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Abstract

The relationship between the United Nations Security Council and Non-
Governmental Organizations has scarcely been considered in scholarship on 
international security. This lack of academic interest contrasts with accounts 
on the engagement of NGOs in the production and advancement of UNSC 
discussions on women and children. By drawing on international relations 
and social movements’ theoretical contributions, the paper traces NGOs’ 
strategies to participate in UNSC thematic debates. By looking at the actions 
of the Watchlist on Children and Armed Conflict and the NGO Working 
Group on Women, Peace, and Security, the analysis finds that NGOs have 
built coalitions among themselves and maintained networks with friendly 
countries and UN specialized agencies to capitalize on favorable political 
and institutional opportunities and expand the access to the security sector.
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Introduction

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have participated 
in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) debates 

for the past decade. While NGOs continue not to have an official 
role in the UNSC’s procedures, member states have increasingly 
invited them to provide expertise and testimony, mainly through 
informal settings, such as the Arria Formula meetings and formal 
Open Debates. So, what are the driving forces behind the growing 
attendance of NGOs in UNSC’s debates? Under which conditions 
do NGOs manage to engage with security matters?

This paper traces the strategies of two coalitions of NGOs, 
to date the only ones created to approach the UNSC on children’s 
and women’s issues. By looking at the actions of the Watchlist on 
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Children and Armed Conflict (Watchlist) and the NGO Working Group on Women, Peace, and 
Security (NGOWG on WPS), the paper demonstrates how NGOs have adapted their strategies 
according to the environment they wanted to approach. They sought to forge coalitions and build 
advocacy networks with like-minded countries and United Nations (UN) specialized agencies to 
deal with the institutional and ideational barriers at the security debates. Such a combination of 
initiatives was decisive to NGOs’ access and engagement in security debates.

International Relations scholars have already identified the significance of coalitions (Joachim 
and Locher 2008; Yanacopulos 2015; Wong 2012) and advocacy networks (Keck and Sikkink 1998; 
Khagram et al. 2002; Price 1998; Risse et al. 1999) in expanding NGOs’ access in international 
institutions. Nevertheless, how these concepts apply regarding the interaction between NGOs 
and the UNSC has not received much scholarly attention. The lack of official status for NGOs 
in the UNSC, as well as a broad perception that non-state actors do not belong in matters of 
international security, turns the topic particularly challenging and explains, in part, the exceptions 
in the literature (Binder 2008; Graubart 2008; Paul 2004; True-Frost 2007). 

This article adds to the existing knowledge by providing an empirical contribution to the role 
of activists in the security policy framework. Overall, it confirms previous analyses highlighting 
that NGOs impact security negotiations, albeit through informal rather than official and formal 
channels (Wisotzki 2008; Mayer 2008). Specifically, it reveals that NGOs create coalitions and 
try to impact security decisions by directly providing expertise to governments and capitalizing on 
allies to channel the information to Council members. By illuminating these efforts, the research 
uncovers the interplay of different actors positioned in and outside the institutional structure, 
and points out that activists’ chosen strategies are crucial in spurring policy changes in a restricted 
environment such as the UNSC.

The study is based on twenty-five interviews conducted in English with activists, policymakers 
and scholars involved with the women’s and children’s debates within the UNSC. Conversations 
lasted around an hour each and were conducted in New York, Boston, and via email between 
August 2015 and June 2016. The first group of interviewees was selected based on scholarly 
work that accounts for initiatives of the Watchlist and the NGOWG on WPS. These interviewees 
named other civil society representatives, UN staff, and state bureaucrats to contribute to this 
study. Individuals were asked questions about their roles and the strategic partnerships created 
to sustain the thematic debates. The interviews were then coded with NVivo, according to the 
themes that appeared in each of them.

Additionally, the content of Security Council Resolutions was compared with materials 
produced by the two coalitions of NGOs. The selection of the resolutions followed indications 
from the interviewees. After being requested to reflect on whether NGOs exert impact on the 
work of the Security Council, several individuals used examples of language/themes defended by 
NGOs that were incorporated into the Council resolutions.

