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Bypassing Obstacles to Access: How NGOs Are Taken Piggy-Back to the 

UN 

 
Kerstin Martens 

 

INTRODUCTION1 
 

 

Over the last decade, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have become prominent players 

on the international scene, which seek to shape the proceedings and outcomes of international 

processes (della Porta et al 1999; Mathews 1997; Smith et al. 1997; Salamon 1994). A large 

number of NGOs today are active at the outside of political negotiations and show their dissatis-

faction with governmental policies. Most visibly, during the protests against globalisation their 

capacity for mobility, networking across borders, and raising awareness, often within a short 

period of time, has clearly been revealed (Smith 2002; Khagram et al. 2002). However, many 

NGOs are also involved in the design of programs directly and shape political processes from the 

inside of the official arenas. Today, in fact many of them aim at working together with intergov-

ernmental organisations (IGOs), of which the United Nations (UN) has become their major tar-

get (Anheier et al. 2002: 5; Smith et al. 1998: 396). 

 

Such increasing involvement of NGOs on the global stage has been acknowledged in theoretical 

terms in the social sciences. International relations theory has been extended to societal actors 

when scholars recognised non-governmental activity in turning away from state-centric perspec-

tives to society-dominated views on world politics. Over the last couple of years a number of 

valuable theoretical approaches have been developed which explain how NGOs exercise influ-

ence on the international stage. The “new transnationalists”, for example, examined the condi-

tions under which NGOs gain influence on state institutions and intergovernmental organisations 

(Risse-Kappen 1995). Others translated NGO participation in transnational relations into the 

concept of “world culture” in which NGOs play the dominant role (Boli & Thomas 1999). Again 

others developed approaches of public private partnerships between societal actors and govern-

ments or business (Osborne 2000; Vaillancourt 2000). 

 

Particularly influential, Keck and Sikkink identified a boomerang pattem by which advocacy 

networks including NGOs bypass state blockages (Keck & Sikkink 1998). While Keck and Sik-

kink emphasised alliances between national ( p. 80) NGOs, international NGOs and states to 

bypass norm-violating states and their blockages, in this paper I will draw the attention to the links 

of national NGOs with international NGOs and IGOs to get around the barrier against the pres-

sure from societal actors on norm violating states. Such links are taken into consideration in the 

Keck and Sikkink model, however, their empirical relevance has been underestimated and will be 

strengthened through this paper. For the purposes of this article, special attention is drawn to for-

mal arrangements for NGO consultation at the UN as such conditions are the first hurdle for 

NGOs to gain access to the IGO when they want to participate within its forum. 

 

In the empirical part I thus need to first present general developments of NGO access to the UN 

so that the following example can be put into place. In this con- text, some observations on 

 
1 I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for helpful comments and Celia Enders and Jegapradepan Ar-

umugarajah for their assistance in preparing this paper. 



 

consultative status at the UN and its revision in 1996 will be provided to explain functions and 

mechanisms of formal NGO accreditation to the UN. Following on from that, I will show how 

national NGOs link up with international NGOs to use their channels to the UN. By doing so, it 

will be demonstrated how an NGO is able to bypass obstacles to access to the UN by being taken 

“piggy-back” through the consultative status of an international NGO. As an example, I focus on 

the International Federation of Human Rights (FIDH) and its new affiliate Human Rights in 

China (HRIC) to make the case particularly clear. By providing some insight of this example, 

more in-depth empirical evidence is brought forward about how the boomerang model works in 

relation to IGOs. 

 

The ironic paradox hereby is that since the revision of accreditation processes for NGOs in 1996, 

for the first time, national NGOs are allowed to apply for consultative status which before was re-

served for international NGOs only2; nonetheless, due to how the application to consultative sta-

tus works in practice, national NGOs, in fact, are more than ever dependent on their international 

partners to receive access to the UN. The analysis is based on the examination of UN documents 

on NGO status and NGO material with reference to the UN. The bulk of information, however, 

has been gained through semi-standard expert-interviews with NGO representatives to the UN    

and UN officials.3 

 

THE BOOMERANG MODEL AND ACCESS TO THE UN 

 

The boomerang model is a particularly precise model of how NGOs use IGOs as a “detour” to 

influence states. This model is a conceptual frame, which exposes how domestic NGOs form 

alliances with international groups and with IGOs in order to put pressure on the repressive state. 

