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I. Introduction

The role of civil society organizations has grown worldwide during the last few years to express the interests and aspirations of people united by common needs and interests. Since the Earth Summit in 1992, civil society has made its mark on the various United Nations international conferences on vital issues such as the environment, human rights, population, trade and development, poverty and the advancement of women. Civil society actors have expressed their concerns and made their power felt. Examples include: lobbying successfully for the Ottawa Convention banning the use of land mines; campaigning for the Statute of the International Criminal Court to ensure that justice will be done; persuading governments to provide substantial debt relief to the poorest countries; and to redirect the consequent savings to poverty reduction programmes. Obviously, there is much to be done to improve the socio-economic status of the world through forging constructive alliances and strategic partnerships with civil society. 

II.  UNCTAD and Civil Society

Within the United Nations system, UNCTAD in particular, has recognized that in modern development management, civil society is playing an increasingly important role in support of the objectives of sustainable human development, poverty alleviation and economic and social development. “UNCTAD believes that the successful integration of developing countries into the global economy depends on cooperation between the private and the public sectors, and seeks ways to include non-governmental organizations (NGO’s), academia, parliamentarians and business associations in its intergovernmental machinery.”
 UNCTAD is one of the pioneers that has developed, since its inception, cooperation arrangements with civil society in development-oriented research and technical cooperation in areas affecting international trade. In that regard, the recent successive UNCTAD Conferences have called for further collaboration between UNCTAD and civil society. UNCTAD VIII called for closer cooperation and UNCTAD IX reaffirmed the importance of involving non-governmental actors in the activities of UNCTAD. Paragraph 118 of the Midrand Declaration requests the Secretary-General of UNCTAD to “pursue consultations with these actors”. UNCTAD X made an even further effort to encourage civil society participation and cooperation. “NGOs made a landmark contribution at UNCTAD X in Bangkok in 2000, and set an irreversible trend for the increased participation of civil society in the international organizations’ deliberation process.”
 

The UNCTAD X Bangkok Declaration states that “UNCTAD’s work can serve to address the challenges and opportunities of globalization and inform an open and systematic debate on diverse development-related issues of global interest among partners in the development process, including the private sector, NGOs, academia and parliamentarians. It should pursue this dialogue to help shape international economic relations in the twenty-first century.” 

III. Institutional Arrangements for the Participation of NGOs in the Activities of UNCTAD

UNCTAD has pursued a policy which allows cooperation with civil society actors by setting up formal and informal mechanisms for their participation in the activities of UNCTAD, including participation in conferences, workshops and seminars, producing co-publications, information-sharing and policy analysis through informal exchange of ideas and implementation of technical cooperation programmes.

Arrangements for the participation of NGOs concerned with trade and trade as related to development in the activities of UNCTAD, are governed by Rule 77 of the Rules of Procedure of the Trade and Development Board (TDB) (rule 81 of the Conference) and of its decision 43 (VII).

The TDB establishes relationship arrangements with NGOs for the purpose of enabling UNCTAD, the TDB and its subsidiary bodies to secure information or advice from organizations having special competence on subjects for which relationship arrangements are made, and to enable organizations representing important elements of public opinion to express their views. The TDB distinguishes between NGOs which exercise functions and have a basic interest in most of the activities of the TDB which are placed in the general category, and those which have a special competence in and are concerned with specific activities, which are placed in the special category. 

NGOs in status receive regular notifications of and documentation for conferences and meetings convened by UNCTAD. Their representatives are entitled to participate as observers, in the public meetings of the intergovernmental bodies (without the right to vote). Such representatives may make oral statements on matters falling within the scope of their activities and may circulate written statements on matters related to agenda items of these meetings.

National NGOs of recognized standing, which are deemed to have significant 

contributions to make to the work of UNCTAD, may be entered by the Secretary-General of UNCTAD in a Register established for this purpose after prior consultations with appropriate representatives of the respective Member States concerned. National NGOs receive UNCTAD's documentation.  There are currently 189 NGOs in registered status with UNCTAD, of which 106 are in the general category and 83 in the special category. There are 16 national NGOs in the Register. 


Encouraged by the Bangkok experience and convinced of the need to further strengthen positive interaction between international organizations and civil society groups, Mr. Rubens Ricupero, Secretary-General of UNCTAD, decided to establish the Civil Society Outreach (CSO) of UNCTAD. The CSO Team is responsible for developing and implementing policies for public outreach and to develop further cooperation with NGOs, academia, parliamentarians, trade unions and development-oriented religious groups. To this end, and in addition to planning and implementing outreach activities, the CSO has established a database of NGOs in observer status with UNCTAD. 

IV. Suggestions on Possible Future Arrangements for Further Involving Civil Society in UNCTAD’s Activities

The interest of civil society organizations in participation in UNCTAD Conferences, sessions of the Commissions and Expert Meetings has been growing. Further arrangements may be considered and adopted by Member States to respond to the growing need of civil society actors to be further involved in the work of UNCTAD, and to take part in the proceedings and deliberations in order to be able to respond constructively to their constituencies’ interests and needs.

In addition to the participation of international NGOs in status with UNCTAD, the following categories of NGOs, with recognized competencies and expertise in the subject matter of an Expert Meeting or a Commission session, could also participate as observers subject to the approval by Member States:

National NGOs included in the Register by the decision of the Secretary General of UNCTAD and after prior consultation with the respective governments and in conformity with decision 43 (VII) of the TDB, may be made easier: these NGOs have completed the application questionnaire and submitted, usually, all required documents (i.e. constitution/by-laws, annual reports/activities reports and financial statements of their organizations). Of course, they would need to express interest in participating in an Expert Meeting by notifying the secretariat and sending credentials of their representatives. All communications should be official (on the letterhead of the organization) and signed by the authorized official of the NGO.

NGOs which were granted status by the NGO Committee of the ECOSOC, that prove to be competent and may make constructive and significant contributions to the work of the Expert Meetings, may also be allowed to participate as observers in such meetings after notifying the UNCTAD secretariat and sending the necessary information about their representatives to the meetings.

Other relevant and competent NGOs and civil society organizations having no status with UNCTAD may, if interested in making substantive contributions to the Expert Meetings, send to the UNCTAD Secretariat their requests supported by the relevant information on their organizations. A list of such NGOs should be submitted for consideration either to the Bureau of the Commission under which the Expert Meeting is convened or to the Member States at the consultation with the President of the Trade and Development Board prior to the meeting. If there are no objections from Member States, the NGOs in question would be able to participate, as observers, in such meetings.

� UNCTAD in brief (brochure).


� Ibid.
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