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Recent data and policy analysis show that a positive policy and political culture towards non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) have been developed in China which will lay the foundation for the interna-
tionalisation of Chinese NGOs. The changes in global governance, both in terms of a power shift from 
Western countries to emerging powers and in terms of the Chinese government’s more assertive role in 
global governance, require that Chinese NGOs play a more active role in global affairs. In responding to 
the changes, the Chinese government has developed a new strategy on public diplomacy that is expected to 
create some political and policy support for Chinese NGOs, especially for grass-roots NGOs’ (G-R NGOs) 
internationalisation. However, at this initial stage, the Chinese government and G-R NGOs might not 
share the same understanding of the purpose and method of achieving a global role for Chinese NGOs. 
Meanwhile, the United Nations (UN) has made many notable efforts to pave the way for engaging with 
NGOs. The article argues that the UN platform would be a good starting place for Chinese G-R NGOs’ 
experimentation with global participation. However, their strategy will determine how far they can go. 
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As scholars have observed, the two critical perspectives for analysing today’s global 
governance challenges are, first, to deal with the power shift from the USA and other 
Western countries to the emerging powers, and the second is to adapt to the grow-
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ing pluralisation of governance arrangements (Paris 2015). This provides us a sound 
basis to predict what would be the future role of the Chinese government as well as of 
Chinese non-governmental organisations (NGOs)1,2 in global affairs.

In this article, we will discuss this topic in four parts. At the beginning, the rapid 
development of Chinese NGOs in the domestic sphere is analysed. The second sec-
tion considers the changing attitude of the Chinese government towards the role of 
Chinese NGOs in diplomacy and global governance. The third section talks about the 
United Nations’ (UN) efforts to develop a UN–NGO partnership. In the last section, 
we analyse why and how to strengthen Chinese NGOs’ engagement with the UN.

INTRODUCTION: THe eRRATIC BUT PROMISINg DeVeLOPMeNT  
OF NgOS IN CHINA

The history of NGOs in the People’s Republic of China is not long. The policy of 
reform and opening up launched in 1978 established a market economy in China 
which created some space for civil society development (Tao 2008: 242). From 1978 
to 1988, government-established or government-funded NGOs (hereafter referred to 
as GONGOs) quickly developed, while grass-roots NGOs (G-R NGOs) had a limited 
development (Wang 2008: 15–16). However, due to the Tiananmen Incident and the 
dissolution of the former Soviet Union, the development of G-R NGOs before 2010, 
especially during the period 1989–1998, stagnated (Wang 2008: 14). By the end of 
2010, there were still three million G-R NGOs which were not formally registered 
(Xia 2011).

2010 was a special year for civil society development in China. From then onwards, 
the political attitude towards the role of civil society has changed in a positive direction, 
shifting from ‘control’ to ‘regulation’ (Xia 2011). On 29 September 2010, in the 23rd 
session of the Political Bureau of the Chinese Communist Party Central Committee, 
President Hu Jintao clearly indicated that China should try its utmost to invigorate 
the power of innovation of civil society (Xinhua News 2010). On March 5 2011, in 
the Central Government Report to the National People’s Congress, Premier Wen 
Jiabao made the unprecedented statement that ‘China would mobilize and organize 
the public to join the social management, promote the positive role of civil society 
organizations and better governance’ (Sina News 2011).

1 Hereafter ‘Chinese NGOs’ in this article refers to NGOs from Mainland China, unless otherwise 
specified.

2 The acronym of ‘NGO’ became popular after being adopted in the Charter of the United Nations. 
In this article, NGO refers to a particular type of organisation which is neither governmental nor seeking 
governmental power, and which is not seeking to make a profit either. The Department of Public Information 
of United Nations adopts a similar definition, http://www.un.org/chinese/aboutun/ngo/qanda.html. Please 
also see Bendell (2006).
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After 2010, for the majority of G-R NGOs, registration became easier. On 4 July 
2011, Civil Affairs Minister Li Liguo announced that three types of NGOs working 
in the sphere of charity, social service and social welfare could get direct registra-
tion without having to find a competent authority to support them (Yin 2011). 
Thereafter, in March 2013, the Chinese Central Government released the Plan for 
the Institutional Restructuring of the State Council and Transformation of Functions3 
which abolished the political bond requirement for most NGOs’ registration except 
four types: political NGOs, legal NGOs, religious NGOs and international NGOs 
(China.com 2013). The policy changes also brought funding opportunities. On 26 
September 2013, the General Office of the State Council (Central Government) 
issued a Guiding Opinion on Contracting with Civil Society for Service.4 The Charity 
Law, passed on 16 March 2016 by the Standing Committee of National People’s 
Congress, codified these experiments and policy signals.5

The positive policy change has led to the flourishing of NGOs especially G-R NGOs. 
Based on the Statistics Report on Chinese Civil Society Service Development by the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA Statistics Report), by the end of 2015, the total number 
of NGOs in China was 662,000 (MCA 2016). This was the first time that the number of 
G-R NGOs was the same as that of GONGOs. After the enforcement of the Charity Law, 
it was expected that the G-R NGOs would surpass the number of GONGOs by 2017.

Figure 1 shows the trend of development of NGOs in China. 
Even for the four types of NGOs specified (political, religious, legal and international 

NGOs) there have been some positive changes such as easing the registration procedures 
for legal NGOs. For example, in 2015, the number of registered NGOs in Beijing 
engaged in legal services or the defence of rights tripled the total from 2000–2010.6

The development of Chinese NGOs has been not only in terms of quantity but 
also in terms of their contribution to domestic governance. Despite the many chal-
lenges faced by Chinese NGOs, there are still many examples of their contribution 
to domestic governance. One of these is the dynamic child rights movement led by 
NGOs for the protection of vulnerable children and street children, and against child 
trafficking and child sexual abuse. This has brought about major change, such as allow-
ing for the creation of a free DNA database for all trafficked children and for parents 
who have lost children,7 the development of a highly sensitive policing mechanism 

3 The full text is available at http://www.gov.cn/2013lh/content_2354443.htm
4 For the full text of the Guiding Opinion please refer to the link http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2013-09/30/

content_2498186.htm
5 The full text of a translated version is available at http://chinalawtranslate.com/2016charitylaw/?lang=en. 

