Agenda Item 21

On behalf of Consumers International, the International Baby Food Action Network, People's Health Movement and International People's Health Council welcome the opportunity to speak on this crucial agenda item, the policy that will for years to come guide our relations with WHO. 

Public-interest NGOs welcomed the process of review of the 1987 NGO policy, initiated 2 years ago by the Civil Society Initiative.  We were quite satisfied that the review report clearly highlighted three key areas as put forward by public interest NGOs:

1. The under representation of civil society organisations from the South and the East at meetings of WHO governing bodies 

2. The need to review and improve on mechanisms to guard against conflicts of interest in WHO interactions with commercial interests 

3. A request that any or all business-linked organisations be classified as the private (for profit) sector and not fall within the CSO/NGO classification

On two previous occasions (EB 2003 and 2004) we have re-iterated these concerns. We note with appreciation that the first area has been addressed to our satisfaction. For the second area regarding safeguards, we urge Member States to remove brackets and keep the language as is.  As for the third area, the Policy continues to positively identify as NGOs "not-for-profit organisations that represent or are closely linked with commercial interests." 

This positive identification of organisations acting in the business interest will make it difficult for Member States to safeguard the integrity of WHO from undue influence of those with a financial interest in international public policy making. The Policy shies away from what could have been a key contribution to building WHO’s mechanisms for detection and proper management of conflicts of interest.  Moreover, the Policy is contrary to the existing WHO criteria for the admission of NGOs into official relations. They specify: “…the activities of the NGOs shall centre on development work…and shall be free from concerns that are primarily of profit-making or commercial nature (Article 3.1, Basic Documents, page 78).

Concerns have been raised over discrimination against business actors if they are not classified as NGOs. In what concerns collaboration with WHO, such concerns can be addressed without difficulty. The distinguished delegates may recall the Guidelines for interaction with commercial enterprises, which were introduced to the 107th session of the Executive Board. These Guidelines guide WHO in its collaboration efforts with “… associations representing commercial enterprises and foundations not at arms length from their sponsors”. And this definition can be amended to become more inclusive.

As concerns accreditation of the "not-for-profit organisations that represent or are closely linked with commercial interests", we also believe from a perspective of democratic governance, that it should be not automatic. The distinguished delegates may wish to address this matter through a broad public discussion which could further guide the WHO’s Member States’ decisions on whether and under which rules these actors should be accredited to WHO governing bodies.

