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1. Introduction

The role of Civil Society vis-a-vis the United Nations has changed dramatically in its 80-year history.
Initially, the engagement of other organizations seeking to support the United Nations was mostly seen
through the lens of the sharing of public information and the raising of awareness, and the Department of
Public Information (now DGC - the Department of Global Communications) was established for that
purpose.  Under Article 71 of the original United Nations Charter, non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
were only given the opportunity to formally contribute to the processes of the Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC). Over the years, different United Nations funds and agencies have established their
own independent mechanisms for civil society participation –each with different processes for
accreditation (UNEP, UNESCO, UNFCCC, UNHABITAT, etc.). More can and should be learned from the
benefits and drawbacks of the various avenues of Civil Society engagement.
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2. Evolution of participation

After the end of the Cold War, a spirit of hope and optimism spread across the United Nations, bolstered
by the world conferences of the 1990s, particularly the 1992 Earth Summit which set a new precedent for
Civil Society participation at United Nations Conferences. The number of NGOs in consultative status with
the United Nations ballooned, and a new standard for participation was articulated (ECOSOC resolution
1996/31), further fleshing out Article 71 of the United Nations Charter.

This formal evolution corresponded to an increase in the ways and means by which Civil Society was
invited to contribute to United Nations Processes. Major conferences held dedicated civil society fora
alongside intergovernmental negotiations. The NGO Millennium Forum in 2000 represented a watershed
moment for engagement, with speakers from Civil Society addressing the audience from the rostrum in
the General Assembly Hall. From 2012-2015, the negotiation processes for the Sustainable Development
Goals relied upon notions of universal participation. However, not all processes of opening space have
been met with agreement either by Member States or by non-governmental actors themselves.

3. Challenges of legitimacy

Those Member States that limit non-governmental participation within their borders are more reluctant to
open spaces at the United Nations to dissenting voices. Nowhere is this truer than for human rights
organizations, who face reprisals at an alarming rate. Often this is done in the name of limiting ‘foreign
intervention’ or questioning the legitimacy of the organizations. In another development, the private
sector has become an increasingly influential actor at the United Nations, especially as public funding
continues to fall short relative to the needs of the organization. While there are some benefits to private
sector participation, its lack of transparency at times in identifying for-profit affiliations give rise among
the public to concern and even skepticism.

4. Civil society expertise

The most important advance in the engagement of non-state actors in United Nations deliberations has
been their expert contributions. Government officials, parliamentarians, and diplomats have tremendous
amounts of information at their fingertips, and they are well versed in articulating policy. Naturally, it is
they who hold the exclusive power of voting at the United Nations. However, the breadth and depth of
knowledge necessary to serve as a  scientific  foundation  for good  public policy  is  beyond the  scope  of
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even the most capable of actors.

Civil society actors have become a source of vital information and experience, whether scientific or
experiential, in many different venues around the world from local to global. They serve, in addition to
governments, as an avenue of legitimacy and representation (especially for those who are marginalized
and lack other opportunities to participate), and a well-functioning international order must strive to
include these perspectives in order to assess them and articulate effective policy. Moreover, civil society
can support the United Nations by disseminating information, operationalizing the implementation of
decisions taken, and as a mechanism for accountability. The manner in which these diverse benefits can
be leveraged, beyond mere symbolism, is explored in the principles below.

5. Indigenous peoples’ rights

An important development in global governance is the growing recognition of Indigenous Peoples as
distinct political and cultural communities with the right to self-determination, as affirmed in the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). Unlike NGOs, which engage the United
Nations through ECOSOC consultative status, Indigenous Peoples claim participation as rights-holders,
not stakeholders.20

Despite operating within a system designed for states and accredited NGOs, they have successfully
established dedicated mechanisms such as the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues and the Expert
Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Current negotiations at the United Nations Human Rights
Council aim to further this progress by creating an independent accreditation mechanism for Indigenous
Peoples. This mechanism would reflect the UNDRIP principles by including representation from all seven
socio-cultural regions and recognizing the unique status of Indigenous representative institutions –
marking a broader shift toward inclusive, rights-based participation in global deliberations.