Details and debates about the legislative process of the Charity Law, please refer to NPC website http://
www.npc.gov.cn/npc/lfzt/rlyw/node_28594.htm

6 If one searches the term ‘law’ on the Beijing NGO net, one will find a long list of legal service NGOs 
coming up; the vast majority of these were registered in 2015.

7 From 2009 to the end of April 2016, 4,100 trafficked children have found their parents through the 
Anti-trafficking DNA Database. Wang Yuesheng (王悦生).
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to respond to missing child reports, and a one billion CNY annual budget for the 
protection of street children.8

THe CHINeSe gOVeRNMeNT’S CHANgINg ATTITUDe TOWARDS  
THe INTeRNATIONALISATION OF CHINeSe NgOS

The rapid domestic development of NGOs was a necessary but not sufficient condition 
for developing the role of Chinese NGOs in the global arena. It is therefore important 
to explore the Chinese government’s changing attitude towards the internationalisa-
tion of Chinese NGOs.

In official documents, there is no clear definition of ‘international NGOs’. Based 
on how the term has been used in different circumstances, we may interpret that the 
Chinese government tries to classify international NGOs as belonging to three types: 
foreign NGOs in China, international NGOs founded by Chinese and internationalised 

Source: Data collected from the Annual Statistics Report on Chinese Civil Society Service Development 
by the Ministry of Civil Affairs. 
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The Number Change of Chinese NGOs under the Three Types of GONGOs, G-R NGOs and 

Foundations in the Period of 2005–15

8 In August 2011, the General Office of the State Council issued the policy named Opinions on 
Strengthening and Bettering the Assistance and Protection of Children to respond to civil society concerns 
about street children and trafficked children. One billion CNY (around 200 million US Dollars) was 
allocated for this policy. http://www.hainan.gov.cn/tiandata-zxta-hf-4823.html
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Chinese NGOs which have some kind of international participation. In this part, we 
will focus on Chinese NGOs’ outbound internationalisation, or how Chinese NGOs 
or Chinese-founded international NGOs play a role in global affairs. 

FROM BReAKINg THe WeSTeRN BLOCKADe TO SeeKINg INTeRNATIONAL 
CONSTRUCTIVe UNDeRSTANDINg

Historically, the government of the People’s Republic of China paid attention to the 
role of civil society in people-to-people diplomacy. In 1954, when only 19 countries 
had established diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China, the Chinese 
government invested much energy to promote people-to-people diplomacy through 
GONGOs such as the All China Women’s Federation, China Youth League and the 
All-China Federation of Trade Unions (Zhu 2012). Meanwhile, Premier Zhou Enlai 
proposed and established a specialised GONGO for people-to-people diplomacy 
named the Chinese Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries in May 1954.9 
It is also well known that the ‘Ping-Pong diplomacy’ of 1971 helped pave the way 
for President Richard Nixon’s historic visit to China, which led to the normalisation 
of US–China relations (Zhu 2015). But we can see that during the era of people-to-
people diplomacy, the role of such NGOs was mainly to follow the Chinese govern-
ment’s diplomacy agenda in the name of civil society. From 1978 to 2008, however, 
people-to-people diplomacy shifted from seeking political recognition to economic 
collaboration, such as the ‘sister city’ initiative (Zhang 2016: 18).

However, the government’s strategic attention to the role of civil society in public 
diplomacy did not start until the 2008 Olympic Games which opened up a new era 
of ‘public diplomacy’ and caused new policies to be issued and new institutions of 
public diplomacy to be established (Xu 2014). For example, in July 2009, President 
Hu Jintao made a high-profile speech at the 11th Conference of Chinese Diplomatic 
Envoys Stationed Abroad on the role of public diplomacy (MFA 2009). It was the first 
time that ‘public diplomacy was given strategic importance in the overall diplomacy’ 
(Yang 2011). President Hu emphasised that ‘public diplomacy, as an important part 
of overall diplomacy, is not only necessary as China improves its diplomatic layout 
under the new situation, but also important as China endeavors to open a new horizon 
for its diplomacy’ (Yang 2011). Under the new leadership of Xi Jinping, it has been 
said that the ‘Chinese government will continue to strongly invest in expanding and 
improving its public diplomacy and media capacity’ (d’Hooghe 2013).

To cope with the new policy orientation, institution building for public diplomacy 
was quickly developed. In October 2009, the Office for Public Diplomacy was set 
up under the Information Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In August 
2012, the Office for Public Diplomacy was upgraded from the department level to 

9 The original name is Chinese People’s Association of Friendship with Foreign Cultures which was 
changed into the current name in 1969. Link for their website http://en.cpaffc.org.cn/
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the ministry level (Xu 2014). In August 2010, the Public Diplomacy Advisory Panel 
was established. It was composed of 19 senior diplomats and scholars.10 In December 
2012, the China Public Diplomacy Association was established, and it is currently led 
by former foreign minister Li Zhaoxing.11

From people-to-people diplomacy to public diplomacy, it has been an evolving 
process that has allowed China to adapt and adjust to domestic reform and new global 
trends (Yang 2015: 2). This has also led to a nuanced change of purpose. In the earlier 
people-to-people diplomacy, the main purpose was to break the blockade by the West 
and to establish external connections for the PRC (Yang 2011); now the new purpose 
is to ‘encourage an objective and comprehensive view of China’ (Yang 2011). This can 
be summarised as seeking constructive international understanding.

In essence, the purpose of public diplomacy is still to help China seek international 
support for its domestic reform and development. But there is still some difference 
between the two which has significant implications for the internationalisation of 
Chinese NGOs, at least in the following three aspects.

First, participatory stakeholders now will be more diversified. During the people-to-
people diplomacy period, there were very few G-R NGOs. The participants were mainly 
or even only composed of GONGOs (Zhu 2012). During the public diplomacy period, 
participants have been more diversified, including ‘media, non-governmental organiza-
tions, think tanks, academic institutions, eminent persons and ordinary citizens’ (Yang 
2011). That means G-R NGOs could get political space to engage in public diplomacy.

