From the following UN Secretary General's report:

Renewing the United Nations: A Programme for Reform" - Secretary General's Report - 14 July 1997 (A/51/950)
G. CIVIL SOCIETY

207. The emergence of non-State actors has been a growing influence on our changing international environment. Non-governmental organizations are the clearest manifestation of what is referred to as "civil society", that is, the sphere in which social movements organize themselves around objectives, constituencies and thematic interests. These movements include specific groups such as women, youth and indigenous people. Other actors have also taken on an increasingly important role in shaping national and international agendas. They include local authorities, mass media, business and industry, professional associations, religious and cultural organizations, and the intellectual and research communities. 

208. The emergence -- or, in several parts of the world, the re-emergence -- of civil society is linked to two interlocking processes: the quest for a more democratic, transparent, accountable and enabling governance and the increasing preponderance of market-based approaches to national and global economic management, which have resulted in redefining the role of the State and vested new and broader responsibilities in market and civil society actors in the pursuit of growth and well-being. In this overall context, a vibrant civil society is critical to processes of democratisation and empowerment. 

209. Not all non-State actors are, however, benign. While the role of civil society is looked at principally in terms of promoting ideals and activities that represent citizens' interests and promote public good, there has also been an ominous growth in the activities and influence of other elements, including terrorists, drug traffickers and those engaged in organizing prostitution and trafficking in women and children -- "uncivil society" -- all of whom have taken advantage of the processes of globalization. No one government or organization can tackle alone the threats this poses to societies. New multilateral approaches and new partnerships with non-State actors must be devised to contain and reverse this trend. Member States pledged at the fiftieth session of the General Assembly to "act together to defeat the threats to States and people posed by terrorism, in all its forms and manifestations, and transnational organized crime and the illicit trade in arms and the production and consumption of and trafficking in illicit drugs". 

210. Over the past two decades, issues such as people-centred sustainable development, environmental protection, gender equality and rights of indigenous people have been prominent on the international agenda with the encouragement and advocacy of non-State actors. Public participation in world events, especially the major conferences convened by the United Nations in the 1990s, has acquired true meaning, with tens of thousands of organizations from around the world being involved, from the local to the global level, in the identification of priorities and issues and avenues for addressing them. 

211. The statistics relating to the number of non-governmental organizations (NGO) granted consultative status by the Economic and Social Council are equally telling: 41 in 1948; 377 in 1968; and over 1,200 at present. At the operational level, the relationship between non-State actors and United Nations funds and programmes with operational responsibilities, such as UNICEF, UNHCR, UNFPA and WFP, has evolved significantly in the last two decades and important networks of contacts have been established. The operational competence, flexibility and knowledge of local conditions of NGOs, as well as complementary resources which they themselves bring to humanitarian programmes, make NGOs key operational partners and implementing agents. The National Councils for Sustainable Development and similar entities established in some 100 countries as a result of UNCED represent promising new instruments for bringing together representatives of both government and civil society. 

212. Virtually no area of United Nations involvement, either at the policy or operational level, has been left unchanged by this process. Overall, civil society's increasing influence is contributing to a process of enlargement of international cooperation and spurring the United Nations system and other intergovernmental structures towards greater transparency and accountability and closer linkages between national and international levels of decision-making and implementing. 

213. NGOs and other civil society actors are now perceived not only as disseminators of information or providers of services but also as shapers of policy, be it in peace and security matters, in development or in humanitarian affairs. The involvement of NGOs and other actors, such as parliamentarians, local authorities and business leaders, in the United Nations global conferences demonstrates this. It would now be difficult to imagine organizing a global event and formulating multilateral agreements and declarations without the active participation of NGOs. 

214. Of particular importance is the relationship of the United Nations and the organizations of the United Nations system with the business community. The impact of the private sector, in both developing and developed countries, is of growing importance and it would be timely to develop better means of consultation between the United Nations and the business community. Such consultations would enable the concerns and interests of both sides to be more fully understood. The International Chamber of Commerce and the World Economic Forum have both taken the initiative to establish mechanisms for this purpose and encourage their use by other members of the United Nations family. The Secretary-General plans to utilise these mechanisms. 

215. For all the reasons mentioned above, and as an essential part of reforming the United Nations, the Secretary-General is of the view that the Organization needs to review and update the ways it which in interacts with civil society, as it seeks to serve both the governments and the peoples of the world. As the Member States and observers of the United Nations declared on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the United Nations: "We recognize that our common work will be the more successful if it is supported by all concerned actors of the international community, including non-governmental organizations, multilateral financial institutions, regional organizations and all actors of civil society. We will welcome and facilitate such support, as appropriate." 

216. There are other constituencies of growing importance to the United Nations that warrant special consideration. Parliamentarians are a primary case in point. The agreement of 24 July 1996 between the United Nations Nations and the Inter-Parliamentary Union (see General Assembly resolution 50/15 and 51/7) provides a promising basis for extending the United Nations consultative relationships with this important group. 

Action 17: 

a) A series of gatherings involving eminent leaders of different sectors of civil society and the Secretary-General will be initiated. Constituencies will include academicians, organized labour, NGOs, private business, youth and the foundation community. 

b) All substantive departments of the United Nations will designate an NGO liaison officer to facilitate access by civil society to the United Nations. At the country level, where appropriate, the United Nations system should create more opportunities for tripartite cooperation with governments and civil society. Training programmes for United Nations staff will include a component dedicated to cooperation with civil society. This will be reflected in the curricula of the United Nations Staff College. 

c) The Secretary-General will consult with the ACC with a view to establishing a jointly funded inter-agency business liaison service to be named the United Nations Enterprise Liaison Service, patterned along the lines of the Non-Governmental Liaison Service. 

d) Arrangements will be made with leading business organizations to establish improved mechanisms for continuing the dialogue between representatives of business and the United Nations.

