups” has been established as normative and even legal practice 

through Agenda 21, the CSD, and the Aarhus Convention.  

 Still, neither the secretariat nor the Governing Council elected to shift their relationship 

vis-à-vis NSAs in light of the Agenda 21 mandate to do so until the ECOSOC-initiated review 

and subsequent recommendations compelled their hand. Even after this, the GC responded with a 

vaguely worded command to the secretariat to create a policy and “appropriate mechanisms” to 

engage NSAs. The response of the secretariat cannot be called dramatic – the 1996 Policy on 

NGOs is little more than an internal memo encouraging “where feasible, [to] support the 

participation of NGOs/Major Groups in policy development and governance of the organization, 

bringing to the attention of Governing Council proposals for broader participation and access 

whenever necessary,” and the NGO Unit created in the Policy Branch (3 years later) is much like 

the liaison post that was created in the first years of the organization’s existence. 
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The next major impetus for change came again not from the secretariat or the GC but 

from the environment ministers meeting in the first GMEF, which were influenced by the Aarhus 

Convention, as evidenced by their adoption of the Aarhus language on civil society inclusion. 

European environmental ministers were accustomed to the legal requirements to engage non-state 

actors in environmental governance as mandated by the Aarhus agreement, while those that spoke 

in opposition to this part of the Malmo declaration extend far fewer freedoms for civil society in 

their domestic arenas. Even as the GC responded to the Malmo declaration by establishing a 

means by which representatives of the 9 major groups and regions could better participate in the 

GC/GMEF, the language of Rule 69 has not been changed despite the many calls for its 

modification.  

Individual states have disagreed about the extent to which NSA voices should participate 

in the assembly process, and we have found that while the overall pattern of this debate has 

mapped out as Hypothesis 6 predicts, Hypothesis 7 and 8 have accurately predicted that regime 

type has not been a perfect indicator of state preferences on this matter. In fact states have been 

inconsistent in their support for NSA participation in UNEP governance. 

In sum, although there is a great deal more NSA activity around UNEP than any of the 

other cases in this study, this chapter has shown that UNEP has not in fact been quick to grant 

non-state actors any formal participatory rights in its actual governance procedures. The 

precedent (both in practice and in law) for extending equal participation to all major groups and 

stakeholders within environmental governance is readily expanding, making it difficult for any 

environmental governance organization to deny participation rights to NSAs. Within that 

framework, it is not surprising that UNEP has established innovative mechanisms for NSA 

participation; but the organization has done so slowly and without change to formal rules that 

would weaken the discretion of states to keep them out of the proceedings when they are not 

wanted. The UNEP secretariat shows a desire to have a positive working relationship with NSAs 
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and to encourage their engagement in the organization’s work. That working relationship, which 

helps UNEP further its objective of being a catalyst for the promotion of environmental 

sustainability, is strengthened by its promotion of NSA participation in the entirety of the 

GC/GMEF process. Member-states, however, have been more reluctant.  

 

 

UNEP NSA Engagement Timeline 
  
1968: Sweden places “Human Environment” item on ECOSOC’s agenda 
 
1972: June, Stockholm. First UN Conference on Human Environment (UNCHE), Stockholm. 
 Negotiated the creation of UNEP. 
 
1972:  June, Stockholm. Parallel Conference of NGO International Environment Conference.  
 Northern NGOs create INASEN 
 
1972.  October 17-19, Geneva and New York.  NGOs concerned with the environment meet 
 while ECOSOC and GA discuss Stockholm recommendations.  
 
1972:  December 15. Founding of UNEP, GA Res 2997 (XXVII) 
 
1972:  December 13-15. Expert meeting on the role of NGOs in mobilizing public opinion and 
 political will. 
 
1973:  June, Geneva. The first “World Assembly of NGOs concerned with the Global 
 Environment”; meeting coincides with the first UNEP Governing Council Session. 
 
1973:  June, Geneva. First session of the 58-member UNEP Governing Council.  
 All decisions on NGO relations are postponed.  
 
1974:  March. Nairobi. INASEN meeting, held prior to second session of the GC.   
 