Second, the participants will have some discretion when it comes to selecting their 
own methods of participation. During the era of people-to-people diplomacy, the 
government decided the goal, agenda and approach. But in the era of public diplo-
macy, under the prescribed goal, NGOs (including G-R NGOs) can tell their own 
story in their own way. For G-R NGOs, the next step is to explore how far they can 
push their own voice.

Third, in the context of China as an emerging power in the globalised world, 
the purpose of serving domestic reform, development and stability at the current 
stage cannot be completely separated from considerations of international peace, 
development and cooperation. This means that Chinese NGOs cannot just focus on 
connecting the local with the global, but also must be able to think and act beyond 
purely national considerations. 

However, even if the purpose has been slightly shifted, the practice is still lagging behind. 
The traditional mindset of government domination in public diplomacy is still prevailing 
in practice and in the policymaking process. For example, among the 19 members of the 
China Public Diplomacy Advisory Panel,12 none of them are from a G-R NGO.

10 Public Diplomacy Advisory Panel of Ministry of Foreign Affairs, official website http://pdap.mfa.
gov.cn/chn/ljwm/gzwjl/

11 Official website of China Public Diplomacy Association, http://www.chinapda.org.cn/chn/
12 The 19 members’ background can be found through the official website http://pdap.mfa.gov.cn/chn/
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Due to data collection inconsistency in the MCA Statistics Report,13 it is hard to 
get an accurate picture of the extent of the internationalisation of Chinese NGOs, 
especially of the G-R NGOs. However, we can still get some clues from the data. 
The data of 2013–15 told us that in the case of G-R NGOs, progress was still small 
and slow. In 2013, there were only four international or internationalised G-R NGOs 
while there were 481 GONGOs under the same category (MCA 2014). In 2014, 
the number of international (国际, guoji) or internationalised（涉外, shewai) G-R 
NGOs remained the same but the GONGOs of the same category had reached 516 
(MCA 2015). In 2015, the number of international or internationalised G-R NGOs 
reached seven. This shows some development, but is still very small compared to the 
number of 516 international or internationalised GONGOs in 2014 and even less 
when compared to the total number of 329,000 G-R NGOs in 2015.

As to the form of internationalisation, only a few NGOs such as China Children 
and Teenagers’ Foundation, China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation and China 
Charity Federation have established an international office or joined international 
humanitarian assistance (Huang et al. 2013). Some Chinese NGOs have obtained 
consultative status with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the UN, 
which will be discussed in detail later in this article. But again, those organisations 
are mainly GONGOs. While GONGOs have a comparative advantage in becoming 
internationalised because of favourable policies as well as easier access to resources and 
international exposure, their inherent challenge is how to think and work as NGOs, 
and not like government agencies.

As scholars suggest, the next step for Chinese public diplomacy is to diversify the 
types of NGOs engaging in globalisation, and to empower G-R NGOs to play a 
meaningful role in public diplomacy (Zhang 2016: 12, 22). This is quite urgent con-
sidering the growing expectations of the role of Chinese NGOs in global governance. 

FROM SeeKINg POSITIVe STATe IMAge TO PARTICIPATINg IN gLOBAL gOVeRNANCe

In 2013, Bruce Jenks and Bruce Jones identified four drivers behind the changes 
in the global landscape: The emergence of new powers from the global South, the 
emergence of new global development challenges, the change in the distribution of 
power between states, markets and citizens, and the impact of technological innova-
tion (Jenks and Jones 2013: iii).

The reflection of these changes on today’s global governance is threefold: power 
diffusion from government down to multi-stakeholders; power rebalance between 
Western countries and emerging powers; and the growing pluralisation of global 
governance arrangements.

13 For example, in the 2015 report, there is no data on internationalised GONGOs. The use of different 
terms such as ‘international NGOs (国际)’, ‘internationalised（涉外） Chinese NGOs’ and foreign 
foundations（境外）in different types of NGOs causes confusion too.
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While it is true that some of the changes have been taken into account in the 
Chinese new public diplomacy, the urgency of empowering Chinese G-R NGOs in 
the global governance structure has not been fully addressed through public policy.

First, new communication technology is creating a diffusion of power that calls for 
a new governance model (Schmidt and Cohen 2010). Some scholars frame this new 
change as ‘governance by government to governance with government’ (McArthur 
2009: 54). In many Western countries, there has been a strong emphasis on the 
power of civil society in diplomacy. For example, then US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton proposed to the US Congress that ‘civilian power must be strengthened and 
amplified’ (Clinton 2010).

But for a long time, the Chinese government has neglected the influence of such 
governance changes on diplomacy, which has caused some frustration in practice. 
As Westerners have observed, the problem with current Chinese public diplomacy is 
that the information product given out by the government and the CCP is usually 
incompatible with the core audience in Western countries (Guschin 2013). In the 
future, the Chinese government must develop a strategy to encourage and empower 
civil society stakeholders to engage in the both bilateral diplomacy and the global 
governance. Government must shift from being a player to be a facilitator.

Second, global governance is undergoing a rebalance between Western countries 
and the emerging powers. Some scholars have even claimed that 

The fundamental challenge of global governance today is not a shortage of coop-
erative mechanisms but the rapid shift in power away from the United States and 
the West toward emerging countries in the erstwhile periphery of the international 
system—countries that do not necessarily share Western assumptions about the 
purposes and methods of global governance. (Paris 2015) 

Global governance was established right after the Second World War when ‘America’s 
predominance was largely unchallenged’ (Paris 2015). As the role of the USA and 
European countries declines, emerging powers such as China, India, Brazil, Russia, 
Turkey and Indonesia look to expand their regional influence and insist on a greater 
voice within multilateral institutions (Patrick 2014). Although these nations have dif-
ferent values and visions for global governance, they do agree on changing some rules 
of the game. For example, the BRICS countries all ‘embrace traditional conceptions of 
state sovereignty and resist heavy-handed Western intervention’ (Patrick 2014), while 
some Western countries claim that human rights supersede national sovereignty. 
For these emerging powers, which want to play a more assertive role, they must work 
to develop a strong civil society composed of mature NGOs.