The paper is organized as follows. The first section establishes the conceptual and theoretical 
frameworks for evaluating NGO’s strategies at the UNSC. It then touches on the institutional 
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and political dynamics to identify the enabling factors to the growing participation of activists 
in the UNSC. Next, it reveals the activities carried out by the Watchlist and the NGOWG on 
WPS. Finally, it concludes by reflecting upon NGO’s actions concerning children’s and women’s 
issues at the UNSC.

Theoretical reflections on coalitions of NGOs and advocacy networks 

Research on the strategies NGOs employ on “institutionalised and regulated forms of 
inter-organisational cooperation, most notably the official participation of NGOs in IGO 
meetings” (Steffek 2013, 994) has advanced considerably over the past years. The literature 
has mapped out their strategies (Joachim and Locher 2008), their expertise (Steffek 2013), and 
networking activities (Keck and Sikkink 1998). While highlighting relationships constrained in 
a contract or consultative status (Vabulas 2013, 191), these works have downplayed a puzzling 
question: are NGOs’ informal relations with security institutions relevant for explaining 
policy outcomes? 

This question unfolds into more specific considerations on whether and how NGOs can have 
meaningful participation through non-official channels. According to the power-based assumption, 
the wishes of influential state parties, who promote particular interests through non-state actors, 
explain the access offered to NGOs in international organizations (Steffek 2013). Therefore, 
NGOs, acting purely as states’ vehicles, do not have autonomy, and consequently, their off-stage 
work would not significantly impact the policy processes. Evidence used in this study contest 
this view, mainly because NGOs explore ways to engage in the UNSC in the face of the explicit 
resistance of powerful actors such as Russia and China. Other countries, such as the United States, 
France, and the United Kingdom, do not need NGOs to advance their specific political agendas. 
In overemphasizing that NGOs act as a conduit for the state’s interests, scholars disregard that 
these are self-interested actors who possess priorities and specific agendas. 

Regarding the resource exchange perspective, partnering between NGOs and international 
institutions arises when both actors perceive the benefits they can take from cooperation as higher 
than their costs. It follows that NGOs would consider approaching a particular institution if it 
offers them something valuable, which would justify the investment of time and resources. Mayer 
(2008, 119) argues that a “rationalist explanation operating in terms of the functions and resources 
of the organizations involved provides a plausible ‘first cut’” in explaining NGOs’ engagement 
with the security sector. The paper subscribes to this argument, noting that NGOs perceived 
opportunities for access when the UNSC undertook changes in its repertoire and practice in the 
post-Cold War period. Member states needed more resources, including the expertise of NGOs, 
to deal with new demands in the international arena. For the NGOs, targeting the UNSC meant 
gaining access to the main UN body, putting human rights norms and ideas into the international 
security agenda, and influencing the policy processes (Wisotzki 2008, 75). 
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Previous studies have also noted that NGOs calculate which tactics are better suited to impact 
states’ deliberations (Joachim and Locher 2008). Notably, the literature has stated that coalitions 
of NGOs and advocacy networks are critical in channeling NGOs’ demands to policymakers. 
Coalitions, as Tallberg et al. (2018, 219) argue, “permit NGOs to join forces with like-minded 
groups, build collective strength, and wield more power together than any single actor could have 
done on its own.” Joachim (2007) suggests that the individuals or groups, who do not necessarily 
have the material assets to push for change, can join efforts with other actors to explore a new 
set of resources. Besides facilitating the exchange of human and material resources, coalitions 
can also reduce potential frictions with unfriendly states. For example, countries unwilling to 
communicate and collaborate with one specific NGO can accept dialogue with a larger unified 
entity. The alignment of policies and practices, in this sense, helps them convey similar ideas, 
recruit new members, start campaigns, disseminate technical information, and foster new norms 
or reframe old ones (Risse et al. 1999).