1974:  March. Second Session of the GC.  
 Adopt rules of procedure 
 
1974:  Provides grant to establish the Centre for World Environment Information  
 
1974:  July. INASEN establishes the NGO Environment Service Centre.  
 
1975: UNEP establishes a project grant for the Environment Service Center  
 
1975:  April, Nairobi. Environment Service Center hosts Assembly of NGOs during the Third 
 GC meeting. 
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1976:  July. Environment Service Center formally incorporated as a non-profit international 
 organization in Kenya, and renamed the Environment Liaison Centre (ELC)  
 
1976:  Governing Council decision 81(IV) during the 4th session asked the Executive Director to 
 develop further relations with NGOs 
 
1976:  Commissions ELC to conduct a series of profile surveys of environmental and scientific 
 NGOs.  
 
1977:  Dissolution of INASEN and the ELB (in practice replace by ELC)  
 
1978:  Report of the ED on relations with NGOs, emphasizes working relationships with 
 scientific NGOs, as well as mapping environmental NGOs through a survey conducted 

by the NGO Environmen Liaison Centre, this information was used to distribute 
information materials regarding World Environment Day to NGOs, and strengthening 
information/education capacities of NGOs  

 
1979: Conference of NGOs met in Geneva, request the ability to provide regular input into 
 major UN conferences.  
 
1979:  Report of the ED on relations with NGOs, emphasized NGO participation in World 

Environment Day activities.  
 
1980:  Report of the ED on relations with NGOs. “The secretariat has given priority to pursuing 
 increased co-operation with NGOs on both substantive and information matters”  
  
1981:  Governing Council decision 9/2 during the 9th session encouraged the participation of 
 NGOs in special sessions 
 
1982:  Report of the ED on relations with NGOs. Starts off with, “Non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) have played a leading role in stimulating public interest in and 
concern for the environment.  

  
1983: January. Meeting held in Geneva with key representatives of NGOs to clarify the 

direction of future UNEP-NGO relations.  
 

1987:  The Environment Liaison Centre (ELC) formally changes its name to the Environment 
 Liaison Centre International (ELCI) 
 
1988:  UNEP Establishes a Youth Advisory Council 
 
1992:  UN Conference on the Environment and Development (UNCED, or “Earth Summit”), 
 Rio de Janeiro produces Agenda 21, mandating that nine major stakeholder groups be 
 equally included in the implementation of Agenda 21 in all UN processes 
 
1992:  December, GA established Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) as follow up 
 to UNCED. CSD is first organization to implement the 9 Major Group model of NSA 
 participation.   
 
1993:  Feb/June. First sessions of the CSD.  
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1993:  December. General Assembly requests UNEP Executive Director to submit a report to 
 the UNEP Governing Council’s 18th session on the “activities of the Programme in 
 environmental monitoring, containing proposals and recommendations within the context 
 of Agenda 21” (A/RES/48/192, 1993) 
 
1995:  Committee for Programme and Coordination (CPC), a subsidiary of ECOSOC, requests a 
 review of UNEP (A/49/16 (Part I), para34) 
 
1995:  Internal Oversight Service provides an In-Depth Evaluation of UNEP (E/AC.51/1995/3). 

Recommendation 21 asks UNEP to increase involvement of major groups, increase 
project implementation by NGOs, and designate a coordinator to follow up on this 
recommendation in all UNEP programs (paragraph 70) 

 
1995:  GC adopts resolution 18/4 calling for the development of a policy framework and 

“appropriate mechanisms” for working with appropriate NGOs including the assigning of 
this role to an existing senior position. Adopted by consensus.  

 
1996:  UNEP issues a Policy on NGOs and other Major Group (UNEP/PS/1996/5) 
 
1997:  Decision 19/25 Revision of Financial Rules makes it easier for UNEP to accept 

contributions from profit-making organizations by adding the words “or others” after 
“supporting organizations” (19/25,2.d) 

 
1997:  Nairobi Declaration. GC 19th Session restates UNEP mandate, and para 3(e) reaffirms 
 UNEP commitment “to promote greater awareness and facilitate effective cooperation 

among all sectors of society and actors involved in the implementation of the 
international environmental agenda, and to serve as an effective link between the 
scientific community and policy makers at the national and international levels” 

 
1998:  Aarhus Convention, “Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in 

Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters.” Strengthens precedent 
that all citizens must be entitled to participate in decision-making in environmental 
matters. 