Third, the power shift from the Western to the emerging powers and the power 
diffusion between state and non-state actors have led to multi-pluralism in global 
governance. It is accepted that the goal of global governance is not to establish a 
world government, but rather to develop a ‘collective effort by sovereign states, 
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international organizations, and other non-state actors to address common chal-
lenges and seize opportunities that transcend national frontiers’ (Patrick 2014). 
In addition to the UN, many ‘regional institutions, multilateral alliances and 
security groups, standing consultative mechanisms, self-selecting clubs, ad hoc 
coalitions, issue-specific arrangements, transnational professional networks, techni-
cal standard-setting bodies, global action networks, and more’ (Patrick 2014) have 
been established for this purpose. 

This pluralised global governance will create opportunities but also bring huge 
challenges for NGOs, especially young G-R NGOs from China, to have meaning-
ful engagement. In terms of opportunity, from the time when the Chinese gov-
ernment initiated or joined some government-based regional mechanisms, there 
have been opportunities to simultaneously develop mechanisms for civil society. 
For example, around the time of the government-led Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation, there was also a China-Africa Think-Tank Forum and China-Africa 
NGO Forum14 that created a shortcut for Chinese NGOs to have a taste of engag-
ing in international affairs.

As to the challenges, Huang Haoming, an advocate for Chinese NGOs’ internation-
alisation, and his research team conducted a survey on Chinese NGOs’ understanding 
of the pros and cons of their internationalisation. They found that most Chinese NGOs 
view the external factors as being favourable for their internationalisation (Huang 
et al. 2013). However, the same survey also shows that very few of them think they are 
ready to embark on the process of internationalisation due to a sense of shortcomings 
in their organisation’s governance, leadership, talent, resources and experience (Huang 
et al. 2013). These disadvantages they feel would be further exacerbated in the existing 
maze-like global governance arrangements.

Considering the weak performance of Chinese NGOs in the global policymaking 
process, the Chinese government has taken some efforts to tackle this problem. 
It appears that in 2016, a policy was framed to support Chinese NGOs’ internation-
alisation, but this has not been made public yet. From the perspective of institution 
building, after 2008 the China NGO Network for International Exchanges has been 
entrusted to guide and coordinate the internationalisation of Chinese NGOs at the 
national level. In addition, in Beijing, Shanghai and other big cities, similar NGO 
networks have been established which are expected to support their NGO members 
in the sphere of international exchange and participation.

We may describe these efforts as being cautiously supportive. Critically important 
policies have not been made public yet. Members of the NGO networks are very 
selective. The new Foreign NGO Management Law (2016)15 was also interpreted by 
some NGO leaders as intended ‘to restrict foreign NGOs’ activities in China and to 

14 http://www.cnie.org.cn/english/NewsInfo.asp?NewsId=1212
15 The full text was published by Xinhua News on 28 April 2016, available at http://news.xinhuanet.

com/legal/2016-04/29/c_1118765888.htm 
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restrict domestic-rights NGOs’ activities in China by cutting the connection between 
[the two]’ (Phillips 2016).

However, it can still be said that there is increasing political attention to the NGOs’ 
role in global governance. Some G-R NGOs, even if not all, could benefit from them 
and further expand the space for more G-R NGOs.

THe DeVeLOPMeNT OF UN–NgO PARTNeRSHIP:  
THe UNITeD NATIONS’ eFFORTS

Despite its many shortcomings discussed by scholars, the UN is so far the most uni-
versal and legitimate organisation with the greatest potential to expand and improve 
global governance structures (UN Intellectual History Project 2009). To understand 
Chinese NGOs’ role in global governance, the platform provided by the UN must be 
examined. In this part, we will talk about the legal basis of the UN–NGO partnership, 
the new strategic efforts for building UN–NGO partnerships and the institutional 
support for such UN–NGO partnership building. 

THe eARLY DeVeLOPMeNT OF UN–NgO PARTNeRSHIP

The UN has encouraged NGOs’ participation since its founding. In the founding San 
Francisco Conference of 1945, there were ‘more than 2,500 press, radio and newsreel 
representatives and observers from many societies and organizations’ (History of UN 
Charter). ‘This group formed the second largest contingent at the founding of the UN’ 
(Jolly et al. 2009: 54). This may help explain why Article 71 of the Charter provides a 
formal channel for NGOs’ participation in UN. What are the implications of Article 
71 for UN–NGO partnerships? How has the UN responded to the changing world 
by developing its partnership with NGOs and wider constituencies? These questions 
will be explored below.

Article 71 provides a legal basis for NGO’s participation in the UN. It states:

The Economic and Social Council may make suitable arrangements for consultation 
with non-governmental organizations which are concerned with matters within 
its competence. Such arrangements may be made with international organizations 
and, where appropriate, with national organizations after consultation with the 
Member of the United Nations concerned.16 

We can interpret Article 71 in the following manner.

16 Full text is available here http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-x/index.html
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First, this authorises ECOSOC to establish a formal mechanism in consultation with 
NGOs. This makes ECOSOC the only main UN body with a formal framework for 
NGO participation (United Nations 2011: 2). Today, such a formal mechanism can 
be found in the form of the ECOSOC consultative status accreditation mechanism.

Second, it differentiates between international NGOs and national NGOs as 
regards the consultation process. For national organisations, the ECOSOC needs 
to consult with relevant member states first in order to formally involve them in the 
decision-making process.17 It is found that this has created barriers for some domestic 
NGOs’ accreditation. 

Finally, even though it authorises the ECOSOC to establish a formal mechanism, it 
does not exclude other UN bodies like the Security Council or the General Assembly 
from establishing similar formal or informal consultation mechanisms.

In practice, the development of UN–NGO partnerships is more complicated. Based 
on the observations of Tony Hill (2006),18 previous Coordinator of the United Nations 
Non-Governmental Liaison Service, as well as other scholars like Barbara Woodward 
(2010: 85–95),19 the development of UN–NGO partnerships can be roughly divided 
into three phases. However, it should be noted at the outset that scholars disagree as 
to the timeline of when each stage was implemented, especially in respect to the start-
ing point of the third stage. Hill implied that the third stage started in 2000, while 
Woodward suggested it began in 1996, the year of the passing of the new resolution 
1996/31. The approach followed in this article is more in line with Hill’s logic, which 
focuses on the NGOs’ practical engagment and divides the UN–NGO partnership into 
three phases in terms of the quantity and quality of NGO participation, the distribu-
tion of NGO participation and the nature of the participating NGOs. 