In addition to forming coalitions, several scholarly works have analyzed the impetus of NGOs 
to sustain advocacy networks as a way to expand their institutional access (Bob 2005; Keck and 
Sikkink 1998; Price 2003). Here, advocacy networks refer to “actors working internationally on 
an issue, who are bound together by shared values, a common discourse, and a dense exchange of 
information and services” (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 2). An essential dimension of advocacy networks 
is that actors (NGOs, states, epistemic communities, or individuals) are typically positioned in 
and out of the targeted institution. Although the depth of involvement of each actor within the 
network may vary, they are connected by their belief in the norm’s value and are interested in 
dealing with the costs for supporting it. 

Agents located in different institutional settings can push for and promote a set of similar 
goals, thus combining their power and reach to create new opportunities for action. Experts working 
at specialized agencies possess more procedural expertise about UN activities than NGOs (Steffek 
2013). Working inside the UN system, they are endowed with specific know-how, functioning as 
an essential source of information concerning the rules and procedures of the institutions NGOs 
wish to approach. Alignment with like-minded policymakers can also be crucial for NGOs. 
Governmental delegations might support and replicate norms and ideas proposed by activists 
through statements and resolutions. Furthermore, in situations where there is no consensus on the 
topic under debate, a common situation at the UNSC, friendly delegations can support NGOs 
by fighting against opposition from other states and working actively to gain support from other 
potential allies (Cooper et al. 2002).

Joachim and Locher (2008, 7) pointed out that these strategic choices connect with the 
particularities of the institutional context NGOs want to approach. The paper corroborates 
this opinion and relies on the political opportunity structure literature to uncover constraints 
and incentives affecting activists’ strategies. By political opportunity, Tarrow (1998, 85) defines 
“consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – dimensions of the political environment 
that provide incentives for people to undertake collective action.” Access, political alignments, 
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and discursive openings can be conceived as features of the political opportunity structure, as 
pointed in Wisotski’s (2009) study. She develops an account of how NGOs aiming to influence 
negotiations on disarmament and arms control have adjusted their strategies to overcome the lack 
of authorized access and states’ reluctance. NGOs, as argued, capitalized on discursive opportunities 
and networked allies to reach governmental representatives in corridors, managing to provide 
expertise in essential phases of the policy processes. 

Based on these works, the paper argues that the Watchlist and the NGOWG on WPS have 
followed a similar pattern of action, relying on alliance building and networking to mobilize 
windows of opportunities and facilitate understandings with member states. 

Points of access at the UNSC

The UNSC is one of six principal organs created by the United Nations Charter (1945), 
with the main thrust to maintain international peace and security. It comprises fifteen members, 
out of which five are permanent, and the General Assembly elects ten. In addition to its small 
membership, there are specific and unique dynamics driving decisions within this body. The five 
permanent members (China, France, Russia, Great Britain, and the United States) can veto any 
decision. The ten non-permanent members are elected for a two-year term, according to regional 
blocs configurations. 

Considering these political particularities and the high perception among policymakers that 
the UNSC is a state domain, NGOs have been purposefully set aside this environment. According 
to Paul (2004), in many instances, “NGOs ran into frustrating and unshakeable opposition from 
veto-bearing permanent members, whose national interests ran counter to NGO priorities.” This 
observation is corroborated by Weschler (2004) as she notes that “the Council was beyond the 
reach of NGOs and initial attempts at openness by some diplomats were promptly undermined.” 
A change in this relationship started around the 1990s when rising attention to human rights 
issues in parallel to the inclusion of new issues on the security agenda pushed for new modes of 
interaction between NGOs and the UNSC.

The participation of NGOs in security meetings is visible in informal (Arria Formula) and 
formal settings (Open Debates). Arria Formula meetings are off the record and do not constitute a 
formal activity of the Council. They are organized upon member states' request, which determines 
the level of NGOs’ engagement. Most interestingly, since the 1990s, NGOs have also started to 
be invited to attend formal meetings on the Security Council. Open Debates are an inclusive 
format, with participation open to all UN member states upon their request. These meetings are 
recorded, published in the official languages, and covered by the UN and public media.