Keck and Sikkink studied transnational advocacy networks and discovered a pattern by which 

domestic actors bypass the repressive state by finding international allies who bring pressure on 

the state in question from outside. Transnational advocacy networks are “those relevant actors 

working internationally on an issue, who are bound together by shared values, a common dis-

course, and dense exchange of information and services” (Keck & Sikkink 1998: 2). National 

groups, domestic NGOs, and social movements ( p. 81) link up with international NGOs 

which then establish (or use already established) bonds with intergovernmental organisations or 

other states in order to put pressure on norm-violating states. 

 

Thus, national NGOs gain significant value from working together with international NGOs, 

 
2 Although Art. 71 UN Charter theoretically always allowed national NGOs to be accredited to the UN “where 

appropriate”, it was not applied in practice, because this phrasing was inserted for one specific case only. During 

the discussions on the UN Charter, the trade unions in the United States split into two organisations; one of them 

supported the World Federation of Trade Unions and was represented at the UN through this international 

NGOs, whereas the other would not have had any representation. As the United States did not want to take part 

in this conflict, the phrasing was the compromise to allow for both organisations to be represented at UN level. 
3 Interviews included: Antoine Madelin, FIDH Representative in Geneva (conducted in Geneva, 28 May 2002); 

Eleni Petroula, FIDH Representative in Geneva 1998-2000 (conducted in Geneva, 5 December 2000); Sara Guil-

let, FIDH representative in Geneva 1994-1998 (conducted in Paris, 14 June 2001 ); Beatrice Laroche, UN Liai-

son Person of Human Rights In China (conducted in Paris, 13 June 2001); a staff member of the UN Department 

of Economic and Social Affairs in New York (conducted in New York, 18 April 2001) [wishes to be referred to 

only in his professional function]; Philip Ackermann, German Permanent Mission to the UN and Member of the 

UN NGO Committee (conducted in New York, 6 April 2001); Iain Levine, AI Representative in New York 

1997-2000 (conducted in New York, 16 February 2001); Joanne Weschler, HRW Representative in New York 

(conducted in New York, 27 February 2001); Loubna Freih, Associate HRW Representative in Geneva (con-

ducted in Geneva, 30 May 2002); Carl Schieren, Conference of Non-Governmental Organisations in New York 

(conducted in New York, 20 March 2001). 



 

because such cooperation opens up more opportunities for activities. While their direct channel 

for pressuring their target state is blocked, national NGOs seek linkages to international NGOs to 

find ways around this barrier. Most importantly, through cooperation with internationally oper-

ating NGOs, domestic actors may be able to access the international sphere. In particular, inter-

national NGOs often maintain links to IGOs, such as the UN, because it is less difficult for them 

to receive access, as they more easily fulfil all criteria for recognition. 

 

Often, IGOs provide rules and regulations for consultation with NGOs that regulate the access of 

non-governmental organisations and their representatives. Such consultative status is like the 

hurdle which NGOs have to climb before maintaining official relations with the UN. NGOs are 

interested in gaining consultative status at the UN, because this status provides them with several 

opportunities to obtain information and to promote their own interests. On a formal level, for 

example, the consultative status at the UN entitles NGOs to receive official documents, they 

might also be invited to conferences and meetings where they may be allowed to make state-

ments on a particular issue, and the consultative status facilitates their access to the work of the 

regional and special committees. 

 

But also on an informal level, the consultative status enables NGOs to advance their standpoints. 

