NGOs and International
Economic Policy-Making
Rights and responsibilities in the global arena
Michael Edwards

At the start of a new century, changes of huge importance are taking place
in the shape and character of governance—the exercise of democratic
authority over matters of public concern. Two processes are occurring
simultaneously, driven by globalisation, market integration, information
technology and rising questions about the legitimacy and effectiveness of
conventional politics in addressing problems of collective action across
national borders. The first is a shift in the locus of authority, down the political system to sub-national units and up to new global institutions. The
second is a shift in the focus of authority, away from state monopolies to
non-state actors, both for-profit and not-for-profit. These changes are
likely to have both positive and negative consequences: positive in providing greater opportunities for citizen participation and efficiency gains in
the provision of public goods, negative in threatening the ability of the
state to protect universal rights and entitlements, and hold global institutions accountable for their actions.
At the global level, it is undeniable that these changes are opening more
spaces for civil society participation. As the news reports from demonstrations in Seattle, Genoa and elsewhere confirm, NGOs and other citizens’
groups (or ‘civil society’1) are enjoying an unprecedented upsurge in their
profile and—to a lesser extent—their influence over global debates and
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There is no consensus definition of the term ‘civil society.’ I use it to refer to all organisations, networks and
associations between the family and the state, except firms. ‘Non-Governmental Organisations’ (or NGOs) form
a subset of civil society.
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decision-making, especially in the economic sphere. Although it lacks a
coherent alternative vision at any level of detail, the current wave of global
citizen action is comparable with, and probably larger than, previous waves
in the 1960s and earlier periods in history. Over 30,000 international NGOs
are already active on the world stage, along with approximately 20,000
transnational civil society networks of various kinds—90% of which have
been formed during the last 30 years, an astonishing rate of growth
(Edwards 1999, 2000).
To NGOs themselves and many members of the general public, this
trend is one of the most heartening developments of the post-Cold War
world. Successive public opinion polls are unanimous in revealing widespread scepticism about the costs and benefits of globalisation in its current form, a continued erosion of public trust in governments and
corporations, and an increasing level of confidence in NGOs as essential
counterweights to the declining power of nation states and the rising
influence of business (even if both of these trends are exaggerated).2 At
stake is nothing less than the legitimacy of the current international system (especially the International Financial Institutions such as the World
Bank, IMF and WTO), and the paradigm of economic liberalisation on
which it is founded. The fragility of political support for a new world trade
round is the latest example of this problem. For anyone convinced that
economic growth and poverty reduction depend on the further integration
of markets, trade, production and financial flows (albeit implemented
gradually and to the benefit of developing countries), this is an immensely
serious problem. How can the erosion of public confidence be reversed?
The only answer to this question lies in rebuilding the legitimacy of
international economic policy-making, and that cannot be done unless
citizens—through their own associations, not just their governments—
have a seat at the negotiating table. Arguing from political theory (and a
good deal of empirical experience) one can cite two contributions that civil
society has already made to governance at the national level, that might
also be extended to the international economic arena: improving the quality of debate and decision-making by injecting more information, transparency and accountability into the system from a wider range of sources,
2
The most recent poll of 20,000 citizens in G20 nations by Environics International revealed that only 10%
viewed globalisation as ‘positive’, and 1% thought that current global governance structures were satisfactory
(http://www.environics.net/eil/).
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