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Distinguished delegates, ladies and gentlemen

It is a pleasure and an honor to be with you today and I would like to extend my warmest thank you to the DESA NGO Section for giving me this opportunity to address the NGO Committee today.

The Non-governmental Liaison Service is an inter-agency programme of the United Nations which was established in 1975 to complement the formal consultative system of UN-NGO relations. The mandate of the Service is to promote and develop constructive and mutually beneficial engagement of civil society organizations, including NGOs, across the UN system. 

Today NGLS is supported by more than 16 different UN agencies, funds and programmes and works with thousands of NGOs from across the world active at the local, regional and international level.

The Service works very closely with the DESA NGO section to support NGOs in consultative status with the Economic and Social Council with a number of information and orientation services on a wide range of issues relevant to the socio-economic agenda of the UN, such as sustainable development, poverty eradication, human rights as well as peace and security and humanitarian assistance.   

Today, I have been asked to talk about one of our latest publications, on the theme of NGO accountability. The publication called “Debating NGO accountability” was launched on 19 January at the UN. 

Why a UN publication on this subject? And why now?

Since the end of the cold war, the profile, the visibility and the financial and political impact of NGO advocacy campaigns and field operations have increased tremendously. And so has the number of NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC, which has more than tripled over the last 10 years
.

Many governments as well as the United Nations system recognize the crucial importance of NGO engagement to achieve internationally agreed development goals, to foster peace and security and to promote the respect of human rights. The 2005 World Summit Outcome Document (para 172 to 175) explicitly welcomes the positive contributions of NGOs, in the promotion and implementation of development and human rights programmes and stresses the importance of their continued engagement with Governments and the United Nations in these key areas. Last year’s report of the Secretary General to the General Assembly on the work of the Organization also acknowledges the positive contribution of civil society in strengthening the UN and the intergovernmental debate.

Yet, a confidence deficit exist between governments and NGOs at the national and international levels. As NGOs have become more prominent, debates about NGO accountability are also on the rise. Questions regarding to whom NGOs should be accountable, the relations between the state and civil society, the debate regarding NGO representation and the complexities and risks in regulating NGOs, are all questions which have been voiced from different quarters in recent years, including at the United Nations and among some of its member states.

For instance, new regulations  arising due to concerns for terrorism is one area that is presenting new challenges. No later than last week, leaders at the World Economic Forum in Davos, talked about the need to balance security responses and fundamental human rights, including freedoms of speech and association. In the debate about security today, there is a danger to lurch into authoritative responses that would close down legitimate NGOs and undermine fundamental rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

The publication of the Non-governmental Liaison Service attempts to address some of these questions and focuses on three main points: conceptual, practical and regulatory.
1) The conceptual debate is about the role of NGOs in global governance, their legitimacy and to whom they should be accountable (multiple accountability to: members, donors, beneficiaries, partners, governments, etc)  The NGLS publication argues that NGOs must be accountable specifically to those with less power that are affected by their decisions and actions. It develops the concept of ‘democratic accountability’ to allow NGOs to develop as effective and trusted actors in the international arena. The concept becomes more complex with international NGOs as one of the key criticisms at Western funded and headquartered NGOs working overseas is that they import their own interests and agendas on people. One example today is the large media campaign organized by the International Rescue Committee on Darfur, an NGO in consultative status since 1999. There are issues about the influence of foreign funded groups on state sovereignty, domestic culture, economics and politics. The book argues that NGOs need to be committed to accuracy, rigorous thinking, to getting the information from the best possible sources, to working with integrity in extremely difficult political contexts. Also, reporting of organizational peformance is increasingly seen as a key step in building accountability. 
2) The practical debate is who NGOs represent. A line of critique suggests that NGOs are not representative, as opposed to elected governments. The book argues that civic action should not been seen as a representative instance but as a constituent one. Civil society enhances democratic governance by adding new voices to the political agenda. Being on the constituent side of the equation, civic actors may not be subjected to the same criteria used to evaluate political parties or parliaments. NGOs are an important complement to an electorate representation, in that they are better suited for innovation and creative action. (constitutive representation vs. political representation, two interdependent and interconnected aspects of government). NGOs are different from political parties because they don’t seek to gain political power, they seek to influence it.
3) The regulatory debate is about whether NGOs should be regulated, and if yes by who and under which circumstances. The book argues that rules should be different for different NGOs: e.g. for global and local NGOs that are working on different issues. Any generic or universal approach would very rarely be appropriate. There are also differing views on the extent to which governments should be involved in regulating NGO activity, as some argue that increased state control may be established as a way to curb the political influence of NGOs. The book gives examples of new voluntary, self- regulation initiatives such as the International NGO Accountability Charter (signed by eleven leading human rights, environmental and development NGOs), the Humanitarian Accountability Project International and of co-regulatory models, such as the NGO certification scheme in place in the Philippines. The book concludes that a rights-based approach and the highest levels of integrity, transparency and openness need to be built into any process to develop accountability frameworks.

In conclusion, the book attempts to help those within the UN system and those NGOs that engage with it to develop an understanding of the current debate and practice and reveal some of the myths around NGO accountability, as well as pointing towards a more progressive agenda on NGO accountability, placing democracy and human rights firmly at the centre of the debate.
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