By being granted official status, NGO representatives receive a pass and a badge that allows 

them to enter the official UN buildings. For this reason, they have the chance to get in contact 

with governmental delegates and other representatives. Such physical access, for example, ena-

bles NGOs to keep themselves informed about current decisions and allows them to lobby official 

representatives informally for their aims. In fact, these opportunities to meet with UN officials are 

often more effective than the official proceedings. As an NGO representative argues, “[a]t any 

UN meeting the discussions in the coffee lounges and corridors are as important as, if not more 

important than, the official speeches” (Cook 1996: 187). Moreover, the consultative status is an 

“official way” to participate within the international political system. The recognition by the UN 

implies acknowledgement as international actors (Ritehie 1996: 180; Bruckmeier 1997: 140). lt 

provides the NGOs with a “label of international credibility” (Bettati 1986: 12) and it is therefore 

the legitimisation for other organs of the UN or other IGOs to have contact with these NGOs. 

However, even when fulfilling all the criteria set by the UN, NGOs have no legal claim to be 

admitted to consultative status (Lagoni 1995: 907). 

 

The number of NGOs maintaining official relations with the UN has risen tremendously since 

the establishment of the accreditation scheme. When the consultative status was introduced in 

1950, 48 NGOs were accredited to the IGO. In the late 1960s, the number of NGOs grew to 180 

which were having official relations ( p. 82) with the UN and until the early 1990s, the figure 

of accredited NGOs gradually increased to 744. Since the mid-1990, however, the number of 

consulting NGOs exploded and has reached 2,300 today (DESA 2003). Most dramatically, fig-

ures grew in 1998 when more than 500 new NGOs became enrolled at once. There are two main 

reasons for this enormous growth. First, in the aftermath of the UN conferences in the first half 

of the 1990s, many NGOs, which before only had informal relations with the UN, applied for 

consultative status in order to formalise their relations. Moreover, many other NGOs became 

aware of the UN and their possible relations with the IGO and also applied for the status. 

 

Secondly, the various UN agencies, which sometimes have their own mechanisms for NGO 

accreditation, were asked to provide lists of NGOs, which then automatically became enrolled 

on the consultative status scheme. As a consequence, a main difficulty for NGOs to be accredited 

today is that the system has reached its “natural limits”. With the opening of the consultative 



 

status to national NGOs and the increased awareness about NGO participation within the frame-

work of the UN, the number of applications for consultative status has mushroomed. As a result, 

the system of NGO accreditation “imploded”. The number of NGO applications has risen to 300 

or 400 a year; the NGO Committee, however, can only deal with around 100 applications each an-

nual session (UN Doc. E/1998/43). For this reason, NGOs have to wait for their application to 

be processed for several years now. 

 

An important aspect of NGO accreditation for consultative status is the composition of the NGO 

Committee. It consists of 19 members who are representatives of their governments at the UN, 

following a geographical ratio, which allows for the various regions of the world to be repre-

sented. The composition of the committee takes place informally, thus, each regional group de-

cides among itself about the representing nations to be on the committee. The seats on the com-

mittee rotate; each country serves for a period of four years, but there is no limit to multiple 

sequencing periods on the committee. Officially, the committee meets for two sessions of three 

weeks a year, but due to its increase in work, its sessions usually become extended by another 

three weeks. 

 

For some states serving on the NGO Committee is of interest in order to influence the activity of 

NGOs on the international level. As the committee discusses all NGO related matters – it ap-

proves accreditation for the first time as well as changes of status, such as “upgrading”, suspen-

sions, and withdrawals – some states are particularly cautious and make sure that any NGOs 

which seek to undermine the state's authority, will not succeed with the application process. Thus, 

some countries are very aware of having a representative in the committee; for example, China 

and Cuba have been members of the committee for decades, and stopped successfully the appli-

cations of anti-Chinese and anti-Cuban NGOs. As a consequence, decisions in the committee 

can be highly political and depend on the political climate between the party states involved. As 

Lagoni pointed out, “[i]t is hardly surprising that the decision of the Council to make an arrange-

ment with a particular non-governmental organisation or to place it on the Roster or, on the other 

hand, to ( p. 83) suspend or withdraw its status may be influenced by political considera-

tions” (Lagoni 1995: 907). As a result, the NGO Committee is – as mentioned in an interview – 

one of the most debated committees of the UN and, by many, it is regarded as the committee 

with the worst reputation. 