The first phase is the so-called ‘toddler stage’ which began from the founding of 
the UN to the end of the Cold War. ‘For its first 45 years, the United Nations lived 
in a grip of the Cold War, prevented from fulfilling some of its core missions […]’ 
(Secretary-General’s Report 2000: 4). NGOs’ participation was also limited by this rigid 
atmosphere. At this stage, NGOs in many developing countries were under-developed 
or non-existent. Participation in the UN was limited to the big international NGOs 
from developed countries.

The second phase is a rapid growth stage in the 1990s. ‘The end of the Cold War 
has brought no mere adjustment among states but a novel redistribution of power 
among states, markets and civil society’ (Mathews 1997: 50). The Earth Summit held 

17 There are five steps for the accreditation of consultative status: profile registration, online application, 
NGO Branch screening of the application, the recommendation of the Committee on Non-Governmental 
Organization and the ECOSOC final decision. http://csonet.org/?menu=83

18 He divided the three phases into 1945–80s, the 1990s and the future. See http://www.un-ngls.org/
spip.php?article31. This has also been adopted by the UN-NGO Liaison Service. See http://www.un-ngls.
org/spip.php?page=article_s&id_article=796

19 Woodward divided it into three stages: 1945–91, 1991–6, and from1996 onwards, which are little 
bit different from Hill’s.
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in Rio in 1992 marked a new peak of UN–NGO partnership both in terms of quantity 
and quality. In response to this, ECOSOC passed the new resolution of 1996/31 to 
replace resolution 1296 of 1968 which had extended the eligibility for consultative 
status to national NGOs.

The third phase is the stage of full recognition which spans from 2000 to the pre-
sent. ‘Widely accessible and affordable technology has broken governments’ monopoly 
on the collection and management of large amounts of information and deprived 
governments of the deference they enjoyed because of it’ (Mathews 1997: 51). This 
has allowed NGOs to flourish in developing countries. Recognition of NGOs’ role in 
both domestic and international realms therefore is inevitable. Developing partnership 
with NGOs also became the agenda across the entire UN system and in all areas of its 
work. Some outstanding efforts, like the Millennium Declaration and World Summit 
Outcome Document, contributed greatly to raising awareness of member states on 
strengthening UN–NGO relations.

THe NeW PARTNeRSHIP BUILDINg eFFORTS: CARDOSO RePORT AND MAJOR gROUPS

The four main drivers mentioned earlier have an impact on the UN’s partnership build-
ing with civil society too. The Cardoso Report is one of the prominent strategic efforts 
responding to the new conditions in reshaping the UN’s partnership with civil society.

As part of his agenda for strengthening the UN, in 2003, UN Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan appointed the Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations—Civil 
Society Relations to review policies and practices on current partnerships, to identify 
best practices and to make recommendations for the future. The Panel’s product was 
named the Cardoso Report, whose full name is ‘We the Peoples: Civil Society, the 
United Nations and Global Governance.’

The Cardoso Report outlines a strategic vision for the UN and civil society 
partnership. Their report gives four recommendations for achieving a paradigm shift 
in this regard: becoming an outward-looking organisation, embracing a plurality of 
constituencies, connecting the local with the global, and strengthening democracy, 
especially participatory democracy (Cardoso Report 2004: 8–9).

As to the specific recommendations of the Cardoso Report and the degree to 
which they have been implemented, the record is mixed. Some progress has been 
achieved in implementing certain technical recommendations, while others have 
received inadequate attention or been left untouched. Technical recommendations, 
such as increasing financial support for the participation of NGOs from the South, 
have been implemented to some extent. Some other major recommendations, such 
as improving country-level engagement of UN representatives with NGOs, have 
gotten inadequate attention, at least in the Chinese context. Other normative recom-
mendations, like simplifying the accreditation process or addressing the North–South 
imbalances, are still not on the policymaking or action agenda.
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In short, the Cardoso report has successfully imagined the UN and civil society 
partnership, but it needs implementation from the base upwards to give it life. 

The experiment of involving Major Groups in the sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) shaping process provides a good example of such practice. The 
Major Group’s participation started from the Earth Summit in 1992,20 was further 
developed in the Agenda 21 shaping process21 and reached its peak in the process 
of shaping the SDGs.

The Major Groups and the official Open Working Groups (OWG)22 of SDG 
have had very dynamic and transparent interaction. In the SDG shaping process, the 
OWG have created an unprecedented opening for NGOs’ and other stakeholders’ 
contribution. Before each session of the OWG on SDG, there is a session designed to 
seek the input of major groups, and the chair of the OWG is present throughout the 
entire process. In addition, major groups can attend as observers and speak at the official 
meetings of the OWG (UN-NGLS 2013). Civil society participants can have daily 
informal morning meetings with the co-chairs and members of the OWG (UN-NGLS 
2013). The Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the UN has developed the 
Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform for timely and transparent informa-
tion sharing and flexibility, to seek inputs from stakeholders who cannot be physically 
present in New York.23

Even if this is far from perfect, it is still helpful in working out the feasibility of 
developing strategic partnerships between the UN and civil society in the policymak-
ing process.

UN INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT FOR NgOS’ PARTICIPATION

Institutionally the UN has opened many doors for engaging with NGOs. The con-
sultative status accreditation system is so far the most formal mechanism. Article 71 
of the UN Charter prescribes that the ECOSOC provides a formal framework to 
consult with NGOs. So far, ‘ECOSOC remains the only main UN body with a formal 
framework for NGO participation’ (United Nations 2011: 2).

To enforce Article 71 of the UN Charter, the ECOSOC passed Resolutions No. 
288B (10) (1950), No. 1296 (1968) and 1996/31 (1996) to develop the consulta-
tive status system. The current arrangement is based on Resolution No. 1996/31. 

