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Introduction 

The United Nations (UN) is an international organization formed with aims to 
maintain international peace and security, to develop friendly relations among 
nations and to promote social progress, better living standards and human rights 
respectively. The UN system is the whole network of international organizations, 
treaties and conventions that are created by the UN; and it includes specialized 
agencies, funds and programs.1 The UN system works through its main bodies: 
the General Assembly, the Security Council, the Economic and Social Council, 
International Court of Justice and the Secretariat. Role of non-governmental 
organization (NGO) in the UN system is widely discussed in relation of 
accomplishing the aims of the UN. This article advances the growing role of 
NGOs in helping the UN to reach its goals through analyzing the space and role 
of NGOs in the UN system together with the perspectives of their criticism.  

 
Space of NGOs in the UN System 

The UN has formalized the term NGO within its system with its inclusion in 
Article 71 of the UN Charter, which provides the Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC) with the power to "make suitable arrangements for consultation with 
non-governmental organizations which are concerned with matters within its 
competence". The relationship between ECOSOC and NGOs was further 
formalized in ECOSOC Resolution 12962 and ECOSOC Resolution 19963, which 
outline criteria for NGO's consultative status with ECOSOC. Therefore, NGOs 
play a key role at major UN conferences and function as indispensable partners 
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for UN efforts at the country level. As of 22 August 2016, 4,507 NGOs enjoy 
active consultative status with ECOSOC4 and over 13,000 NGOs are associated 
with the UN. More and more, NGOs are the UN system partners and valuable 
UN links to civil society. They are consulted on UN policy and program matters5.   

Similarly, UN treaty bodies6 have recognized the role of NGOs in formulating 
and adopting General Comments. They not only hold dialogue with NGOs but 
also encourage them to submit informal background papers to the Committee7. 
They have been "legitimized by international law"8 and some NGOs have formal 
consultative status at inter-governmental organizations, which as Nigel Rodley, 
who served as an independent expert of the UN, puts permit them to "observe 
the public business of the UN, distribute reports, submit written statements on 
UN agenda items, make oral statements or 'interventions', receive UN documents, 
use UN library facilities, and become involved in work on international legal 
instruments"9. In this way, NGOs can even participate in certain activities without 
voting while others can frequently engage in providing counsel to national 
governments and can directly influence the form and substance of international 
law. Thakur views this relationship as "symbiotic"10. Hence, NGOs are widely 
viewed as legitimate actors and are now generally welcomed as active participants 
in the UN system, which has been reflected in former UN Secretary-General Kofi 
Annan's much talked report to the General Assembly in which he has urged for 
the full engagement of active civil society to achieve UN goals11. 
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Role of NGOs in the UN System 

Roles of NGOs in the UN system are widely discussed in relation to fulfilling the 
objectives of the UN. According to Thakur, NGOs play five distinct roles in 
international relations and those are: raising consciousness raising or promoting 
values; setting agendas; lobbying to shape the terms of the instructions given to 
delegates at multilateral and inter-governmental forums, and implementing 
international commitments; monitoring; and direct action12. Merry has mentioned 
four major roles of NGOs in UN meetings as developing issues, making 
statements (interventions), working with and lobbying governments concerning 
the text of document, helping to disseminate the documents at home and 
pressuring their governments to abide by them13. Elise Boulding, matriarch of 
peace studies movement, states NGOs as important elements of an "emerging 
global civil society" which can "shape the activities, policies and agendas" of the 
UN14.  Thakur supports her view saying that the UN and NGOs together play 
"complimentary roles"15. Since NGOs are formed to work for the general welfare 
of the public, they may come across different cultural values and norms which 
create hindrance in promoting these objectives. Therefore, the task of bringing 
new ideas, norms and discourses to change the attitude, beliefs and perception of 
the people for progressive transformation of the state and society also falls under 
the broad objectives of the NGO16.  

NGOs' involvement in drafting of General Comments has facilitated their 
intervention into the interpretative and norm-generating processes, by allowing 
them "direct influence on the conceptualization, preparation and drafting of these 
instruments".17 Moreover, all the treaty bodies have no means to enforce or even 
to supervise the government's response on concluding comments or observations 
made by them. So they depend on national NGOs in accessing these observations 
and following up on them with the government. Matthew Craven, Professor of 
International Law, notes that many General Comments by the UN Committees 
were produced as a result of "extensive co-operation with NGOs"18. Therefore, 
NGOs have great role to play in advancing UN principles around the world 
principally by generating norms and setting international standards19, documenting 
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human rights violations and lobbying for effective enforcement of the UN 
principles and declarations.  