 

Membership on the NGO Committee is not only useful to hinder NGO accreditation, it may also 

be a tool to bring in “governmental friendly” NGOs. Although the opening of the consultative 

status for national NGOs was intended to create more diversity within the NGO community, 

single governments make use of the new accreditation process for political purposes. They pro-

mote “their” national NGOs, which support governmental politics or they even create NGOs 

themselves only for having them associated with the UN. As an NGO representative reports, 

“looking closely at the reports of the Committee of NGOs since 1996, it can be seen that GONGOs 

[Government-Organised NGOs] from countries such as Cuba, Tunisia, China, Pakistan and India 

have obtained consultative status” (Petrula 2001: 53). She further describes the effects of such 

accreditations: “At the last sessions of the United Nations Commission for Human Rights, or of 

the Subcommissions for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, several GONGOs in-

tervened to praise the level of respect for human rights in their countries, expressing support for 

government policies that had involved grave human rights violations, or denouncing human 

rights violations by neighbouring countries” (Petrula 2001: 53). These developments may – as 

some interviewees fear – undermine the whole system of NGO accreditation as it calls into 

question their credibility as independent societal actors. 



 

 

Complaints about NGOs can be made at any time throughout the year and need to be submitted 

to the NGO Committee which decides on them. Often country delegates search for reasons why 

to expel particular NGOs which are not well-considered in their country. In particular, some states 

observe NGOs intensely with regard to their behaviour and comments during the sessions of the 

Commission on Human Rights in order to seek NGO suspension when they do not follow the 

procedural rules. Very alarming for NGOs is also the period when the quadrennial reports about 

their activities with the UN are due, as governments tend to use this occasion to report incidents 

and form coalitions against single NGOs; the committee then decides on the grievance of these 

complaints. Under exceptional circumstance the committee can also ask for such a report from 

an individual organisation between the regular dates. 

 

Moreover, there are some issue-areas in which accreditation is more difficult than in others. This 

particularly concerns NGOs involved in specific issue-areas or geographical regions. For exam-

ple, NGOs involved in regional conflicts when one member of the NGO Committee is involved, 

are often under dispute. NGOs engaging in issues surrounding Chechnya or Kashmir also have 

difficulties being accredited, as Russia or India are members of the NGO Committee. Similarly, 

religious and minority organisations have difficulties being accredited. As NGO representatives 

estimated, out of ten applications which are discussed, nine of them ( p. 84) concern human 

rights NGOs4. In addition, human rights NGOs are the only type of NGOs which are specifically 

recalled on their purposes when interacting with the UN. As it is phrased in the 1996/31 resolu-

tion: “Organisations to be accorded special consultative status because of their interest in the 

field of human rights should pursue the goals of promotion and protection of human rights in 

accordance with the spirit of the Charter of the United Nations, the Universal Declaration of Hu-

man Rights and the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action”5. 

 

In short, the consultative status is characterised by a diverse ambivalence. On the one hand, 

NGOs seek consultative status at the UN because they physically gain access to buildings, del-

egates, meetings etc. and obtain all kinds of information. Moreover, the consultative status also 

implies international recognition by governmental authorities. On the other hand, it is an imposed 

status on the NGOs in that the UN defines the rules of the game and can also retain it. Also, ad-

mission of NGOs to consultative status may heavily depend on political consideration. In the 

following part, consultative status with the UN will be explored on the example of the interna-

tional human rights NGO International Federation of Human Rights and its national affiliate 

Human Rights in China in order to show how an NGO is able to overcome obstacles to access. 

 

PIGGY-BACK TO THE UN WITH AN INTERNATIONAL “CARRIER” 

 

Internationally operating human rights NGOs differ in the composition of their parts. For exam-

ple, unitary international human rights NGOs, such as Amnesty International, maintain a large 

international secretariat, which develops and guides the policy of the different national sections. 

Federative NGOs, instead, function as umbrella organisations for autonomous national NGOs 

which wish to establish a loose international platform between them to co-ordinate their activities 

 
4 For recent examples of human rights NGOs as cases of discussion concerning their status, see Freedom House, 

Christian Solidarity International and Transnational Radical Party, all in UN Doc. E/2000/88 (Part II) para.70-

124. For a good analysis of some cases, see Aston 2001. 
5 In the previous resolution on NGO accreditation, it was similarly  laid down, that human rights NGOs “should 

have a general international concern with this matter, not be restricted to the interests of a particular group of 

States”, see UN Resolution 1296 (XLIV) para. 17. 