6. Scope of the Protocol

This Protocol does not apply to individuals but instead sets forth principles for the engagement of civil
society organizations, non-governmental organizations, and other stakeholder/rights-holder groupings
(collectively referred to in the Protocol as “Non-State Stakeholders”). This primary focus of the Protocol
reflects the institutional scope and representational nature of United Nations deliberative processes and
is consistent with the intent of the Second United Nations Charter, which recognizes the differentiated
roles of organizations and individuals in global governance.

The Non-State Stakeholder principles of engagement in Article 3 are intended to give Non-State
Stakeholders a well-defined and important role in the decision-making processes of the United Nations.
Because the United Nations is a large and diverse organization that provides everything from training, to
inspections, to conflict resolution, to law-making, and even aid for the hungry and the displaced, one set
of engagement principles cannot be uniformly applied to all parts of the organization.  

The Protocol, in Article 1, therefore, provides that every division of the United Nations (or “United Nations
Body” in the parlance of the Protocol) establish its own policy on Stakeholder Access, incorporating the
principles  on  Stakeholder  Access (Article 3) and  Responsibilities  (Article 4) to  the  extent  they  “are  not

 In United Nations practice, “stakeholders” are organizations or entities that contribute perspectives or expertise to intergovernmental
processes, usually without inherent entitlement to participate (as in ECOSOC resolution 1996/31 on NGO consultative status). By contrast,
“rights-holders” are recognized under international law as possessing inherent rights that must be respected and upheld. For
Indigenous Peoples, this derives principally from the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007), which affirms their
collective rights to self-determination, lands, resources, and cultural integrity (see Articles 3, 18, and 19). Their participation in UN
deliberations thus reflects the exercise of recognized rights, rather than the granting of consultative privileges.
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fundamentally inconsistent with the purposes or reasonable functioning of the United Nations Body”
(Article 1(3)(A)). To ensure that the individual policies are, in fact, deferential to the Non-State Stakeholder
participation principles, Article 2 of the Protocol provides for oversight by a Joint Committee of the
General Assembly and the Parliamentary Assembly. The Joint Committee is charged under Article 1(3)(B)
with approving each of the Non-State Stakeholder Policies, and under Article 2(2) it supervises a United
Nations-wide common accreditation system.

In practice, this Protocol would strengthen Non-State Stakeholder participation by providing shared
principles to ground the diversity of policies produced under the requirements of Article 3 and 4. For
bodies that already provide for enhanced participation by Non-State Stakeholders, such as the United
Nations Human Rights Council, the Protocol would afford a more consistent and fairer environment for
civil society voices. For certain new bodies, such as the New Earth System Council, it would prescribe an
extensive role for Non-State Stakeholders to share their substantial reservoir of knowledge and to
participate extensively in the creation of global norms. 

For other United Nations Bodies, however, the application of the principles would present greater
complexity. For instance, Non-State Stakeholders would not be expected to play a similar role at the
International Court of Justice as they would in the above two bodies. As many such stakeholders would
likely themselves agree, participation in judges’ conferences, for example, would not align with the
conventional understanding of how judicial institutions are meant to function. Rather, the Court’s Non-
State Stakeholder policy would likely reflect the kinds of innovations that are already enshrined in our
Revised Statute of the International Court of Justice (included in this publication), such as those
formalizing greater acceptance of amicus curiae briefs and judicial interventions from Non-State
Stakeholders.  

