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Submission by the Vienna NGO Committee on Drugs (VNGOC) to the consultations of the Committee 
with NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC regarding the evolving relationship between the 
NGOs and the United Nations 
 
The Vienna NGO Committee on Drugs (VNGOC) is a global network of civil society organisations – with 
more than 340 member NGOs from 94 countries [citation]. Our primary goal is to provide a vital link 
between NGOs and the Vienna-based entities involved in setting drug policy: the UN Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs (CND), the International Narcotics Control Board (INCB), and the UN Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC). 
 
1. How can NGOs further contribute to the work of ECOSOC and its subsidiary bodies? What are the 
most efficient modalities for NGOs to contribute to the United Nations policymaking, be recognized 
and be influential in these processes? 
 
The global COVID-19 pandemic and its related travel and meeting restrictions have forced most UN 
bodies to embrace new modalities and ways of working. For example, the UN Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs (CND) – the primary body with which the VNGOC engages – has done a commendable job of 
rapidly incorporating virtual and hybrid meetings into their workplan. While the main 2020 session 
was held face-to-face immediately before global lockdowns began, all meetings since have allowed 
for varying levels of online participation. This has allowed the Commission’s work to continue as 
planned, while also opening space and opportunities for civil society – including those who would 
normally attend the face-to-face meetings, but also many NGOs who may otherwise have not been 
able to engage with the Commission’s work directly. Hybrid meetings include the options to make pre-
recorded or online interventions, the ability to coordinate and host online side events, and the ability 
to observe all public agenda items and fora.  
 
These have been important developments, and something that should be keenly protected going 
forward – albeit with the general understanding that nothing can fully replicate the value and 
efficiency of in-person, face-to-face civil society participation. Future hybrid modalities should always 
be in addition to, and not instead of, in-person opportunities. The adoption of UN Web TV in Vienna 
would be a significant step towards this, and towards enhanced accessibility and transparency – as in 
New York and Geneva. 
 
The speed with which changes had to be made inevitably brought challenges along the way: in some 
cases, modalities and processes were not confirmed or explained until very late; online participation 
remains a challenge for NGOs from countries with more limited internet coverage and/or reliable 
power; and some engagement opportunities were not replaced virtually (such as the dissemination of 
NGO documents and reports). In 2020, the CND also held a series of “Topical Meetings” related to 
cannabis policy – a new type of session, with the only discernible difference being that civil society 
was excluded. This created concern about a new, less inclusive precedent – but this has not 
materialised thankfully.  
 
Overall, as mentioned above, the VNGOC is highly appreciative of the CND Secretariat for their 
collaboration and consideration of civil society during these past years and beyond, and believe that 
many of the CND modalities can be considered as examples of good practice during this challenging 
period. In particular, the number of NGO intervention ‘slots’ is often pre-agreed and time is ringfenced 
to ensure that these voices are heard. 
 
In addition to the modalities, however, the most important aspect in ensuring that NGOs can better 
contribute to the work of ECOSOC and its subsidiary bodies is related to the application process itself 
– which is explored more below. 
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2. What in your organization’s view should be done to provide better support to NGOs during the 
process of obtaining consultative status with ECOSOC? 
 
VNGOC join other ECOSOC-accredited NGOs in calling for an urgent review and revision of the way 
that the ECOSOC Committee on NGOs performs its important functions. 
 
It is now commonplace for NGO applications to be deferred on multiple, consecutive occasions, and 
therefore NGOs are effectively being denied ECOSOC accreditation. In some cases, these deferrals 
have lasted for a decade or more, and have been acknowledged as representing “de facto rejection”. 
This has been a particular concern for drug-related NGOs, including several VNGOC members. 
Research from 2022 of drug-related NGO applications from 2017-2021 found that the percentage 
having their applications approved fell from 74% in 2017 to 51% in 2021 [citation]. Furthermore, many 
of the deferrals were due to overtly banal and frivolous questions being asked by members of the 
Committee – often questions which have no meaningful bearing on their applications themselves. 
 