 

on the international level6. The International Federation of Human Rights is just such a federative 

NGO in the field of human rights, which comprises today 115 national member leagues. 

 

In the international sphere and in relation to IGOs, federations can play an important role. Most 

importantly, through the international body, the federation enables its national member NGOs 

to have a representation on the international level. Being an international organisation, the 

FIDH, for example, was able to apply for consultative status to the UN even prior to 1996, in 

fact, it received consultative status at the UN early on, as it was accredited to the IGO in 1952 

already. Through its recognition at the UN, it could provide its national member NGOs with a 

channel to the IGO to advance their aims and concerns on the international level. The federa-

tive organisation thus became a mouthpiece for its single members and enabled them to – as a 

representative phrased it in an interview – “make their voice heard” above the national 

scheme in which only they otherwise operate. For example, the member NGO of country X can 

take the floor and bring forward accusations against its government on human rights violations. 

These activities – although ( p. 85) they may not have immediate direct impact – are very 

impressive and are intended to have long-term effect on various levels: on the international level, 

the government is shamed before the international community of states and may need to justify 

domestic activities. On the domestic level, speeches of national NGOs may have an impact as 

the national media makes aware of these events what, in return, reaches the country's population 

and informs them about the activities of their national organisation. 

 

At the same time, however, federations are limited in the extent to which they are able to support 

their single national NGOs in their international presence. Because the national sections remain 

autonomous in their decisions, the international federation cannot impose on them the content of 

their programs. As a consequence, the federative FIDH is also quite vulnerable to losing its status 

at the UN, because it depends on the compliance of every single league member with the require-

ments of the consultative status. Thus, the NGO is only as strong as the weakest part in the chain: 

if one league member violates or breaks a rule, the  NGO – as a whole – has to fear losing 

consultative status. Moreover, federative NGOs are also particularly threatened to be expelled 

from the status, when a government seeks to go against “its” national member NGO. As men-

tioned in the general part, the NGO Committee consists of governmental delegates only and de-

cides on NGO related accreditation-matters. In this committee, there are many countries repre-

sented which are accused by NGOs of violating human rights. As a result, NGOs engaging in 

countries with poor human rights records have problems maintaining the consultative status as 

they are threatened with suspension. 

 

In fact, the FIDH had been frightened with suspension from consultative status at various times 

in its history of relations with the UN when single league members had problems with their re-

spective governments. An incident, for example, took place in 1982, when a delegation member 

of the USSR demanded that a representative of the FIDH present the organisation at the UN. 

The reason for this “order” was the NGO's mission report on human rights violations, in which, 

among others, the FIDH reported on human rights violations in Russia (Bemheim 1983: 166-

167). Also during the 1978 review the Argentine representative cited the FIDH, among others, as 

having attacked certain governments during the Commission on Human Rights in 1977 and in 

 
6 Often, there are historical reasons for federative NGOs. Many federative NGOs were first active on the national 

level only and merged together later. By the time national NGOs were founded, international co-operation be-

tween them was difficult to establish due to a lack of communication means. As a result, these national NGOs 

joined together only many years or decades later in loose umbrella organisation when international co-operation 

was easier to establish. 



 

some other sub-commissions by either statements or circulating material (Pei-heng 1981: 188). 

 

Over the last four years, for example, each year the FIDH had to fear that its status would be with-

drawn, as single states confronted the NGOs with complaints about its appearance at UN level. Often, 

in this respect, the NGO has not been confronted with the content of its contributions at UN level; 

rather, states sought to withdraw its status on the basis that the NGO had violated procedural  rules. 

In 1999, for example, the FIDH was accused of not having explained its policy and modalities of 

accreditation of its representatives to the Commission on Human Rights (UN Doc. E/1999/109 para. 