20 ‘Agenda 21 formalized nine of these as the overarching categories through which all citizens could 
participate in the UN activities on achieving sustainable development.’ These are officially called ‘Major 
Groups’. See more at http://www.uncsd2012.org/majorgroups.html#sthash.fMYhBKo0.dpuf

21 See more at http://www.uncsd2012.org/majorgroups.html#sthash.fMYhBKo0.dpuf
22 The OWG was officially established in January 2013 as an inclusive and transparent intergovernmental 

process to develop SDGs.
23 http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1549
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NGOs that wish to consult with the ECOSOC on certain matters may seek and be 
granted consultative status to facilitate this work.24 Resolution 1996/3125 established 
the UN Committee on NGOs as a standing committee of the ECOSOC to consider 
consultative status application, monitor consultative relationships and review quadren-
nial reports from NGOs with this status.26 The NGO Branch of the Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs under the UN Secretariat has been established to support 
the work of the Committee on NGOs of ECOSOC.27

There are three types of consultative status: general status which is reserved for large 
international NGOs whose area of work covers most of the issues on the agenda of 
ECOSOC and its subsidiary bodies; special status which is granted to NGOs which 
have a special competence in, and are concerned specifically with, only a few of the 
fields of activity covered by the ECOSOC; and a roster for organisations that apply 
for consultative status but do not fit in either of the other categories.28 The majority of 
the NGOs are accredited with special status. Till 1 September 2014, there were 4,045 
(excluding the 110 suspended) NGOs who have been accredited with consultative 
status with the ECOSOC.29 Among them, 142 are with general status, 2,926 are with 
special status and 977 are on roster.30

As mentioned earlier, even though UN Charter Article 71 authorises the 
ECOSOC to establish a formal mechanism, it does not exclude other UN bodies 
from establishing formal or informal consultation mechanisms. Therefore, there 
are many other institutional arrangements for NGOS’ engagement with the UN, 
such as the Department of Public Information of the UN Secretariat and its NGO 
Section, which has more than 1,300 NGO members or partners.31 The United 
Nations Office in Geneva (UNOG) established the NGO Liaison Unit to coordinate 
NGOs’ participation in events in Geneva.32 In addition to this, in 1975, the UN 
Non-Governmental Liaison Service (UN-NGLS) was established as an inter-agency 
programme of the UN, and was mandated to develop constructive relations between 
the UN and civil society organisations.33

24 ECOSOC and NGO Consultative Status, http://www.ngocongo.org/membership/ecosoc-and-ngo-
consultative-status

25 For the full text for the Resolution 1996/31, please refer to http://csonet.org/content/
documents/199631.pdf

26 Ibid.
27 http://csonet.org/
28 Consultative Status with ECOSOC, http://www.un.org/esa/coordination/ngo/about.htm
29 http://csonet.org/?menu=100
30 ECOSOC, List of non-governmental organizations in consultative status with the Economic and 

Social Council as of 1 September 2014, http://csonet.org/content/documents/E-2014-INF-5%20Issued.pdf
31 NGO Section of DPI, http://outreach.un.org/ngorelations/about-us/
32 NGO Liaison Unit in Geneva, http://www.unog.ch/80256EE60057E07D/(httpHomepages)/2E72

458FCDA07B16C1257ED700313B19?OpenDocument
33 UN-NGLS, https://www.unngls.org/
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Even in the Security Council, the most government-dominated body of the UN, 
some working mechanism with NGOs has been initiated. For example, in 1995, 
spearheaded by the Global Policy Forum, the NGO Working Group on the Security 
Council was established, whereby the Security Council instituted off-record dialogues 
with more than 30 NGOs (Hill 2002: 27). In addition to these, all the UN agencies 
or programmes have formal or informal mechanisms to work with NGOs, such as the 
NGO Committee on UNICEF,34 the UNDP Civil Society Advisory Committee35 and 
the NGO-World Bank Committee.36 The International Labour Organization (ILO) 
even integrated social partners in its tripartite structure of including government, 
employer and worker representatives.37

STReNgTHeNINg CHINeSe NgOS’ eNgAgeMeNT WITH THe UN PLATFORM: 
WHY AND HOW

This section assesses Chinese NGOs’ engagement with the UN, and also discusses the 
rationale for as well as ways and means to strengthen Chinese NGOs’ participation 
in the UN system.

CHINeSe NgOS’ CURReNT eNgAgeMeNT WITH THe UNITeD NATIONS 

There is little research on Chinese NGOs’ engagement with the UN. With respect 
to their consultative status with the ECOSOC, this started in the mid-1990s and 
developed rapidly after 2000.

The first Chinese NGO to be accredited by the ECOSOC was the All China 
Women’s Federation, which was given a special consultative status in 1995.38 In that 
year, China hosted the fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing. From these 
two events, we can state that Chinese NGOs’ interaction with the UN platform started 
in 1995. After a search of the database of the UN NGO Branch, it can be established 
that before 2000, there were only very few Chinese NGOs accredited with ECOSOC 
consultative status.39

34 NGO Committee on UNICEF, https://www.ngocomunicef.org/
35 UNDP Civil Society Advisory Committee, http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/ourwork/

funding/partners/civil_society_organizations/advisorycommittee.html
36 NGO-World Bank Committee, http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/CSO/

0,,contentMDK:22511723~pagePK:220503~piPK:220476~theSitePK:228717,00.html
37 International Labor Organization, http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/who-we-are/lang--en/

index.htm
38 All-China Women’s Federation is a Government Founded Non-Government Organization. It plays 

an official role to lead women’s movement in China. http://www.womenofchina.cn/
39 http://esango.un.org/civilsociety/displayAdvancedSearch.do?method=search&sessionCheck=false
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However the momentum has picked up after 2000, and even more after 2011. 
A search on the NGO Branch database reveals that by 30 October 2016, there were 
40 NGOs from Mainland China with consultative status: 35 with special consultative 
status, four with general consultative status and one on roster.40 While four of them 
were accredited before 2000, the vast majority were accredited after 2000. Before 2011, 
all of them were GONGOs. In 2011, there was a breakthrough development when 
two G-R NGOs were granted special consultative status.41 This was seen as a positive 
signal for G-R NGOs’ internationalisation. 