Likewise, the role of Non-State Stakeholder in the Security Council would depend on the meeting format. It
is expected that their participation will be at least somewhat enhanced in public meetings (such as open
debates and briefings) and dialogues with non-Council members and United Nations bodies (such as
informal interactive dialogues and Arria-formula meetings). However, their role in diplomats’ private
meetings and informal consultations involving Council members are likely to be more limited. This reflects
the reality that in the Security Council representatives of Member States often meet in the midst of global
military crises where strict instructions from their national capitals leave little room for actual negotiations
and by strategic design, meetings that do take place often transpire behind closed doors.

An understanding of the potential role of Non-State Stakeholders in the Second Charter’s new United
Nations Parliamentary Assembly is perhaps most illustrative of the need for a diversity of approaches to
incorporating Article 3 and Article 4 Principles to the multiplicity of United Nations bodies. Because the
Parliamentary Assembly is intended to function much like established domestic parliaments, the primary
mode of Non-State Stakeholder participation, consistent with the Parliamentary Assembly’s structure and
purpose, would involve supporting the elections of Members of the Parliamentary Assembly and lobbying
them after they were elected. Article 3 principles would, for example, probably not provide a basis for
Non-State Stakeholders to participate amongst the parliamentarians in debates on the floor of the
Assembly.

We believe that the presumption behind the Protocol – that more Non-State Stakeholder engagement will
improve the functioning of the United Nations, and correspondingly the wellbeing of populations around
the world – is well-founded. Civil Society’s influential role in the world conferences of the 1990s helped
secure major global advances, from disarmament treaties to the adoption of the Sustainable
Development Goals. Yet areas of concern persist, particularly regarding the extent to which organizations
may be clandestine fronts for interests that lurk out of public view. The Protocol’s answer to this concern is
to   provide  transparency.   Article 2(3)(B)  accreditation  disclosure  requirements  and    more   generally
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Article 4 Principles of Non-State Stakeholder Responsibilities provide the United Nations, other Non-State
Stakeholders, and the public at large with a window into the extent to which an organization’s funding
sources may be compromising its independence.

While the Protocol might help overcome many of the challenges hampering a more effective partnership
between the United Nations and Non-State Stakeholders, the Protocol is not a panacea, nor is it the final
word at a time when both the United Nations and Non-State Stakeholders are confronted with rapidly
evolving challenges and opportunities. To help further continuous improvement, therefore, Article 5 of the
Protocol establishes mechanisms for the ongoing evaluation and assessment of the Non-State
Stakeholder policies. With the knowledge coming out of such assessments, the Joint Committee of the
General and Parliamentary Assemblies is charged under Article 6 with continuing to “progressively
advance the role of Non-State Stakeholders” in the United Nations system. It is to consider proposals such
as the institutionalization of regularly held civil society fora, the permanent appointment of a Non-State
Stakeholder envoy, and the creation of financial mechanisms to support Non-State Stakeholders with
financial challenges.

The Protocol constitutes an ambitious undertaking to continue expanding Non-State Stakeholder
engagement beyond that of the original United Nations Charter, which limited participation to
engagement at ECOSOC. In that sense, it is complementary to the far-reaching effort we have embarked
upon with the creation of the Second United Nations Charter and the other companion protocols. As with
those other documents, we offer what follows not as the definitive answer to all that ails the United
Nations-Non-State Stakeholder partnership, but in the spirit of opening a discussion on how to best move
the partnership forward.

7. Protocol Articles

To be adopted by the General Assembly and the Parliamentary Assembly Pursuant to Article 8 (2) of the
Second United Nations Charter

Recognizing that the Second United Nations Charter is written in the name of “We the People of the World”; 

Acknowledging that civil society and other non-state actors in the international system (including
Indigenous Peoples, the private sector, and local authorities among many others) vitally contribute as
Non-State Stakeholders to advancing the purposes and principles of the United Nations;

Affirming that a just, free, and peaceful world, where humanity and nature thrive in harmony, can only be
achieved by inclusive, participatory, and transparent governance;

Acknowledging that the participation of Non-State Stakeholders is vital to building trust in the United
Nations and that their engagement deepens understanding and generates a sense of ownership in the
United Nations and its actions among the people of the world; 

