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1. TITLE 
 
RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF HUMAN RIGHTS ORGANISATIONS 
 
 
2. PURPOSE 
 
The project will explore issues of legitimacy and accountability, focusing particularly on 
human rights NGOs. It will look at the following questions:  
 

• What are the essential elements of "legitimacy" and "accountability" for human rights 
NGOs? 

 

• What benefits will human rights NGOs obtain by demonstrating clearly that they are 
accountable and legitimate – and what risks might they face?  

 
The project should assist human rights NGOs to be properly accountable and 
transparent in relation to the various audiences they serve, and should help them to 
distinguish between charges of illegitimacy or lack of accountability that deserve serious 
attention and charges that are spurious. 
 
 
3. RESEARCH FOCUS 
 
Numerous issues arise in relation to accountability and legitimacy. They can be grouped 
in different ways. The project is likely to organise them as follows:  
 
(i) Definitional issues 
 
What distinguishes NGOs, including human rights NGOs, from other kinds of 
organisation? Are these particularities essential? What influence do regional, political or 
social divides have, or size and situation? Do “international” and “national” NGOs have 
different responsibilities?  
 
What is meant by "legitimacy" and "accountability", recognising that most NGOs face 
multiple forms of accountability and may claim to have legitimate authority to act or 
speak in relation to several areas of activity? Do human rights NGOs have distinctive 
responsibilities in relation to "legitimacy" and "accountability"? 
 
What are the boundaries of legitimate authority for human rights NGOs? 
 
 
(ii) Issues in relation to other actors in “civil” society 
 
Are human rights NGOs “accountable” to other NGOs and if so in what ways? If so, 
how do responsibilities differ depending on an organisation’s size, scope and stature?  
 
How can human rights NGOs maintain legitimacy during periods when their message or 
tactics are unpopular or create divisions of opinion within their constituencies?   
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What risks and opportunities do human rights NGOs incur if they associate more closely 
with broader social movements? What issues of legitimacy arise in relation to movements 
that are genuinely grassroots?  
 
 
(iii) Issues in relation to government and official institutions 
 
How do government or other official funding affect NGO accountability and legitimacy?  
 
What issues of legitimacy arise when human rights NGOs challenge the positions of 
democratically-elected governments? What, if anything, distinguishes NGOs from 
investigative journalists or activist academics who do not claim the same authority?    
 
Is the claim of NGOs that they are independent and impartial less convincing because (at 
least in some countries) they have greater access to political, media and business leaders? 
Or where official foreign policy positions echo NGO positions?  
 
What forms of accountability can governments reasonably impose, and what forms of 
accountability are abuses of liberty of association? 
 
How should human rights NGOs manage their relations with political parties – especially 
in emerging democracies? 
 
 
(iv) Issues in relation to those whom human rights NGOs claim to represent 
 
In what senses are human rights NGOs accountable to those who they protect or assist, 
or for whom they claim to speak? Should NGOs assume professional obligations (similar 
to those that a lawyer assumes in relation to a client, for example)? If so, can these be 
spelled out?  
 
Do those on whose behalf human rights NGOs speak have a right to be consulted on 
broader issues – for example, on which countries an international group campaigns on at 
a given time? Or which human rights abuses are highlighted? If so, how could such 
obligations be implemented in practice?  
 
 
(iv) Internal issues  
  
Many NGOS have grown enormously in scale in recent decades. They have more staff; 
they undertake a wider range of activities, including high profile advocacy and press 
work; they operate multi-million dollar budgets and run sophisticated fund-raising and 
membership systems. What issues of internal management arise for larger NGOs of this 
sort, in relation to mandate, accountability and transparency? 
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4.  BACKGROUND 
 
Non-governmental organisations – national and international - operate on the 
assumption that they have “legitimacy”. They believe their many activities (provision of 
services, research, financing, education, campaigns etc) are justified because they meet a 
public need, respond to the demands of victims, have moral force, or are delivered more 
effectively. How true is this claim? Is their "legitimacy" based on the same criteria that 
governments or businesses might apply, or does NGO legitimacy have special 
characteristics? What separates a "legitimate" from "illegitimate" NGOs (illegitimacy in 
relation to what?)? What relation is there between "legitimacy" and "accountability"?  
 
In recent decades, the number of NGOs and the scope of their activity have increased 
dramatically. The income of long-established international relief and development NGOs 
has expanded exponentially, while the budgets of many intergovernmental humanitarian 
agencies have shrunk. Human rights NGOs have also multiplied, especially in the South, 
and they too have increasingly received financial support from official sources. On any 
measure, the influence of NGOs, including human rights NGOs, has increased. 
 