 
1998/9: Creation of the Major Groups and NGOs Unit in the UNEP Policy Branch (pushed and 

funded by Norwegian Government) 
 
2000:  Establishment of NGO and Civil Society Unit in the Division of Policy Development and 
 Law 
 
2000: The Major Groups and NGOs Unit launches the first formal Global Civil Society Forum 
 (GCSF) 
 
2000: First GMEF (6th Special Session GC), Malmo Multilateral Declaration  
 
2002:  Report on the ED’s consultations with civil society prepared for 7th Special Session 
 (UNEP/GCSS/VII/4/Add.1) results in a Strategy Paper and the “creation” of a multi 

stakeholder body to meet prior to GC/GMEF. UNEP accepting MG model of civil society 
engagement.  
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2002: Seventh special session GC/GMEF, Cartagena, Colombia. GC approves GCSF and 
 Decision VII/5: Enhancing Civil Society Engagement 
 
2002:  World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), Johannesburg.  
 
2003:  Governing Council Decision 22/18, February 2003. Asks Committee of Permanent 
 Representatives to continue to consider amendments to Rule 69 
 
2004:  Creation of the Major Groups and Stakeholders Branch (MGSB) 
 
2006: A Steering Committee created for the MGSB, composed of major group and regional  

representatives 
 
2006:  GMEF Roundtable, participation of MG representatives begins. 
 
2007:  “Guidelines on Improving the Global Civil Society Cycle” written by the MGSB, edited 

in 2008 to embrace MG model. Revision changes regional members of the Steering 
Committee to observer status. Guidelines renamed “Guidelines for Participation of Major 
Groups and Stakeholders in Policy Design at UNEP”. 

  
2009:  Civil Society Forum renamed the Global Major Groups and Stakeholders Forum.  
 
2009:  Governing Council established the IEG Consultative Group of Ministers or High-Level 

Representatives on (CG) 
 
2010: GC accepts decision on environmental governance, requiring inclusion of civil society 
 from every region SS.XI/1: International environmental governance 
  
2010:  July. UNEP MGFC establishes a Major Group and Stakeholder Advisory Group on IEG 
 (“Advisory Group”, or “AG). This was proposed by the Major Group and Stakeholder 
 representatives at the 11th Special Session of GC/GMEF. Representatives selected by the 
 MGFC, through nomination of UNEP accredited organizations.  
 
2011:  Revision of Guidelines for Participation, via electronic consultation. Still in progress as 
 of March 2012. 
 
2012:  Rio+20, alters UNEP to a universal membership organization.  
 

 

!
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 

A panoply of non-state actors take part in global governance. Non-governmental 

organizations, grass-roots networks, private-sector corporations, and all manners of civil society 

are engaged in the affairs of global politics. They lobby, they advise, they draft the language of 

law, and they do much of the work of implementation. A great deal of good scholarship has been 

written about the motivations, strategies, successes and failures of the world of non-state actors. 

The objective of this dissertation has been to turn our sights upon governments and their 

collective organizations of governance. While important elements of global politics take place in 

the space around multilateralism, states remain unique in their nature as legally sovereign. States 

make international law and compose the formal organizations that govern global politics. It is 

worth asking, then, how do states and the international secretariats that they empower decide to 

include, or not to include, non-state actors in their formal processes of governance? Why are the 

formal institutions of politics designed so differently with regards to the roles established for non-

state actors?  