Recognizing that numerous different groupings of Non-State Stakeholder organization have been created
since the establishment of the United Nations, including NGO Committees, Social Movements, and Major
Groups;

Respecting the diverse approaches to Non-State Stakeholder engagement, the principle of Non-State
Stakeholder self-organization, and understanding that Non-State Stakeholder organizations will continue
to evolve;

Determined to ensure and institutionalize close engagement with Non-State Stakeholders across United
Nations Bodies and processes;
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We hereby proclaim the following principles and commitments to guide United Nations Bodies and
processes in their engagement with Non-State Stakeholders in the spirit of partnership and inclusive
global governance:

Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies

Article 1

1. The United Nations acknowledges that all non-state participants in the global system including civil
society (encompassing a broad array of citizen associations, comprising non-governmental
organizations dedicated to diverse missions) and other Non-State Actors, including Indigenous Peoples,
the private sector, and local authorities, among others (referred to collectively as “Non-State
Stakeholders”) are legitimate actors in the United Nations System and indispensable partners in the
work of the United Nations, and it further recognizes the value of their specialized knowledge and
experience on issues of concern as well as the legitimacy of their claim to represent diverse voices
within the global community.

2. Each organ, subsidiary body, programme, fund, office, research and training institute, regional
commission, tribunal, conference or other like entity within the United Nations system, that is not a
specialized agency of the United Nations, (“United Nations Body” or in the plural “United Nations
Bodies”) shall establish a written policy (“Non-State Stakeholder Access Policy” or in the plural “Non-
State Stakeholder Access Policies”).

3. Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies shall provide for the manner in which, and extent to which,
Non-State Stakeholders who have secured Accreditation under the provisions of Article 2 of this
Protocol shall have access to processes of United Nations Bodies that impact upon the public’s
reasonable interests (“Process Access”).

4. Each specialized agency of the United Nations is encouraged to produce a written policy establishing
the rules and procedures providing for Non-State Stakeholders access to its processes that impact
upon the public’s reasonable interest in accordance with the provisions laid out in Paragraphs A-D
above.

A. Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies shall incorporate the principles set forth in Article 3 and
Article 4 of this Protocol to the extent such principles are not fundamentally inconsistent with the
purposes or reasonable functioning of the United Nations Body.

B. Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies must be submitted to, and approved by, a joint committee
of the United Nations General Assembly and the United Nations Parliamentary Assembly
established for the purpose of overseeing policy related to Non-State Stakeholders (“Joint
Committee”).

C. Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies shall be published by the United Nations Secretariat and
be publicly disseminated.

D. Each United Nations Body shall establish an institutional mechanism for ensuring the transparent
implementation of its Non-State Stakeholder Access Policy. Such mechanisms shall include the
establishment of a panel to which a Non-State Stakeholder may lodge a confidential complaint,
alleging a violation of the United Nations Body’s Non-State Stakeholder Access Policy, appeals from
whose determination shall be reviewed by an independent board established by the General
Assembly and the Parliamentary Assembly.
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Accreditation

Article 2

1. The granting of Non-State Stakeholders institutional access to United Nations Bodies in accordance
with paragraphs 2-5 of this Article (“Accreditation”), shall confer upon recipients of such Accreditation
all the rights afforded, and it shall obligate them to observe all of the standards imposed, under the
various Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies of the United Nations Bodies. 

2. The General Assembly and the Parliamentary Assembly in accordance with their respective
procedures shall adopt rules defining the criteria for determining, and process for administering,
Accreditation to United Nations Bodies (“Accreditation Rules”), except for those criteria and process that
may be established by United Nations Bodies under Paragraph 7 of this Article. 

3. The Accreditation Rules established under Paragraph 2 of this Article shall be formulated in
accordance with the following principles: 

A. The process of Accreditation shall be transparent, simple, accessible, non-discriminatory and
operate under clear and expedient timelines. 