As their power and influence have grown, however, it has more frequently been claimed 
that some NGOs are unaccountable, unrepresentative, unprofessional or lack legitimacy 
relative to other institutions. It is said that they are not elected (unlike governments); are 
not "genuinely grassroots” (unlike protest or mass movements); and cannot demonstrate 
they have a firm social base (unlike religious organisations or trade unions).  
 
Of course, human rights NGOs – whether they are big or small, from North or South – 
have for many years and in many contexts faced challenges to their legitimacy. They have 
often been accused of sensationalism, of being agents of foreign powers, of being 
politically biased or subversive, of elitism, of promoting separatism or instability, and of 
interfering in areas beyond their legitimate domain or competence. For most human 
rights groups such accusations and challenges are familiar. 
 
All the same, accountability and legitimacy remain important – and in addition they are 
being raised in new forms and contexts. Whereas in the past the charge of illegitimacy 
tended to come from governments – usually governments that had reason to defend 
their own record and were the subject of NGO criticisms - today NGOs are equally 
likely to be criticised by the media, by other elements of civil society (trade unions, 
religious groups, political parties), and even by other NGOs; and such criticism often 
runs across North–South divides. Arguably, as their power and their diversity have 
increased, NGOs have forfeited their moral innocence – and are considered to deserve 
sceptical investigation in the same manner as the State or companies.  
 
Secondly, NGOs have become, and have been required to become, more professional. 
Donors have imposed new requirements of accountability and transparency, and NGOs 
themselves have needed to organise themselves better as they have become larger and 
done more complicated things. Management theories emphasise accountability and tend 
to measure organisations by their ability to demonstrate that they operate in transparent 
and accountable ways. NGOs are therefore being challenged from two directions. On 
one side, they must pass a (familiar) ethical and political test – about not being 
institutionally dishonest, surreptitiously political, financially corrupt or morally 
unaccountable. On the other, they are expected to pass a (newer) efficiency test – which 
is about being competent, professional, and transparent – in short, able to compete with 
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other kinds of organisation (such as business). As donors, Governments have enforced 
these new standards of accountability in recent years. Taken together, the double test 
presents new and difficult challenges. 
 
This may be particularly true for human rights NGOs. Whereas development and 
humanitarian NGOs have put some effort into considering issues of accountability - not 
least because official donors have required higher standards from them - human rights 
NGOs have only recently begun to address these issues seriously. Some are indeed 
vulnerable to the charge that they themselves are guilty of charges they level at 
governments and international institutions (lack of transparency, short-termism, putting 
self-interest before service, weak accountability to those they help, even subservience to 
powerful financial interests).  
 
NGOs also face new forms of competition. New movements have emerged that claim to 
represent or articulate the views of marginalised groups. Often described as "anti-
globalisation campaigns", they address diverse subjects and include a great variety of 
organisations. Many human rights organisations participate in and animate these 
movements. At the same time, there is tension between such new protest movements 
and more traditional forms of human rights advocacy. The former are more willing to 
challenge the accepted order and include within them organisations that may take direct 
action or support political ends or commit violence (mainly against property).  
 
Other tensions could be seen at the Durban World Conference, where “civil” society 
looked anything but – and division rather than unity characterised the NGO forum. The 
charge of double-standards, whispered in the past, is being more openly expressed. It is 
made both against law-based northern NGOs, who are accused of subservience to the 
policy interests of the United States (or European Union), and against NGOs from the 
South who are accused of using human rights rhetoric to promote national causes or the 
interests of their governments. 
 
Human rights NGOs face challenges to their legitimacy based on their relationships to 
groups that sympathise, support or themselves commit acts of political violence. In 
addition, human rights NGOs – essentially with a reformist tradition – have usually 
related poorly to protest movements that support a dramatic transformation or re-
ordering of national and international institutions.  
 
Challenges to NGOs legitimacy arise too from their relationships with governments and 
official institutions such as the UN. Increased government funding for human rights 
NGOs, greater access, at least for some NGOs, to decision-making processes, and the 
perception that the influence of human rights NGOs is growing, all pose challenges to 
traditional notions of independence and therefore legitimacy. The human rights debate is 
increasingly present in foreign policy discussions, and the NGO voice, whether coming 
from north or south, can come to resemble official positions.   
 