 
Generating Norm and Setting Standard 

One of the important roles NGOs could play in the UN system is by their ability 
of generating norm and setting the standard. Under this role, they first generate 
issue and employ different means to disseminate the information in order to build 
awareness among the people about the issue. In the second stage, they campaign 
for establishing networks to "generate broader support for normative change 
within, across, and outside government channels"20. They build new links among 
actors in civil societies, states, and international organizations by exchange of 
information and services, and thereby multiply the channels of access to the 
international system to form "transnational advocacy networks"21 or 
"transnational civil society"22. They use the "boomerang" pattern of influence 
characteristics of these networks and put pressure on their state from outside in 
the work of promoting this new idea23. To a considerable extent, impetus for 
global action comes from transnational NGOs24. In this way, they act as "systemic 
modifiers of state behaviors"25, create influence at the policy level for "the 
promotion and 'universalization' of human rights norms"26 and encourage actors 
to promote norm implementation by pressuring them to adopt new policies and 
change their procedures and behaviors through the creation and promotion of 
new laws.  

For example, by successfully generating norm, NGOs were instrumental in 
achieving the passage of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights27. In 
addition, they have pressurized the national governments to sign and ratify the 
treaties that embody human rights norms and establish domestic mechanisms in 
line with fulfilling the objectives of the treaties. Through their strong presence and 
intense dialogue among governments, UN bodies, specialized agencies and other 
intergovernmental organizations, NGOs have continued to play critical roles in 
advancing the human rights agenda at subsequent UN conference. An example of 
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23    Margaret & Kathryn (n 21), p. 12. 
24     John & Gorge (n 14), p. 48. 
25     Ibid (n 10), p. 153. 
26    Makau Mutua, 'Human Rights International NGOs: A Critical Evaluation, in NGOs and 
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Philadelphia, 2001, pp. 151. 

27    Daniel (n 8), p. 391. 
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an NGO forming a presence on the international state and making a stand can be 
seen in the establishment of the International Criminal Court (ICC) at the Rome 
Conference in 1998 where Amnesty International (AI) was one of the main 
NGOs that supported the ICC’s creation28. Similarly, NGOs' united campaign 
against slavery and for women suffrage has proved their influence on the UN 
system. The comprehensive antipersonnel mine ban treaty was signed by 122 
states in December 1997 because of the effort of the transnational campaign in 
involvement of more than one thousand NGOs from over sixty countries that 
focused and campaigned against land mines through a variety of ways29. As 
pointed out by Korey, NGOs have played a decisive role in "transforming the 
phrase 'human rights' from a Charter provision or a Declaration Article into a 
critical element of foreign policy discussions in and out of governmental or 
intergovernmental circles"30. In an article, 'Women's Rights: 1975-1985', Reginald 
J. Harrison31 observes that the launching of the International Decade of Women 
in 1975 by the UN was the result of NGOs’ pressure rather than initiatives of 
states. The concrete impact of NGOs’ involvement on UN mechanism was 
described by Theo van Boven, former head of the UN administrative branch, who 
noted that NGOs created a climate favourable to the establishment of new sub-
organs and the development of new fact-finding techniques32. Environmental 
NGOs played great role in "shaping state positions and conference declarations" 
in the UN Conference on Environment and Development, which was 
participated by 2,400 representatives of environmental NGOs33. The program of 
action of the conference has also recommended ways to strengthen the roles 
played by NGOs in achieving sustainable development. 

 
Investigation and Documentation of Human Rights Violations 

NGOs are making another major impact in the UN system by supporting 
investigation and documentation of human rights violations. This task has been 
vitally important in bringing human rights abuses to the attention of the United 
Nations, the international community and the public at large. NGOs were also the 
impetus behind the creation of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights34. 
Their campaigns have been viewed as the driving force behind prevention of 
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human rights violation and have played a large role in ensuring further opposition 
to human rights violations in countries world-wide. Negative media exposure 
generated through the publishing of human rights violation reports can serve as a 
useful shaming technique to increase government's compliance with international 
human rights norms35. Moreover, in light of the establishment of the International 
Criminal Court (ICC), NGOs’ documentation can also serve as important 
evidence for prosecution before an international tribunal. The establishment of 
the ICC means that crimes that fall under the Rome Statute of the ICC definitions 
could become the subject of ICC investigations. The ICC Office of the 
Prosecutor is responsible for “receiving referrals and any substantiated 
information on crimes within the jurisdiction of the Court, for examining them 
and for conducting investigations and prosecutions before the Court”36. Human 
rights NGOs potentially have a vital role to play in relation to ICC investigations. 
They often have direct knowledge of violations and contacts with victim and 
witness communities. NGOs also may be able to "investigate human rights 
abuses"37, document violations shortly after they occur and to compile 
information regarding patterns of violations. Indeed, NGOs may be the main 
sources of information drawing the attention of the ICC Prosecutor for the 
situations where crimes have been committed. Thus, human rights NGOs are 
likely to broadly share the goals of the ICC to combat impunity for gross 
violations of human rights and international humanitarian law. It is now widely 
accepted that without NGOs, the UN human rights machinery would not be able 
to function38.  