55). Incidents of such kind are often used by governments to bring forward additional information 

against the NGO in question. In the   ( p. 86) context of this accusation, for example, other gov-

ernments stepped in and saw their chance to suspend the FIDH; they accused the NGO of having 

accredited “terrorists” under its label: the Bahrain government viewed members of the Bahrain 

member league of the FIDH who are in exile in Damascus as terrorists. Similarly, in 2001, the 

FIDH had again been accused by the government of Bahrain of having accredited people with-

out having properly checked their identity. The issue was solved by appealing to the FIDH not to 

repeat such incidents “for the sake of all non-governmental organisations working with the 

United Nations” (UN Doc. E/2001/8 para. 94-98). Moreover, the government delegate 

pointed out that – in his view – there was a pattern of violations (for which NGOs can be 

suspended from consultative status). 

Since the opening of the accreditation to the UN to national NGOs in 1996, in fact, having the 

consultative status of an internationally operating NGO has become even more important for the 

FIDH and its affiliates. When in 1996 the consultative status was opened to national NGOs, 

many organisations have been accredited which are significantly supported by “their” home gov-

ernments, so that many of them are suspected of being government-organised NGOs. As Petrula 

(2001: 52), a former representative of FIDH noted in a report “[f]ive years after this reform of con-

sultative status, the FIDH noted with concern that, while resolution 1996/31 aimed to increase partici-

pation by all NGOs, it appears today that States display the highest degree of reluctance when it comes to 

independent human rights NGOs. Some of the provisions in resolution 1996/31 are used in an abusive 

way by some governments, either to block certain national human rights NGOs that are independent, 

credible and efficient from making use of consultative status, or to favour access by national pro-gov-

ernment NGOs”. 

 

As a result, national NGOs and their contributions are often not considered useful or trustwor-

thy. For example, many new NGOs seek to take a slot during meetings in which NGOs are al-

lowed to make contributions at UN meetings, such as in the sessions of the Commission on Hu-

man Rights. As a result, the speakers' list of NGOs gets endless, so that – as one interviewee 

expressed it – “no one is listening to NGOs anymore” and governmental delegates take less ef-

fort to take into account the contributions of NGOs. For this reason, often only international 

NGOs maintain a good standing before the international community of states and their contri-

butions are considered significant. 

 

In reverse, despite the opening of the status to national NGOs, many member NGOs of the FIDH 

are not able to receive consultative status at the UN individually, because they heavily criticise 

their governments, which lobby against their accreditation. For this reason, national NGOs con-

tinue to rely on a federation to be represented at the UN level. Similarly, many newly founded 

national human rights NGOs, which seek consultative status now that application is open for 

national NGOs, will not receive the status due to the resistance of single governments. Therefore, 

again, international federative NGOs, such as the FIDH, can provide a means for these organisa-

tions to access the UN. ( p. 87) 



 

Such “piggy-back” functions, for example, are provided by the federation for the organisation 

Human Rights in China. HRIC is an NGO founded by Chinese scientists and scholars in 1989. It 

monitors the implementation of international human rights standards in the People's Republic of 

China and carries out advocacy work as well as education programs for Chinese inside and out-

side the country (Human Rights in China 2003). As part of its mission it seeks working together 

with UN human rights institutions to address systematic violations taking place in China and to 

also transmit information about the activities of UN human rights mechanisms to people in 

China (Human Rights In China 2003). Since January 2001, HRIC is an affiliate to the FIDH and 

works together with the international federation in good cooperation. 

 

Before linking up with the federation, HRIC tried to receive consultative status at the UN but 

was rejected several times when applying for accreditation. HRIC's motivation for applying for 

consultative status was to follow the agenda of the UN and treaty bodies closely, to be able to 

attend the Commission on Human Rights and world conferences, to send its representatives and 

to make statements. Most importantly, it was felt within the organisation that it is important to 

express itself in its own name before the UN. The NGO started its consultative status process in 

1998 when the file was send to the UN. The administrative procedures took some time as the 

NGO was asked to clarify some aspects of its application and had to send in additional infor-

mation, e.g. it had to clarify its usage of the name of Taiwan, to send in a financial statement as 

well as a list of all the members of the NGO. Finally, its full application was considered in the 

June 1999 session of the Committee on NGOs. 