This dissertation has challenged the assumption that as time passes civil society has 

progressively garnered a more expansive formal role in global politics. Non-state actors are 

naturally better organized in the world of instant communication and social networking. This 

makes it easier to lobby for their expanded role in global governance institutions. Not all such 

institutions, however, have expanded formal participatory roles for NSAs. In fact several of the 

most expansive rights of formal participation in the governance of IGOs were granted long before 

the internet revolution. What, then, is going on within IGOs that determines their institutional 

design vis-à-vis the role of non-state actors? In this dissertation I have worked to uncover the 

interests of states and the secretariats of IGOs with regards to NSA participation.  
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This research has shown that although non-state actors have lobbied for formal 

participation roles in international organizations since at least the formation of the United Nations 

system, formal upstream participation roles have not been granted uniformly. Secretariats have 

consistently supported partnership with NSAs in implementation as a means towards greater 

efficiency or efficacy, and states have consistently supported such partnerships as launched by the 

secretariat. However, states and their IGOs have more often than not raised opposition to granting 

NSAs a right of participation in member-state assemblies during decision-making. They have 

instead generally favored informal means of consultation. During those occasions in which NSAs 

have been granted a formal right of participation during decision-making they have demonstrated 

the ability to supply specific benefits to IGOs or their member-states.  

In fact, in the only case in this dissertation where an existing assembly agreed to establish 

formal upstream participatory roles for NSAs (UNICEF) we found evidence of an explicit 

exchange made between UNICEF and the nongovernmental organizations raising money for 

UNICEF for a place within the governance assembly. The benefit that these organizations 

brought to UNICEF was based in their ability to mobilize the public on behalf of UNICEF’s 

mission. Hypothesis five has been repeatedly affirmed in this manner across the cases in this 

study – IGO secretariats and assemblies have consistently shown great appreciation for the ability 

of NSAs to spread their message and mobilize the public’s interest, and a willingness to extend 

some degree of participation to NSAs in an effort to nurture this unique capability and position as 

a direct conduit to “the people.” NSAs have a valuable good to exchange for participation with 

IGOs in their ability to marshal the support of the people in favor of a particular mission, to 

spread awareness of an issue to be addressed by an IGO, and to advance domestic campaigns to 

encourage individual government action. This “good” is less beneficial to organizations that lend 

assistance directly to governments than for organizations aimed at tackling issues or promoting 

ideas. Thus, among our cases we expected UNICEF and UNEP to be more likely than UNDP to 
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have established formal upstream participatory roles for NSAs linked to the assembly, and this 

prediction has been validated. Both UNICEF and UNEP extend opportunities for NSAs to 

participate in their governing assemblies, although they differ in the extent to which these 

opportunities are a formal right (UNICEF) and a practice anchored in state discretion (UNEP). 

While both organizations benefit from the information campaign capabilities of NSAs, UNICEF 

also benefits from the fundraising capability of NSAs and this additional value, which has been 

essential to UNICEF’s operation, pushed the organization towards granting greater formal 

participation rights to NSAs than UNEP has, so far, approved.  

The fifth hypothesis implies a default resistance of states to extend participation for 

NSAs and such resistance has been evident in this research. UNICEF’s Executive Board was 

initially resistant to allowing NGOs the right to participate in their meetings, and only after 

explicit bargaining did the NGOC gain such a right. UNDP’s Governing Council has consistently 

matched any positive word about the engagement of civil society with the principle that host 

governments have the final say in all development project plans, while not taking any steps 

towards engaging NSAs in the Executive Board’s work directly. UNEP’s Governing Council and 

Committee of Permanent Representatives have resisted any change to Rule 69 that governs non-

governmental participation in UNEP governance. ECOSOC has added to the rules of consultative 

status the ability to suspend and withdrawal consultation rights, and removed the language on 

NGOs “participating fully’ and engaging in a “full exchange of views.” 

Both the General Assembly and Security Council have adopted informal hearings as a 

means to engage NSAs and resisted any formal right of direct accreditation to their governance 

process.   

