








1.2.22. At the UN

NGO participation is officially authorised in Article 71 of the UN Charter and 

regulated by ECOSOC Res. 1996/31.*'

Since the 1970s it has been standard practice for NGOs to gather at and participate in 

various UN Conferences on specific themes {eg the World Population Conference, the World 

Summit for Children, etc.).*^ The number of participating NGOs can be large: at the 1996 

Conferenee of the Parties to the UN Climate Change Convention more than 500 NGOs took 

part in the debate.*^ The participatory value of such debate is, however, thin. On the whole 

NGO representatives address the plenary session and then fade into the background, so that 

their participation amounts to little more than an invitation to “blow off steam

The same ean largely be said for participation at ECOSOC meetings. ECOSOC Res. 

1996/31 specifically states that the distinction drawn by the UN Charter between participation 

in deliberation without a vote and the term “consultation arrangements” means that the latter 

“should not be such as to accord to non-governmental organizations the same rights of 
participation as are accorded to States not members of the Council”.*^ The arrangements 

should not “overburden the Council or transform it from a body for co-ordination of policy 
and action, as contemplated in the Charter, into a general forum for discussion”.*®

ECOSOC maintains lists of three categories of NGOs: those with general consultative 

status (currently 140 NGOs), those with special consultative status (2170 NGOs) and roster 

NGOs (980 NGOs).*’ To qualify for general consultative status an NGO must be active in the 

majority of ECOSOC’s areas of activity and be “broadly representative of major segments of 

population in a large number of countries”. They can propose items for the provisional agenda 

of ECOSOC, attend public meetings as observers, submit written statements of up to 2000 

words for circulation to ECOSOC members and request opportunities to make oral 

presentations.** This is the highest level of partieipation afforded to NGOs and it is far from 

pro-active: NGOs can make submissions for the provisional agenda and must request an 

opportunity to speak. NGOs with special consultative status (those that “are concerned with a 

few fields covered by ECOSOC and that are known internationally within those fields”), may
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