The number of Chinese NGOs with consultative status is still very low compared 
to other countries and regions. Based on Figure 2, the number of NGOs with con-
sultative status in East and Southeast Asia is very small compared to other regions; in 
particular, it amounts to only one-sixth of the number of NGOs with such status in 
Africa. With respect to China, there are just 0.028 organisations per million people 
which have consultative status,42 which is one-fifth of the average in Asia. This is very 
disproportionate to the status of China as an emerging power in the global South. 

Based on the limited available resources we can see that after 2000, Chinese NGOs 
started voluntary participation in the big conferences organised by the UN, especially 
in the areas of poverty reduction, environment issues, human rights, HIV issues, issues 

40 http://esango.un.org/civilsociety/displayAdvancedSearch.do?method=search&sessionCheck=false
41 They are the Beijing Children’s Legal Aid and Research Center and Beijing Zhicheng Migrant Workers 

Legal Aid and Research Center which are under the Zhicheng Public Interest Lawyers Network.
42 If 40 organisations are divided by 1.4 billion people it amounts to 0.028 per million people.

Figure 2 
Number of NGOS in the Consultative Status (Kwon 2010) 

Source: Kwon, 2010.
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related to persons with disabilities and issues related to Tibet (Jin 2011: 15–18). 
In addition to this, Chinese NGOs (only GONGOs) started to co-organise UN-related 
conferences. For example, in March 2007, the NGO Network for International 
Exchanges jointly launched the UN-NGO-Informal Regional Network in Asia and 
Pacific Region (UN-NGO-IRENE/Asia-Pacific) with the NGO Branch of UN DESA.43

For information on Chinese NGOs’ participation in treaty bodies, the available 
resources are even more limited. One example, however, can be drawn from the UN 
Universal Periodic Review (UPR). In 2009, China got its first periodic review. Among 
47 stakeholders who submitted shadow reports, 19 of them are from Mainland China, 
which is the first time that so many NGOs from Mainland China participated in a UN 
platform.44 Among these 19 NGOs, three are G-R NGOs.45 There might be two main 
factors contributing to this new development. One is the great importance attached 
by the Chinese government to the first periodic review that resulted in the mobilisa-
tion of GONGOs to participate. The other is the specific training given to Chinese 
NGOs on how to participate in treaty bodies by the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) in September 2007. In 2013, the 
number of NGOs with submissions reached over 80, including joint submissions. 

In the summary of stakeholders’ information compiled by the OHCHR, it shows 
that at least one idea or recommendation from each organisation was taken by the 
OHCHR.46 When reviewing the G-R NGOs’ shadow reports, we find a focus on law 
and policy development and its contextualised implementation. In the BCLARC’s case, 
it is interesting to observe that it focused on the monitoring of the implementation 
of its previous recommendations. 

In general, Chinese NGOs’ engagement with the UN is still weak. Despite some 
progress on consultative status accreditation and some participation in UN events, it 
is still hard to find examples of meaningful contribution by Chinese NGOs to the UN 
policymaking process. Furthermore, G-R NGOs’ participation in the UN platform 
has just started and still faces many challenges in terms of available resources, talent 
and experience.

43 China NGO Network for International Exchanges, http://www.cnie.org.cn/www/NewsInfo.
asp?NewsId=392

44 This was not the first time that Chinese G-R NGOs participated in a treaty body. For example, in 
2006, representatives from three Chinese G-R NGOs sat in the review process of The Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) which include the Media Monitor 
for Women Network, Anti-Domestic Violence Network and Women’s Legal Research and Service Center 
of Peking University which has been changed into Beijing Zhongze Women’s Legal Consulting Service 
Center in 2010. See Women NGOs’ Participation in the CEDAW Review in the last 15 years, 2014, at 
http://www.51vol.org/show-69-581-1.html

45 The three G-R NGOs are Ai Zhixing, Beijing Legal Aid Office for Migrant Workers and 
Beijing Children’s Legal Aid and Research Center. http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/
UPRCNStakeholdersInfoS17.aspx

46 For details please refer to the link http://lib.ohchr.org/HRBodies/UPR/Documents/Session4/
CN/A_HRC_WG6_4_CHN_3_E.pdf 
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There is an urgent need to strengthen the Chinese G-R NGOs’ engagement with 
the UN. In the following section, we will explain why and how this can be done.

ReASONS FOR STReNgTHeNINg CHINeSe g-R NgOS’ eNgAgeMeNT WITH THe UN

Despite recent positive developments, the Chinese government is still struggling with 
two questions: how effective Chinese NGOs could be in public diplomacy and global 
governance; and how to internationalise G-R NGOs in a manageable way. 

These two questions are inter-linked. Generally speaking, Chinese GONGOs 
are trusted by the government, but since their thinking is too much like that of the 
government, their effectiveness is limited. G-R NGOs have comparative advantages 
in participation and representation in international bodies, but the government wor-
ries about the risk of their becoming ‘trouble-makers’.47 Therefore, it is better to find 
a platform that allows the Chinese government to feel as though it can manage such 
groups, particularly at the experimental stage, and the UN platform may be the right 
option for this purpose.

The UN platform allows the Chinese government to face NGOs while still having 
some leverage to manage the participation of domestic G-R NGOs in it. China usually 
faces significant challenges from international NGOs in international bodies, which 
makes it realise the necessity of having Chinese NGOs engage with the UN platform. 
The UN’s increasing attention to the partnership with NGOs makes the engagement 
of each country’s NGOs in it even more important. Even if Chinese NGOs do not 
participate in these forums, the Chinese government still has to deal with the NGOs 
from around the world. Learning from previous experiences, the Chinese govern-
ment has realised that the constructive involvement of Chinese NGOs would help 
its dialogue with international stakeholders to be more professional, problem-solving 
oriented and less confrontational. Compared to GONGOs, G-R NGOs may have 
more comparative advantages for this function. At the same time, the UN as a plat-
form is still dominated by member states, and China is also a member of UN Security 
Council (Li 2010: 372). These factors give the Chinese government more leverage 
to manage domestic NGOs’ participation in that body. For example, according to 
the UN Charter, the government of a member state can say no to a domestic NGO’s 
accreditation with ECOSOC. 