The invitation for NGOs to attend these meetings occurred in tandem with a growing 
emphasis on the human security approach throughout the UN system. This concept, used to 
refer to people’s security, went beyond the physical safety or territorial boundaries to include 
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development, human rights, and socioeconomic issues as root causes of conflicts (MacFarlane 
and Khong 2006). For a long time, Council members discussed essentially a militarized agenda, 
comprised of topics such as weapons and international conflicts. However, a shift in its content has 
been observed with the adoption of resolutions such as women’s issues, children’s issues, civilians, 
HIV, and food aid. In this moment of  “humanization” of the UNSC (Cohn 2004, 136), “nobody 
any longer seriously questions the relevance of human rights to the Council’s work and the need 
for human rights information and analysis at every stage of Council action” (Weschler 2004, 55). 

The commitment of the UNSC to such issues led to activities of verification and monitoring 
of human rights in emergency and conflict situations. Within this context, NGOs started to be 
recognized as partners and contracted by states to deliver social services, particularly in scenarios 
of peacekeeping and humanitarian interventions (Gordenker and Weiss 1995). Paul (2004, 375) 
states that “Council-built peace depended on economic and social development, respect for 
human rights, disarmament, and other areas of NGO expertise.” Amnesty International, Human 
Rights Watch, Save the Children, CARE International, and Oxfam International, for example, 
contributed to Council meetings on the premise that they had already been involved in armed 
conflict situations and, therefore, better understood the opportunities and the challenges for 
achieving success on the ground. 

Besides, the 1990s were a moment in which Council members struggled to handle several 
crises worldwide. Non-permanent members, mainly, could not keep up with the exponential 
increase in UNSC attributions and responsibilities. Hill (2002, 3) finds that NGOs were invited 
to participate in some meetings, usually when the delegations needed to obtain more precise 
information about what was happening in the field. For Paul (2004, 376), non-permanent members 
started to “sought information, expertise and policy ideas from NGOs that could help them fulfill 
their responsibilities in the Council.” 

These developments illustrate not only political and institutional openings conducive to 
NGOs’ engagement with the security sector but also institutional factors that influence their course 
of action. What strategies activists have come up with to harness these conditions and overcome 
institutional and ideational barriers is the object of the following sections. 

The Watchlist on Children and Armed Conflict

In 1999, the Security Council approved Resolution 1261, inaugurating the thematic agenda 
of the Children and Armed Conflict (CAC). The primary concern of Resolution 1261 was to 
depict the devastating impact of armed conflict on children, recognizing that they were used as 
child soldiers1 and left under-attended in refugee camps. True-Frost (2007, 169) mentions that 

1 The Paris Principles on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (2007) defines “child associated with an armed force or armed 
group refers to any person below 18 years of age who is, or who has been, recruited or used by an armed force or armed group in any capacity, 
including but not limited to children, boys and girls, used as fighters, cooks, porters, spies or for sexual purposes.”
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in addition to state support, many factors played a role in the Security Council’s decision to 
adopt such thematic debate, “including pressure from other International Organizations organs, 
knowledge developed by epistemic communities, and persuasion efforts by transnational advocacy 
groups.” Holzscheiter (2005, 738) names the Watchlist as one of the main driving forces behind 
the development of the Security Council’s CAC agenda. 

The Watchlist was formed in 2001. A couple of years after Resolution 1261 was adopted, 
NGOs, which were already involved in projects related to the situation of children in armed 
conflicts, found an important entry point for advocacy. As one representative of the Watchlist 
stated: 

[…] here is a new opportunity in the Security Council, the most powerful entity 
within the UN, now that they have picked up this agenda, we can play a real role 
in shaping the way it goes forward. (Interviewee 11 2016) 

Many NGOs were large aid agencies, had well-established humanitarian programs and 
reliable data, but lacked a mechanism for reaching policymakers. 