For all these reasons, the subject is clearly timely, but sensitive. It is not possible to 
discuss accountability and legitimacy for any length of time without raising issues that are 
sensitive for any intelligent manager, and for any organisation that has a history or 
reputation to speak of. The project must – to be successful – be seen to be a constructive 
contribution, designed to raise the self-awareness of NGOs, help them to defend 
themselves against unjust accusations, and improve the quality and effectiveness of their 
work. 
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5. RESEARCH TEAM 
 
The following persons will make up the Research Team 

 
 

Project Co-ordinator 
David Petrasek, Research Director at the International Council, will be responsible for 
managing the project.  
 
Research Consultant 
Mike Dottridge, Previously Director of Anti-Slavery International and Head of 
Amnesty International's Africa Regional Programme, Mike has worked on human rights 
issues for over two decades and has experience of managing both small and large NGOs.  
  
Advisory Group 
To be determined. 
 
 
6. RESEARCH PROCESS 
 
The research process should ensure that consultation I as wide as possible – and will 
focus particularly on NGOs. The credibility of the final publication and 
recommendations will depend to a large extent on the degree to which they are perceived 
to emerge from wide debate.   
 
 

• Step 1 – Preparation of consultation paper 
 
The Research Consultant will prepare an initial consultation paper that addresses 
the key issues. This paper will draw on existing literature (in particular a paper on 
this subject prepared for the Council by Hugo Slim), the consultant’s own 
experience, and interviews with NGO staff in two centres – one in the north, one 
in the south.  
 
This period will comprise 40 days work, between September and November 2002.  
  
 

• Step 2 – Discussion of paper at Consultation Meeting 
 
The Consultation Group will meet to discuss the draft consultation paper in late 
November 2002. Members of the Group may be asked to prepare short written 
contributions on specific issues. The meeting will discuss the draft consultation 
paper, comment on improving it before wider distribution, and advise on the 
objectives of the project, the wider consultation process, and a process for 
disseminating the research findings after publication. This will be a 1-2 day 
meeting. 
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• Step 3 – Follow-up research   
 
A period of follow-up research and revision of the paper will follow. Depending on 
views expressed at the Consultation Meeting (Step 2), this might involve new interviews 
and additional travelling.  
 
This phase may be short if the first draft is well-received, but we plan for an additional 30 
days work.  
 
 

• Step 4 – Distribution of Consultation Paper : in-country consultation 
 
The paper will be distributed to a wide variety of human rights NGOs. Considerable 
effort ought to be devoted to preparing this list (see below on this point).  
 
The Research Consultant and/or Project Co-ordinator should travel to at least 5 
countries (one in each region) to discuss the paper with human rights groups. Members 
of the Consultation Group will assist in organising group discussions in their countries 
and, where necessary, in translating the paper.   
 
Distribution will take place in March 2003, and the consultation period will last until 
August 2003.   
 
 

• Step 5 – Revision and publication  
 
Taking full account of the consultation, the paper will be revised by the Research 
Consultant and submitted to the Council’s Secretariat for editing and publication.  
 
This work can begin before the end of the consultation period. In all it should take no 
more than 25 days and finish by mid-October 2003.  
 
 

• Step 6 – Launch and follow up. 
 
The report can be published in late 2003 or early 2004. We might launch it in 
conjunction with the Annual Meeting of the International Council (if this is fixed for 
January 2004 and if the venue suits).  
 
 
 
Database 
 
The success of the project and consultation will depend on engaging as many human 
rights NGOs as possible. Certainly, such NGOs should have the chance to comment on 
the draft operational principles. Doing this seriously implies the development of a 
comprehensive and accurate database of human rights NGOs. To our knowledge, no 
such database exists. There are regional compilations and all organisations have their own 
mailing lists. 
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At the November 2002 consultation meeting we ought to agree on a definition of 
“human rights NGO" for the purpose of the project. It would be useful and productive 
to compile a world-wide list of such groups. A list could be developed in 8-10 weeks 
[info from Fairouz]  
 
Such a list would be extremely useful in ensuring a meaningful consultation process and 
would have value in its own right.  
 
 
7. POLICY TARGETS AND AUDIENCE 
 
 
POLICY TARGETS 
 
It would be desirable to develop a set of operational principles (see outcomes) that 
human rights NGOs – across regions, specialities, and styles – would find useful and 
might adopt. (See below).  
 