At the same time, for G-R NGOs, this platform gives them a good chance to go 
beyond a merely supportive role in public diplomacy. Unlike GONGOs, G-R NGOs 
do not want to just support the agenda of public diplomacy but also want to play a 

47 It is hard to define trouble makers. From practice, we can see it usually refers to working on sensitive 
areas of reform that the Chinese government does not want one to work on, or to promote reform in a way 
that government suspects as being controversial or radical.
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meaningful and independent role in the global policymaking process. The structured 
and supportive UN platform is a suitable arena for them to accumulate global partici-
pation experience. Besides, as the Cardoso Report has recommended, the UN can also 
use its moral authority ‘to urge coordinated approaches to civil society, to encourage 
government to provide a more enabling and cooperative environment for civil society, 
and to foster debate about reform of global governance including deeper roles of civil 
society’ (Cardoso Report 2004: 12). Thus, Chinese G-R NGOs interaction with the 
UN is also good for their domestic development. 

Lastly, the UN itself can benefit from the strengthened partnership with Chinese 
NGOs, especially G-R NGOs. On one hand, the experience of Chinese NGOs can 
be useful for NGOs from other developing countries. The survival and thriving of 
Chinese NGOs in a special context in a country with the world’s biggest population, 
rapid economic development and within a party-state political system, is a matter 
worthy of study. Despite its extremely rapid economic growth, China can still manage 
a fast but stable social transformation, but only with the contribution of civil society 
pillared by NGOs. But so far, much greater attention has been given to how China has 
achieved economic development or how Chinese NGOs have been suppressed, while 
little attention has been paid to the contextualised achievements of Chinese NGOs.

A strengthened partnership between Chinese NGOs and international bodies like 
the UN can help to make the process of Chinese globalisation more equitable and 
accountable in a way which can benefit both the world and China. The current glo-
balisation process involving primarily the government and business gives the world a 
distorted image of China. The voice of civil society and the needs of a struggling large 
disadvantaged population needs to be foregrounded.

WAYS OF STReNgTHeNINg CHINeSe NgOS’ eNgAgeMeNT WITH THe UN

As we have seen, the Chinese government has realised the importance of having G-R 
NGOs engage in public diplomacy and global governance, but is very cautious about 
how to take this forward. Hence this is a grey area for G-R NGOs to explore bounda-
ries and evolve suitable strategies. Based on the observation of Chinese G-R NGOs’ 
domestic development, the author recommends three strategies for consideration.

First, it would be appropriate for Chinese G-R NGOs to focus on specific areas 
in which they have professional and contextualised expertise. This strategy would 
help build their confidence in their initial engagement with the UN by focusing on 
specific issues which correspond to their professional strength. It could also help an 
international body get a professional and nuanced understanding of specific prob-
lems that it might not be able to get from big international NGOs. In addition, this 
specific and professional focus would be less likely to invite suspicion or disapproval 
from the government.
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Since there are only very few Chinese G-R NGOs that can get the opportunity 
for such international engagement, it would be critical for the early participants 
to document their learning experience on what works, what does not work and the 
reasons for this. This context-sensitive learning experience would be a useful reference 
for future Chinese G-R NGOs’ global participation. There is an urgent need for such 
initiatives, but unfortunately they are hard to find.

Second, Chinese NGOs must see themselves as contributors to problem-solving 
and not just as critics of the government. As Peter Padbury of the Canadian Council 
for International Co-operation has said, ‘NGOs are often seen as critics. Many NGOs 
working on the sustainability agenda have shifted from seeing themselves as critics 
to seeing themselves as “co-creators” who bring analysis, expertise and solutions to 
the policy dialogue. They can link local action with the global dialogue’ (Bigg 1997). 
Even in the field of human rights, Ambassador Luis Alfonso de Alba of Mexico, First 
President of the Human Rights Council (2006–2007), also pointed that

The complementary work of NGOs in the field of human rights is perceived to 
be increasingly moving from traditional “naming and shaming” policies towards 
a more cooperative engagement with Governments and other stakeholders. Such 
responsible engagement should be aimed at improving the human rights situation 
on the ground. (OHCHR 2008: 90) 

This is even more important in the Chinese context. Scholars have suggested that 
we need an ecological approach to problems, which means that we need to ‘fully 
consider the context in which problems occur and the need to devise customized 
solutions that take this context into account’ (Ansell 2011: 85). The Chinese govern-
ment has a strong presence in every corner of Chinese society. It is not possible to 
have any reform without the collaboration of the government. As a Western diplomat 
in Beijing said, ‘If you are prepared to play within the system you can get a lot done’ 
(Parkins 2014). This is the context Chinese G-R NGOs have to take into account in 
promoting domestic reform and strengthening their global role.

Lastly, for speeding up the process of internationalisation, Chinese G-R NGOs 
need to grow and unite. Unlike GONGOs, most Chinese G-R NGOs are very small 
and localised. They must utilise their comparative advantages, such as proximity to the 
people they represent and their rich knowledge about local problems and solutions. 
This makes their contribution critical both for the quality of the relevant global policy 
and to convey local needs and interests.

However, the small scale of Chinese G-R NGOs constrains their capacity for 
global participation. They usually lack resources, information and capacity. So it is 
very important for them to associate with each other and to engage with the UN in 
an associated collaborative way. Article 19 of the new Charity Law in China paves the 
way for charitable NGOs to get associated according to the law. Local NGOs should 
consciously use this law for institutional association. Those NGOs which may not 
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come under the category of charitable organisations can think about other ways of 
association such as borrowing the platform provided by GONGOs. For example, legal 
NGOs can explore the platform of the All China Lawyers’ Association (ACLA).48

CONCLUSION

This is a critical time for Chinese NGOs and especially G-R NGOs to think about 
their role in global governance. The increasing political support creates a huge space 
for their domestic development. Through developing its public diplomacy strategy, 
the Chinese government is opening up space for the internationalisation of G-R 
NGOs. The numerous efforts made by the UN for strengthening partnership with 
civil society make the UN platform a good starting-point for Chinese G-R NGOs’ 
experimentation with internationalisation. At the same time, Chinese NGOs have to 
develop context-sensitive strategies for expanding the space for global participation.
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