When states and IGO secretariats have supported the engagement and participation of 

NSAs we have seen repeated evidence that the UN system as a whole finds NGOs to be essential 

amplifiers of the UN’s message and “mobilizers” of political will for global economic, social, and 
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environmental work. This motivation for NSA inclusion was demonstrated in the US’s 

preparations for the San Francisco conference establishing the UN, the motivation for the 

Department of Public Information’s NGO accreditation, the establishment of Center for 

Economic and Social Information as it sought to mobilize the public’s support for UN 

development work, the GA’s unanimous resolution supporting this objective, the motivation for 

UNICEF’s NGO Committee and National Committees, and the relationship between UNEP and 

NSAs. While the UN may benefit from hearing the ideas that NSAs can bring to the table, 

repeatedly secretariats and member-states have shown greater enthusiasm (with unanimous 

resolutions in ECOSOC and the GA for example) for utilizing NGOs to speak to the world, than 

as a vehicle through which they might listen to that world.  

This should not be read as a cynical discovery of IGOs “using” NGOs. The United 

Nations counts on the will of “we the peoples” to keep its work going as much as it counts on 

authoritative non-governmental expertise and insight. People, and the governments of which they 

are a part, must support the work of the United Nations if it is to continue to do that work. This 

work of NSAs “matters” as much as their provision of expert information and moral authority. 

And of course IGOs recognize the important role NSAs can play in consultation, otherwise we 

would not see so much informal consulting of particularly trusted NSAs in the UN system. It is 

not normatively “wrong” that the UN utilizes NGOs for their unique abilities in mobilizing public 

opinion. States and IGOs have a demand for this skill in order to best accomplish their goals.  

A US delegate during the second ECOSOC session argued for keeping NGOs close as a 

means to assuring that the UN had the support of the “peoples of the world”:  

[He]...considered it essential that the Committee should be in the closest possible contact 
with the life of the people whom it served, not only in order to be responsive to their 
needs and aspirations, but to be assured of the understanding and support of the peoples 
of the world. (UN ECOSOC official records, First Year, Second Session, 10th meeting, 7 
June 1946, p.72)  
 

This is the backbone of the relationship between the UN, NGOs, and civil society. “The people” 



 232!

will not trust in the UN and support its work if they are not allowed to engage with all parts of the 

system. Again, as noted in the record of the 1972 meeting of experts on the role of NGOs in 

mobilizing public opinion:  

NGOs will no longer tolerate being used by the United Nations – told what the United 
Nations wants them to promote without being consulted during the formulation stages of 
the programme. A change in the present process is imperative if the United Nations is to 
regain the interest and support of the world population, and engage the constituencies of 
the NGOs in furthering the world of the United Nations. (Excerpt from the meeting report 
reprinted in Judge, 1973b, p. 413)  

 

 UN staff recognizes this. Consistently through each of these cases, we have found that, in 

accordance with the first hypothesis, secretariats have been supportive of engagement of non-

state actors as necessary to the success of their mission. Since its first Executive Director, 

Maurice Pate, UNICEF has worked closely with voluntary societies and NGOs on the ground, 

forming project partnerships to achieve the primary mission of aid delivery. Many UNDP 

Administrators have argued that engaging with grass roots organizations is an important 

ingredient in effective and sustainable development work. Maurice Strong was a particular 

proponent of talking to NSAs and engaging anyone that could help achieve the objectives of the 

Stockholm Conference and UNEP. Further, in support of the second and third hypotheses, all 

secretariats studies in this project have been particularly focused on engaging with uniquely 

capable NSAs in downstream implementation work. UNICEF and UNEP both demonstrate this 

clearly by their creation of formal strategic partnerships with select NGOs and Multinational 

Corporations. The UNDP’s Administrator link to CSOs has also hand-picked particularly capable 

individuals for consulting on civil society affairs.  

Clearly secretariats recognize that close relations with NSAs strengthen efficiency and 

efficacy. In many cases NSAs do the bulk of implementation, and significant amounts of behind 

the scenes consulting with staff. This research has not attempted to measure the influence of 

NSAs on global governance through these informal participation channels, but clearly their 
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contribution is considerable. That work, even when recognized by states as important or even 

necessary, does not translate into a need or even desire for the formal inclusion of NSAs into the 

governance process. Informal relations are far more flexible and, arguably, useful for states, 

IGOs, and indeed the most powerful (large, organized and well funded) NSAs that have the 

ability to engage with IGOs without a formal mechanism for doing so. This research showed that 

particularly large and influential NGOs do not bother with UNICEF’s NGOC, and they find the 

MGSB filter for participation in the UNEP GC/GMEF to be an annoyance. Some NGOs have the 

ability to speak directly to IGO secretariats that trust them. If states want to gain insight from 

NSA consultants, or form implementation partnerships in the private or NGO sector, then it is 

most efficient to create ad hoc informal relations with those organizations deemed most effective. 