This aim is ambitious and a more modest and realistic goal is to convince human rights 
NGOs that issues of legitimacy and accountability are important. The project should 
encourage a debate within and among human rights NGOs on these issues and provide 
an analysis that facilitates that debate.  
 
One key issue will be to open a debate on legitimacy and accountability that does not 
rebound in negative ways in countries where human rights NGOs are barely able to 
operate. 
 
 
AUDIENCE 
 
The main audience for the report and recommendations will be human rights NGOs.  
 
Secondary audiences include other NGOs and all those who have a stake in the work of 
human rights NGOs - as supporters, staff, funders, and those on whose behalf human 
rights NGOs take action.   
 
 
Operational Principles 
 
Our ambition is to arrive at a set of operational principles for human rights NGOs that 
will assist them to be accountable and show that they are accountable. In advance, it is not 
possible to say that such an outcome can be achieved – not can the form it would take be 
predicted (for example, a statement of common values or a code of conduct). However, 
the principles would essentially address the following two questions: 
 

• How do I decide whether my organisation is acting legitimately or 
accountably (honestly, transparently, consistently, efficiently, etc)? 

 

• How do I show others, outside my organisation, that the organisation I work 
for is acting honestly, transparently, consistently, efficiently etc? 
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8. OUTPUTS 
 
 
PUBLICATIONS 
 
Draft report 
The project will produce a draft report which will be widely circulated among human 
rights NGOs and other interested organisations for comment. The draft report will be 
distributed in hard copy and electronically.  
 
  
Main report 
The main output of the project will be the final report and recommendations. The final 
report should explain what it means to say that a group is legitimate or not, and set out in 
what ways, and to whom, accountability is important. It should further allow NGOs to 
understand better when charges of illegitimacy need to be addressed and when they are 
spurious.   
 
The report will be approximately 150 pages, and will be published in English. 
 
 
Summary of the Main report  
The Council will simultaneously publish a separate Summary of the main report including 
any operational principles that may be developed. (See Section 6: Policy Targets and 
Audience.) The Summary will be published in at least 3 languages. 
 

 
Database 
If it is decided to prepare a database of human rights NGOs (see Section 5: Research 
Process) this list will be released separately or made available on-line on the Council’s 
web site.   
 
 
MEETINGS 
 
The project will generate a variety of meetings, which will be organised by the Council in 
Geneva, and by the Council and others in other countries. Some discussions will take 
place during the consultation phase, when we will gather opinions about the draft report. 
At least five regional meetings are planned during this phase. 
 
Further meetings will be held after the Main Report and Summary have been published, 
as part of the follow-up phase. These meetings will aim to draw the attention of relevant 
organisations to the research findings and encourage their adoption. A detailed plan for 
the follow-up phase will be developed towards the end of the consultation phase, when 
the relevance of the research, and NGO interest in it, will be more identifiable. 
 



Project Design — Rights and responsibilities of human rights organisations 

 

 10

 
9. TIMETABLE 
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10: BUDGET 
 

SUMMARY BUDGET (Expressed in Swiss Francs – CHF)  

A. Expenses CHF 

1. Communications  

 1.1.Telephone & Fax 3'600.00 

 1.2.Postage & Courier 8'400.00 

 1.3.Photocopying 1'600.00 

2. Travel    

 2.1.Researchers 10'400.00 

 2.3.Advisers 15'500.00 

 2.4.Project co-ordinator 7'000.00 

3. Meetings & events 6'000.00 

4. Publications  

 4.1.Design & Production 8'200.00 

 4.3.Printing & Reproduction 19'320.00 

5. Miscellaneous 11'105.00 

TOTAL EXPENSES 91'125.00 

B. Fees & salaries  

6. Research team fees  

 6.1.Lead researcher 35'000.00 

 6.2.Researchers 16'200.00 

 6.3.Advisers 0.00 

 6.4.Advisory group 0.00 

7. Support team (ICHRP)  

 7.1.Project Co-ordinator 52'850.00 

 7.2.Secretariat  51'825.00 

8. Other:   

 8.1.Feasibility study 0.00 

 8.2.Translator 2'500.00 

 8.3.Proof reader 500.00 

 8.4.Evaluator 5'000.00 

 8.5.Media consultant 3'500.00 

TOTAL FEES & SALARIES 167'375.00 

      

FOLLOW-UP 31'000.00 

      

TOTAL PROJECT COST 289'500.00 

      

SALES INCOME 4'500.00 

      

BALANCE 285'000.00 

 
(Detailed budget available on request.)   