 
Enforcement of UN Principles and Declarations 

NGOs have always remained helping hand in the enforcement of the UN 
principles and declarations, and implementation of the UN global campaigns. As 
international human rights standards gained prominence, NGOs began "spurring 
the creation of special UN mechanisms" to enforce these standards while also 
"providing those [UN] instruments with the assembled documentation to make 
their investigations productive." Thus, NGOs create a far better informed public 
opinion and governments are subjected to domestic pressure to do something39. 
In a report of 2002 to the United Nations, the Secretary General emphasized the 
importance of the role played by NGOs in the United Nations system, noting that 
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the "formal deliberations and decisions of many meetings of intergovernmental 
organizations are now often enriched by the debates carried out in non-
governmental forums"40. The report discussed developments in the relationship 
between NGOs and the United Nations, such as new procedures that allow 
NGOs to give testimony to Security Council members on certain issues, and 
efforts by NGOs to present collective views. The Secretary General also noted 
the need for reforms such as the need for clarification of the NGO accreditation 
process and created a panel to review these issues41. NGOs have undertaken an 
enormously varied range of activities, including implementing grass-roots or 
sustainable development, promoting human rights and social justice, protesting 
environmental degradation, and pursuing many other objectives formerly ignored 
or left to governmental agencies42 and they are also indispensable partners in 
delivering services to the poor at the scope required by the Millennium 
Development Goals.43   

 
Criticisms of NGOs 

Despite having influential role and contribution to the UN system, NGOs are not 
free from criticism. In several cases, their reputation for objectivity and 
independency is being questioned. In one of such cases, AI reported that Iraqi 
soldiers supposedly massacred Kuwaiti babies lying in their hospital incubators. 
The report was so critical of Iraq that the US took swift action against Iraq. But 
later it was revealed that the incident never happened and AI report turned out to 
be false44. If credible NGO like AI can make such mistake, one can criticize on 
the perceived impartiality of other NGOs as well. Among such critic is 
Steinberg45, who claims that several NGOs are distorting basic norms and at times 
even promoting the antithesis of their important and noble aims, and subjugating 
universal values to partisan interests. He has even raised issues like the absence of 
democratic accountability, transparency and independent external examination, 
and the lack of capacity of the funding organizations to monitor and evaluate the 
activities they support. Fisher also points out towards small, opportunistic "brief-
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2017. 



Kathmandu School of Law Review Volume 5 Issue 1 April 2017 
 

160 
 

case" NGOs formed by members of an urban middle class to seek funding46. This 
is largely true in the case of developing countries like Nepal where issues of 
accountability and transparency are definitely major concerns with regard to 
NGOs.47 In his article 'Asia's Different Standard', Bilahari Kausikan has portrayed 
NGOs as agents of foreign influence, who use human rights law to attack non-
Western cultures48. It is also said that many NGOs use the opportunities 
presented by consultative status at the UN to publicize them rather than to serve 
the cause of human rights. Many also criticize to their nature and activities: their 
independence from governmental control; their role as exposers of human rights 
violations by governments; their constant criticisms of governments, international 
institutions and other bodies for their actions or inaction; and their typically 
anarchic character.49 One can argue from the criticism made against NGOs that 
they are self-appointed, culturally and politically biased, non-transparent, and 
unaccountable, often oriented towards single issues, often have their basis in the 
middle class, and are not completely free of doing wrong. 

 
Conclusion 

NGOs are seen as "indispensable partners" of the UN in generating norms and 
setting international standards, documenting human rights violations and 
advancing the UN principles and declarations. They are gradually gaining more 
acceptances and a stronger voice in the UN system for achieving the general 
welfare of the public and their role has been expanded greatly in the last two 
decades. Their engagement with the UN has proved to be effective and the UN 
and the states are also increasingly accustomed to their presence50. Therefore, if 
the UN is to be a useful instrument for its member states and for the world’s 
people, it must be open to NGOs with greater institutional roles and the potential 
of NGOs should be effectively utilized for the full realization of its aims. 
However, the UN is the body of governments and it gets its legitimacy through 
states. Many governments are "very skeptical" about NGOs and they suspect their 
credibility, accountability and transparency.51 This raises question as to the 
expanded role of NGOs to serve the best interest of the UN goals. Therefore, it is 
the responsibility of the NGOs to answer their critics by maintaining the highest 
standards of integrity and behavior and demonstrating and improving their 
accountability and effectiveness. They can do so by developing accountability 
structures and self-regulatory initiatives such as creating norms and standards; 
developing work ethics, code of conduct and good practices; maintaining 
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47   Anand P. Shrestha, A (ed.) ‘The Role of Civil Society and Democratisation in Nepal,’ Nepal 

Foundation for Advanced Studies, Kathmandu, 1998. 
48     Daniel (n 8), p. 393. 
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transparency and good governance and having disclosure of information about 
their activities and finances. They can build public trust and legitimacy by way of 
being objective, impartial, non-political and independent from any partisan and 
economic interests, and ensuring diversity and inclusivity in their management and 
decision making structure. Since NGOs can bring to the global policy making and 
governance process a vitally important voice that compliments and widens the 
policy discourse resulting in the better and more legitimate decisions. It is high 
time for them to introspect themselves and earn full credibility so as to ensure 
greater institutional role in the UN system. 
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