The Watchlist functioned as a platform for NGOs to approach the Security Council on 
children’s issues. Initially, it was composed of six international NGOs: Human Rights Watch, 
Norwegian Refugee Council, Save the Children, Terre des Hommes, World Vision International, 
and War Child. Positioned in New York, these NGOs agreed early on to “influence the content of 
the UNSC resolutions, liaising with the special representative’s office, and making recommendations 
for the Secretary-General’s reports to the Security Council.” (Interviewee 11 2016). Such activities 
reveal an impetus to impact statements and outcome documents in accordance with, rather than 
against, the Council’s procedures.

Indeed, one of Watchlist’s main advocacy initiatives was producing periodic reports, called 
Monthly Updates, with recommending actions to the fifteen Security Council representatives and 
CAC experts within the state’s delegations. Reflecting on Watchlist’s production and dissemination 
of information, one interviewee noted: “Watchlist pulled out together information from members 
of the coalition, from their programs, from their contacts and then tried to do a standardized 
template of all the different issues covered” (Interviewee 19 2016). This level of organization 
has proved crucial to deliver knowledge and reach the Council’s members who wanted to know 
more about activities on children’s issues. There was a common perception among the diplomats 
interviewed that identifying talking points in advance of the UNSC’s debates and understanding 
the procedures and timing of the negotiations were essential aspects of the Watchlist’s strategy for 
engaging in the CAC agenda (Interviewee 6 2016; Interviewee 12 2016; Interviewee 24 2016). 

Watchlist’s modus operandi corroborates Yanacopulos’s (2005, 95) findings that coalitions 
create a more substantial commitment, originated from “sharing resources, decreasing costs through 
group specialization, and increasing legitimacy and power by speaking with one voice.” One state 
representative noted that the format of coalitions helped a lot with the country delegations. “It 
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helps us when we need to reach a particular NGO on the ground […] Their Monthly Action plans 
are also very helpful and we work a lot on them. It simplifies, sets a global vision and summarizes 
the debates.” (Interviewee 21 2016). 

Furthermore, the alliance has sought to combine efforts with potential allies to dilute resistance 
from some member states. Russia and China mainly argued against opening too much space for 
non-state actors in the security sector. They avoided relying on NGO reports and often requested 
UN-verified information. “In the earlier years, we had limited access, and everything had to have 
a UN stamp. [Russia and China] would not accept looking at any data or anecdotal information 
unless it was coming through a UN channel” (Interviewee 19 2016). Within this context, the 
collaboration with insider allies provided activists with a channel to diffuse new norms and 
understandings along with UN technical guidelines. Particularly, the Special Representative for 
Children and Armed Conflict (OSRSG) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
assisted in making information more acceptable and palatable to Security Council members by 
giving it UN credentials.

Partnering with friendly governmental delegations was also a relevant strategy to dilute 
resistance from some stakeholders and guarantee NGOs’ engagement with children’s debates. 
The Watchlist constantly tried to meet with three permanent country delegations (France, 
the United States, and the United Kingdom) and offer them information on the topics 
soon to be addressed in the UNSC. There was a high perception among policymakers that 
the Watchlist had attuned and weighted their actions and demands according to the UN 
political and institutional constraints, allowing them to approach country delegations in a 
less confrontational manner: 

[The Watchlist] would not be upset or trying to criticize us when we were unable 
to take something on board because of the political constraints in the UNSC [...] 
They have the diplomatic tools to play the Security Council’s game. I would not 
call them activists in terms of aggressive activists. They are major actors and players 
at the UN (Interviewee 21 2016).

