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I. INTRODUCTION 

1. At its Fourteenth Regular Session, the Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and 

Agriculture (the Commission) requested the Secretariat “to report, at its next session, on new 

developments in FAO with regard to the status of observers”
1
. 

2. At its Hundred and Forty-eighth Session held in December 2013, the Council stressed “the 

need to initiate a process for the reformulation of rules and procedures for the participation of non-

governmental organizations and civil society organizations in meetings of FAO, with due regard being 

paid to the two recently adopted FAO Strategies for Partnerships with Civil Society Organizations and 

the Private Sector”
2
. In the context of this mandate, a process of consultation and review of the rules 

and practice presently in place for the participation of international non-governmental organizations 

(INGOs) and civil society organizations (CSOs) in FAO meetings has been undertaken under the aegis 

of the Committee on Constitutional and Legal Matters (CCLM). 

3. This document provides an overview of the ongoing process of review of the legal framework 

governing the participation of civil society and private sector representatives in FAO meetings. For 

this purpose, section II contains a brief description of the rules and practices presently in place for the 

participation of INGOs and CSOsin the meetings of both FAO Governing and Statutory Bodies. The 

same section further explains the reasons why it was important for FAO to revisit or clarify the 

procedures for participation of CSOs and INGOs in FAO meetings. Section III provides information 

on the ongoing process of review and the actions undertaken to date by the Council and the CCLM in 

this regard. 

II. RULES AND PRESENT PRACTICE ON THE PARTICIPATION OF INGOs AND 

CSOs IN FAO MEETINGS 

4. The general legal framework concerning participation of INGOs and CSOs in meetings and 

activities of the Organization presently in force is set forth in the FAO Basic Texts, especially Part M 

containing the FAO Policy concerning Relations with International Non-Governmental Organizations 

and Part N on Granting of Observer Status (in Respect of International Governmental and Non-

Governmental Organizations). As a general observation, it should be mentioned that the procedures 

set out in the Basic Texts, which were approved in 1957, reflect a fairly restrictive approach towards 

participation of non-governmental organizations in meetings of the Organization.  

5. The Basic Texts only refer to INGOs. In particular, they provide that formal relations with 

INGOs may take one of three forms according to the importance of the field of activity in relation to 

FAO activities and the level of cooperation envisaged: consultative status, specialized consultative 

status and liaison status
3
. Each status reflects a different level of involvement in the work of the 

Organization. INGOs having consultative status may attend as observers the plenary meetings of the 

Conference and the meetings of any commission, of any technical committee of a commission and of 

any technical committee established under Rule XV of the General Rules of the Organization. Such 

observers may, without vote, speak before such commissions and committees and participate in the 

                                                      
1
 CGRFA-14/13/Report, paragraph 121. 

2
 CL148/REP, paragraph 20(f). 

3
 The possibility to obtain each type of formal status is subject to specific requirements; however, there is a 

common set of prerequisites that must be satisfied regardless of the status eventually granted. These prerequisites 

may be summarised as follows: (i) that the organization be international in structure and scope of activity; 

representative in its field of interest; and (ii) have a permanent directing body, authorized representatives and 

systematic procedures. In addition, the INGO’s aims and activities must be consistent with FAO’s mandate and 

Constitution (Basic Texts, Section M, paragraphs 6-8). From a procedural viewpoint, consultative status is 

granted by the Conference, on the proposal of the Council or by the Council during inter-sessional periods, 

whereas specialized consultative status and liaison status are granted by the Director-General (Basic Texts, 

Section M, paragraphs 9-16). Formal status granted by FAO to an INGO is kept under review and may be 

terminated or maintained, as appropriate (Basic Texts, Section M, paragraphs 26-32). 
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discussions therein upon the request of the Chairperson
4
. INGOs having special consultative status 

may send an observer to appropriate technical meetings with the approval of the Director-General, 

and, subject to approval by the Conference or the Council, they are provisionally invited to the 

respective sessions
5
. Under specific circumstances and upon invitation of the Director-General, INGOs 

having special consultative status and liaison status may participate as observers to expert meetings, 

technical conferences or seminars
6
. 

6. In the mid-1960s, for the purpose of introducing flexibility, a procedure for allowing INGOs 

which had no formal status with FAO to participate to FAO meetings was introduced
7
. INGOs devoid 

of formal status with FAO may participate in specific FAO meetings, upon ad hoc invitation by the 

Director-General. In particular, the Director-General will inform the Council in advance, whenever 

possible, of the names of INGOs he/she intends to invite. However, when such prior notification to the 

Council is impracticable, the Director-General may invite such INGOs to attend meetings and report 

this action ex post facto to the Council. 

7. The Basic Texts only refer to INGOs, which represent a small fraction of the stakeholders 

representing the interests of the civil society
8
. Furthermore, they do not contemplate the possibility for 

private sector representatives to participate to FAO meetings as observers. Whereas in the past INGOs 

were considered to be the only organizations having a prominent role in global governance, over time, 

the expansion and diversification of the international cooperation sector and of its relations with the 

United Nations System has been accompanied by an evolution. 

8. In recent years, the role of CSOs and the private sector in FAO and in meetings of FAO has 

been progressively enhanced, at times on an informal or non-objection basis. Categories of 

organizations which were not foreseen in the Basic Texts were allowed to participate in specific 

meetings, at times under special ad hoc procedures. Moreover, a few Statutory Bodies have developed 

specific procedures and mechanisms for participation of CSOs in their meetings and inter-sessional 

activities. 