B. Non-State Stakeholders shall be required to make reasonable disclosures at the time of
application and on a quadrennial basis thereafter, including those related to the nature of their
institutional character (public or private and profit or non-profit), policy mission, legal status and
structure of governance, principal location, key administrative personnel, conflicts of interest, sources
of funding, and financial resources, as well as to make declarations accepting the purposes and
principles of the United Nations. 

C. Applications for Accreditation by Non-State Stakeholders shall have a presumption of approval. 

D. The presumption of approval for Accreditation shall be overcome if the reasonable disclosures
provided for in Subparagraph B above are incomplete or intentionally misleading, and Accreditation
shall be suspended or revoked in the event the quadrennial disclosures provided for in
Subparagraph B above are incomplete or intentionally misleading or in the event of a serious breach
of a United Nations Body’s Non-State Stakeholder Access Policy.
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4. The Joint Committee shall oversee the United Nations Secretariat’s administration of the
Accreditation Rules, as established in accordance with Paragraph 2 of this Article, and the United
Nations Secretariat shall have the power to approve, suspend and revoke accreditation in accordance
with the provisions of Paragraph 1 of this Article and Subparagraph D above.

5. A Non-State Stakeholder organization may appoint a reasonable number of designees of its own
choosing on a long-term or temporary basis to be its representatives to the various United Nations
Bodies.

6. In recognition of the distinct status and rights under international law of certain categories of Non-
State Stakeholders, such as Indigenous Peoples, consistent with UN procedures and mandates, the
General Assembly and the Parliamentary Assembly may develop, as appropriate, alternative
accreditation mechanisms in consultation with the Non-State Stakeholders concerned. These
mechanisms shall be transparent, inclusive, non-discriminatory. 

7. Non-State Stakeholders who do not secure Accreditation under the provisions established in this
Article may nevertheless secure the rights and obligations afforded by the Non-State Stakeholder
Access Policy of a United Nations Body by that body on a long-term or ad hoc basis under such terms
and in accordance with such process as determined by that body.



Principles of Non-State Stakeholder Access

Article 3

In accordance with the terms of Article 1(3)(A), United Nations Bodies shall, as appropriate, incorporate
the following principles in their Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies:

1. Non-State Stakeholders shall have physical and remote access to United Nations Bodies and
meaningful involvement in agenda setting for, planning of, and deliberations during (including
speaking opportunities) United Nations Body processes that impact upon the public’s reasonable
interest. 

2. Non-State Stakeholder access to United Nations Bodies shall be equitably provided. 

3. Access to United Nations Bodies processes that impact upon the public’s reasonable interest shall be
inclusive, giving due regard to the involvement of organizations and individuals representing
traditionally marginalized populations, including, but not limited to, those based upon geography, age,
gender, and diversity within societies. 

4. Such inclusivity shall include the making of reasonable accommodations to provide for the
participation of Non-State Stakeholder representatives with disabilities and those who are not able to
be in the vicinity of relevant processes, including through the use of digital and hybrid platforms and
through the employment of visa facilitation services.

5. To the extent active participation in any process of a United Nations Body that impacts upon the
public’s reasonable interest cannot accommodate all accredited Non-State Stakeholders who wish to
participate, the United Nations Body shall give deference to the process that the interested Non-State
Stakeholders collectively choose for selecting participants. Any selection method chosen shall be
transparent in operation as well as consistent with Paragraphs 3 of this Article and subject to rotational
access to prevent gatekeeping and to promote fresh perspectives.

6. Non-State Stakeholders shall not be subject to discrimination or other reprisal, including, but not
limited to, harassment or violence for availing themselves of their rights under any Non-State
Stakeholder Access Policy.

1. Non-State Stakeholder representatives in their actions and statements shall align with the principles
of the Second Charter of the United Nations of peace, human rights, and international cooperation. 