These are the sorts of relations – informal and selective – that we have seen to be most preferred 

by secretariats, which comports with this study’s expectations. 

It is worth noting that, repeatedly, interviewees for this project observed the importance 

of individual staff leaders for the quantity and quality of NSA engagement opportunities within 

an organization. However, it appears that leadership, while helpful, is not sufficient for 

organization change. UNDP has had several administrators that were strong proponents for NGO 

participation – Bradford Morse in particular – but still UNDP has not created the kind of 

regularized civil society participation in its governance process that UNEP has, for example.  

When secretariats have initiated direct NSA engagement practice, organization assemblies have 

shown themselves to be (as predicted by hypotheses 4) accepting of the efforts. Member-states set 

the initial rules for NSA involvement and broadly leave the interpretation of rules to the 

secretariat. All three organizations looked closely at in this study – UNDP, UNICEF, and UNEP 

– have undergone change or review processes regarding the particular mechanisms by which 

NSA engagement is organized, and similarly in each the member-states were uninvolved in the 

review or revision process. Neither the creation of UNDP’s CSOAC, the re-evaluation of 
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UNICEF’s NGOC, nor the adoption of the Major Group over the regional mechanisms for civil 

society engagement within UNEP were elevated to the political debate among member-states. 

Staff leadership within an IGO can make a difference, then, for the kinds of informal relations 

developed between the secretariat and NSAs, but is unlikely to impact what the assembly decides 

regarding formal participation within the assembly itself. 

In addition, this research has provided some opportunities to see that the positions taken 

by individual states on the matter of NSA participation are issue- and circumstance-dependent, in 

accordance with hypothesis 8. Although not all cases studied here have delivered substantial 

observations of the positions of individual states regarding the rules that should govern NSA 

participation, or the interpretation of those rules, there have nevertheless been opportunities to 

test the predictions of hypotheses 7 and 8. Regime type has not been a consistently good indicator 

of state preference on this matter. Negotiations during the UNCIO and within ECOSOC and its 

NGOs and Human Rights Committees in particular have been most revealing on this point. The 

Soviet Union supported the most extensive participation rights for NGOs within ECOSOC 

(inspired by its support for a particular NGO that was backed by the Soviet government) of any 

UNCIO delegation. In 1996 the G77/China supported expanding NGO consultation rights beyond 

ECOSOC while the US was determined to see that momentum quashed. The United States, India 

and Jamaica failed to support the expansion of NGO participation in the GA during the ECOSOC 

debates of 2004, while Nigeria strongly supported the measure. The United States has usually 

been a supporter of NSA participation in UNEP, but also has been known to shut all Major 

Groups out of particular meetings. Overall, democracies, though more often defenders of NGO 

consultative status than less-democratic member-states, are not uniformly supportive of extending 

formal participatory rights. Interviewees who work for the UN and for NGOs consistently 

reported that state support for NGO participation is largely issue-dependent among all kinds of 

states. 
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Where states have been able to come to agreement within the assembly, or during the 

negotiations leading up to the assembly’s creation, to establish participatory roles for NSA they 

have also at times established a selective mechanism through which they can control the list of 

organizations accredited to their meetings. The ninth hypothesis expects state assemblies to 

manage accreditation rolls, but has received only minimal support in this research. We have seen 

how states have increased their management control over the NGOs accredited to ECOSOC, but 

also that the UNEP Governing Council has left the accreditation process to the secretariat. As 

discussed above, this is partly explained by the fact that accreditation in each of these 

organizations confers different opportunities, and traditionally within UNEP accreditation 

predominantly led to participation in forums that took places outside of the member-state 

assembly venue. As NSA observation and participation within the GC increases we should begin 

to see that states attempt to manage the list of accredited organizations, but this has not transpired 

as of yet. Still, I expect that a formal change to Rule 69 extending formal participatory rights for 

NSAs would come with a new mechanism of member-state oversight to the accreditation list. 