9. At present, the legal regime of participation of CSOs and the private sector in FAO meetings 

is of a dual nature. On the one hand, there is a set of well-defined rules contained in Parts M and N of 

the Basic Texts and, on the other hand, there are a number of practices and ad hoc procedures which 

were developed over the years. Noting the duality of the actual legal regime and the exigency to have 

coherence between the various rules and mechanisms of participation of CSOs and the private sector 

in place in FAO, the Council – in collaboration with the CCLM – is in the process of reformulating the 

rules and procedures for the participation of Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) and CSOs and 

the Private Sector. 

III. THE ONGOING PROCESS OF REVIEW OF THE RULES AND PROCEDURES FOR 

THE PARTICIPATION OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND CIVIL 

SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS IN FAO MEETINGS 

10. At its Ninety-seventh Session (21-23 October 2013), the CCLM examined document CCLM 

97/8, titled Preliminary review of participation of international nongovernmental organizations and 

civil society organizations in meetings of FAO - Legal Aspects. The document illustrated the rules and 

present practice governing the participation of CSOs in meetings of both Governing and Statutory 

Bodies of FAO and illustrated the rules and practice in place in other UN organizations and agencies. 

                                                      
4
 GRO, Rule XVII, paragraph 3. 

5
 Basic Texts, Part M, paragraph 21(a) and (b). 

6
 Basic Texts, Part M, paragraph 24. 

7
 CL 48/REP, paragraph 190; CL 49/7, paragraph 34; CL 49/REP, paragraph 45. 

8
 Civil Society Organizations have been defined in the “Strategy for Partnerships with Civil Society 

Organizations” as those non-state actors that fit within three main categories, namely: (i) member-based 

organizations (MBOs); (ii) non-governmental organizations (NGOs); and (iii) social movements (SMs), which 

work in areas related to FAO’s mandate (CL146/REP, Appendix F, paragraph 8). 
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Noting that the practice currently governing CSOs’ participation in FAO meetings was detached from 

the legal framework set out in the Basic Texts, and in light of the need for a more simplified and 

coherent mechanism of participation of CSOs in various FAO bodies, the CCLM “considered that it 

was essential to initiate a process for the reformulation of rules and procedures for participation of 

NGOs and CSOs in meetings of the Organization, with due regard being also paid to private sector 

organizations”
9
. It hence requested that “a process of redefinition of applicable procedures be 

initiated by the secretariat, involving such units as deemed appropriate, and in informal consultation 

with CCLM Members”
10

. 

11. At its Hundred and Forty-eighth Session in December 2013, the Council endorsed the Report 

of the Ninety-seventh CCLM Session and “stressed the need to initiate a process for the reformulation 

of rules and procedures for the participation of non-governmental organizations and civil society 

organizations in meetings of FAO, with due regard being paid to the two recently adopted FAO 

Strategies for Partnerships with Civil Society Organizations and the Private Sector, and emphasized 

that the intergovernmental nature of FAO’s decision making process would be maintained”
11

. 

12. In pursuance of the mandate conferred to it by the Council, the Ninety-eighth Session of the 

CCLM undertook a detailed review of the proposed Rules and Procedures for Participation of Civil 

Society Organizations and Private Sector Representatives in FAO Meetings (the Rules and 

Procedures) and submitted them to the Council. In this connection, the CCLM expressed its readiness 

to re-examine the draft Rules and Procedures, in light of such guidance as could be provided by the 

Council
12

. 

13. Finally, the proposed Rules and Procedures were examined by the Hundred and Forty-ninth 

Session of the Council (Rome, 16-20 June 2014), which “expressed satisfaction at the progress 

achieved in the preparation by the CCLM of draft rules and procedures for participation of CSOs and 

private sector representatives in FAO meetings”
13

. However, noting that a number of provisions in the 

draft Rules and Procedures needed additional clarification and reconsideration, the Council “requested 

the Secretariat to convene information meetings and hold consultations with Regional Groups for 

review, analysis and debate of the draft rules and procedures so that the CCLM could finalize its work 

at its session of Autumn 2014”
14

. 

14. At its 99
th
 Session, the CCLM considered the outcomes of the consultations carried out by the 

Secretariat which had revealed, on the one hand, that the proposed Updated Rules of Procedures 

(Appendix 1 to CL 149/2 Rev.1) could be adjusted taking into account some comments made by the 

Council at its 149
th
 session, and, on the other hand, that a discussion of a policy nature on the content 

of the Updated Rules and Procedures should take place in parallel. The CCLM therefore 

“recommended to the Council that the Independent Chairperson of the Council be mandated to hold 

consultations with the regional groups, with involvement of all Members, with a view to reaching 

policy agreement on the proposed rules”
15

. The 150
th
 Session of the Council is expected to consider 

the recommendations of the CCLM and advise on the way forward. The results of that session will be 

reported orally to the Commission. 

IV. GUIDANCE SOUGHT 

15. The Commission is invited to express its views on the matter, taking into account the above 

background information. 

                                                      
9
 CL148/2 Rev.1, paragraph 24. 

10
 CL148/2 Rev.1, paragraph 26. 

11
 CL148/REP, paragraph 20(f). 

12
 CL149/2 Rev.1, paragraphs 4-12. 

13
 CL149/REP, paragraph 21(b). 

14
 CL149/REP, paragraph 21(d). 

15
 CL 150/2. 


