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1. The nongovernmental world’s diversity is both its greatest strength and its greatest weakness. The diversity of course extends to the networking organizations that nongovernmental organizations create and in which they participate. Just as NGOs exist, even thrive, at every level of society, so do their networks. Almost every country has many NGOs and consequently constellations of NGO networks.

2. There is a long history of NGO networks, some of which were created over a century ago. They include the World Alliance of Young Men’s Christian Associations (founded in 1855), the International Veterinary Congress (1863), the International Federation of Metal Workers Organizations (1893), and the International Council of Nurses (1899). More recently, the list would include the Federation of International Institutions in Geneva (1929), the Conference of NGOs interested in Migration (1950), the Society for International Development (1957), the International Council of Voluntary Agencies (1962).

3. The tide is not about to turn. The 1990s have witnessed the birth of such networks as El Taller, the Réseau International d’ONG sur la désertification, the Climate Action Network, the World Alliance for  Citizen Participation, the Peoples Alliance for Social Development, and of course the system of “Soros Foundations”.

4. All these illustrations demonstrate the diversity of the NGO world and its networks, even as they bring to the forefront the question of what constitutes a network. Essentially we are dealing with organizations that are networks of organizations. And since nongovernmental organizations deal with the entire spectrum of human values, human aspirations, human needs and human antagonisms, it is natural that NGO networks similarly reflect the human condition through their complexities.

5. Size is an element that conditions a network’s outreach, effectiveness, professionalism and image. Although it is far from a detemining factor, networks that directly or indirectly serve and represent hundreds or thousands of members have the capacity to invest in good management, thorough research, professionally-produced publications and comprehensive representation to the United Nations system. Examples of these can include the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions, Education International, the World Organization of the Scout Movement, and the International Tourism Alliance. At the same time, there are outstanding examples of networks that are permanently squeezed for funds but that nevertheless have significant impact internationally, such as the International Babyfood Action Network, the International Council of Voluntary Agences, the Environment Liaison Centre International and Health Action International. Nor should one overlook on a different plane the World Federation of United Nations Associations or the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom.

6. The precariousness of NGO networks resides in the general reluctance or inability of nongovernmental organizations to invest much in coordination. This causes many networks to live a hand-to-mouth existence unless they are authorized to seek external funding. Even then, many members of NGO networks fear that the fund-raising efforts of the network may conflict with those of the NGO. Such issues have occasionally become acute when there has been inadequate openness and transparency on the part of the network management. Where authorized by their members, NGO networks may seek external funds not only for their management costs – which should principally be the responsibility of members – but for events and programmes that it is particularly appropriate for a network to undertake. These could include conferences and seminars; training courses; publications for information and advocacy; evaluation, research and other activities that serve the interest of network members and that benefit from the mix of expertise or cost-effectiveness brought about through the existence of the network.

7. Whether or not a network has many or few autonomous programmes or projects, the nature of most networks is to provide a service to their members and to a cause. Consequently, network costs are frequently heavily weighted towards personnel compensation and the core administrative budget items that are inseparable from coordination and representation (for example travel, communications, rentals). Many disputes have arisen within networks over the proper balance between, on the one hand, administration costs, which are often seen as unproductive even by NGOs that face the same quandary in explaining their budgets to their own members and donors, and on the other hand, productive programming costs. No general solution has been found, although practical experience would indicate that salary and benefits of network personnel should be similar to the standards prevailing among the network’s constituents – with allowance for geographical cost-of-living adjustments – otherwise trouble is bound to surface.Misapprehensions are notoriously hard to dissipate, save through the most open and honest divulgence of acts.

8. Such openness – desirable in all NGO dealings – is greatly facilitated if the NGO network has a clear legal basis and rule book. In the absence of an international legal instrument governing nongovernfmental organiztions, their networks must conform to national legislation. Concepts and legal terminology covering NGOs vary greatly from one system to another (for example, non-profit corporation, public-benefit institution, charity, private or voluntary association, foundation, trust). An NGO network will always need a legal status that raises no doubts about its capacity to manage its funds, engage its personnel, and conduct its business. Thereafter the internal regulations should emphasis the harmony that should reign among the network members in pursuit of their common goals, rather than emphasizing such detailed written constraints that sooner or later the network’s actions will be inhibited.

UN-related NGO networks

9. Contact with and influence on the United Nations system is the raison d’être of many NGO networks and a substantial part of the activity of many others. Conferences of NGOs have consultative or similar status with one or another UN body. These conferences exist to protect and enhance that status and to give procedural or substantive consideration to issues that come before – or should come before – the relevant UN body. The relationship between each conference or committee of NGOs and its mother UN organ varies widely. The NGO Liaison Committee of the UN Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) benefits from year-round financial and material support from the UNESCO budget. In return, the NGOs elicit, foster and provide substantial and substantive input at many levels of the UNESCO secretariat.UNICEF also provides modest financial support to “its” NGO committee while seeking from the committee both regular and ad hoc input into its deliberations and field work. The World Bank funds an NGO-Bank Committee whose main concern over the years of its existence has increasingly been to criticize World Bank developmental concepts and practices, and more recently to offer alternative approaches. There are of course many other NGOs outside the NGO-Bank Committee that have offered persistent and much more virulent criticism of the Bank: these are loosely organized in floating and perpetually-renewing networks.*
10.  Consultations between a UN body and an NGO grouping, however, represent only a fraction of interactions. Whether through formal contracts, standing agreements, or ad hoc arrangements, UN organizations collaborate with and often rely on NGOs and NGO networks to deliver services, test new ideas, and foster popular participation. By belonging to an NGO network that has systematic relations with UN organs, an NGO has a certain additional legitimacy and also has the opportunity to join in the collective exercise of responsibility and to influence the decision making of that UN body. UN secretariats and NGOs are often confronted with a common problem, namely persuading governments to adopt a particular course of action, whether it be allowing food convoys to reach refugees or ratifying the Kyoto Protocol. NGO networks are powerful allies of the UN in such matters, and vice versa. NGO networks are perhaps increasingly essential partners in the advocacy roles that are needed to ensure that governments make decisions in the global public interest and carry out the obligations that result from international conferences and conventions.

11. Thus, when both the UN and NGO networks see that the product will be enhanced by unrestricted collaboration, the doors open. NGO networks that are, to repeat the key term, “particularly relevant and competent” can and must find ways to pass through these doors. In terms of both effectiveness and credibility, the UN and NGOs both benefit, and the result is better. Since the result is so often the improvement of humanity’s living conditions, notably in developing countries, what better reason could there be for governments to authorize and encourage “their” UN to be more open and innovative in its structured and less-structured relations with NGO networks. In these times of financial strain, the cost benefits are also persuasive.
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The Union of International Associations (40 rue Washington, B-1050 Bruxelles) maintains complete documentation on the decades-long attempts to create an international NGO legal status, one of the few issues on which there is unanimity among NGOs and NGO networks, at least as far as the principle is concerned.
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