UNICEF, for its part, allows the NGOC to manage its own membership, and a representative 

from this group may speak to the UNICEF assembly, while the NCs are pre-determined groups. 

In sum, this research showed more willingness among states to leave the selection process for 

engagement to the secretariat than expected, although they hold tightly to the ability to govern 

ECOSOC’ accreditation list (although debate about particular organizations is not especially 

common).  

On the whole, this dissertation has not provided much support for the three hypotheses 

drawn from alternative theoretical perspectives (hypothesis 10, 11 and 12). First, complexity 

(although difficult to measure) does not appear to determine the extent of NSA participation in an 

organization. This hypothesis is based on the theory that a globalized world is more difficult to 

govern and that IGOs need the help of NSAs. In the case studies researched here, however, states 



 236!

have not discussed a need for NSAs that has arisen as a product of globalization and modern 

complexity. In fact, we have seen that NSAs were granted participation rights in ECOSOC and in 

UNICEF decades before the internet revolution and the modern complexity that this hypothesis 

depends upon. Instead, as discussed above, the demand that IGOs appear to have for NSAs is 

primarily related to their ability to harness and guide global public opinion. Lastly, this 

hypothesis expects that because NSAs are in such demand from IGOs that are hampered by their 

inabilities and governance gaps, the ways and means by which NSAs take part in IGO 

governance should be largely guided by NSAs themselves. This has not proven to be the case. 

Instead we have found NSAs unsuccessfully negotiating for formal consultative roles with UNEP 

during its founding years. Certainly management of the environment is a complex issue area for 

which the participation of NSAs might be needed, were this hypothesis correct. While UNEP 

does engage with NSAs, this research has shown that the structure of that engagement does not, 

in fact, look like the tenth hypothesis expects.   

Nor is there much evidence that participation opportunities have followed social 

campaigns targeted at opening IGOs to greater democratic participation of non-state actors 

(hypothesis 11). Of all of the cases studied here, perhaps UNEP has been the greatest recipient of 

social activism for increasing participation opportunities. Nevertheless, formal participation rules 

in UNEP have not changed, and the changes in practice that have taken place in the last ten years 

have been a slow adoption of precedents set by Agenda 21 and the CSD as well as the Malmo 

Declaration of environmental ministers – not the direct calls for a consultative role that 

environmental NGOs have made since UNEP’s founding conference in 1972.  

Lastly, hypothesis twelve expects that we will find NSA participation roles expanding 

across organizations as time passes, and becoming increasingly open to more organizations. It is 

certainly true that the number of NSAs engaging the UN system have increased overtime. Still, 

increased numbers of organizations is not evidence of the expansion of their acceptance as 
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participatory actors in global governance. For example, although the numbers of organizations 

with ECOSOC accreditation have increased dramatically, states have simultaneously increased 

restrictive controls over accredited organizations (such as establishing requirements for regular 

reviews and creating the ability to suspend or withdraw accreditation status). UNICEF established 

formal ways for NGOs to participate in their governance early in the organization’s history. Not 

only has this opportunity not expanded, but the purpose of the NGOC is increasingly questioned 

and irrelevant to the organization. Of course, alternative informal means for NGO participation 

have arisen within UNICEF overtime through the issue-specific working groups, but formal 

participation rights have not evolved in the way that hypothesis twelve predicts. The same is true 

about the General Assembly and the Security Council. Engagement with NSAs does not appear to 

be driven by an evolving normative principle of democratic inclusion. A norm may be evolving 

that leads global governance institutions to uniformly include NSAs in the governance process, 

but although precedents are mounting in the realm of environmental governance, such a situation 

has not yet emerged. Simply, states still most often resist NSA upstream participation in IGOs, 

even as they look for ways to work with them and arrive at some mutual benefit. They do not, 

however, begrudgingly accommodate NGOs because they are compelled to do so. 