2. Non-State Stakeholder representatives shall exercise decorum and respect the dignity of all
participants in their involvement with United Nations Bodies, both on and off the grounds of the United
Nations, recognizing that a robust and effective United Nations system is one that welcomes a diversity
of views within the confines of mutual respect.
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Principles of Non-State Stakeholder Responsibilities

Article 4

In accordance with the terms of Article 1(3)(A), United Nations Bodies shall, as appropriate, incorporate
the following requirements of Non-State Stakeholders in their Non-State Stakeholder Access Policies:
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3. In particular, Non-State Stakeholder representatives shall not engage in threats or harassment in
their involvement with United Nations Bodies, including, but not limited to, such threats or harassment
directed towards other Non-State Stakeholder representatives, United Nations staff, or Member State
delegates.

4. Non-State Stakeholders representatives shall not engage in racist, sexist, xenophobic or any other
form of exclusionary behavior in their involvement with United Nations Bodies.

5. In their oral and written submissions, Non-State Stakeholder representatives shall be factually
accurate and refrain from intentional misrepresentation of information. 

6. Non-State Stakeholder representatives shall respect time limits, speaking protocols, and submission
deadlines as determined by the relevant United Nations Body.

7. Any person who accepts appointment to a Member State delegation that engages with a United
Nations Body shall disclose their affiliations and economic interests, if any, publicly at the time of their
appointment.

1. Each United Nations Body shall establish an institutional assessment review mechanism that shall
track the efficacy of Non-State Stakeholder involvement in its processes.

2. Based upon information gathered under the process established in Paragraph 1 above, each United
Nations Body shall conduct a quadrennial review of the efficacy of Non-State Stakeholder involvement
in its processes, together with recommendations for ways to improve the integration of Non-State
Stakeholders into the processes of the United Nations Bodies (“Review and Recommendations”).  

3. A representative group of Non-State Stakeholders active with the United Nations Body shall be
included in the conduct of the Review and Recommendations.

4. The Review and Recommendations shall be published, publicly disseminated, and submitted to the
Joint Committee for examination and critique.

5. Upon approval of the Joint Committee, recommendations for amendment to the Non-State
Stakeholder Access Policy of a United Nations Body shall be incorporated into a Non-State Stakeholder
Access Policy.

1. Establishing an envoy for Non-State Stakeholder engagement with a mandate to help implement this
Protocol, including by advancing and coordinating Non-State Stakeholder integration and by
facilitating synergies and furthering common standards regarding the participation of Non-State
Stakeholders within United Nations Bodies.

In cooperation with the United Nations Bodies, the Joint Committee shall on an ongoing basis endeavor
to progressively advance the role of Non-State Stakeholders in the operations of United Nations Bodies,
by considering and securing funding for proposals, including, but not limited to, the following:

Institutional Assessment

Article 5

Progressive Development

Article 6



2. Initiating dedicated liaison units to manage Non-State Stakeholder engagement, within the United
Nations Secretariat and, where appropriate, other United Nations Bodies.

3. Creating a financial mechanism to support the participation of organizations and individuals
representing traditionally marginalized populations with financial challenges, including, but not limited to,
those based upon geography, age, gender, and diversity within societies.

4. Implementing technology to better understand public opinion for the purpose of informing United
Nations deliberations.

5. Promoting and helping facilitate regular Non-State Stakeholder forums in association with major United
Nations conferences and events.

6. Founding other capacity-building programs to enhance Non-State Stakeholders’ ability to engage with
United Nations Bodies. 

1. This Protocol may be amended in accordance with the same terms and conditions as are provided in
Paragraph 2 of this Article.

2. Pursuant to Article 8(2) of the Second United Nations Charter, this Protocol shall enter into force upon
approval of the United Nations General Assembly and the United Nations Parliamentary Assembly, and
upon entry into force, it shall be applied by and within the United Nations as if it were incorporated into the
Second Charter.
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Amendment and Entry into Force

Article 7
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