 

Since the NGO expected to have a difficult time receiving the status, the NGO representative 

lobbied in favour of her organisation long before the session took place. She got in touch with 

several members of the committee and received an extremely strong support from European and 

U.S. members. She also tried to establish contact with the Cuban and Chinese delegates but was 

not received in their missions. In addition, the Lebanon and Algerian delegates did not respond 

to her request. Some other delegates, however, made clear beforehand that Chinese pressure was 

strong against the application in the weeks before and one delegation even asked another one to 

ask the NGO to withdraw the application. On 4 June 1999, the session took place during which 

the application of the NGO was considered. In deference to usual procedures when the case of 

an NGO is discussed for five to 30 minutes, the case of HRIC surpassed all expectations; its appli-

cation took six hours and lasted from 12:30 to 6:30 pm. The session had greater attendance than 

usual and some delegation sent more representatives than to other sessions. For example, China 

was represented by five delegates instead of two delegates (Human Rights in China 2001). 

 

The Chinese strategy was to prevent the representative of HRIC from taking the floor although it 

is part of the procedure that NGOs can present their standpoint to allegations made by a country. 

Immediately after announcing that HRIC was up for ( p. 88) review, the Chinese delegate stated 

after having “studied the case of this organisation from many angles” that the NGO would not 

qualify for any form of consultative status for various reasons (UN Doc. E/1999/109 para. 24-

26). According to the Chinese government, the NGO should not receive consultative status, be-

cause the members of the organisation were living outside China and had not shown concern 

about the human rights situation in the country they are living in. In particular, so they argued, 

the majority of them have either never set foot on Chinese soil or have not gone back to China 

in recent years, and as such, do not know the situation in China (UN Doc. E/1999/109 para. 24- 

26)7. 

 
7 The Chairman of the NGO who was present at the meeting spent ten years in a Chinese prison in the l 980s 



 

 

He continued that the NGO had done nothing to improve the human rights situation in China, 

because it, for example, did not do anything when China was hit by great flood and suffered from 

economic losses in 1998 by which a population of 20 million had been affected. Moreover, the 

NGO did not react when the Chinese embassy in Yugoslavia was bombed in May 1998 and the 

diplomatic personnel suffered. The Chinese delegate considered many of the Board members to 

be criminals who had been punished for their acts and he also accused the NGO of being linked 

to secessionists in Tibet. Finally, by a vote of 13 to 3, HRIC was not granted consultative status; 

only France, Ireland and the United States voted in favour of it (UN Doc. E/1999/109 para. 24-

26). 

Despite being rejected for individual consultative status, the NGOs sought to find a channel to 

address human rights violations in China at UN level. Since it became a member of the interna-

tional federation in 2001, it was able to participate as its affiliate during the session of the Com-

mission on Human Rights. In 2002, for example, HICR was represented by its director and its 

UN representative during the Commission on Human Rights through the FIDH and presented 

its reports. 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

In this paper the boomerang model has been further explored and empirical evidence was pro-

vided about interaction of national NGOs with international NGOs in order to bypass obstacles 

of access to the international scene. For this purpose, the paper was focused on rules and regula-

tions of the accreditation of NGOs to the UN, namely consultative status. On the example of how 

Human Rights in China linked up with the International Federation of Human Rights, it was 

shown how a domestic NGO managed to receive access to the UN despite all obstacles. The 

boomerang model and its perception of how and why national NGOs seek to link up with inter-

nationally operating organisations proved to be a helpful guide for this purpose. 

 

To summarise the empirical results, consultative status with the UN is attractive for NGOs as a 

means of access, because it opens the door to the intergovernmental sphere. An international 

NGO, such as the International Federation of Human Rights can function as the mouthpiece for its 

member NGOs when its consultative status becomes a means to express their views and concerns 

at UN level. That is to say, as ( p. 89) an international NGO it can take a national NGO “piggy-

back” to the UN, as such was the case with its new affiliate Human Rights In China whose status 

had been denied. Through its carrier, HRIC thus obtained access to the UN, which had previously 

been unreachable for the NGO. 
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