Accordingly, we should not presume to witness a “gradual enhancement of NGO 

involvement in various international fora through a series of small concessions from states under 

pressure from global civil society” (Ripinsky & Bossche, 2011, pp. 16-17). Instead, historical 

analysis of the relationship between IGOs and NGOs shows a much more complicated process 

that does not march uniformly toward greater participatory roles for NGOs. Simply, the “credible 

information and moral authority” that non-state actors wield as their “currency of power” (Florini, 

2000, p. 11) has not always garnered NSAs a place as participants in formal international 

governance. In fact, for many decades civil society has demanded the right to participate in global 

governance, and some of the most extensive rights of such participation were granted half a 
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century ago. 

Still, it is safe to say that all intergovernmental organizations interact with non-state 

actors in some capacity. Even those that have been resistant to significant engagement of NSAs 

generally interact with them through information sharing at the very least. The increasing 

engagement between NSAs, particularly non-profit civil society groups, or non-governmental 

organizations, and IGOs is often heralded as a potential solution to a global democracy deficit (S. 

Charnovitz, 2003; Frey & Stuzer, 2006; Klein, 2001; Naidoo, 2006; Nanz & Steffek, 2004). But 

not all scholars agree that, as Naidoo (2006, p. 58) claims, the inclusion of civil society into 

global public policy-making is “eminently logical and extremely necessary.” We have also heard 

warnings that letting interest groups access the internal decision-making process of global 

institutions might result in problematic tradeoffs and potential dangers (Hartwick, 2003; Kahler, 

2004; Keohane & Nye, 2000; Ottaway, 2001). 276 While the research on the actual effects of NSA 

participation in global public policy making is somewhere between nonexistent and inconclusive 

(Omelicheva, 2009), this dissertation has shown that interaction between the organizations that 

produce global public policy and NSAs is highly variable in degree and kind. This research has 

answered the question, why do some intergovernmental organizations – intergovernmental clubs 

of sovereign states – extend access, participatory opportunity or even participatory rights, to non-

state actors? 

Although the story of each IGO is different, this study has identified observable 

similarities in the interests of the states and secretariats that manage them, even as their individual 

NSA participation models are very distinct. States and IGOs have systematically pursued their 

interests when granting participation rights to NSAs. As non-state actors bargain for a place in the 

architecture of global governance they will do best by selling IGOs and their member-states on 

the specific benefits that they bring in the way of communication with “the people” and inspiring 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
276 For a summary of arguments for and against NGO involvement in Intergovernmental Organizations see 
(Ripinsky & Bossche, 2011) 
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their favor for the organization and its work, and the delivery of specific beneficial resources. 

They are likely to always find some organization staff willing to work to interpret the rules in a 

way that allows for influence of, if not formal participation in, IGO governance. It is indeed the 

interpretation of the rules that is the most important.  

As expected, the cases explored in this research study have consistently shown 

secretariats and member-states privileging downstream partnerships with NSAs over upstream 

participatory rights. Yet, we have seen that IGOs have, at times, granted upstream participation 

opportunities. Those occasions, I have argued, have not come as a response to normative 

pressures or the increasing prevalence (or power) of NGOs alone, but instead have arose only 

under circumstances that demonstrate a clear exchange between NSAs and the organization of a 

good that cannot be acquired through informal relations alone, or in circumstances where a 

sufficiently powerful state has backed the participatory rights of particular organizations with 

which they are aligned. In other words, states and their multilateral institutions have not yielded 

unwillingly to the influences of NSAs that have been empowered by the internet age of 

globalization, but instead states and their organizations have consistently, since the writing of the 

UN Charter, considered the formal inclusion of NSAs and chosen when, where, and in what ways 

to allow such inclusion in a manner that furthers the interests of individual states and their 

multilateral organizations. This conclusion challenges the regular assumption that the power of 

states and the efficacy of multilateral governance have wilted in the heat of globalization’s 

radiance. The fundamental rules of inclusion and participation remain rooted in the Westphalian 

system wherein states have a monopoly on legal sovereignty and international law. Throughout 

the history of the organizations that I have written about here, these basic rules have been 

unchanged. 
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