The current processes of the ECOSOC Committee on NGOs is clearly in need of urgent review and 
reflection, as this Committee is being used by some Member States to delay and prevent accreditation 
on political grounds – which is not the objective of the Committee. Possible revisions include: 
 

• Limiting the number of consecutive deferrals permitted for any one NGO applicant, with 
questions limited to one meeting – and only subsequent clarification questions related to 
those answers permitted and handled outside of the regular session calendar. This would 
immeasurably shorten and improve the process for applicants, as well as helping to “un-clog” 
the current backlog faced by the Committee after a period of inactivity during the pandemic. 
 

• Currently, the vast majority of NGOs are unable to participate in the sessions where their 
applications are being considered and discussed. Participation in the Committee’s interactive 
dialogues is limited to in-person only (in New York), and it is often difficult to know which 
session the application will be heard in. There seems no reasonable reason why NGO access 
cannot be improved through permitting online engagement, and direct responses to 
questions raised during the session itself. 
 

• Greater transparency on the outcomes of previous Committee reviews – such as a database 
of previous questions – would assist new applicants to know what to expect, and which issues 
may be raised. For example, several applicants in the past have received deferring questions 
from China relating to how they have referred to “Taiwan, Province of China” in their reports 
or websites – knowing this in advance would help new applicants to avoid such delay. 
 

• The UN NGO Unit can provide further assistance to NGOs applying or considering doing so – 
including accessible explainers and resources (in multiple languages), honest 
recommendations and ‘lessons learned’ from existing NGO experiences and the outcomes of 
the NGO Committee meetings, as well as more in-depth information, support and guidance 
to organisations during the (often protracted) application process. 
 

• More fundamental changes to the composition of the Committee could also be considered, 
including the inclusion of NGO representatives on the Committee itself – following the best 
practice of other UN fora such as the UNAIDS Programme Coordinating Board. 
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3. How can the participation of NGOs from developing countries and countries with economies in 
transition in UN’s work be increased? 
 
Many of the issues, challenges and proposals outlines above would inherently serve to improve the 
participation of NGOs from developing countries. For example, allowing NGOs to participate remotely 
in the relevant sessions of the ECOSOC Committee on NGOs would enable greater access for those 
outside of New York – even more so if such participation was facilitated with translation into various 
languages. 
 
Many of the measures and modalities adopted in response to the global COVID-19 pandemic are 
welcomed and should be continued as additions to in-person spaces in order to promote access from 
around the world. However, care needs to be taken to bridge the digital divide whereby NGO 
representatives in some countries, and especially in rural areas, are left without access to the internet 
and/or computers and therefore unable to benefit from new remote participation opportunities. 
 
In 2021 and 2022, the VNGOC repurposed our modest travel budget for the main CND sessions into a 
competitive grant scheme for our members in developing countries to secure access to the necessary 
internet access and resources to participate remotely. Our modest investments allowed partners from 
Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe to hold viewing parties or purchase solid bandwidth for their own 
members to participate. Similar initiatives could be considered across the UN. 
 
4. Once the consultative status is granted to organizations, how best can NGOs access the 
opportunities given to them to take part in UN processes? 
 
Further to the suggestions above, new applicants to the ECOSOC Committee on NGOs should be 
automatically sign-posted to the various NGO Committees – such as VNGOC – who serve to support 
their work and connections with the UN fora. For example, when an NGO applies whose work relates 
to drugs and women, they should be automatically introduced to the drugs committees (VNGOC and 
NYNGOC), as well as to the NGO Committee on the Status of Women, etc. This would help to ensure 
that they are connected to support, guidance and networking that can benefit their work. 
 
To repeat an earlier recommendation: the adoption of UN Web TV in Vienna would be a significant 
step towards this, and towards enhanced accessibility and transparency – as in New York and Geneva. 
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