The interaction with the Security Council’s elected members was another key initiative 
of the Watchlist’s repertoire. The newcomers are often keen to participate in security debates 
but do not always have the necessary tools or desk information to promptly act (Paul 2004). 
As a result, they tend to be more prone to team up with NGOs in search of updates and 
recommendations on how to proceed regarding the CAC agenda. As noted by one respondent: 
“when new Council members come on board, Watchlist often try to meet with them to share 
reflections on the agenda […] and cultivate that relationship” (Interviewee 11 2016). “We 
relied a lot on information provided by Watchlist,” said a representative from an elected 
Security Council delegation (Interviewee 17 2016). Such networked alliances are precisely 
what previous studies have shown as important for expanding institutional access in restricted 
environments.
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Although NGOs have managed to build ties with Security Council members, their presence 
in the highly politicized environment of security affairs has constantly been constrained to adapt to 
the political interests in place. A central challenge mentioned during interviews was that states are 
very cautious when accepting the information produced by NGOs as part of their formal statements. 
The explanation for such behavior relies partly on their fear of being labeled as countries that 
non-state actors drive. In many cases, diplomats confessed that they took into consideration the 
information produced by the Watchlist but reframed it to fit with their political jargon, leaving 
much of the evidence on cooperation between these two actors to the backstage, as noted above:

I go to see them and ask what can we do […], and then I try to work on the 
information they share, taking into consideration our political interests […] I try 
to reformulate in a political way […] we take it up or not depending on all the 
constraints that we have from the capital. I make a little bit of selection because 
I know exactly what will go through or not in our mission. This is how it works 
(Interviewee 21 2016). 

These consultations reveal that interactions between NGOs and member states regularly 
occur, although rather informally, and that ideas defended by activists are considered despite 
the political constraints. An example to further this point is Watchlist’s role in discussing the 
military use of schools by actors in conflicts, including peacekeepers. The coalition found it 
unacceptable and extensively shared information to convince countries on the relevance of 
this issue. Both activists and state representatives recognized that the Watchlist fueled UNSC’s 
negotiations with their inputs. As recounted during interviews, one of Watchlist’s contributions 
was to provide friendly country delegations with specific language on addressing the problem. 
In November of 2014, the UNSC published a resolution prohibiting parties “to attack, occupy 
or use for any purposes schools, school buildings or property” (United Nations Security Council 
2014). In the Monthly Update of November 2014 (“Children and armed conflict monthly 
update. 2014), NGOs concurrently demanded: “that the military immediately vacate the 124 
schools currently under occupation”. Similar to those used in the Council’s document, the ideas 
circulated in the Monthly Update support the argument that NGOs’ actively worked with states 
to include the issue within the institutional radar.

In another example, NGOs shaped debates about implementing a monitoring and reporting 
mechanism (MRM), established by Security Council Resolution 1612 (2004). Besides issuing 
a comprehensive handbook on the topic (Violations Against Children in Armed Conflicts: An 
Action Plan for Monitoring, Reporting, and Response), NGOs intensively worked backstage. They 
delivered information from the ground to critical policymakers and maintained close contact with 
allies as they deliberated on the following steps to implement the UNSC directives. The MRM 
has been crucial for expanding NGOs’ access to the CAC agenda. For a state representative, it has 
given these NGOs, who are “the experts on the subject,” the possibility to regularly channel rough 
data about local situations, counterbalancing the technical information that UN departments 
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and agencies provide to Council members (Interviewee 17 2016). In light of access limitations, 
making strategic calculations was crucial for NGOs to discuss CAC documents and mechanisms.

The NGO Working Group on Women, Peace and Security

By the time the first resolution on Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) was passed, in October 
2000, the Security Council had already adopted resolutions on children. The inclusion of human 
rights topics in the UNSC’s agenda, therefore, was not a novelty. However, the surprising aspect 
was that all state delegations reached a consensus and unanimously decided to frame “women in 
situations of armed conflict” as a matter of international security. This decision, viewed as a success 
by many policymakers and activists, put women and gender issues into the Security Council’s 
purview, a significant change since these topics were historically connected to the General Assembly 
and the Economic and Social Council’s activities. 

There was momentum for discussing non-traditional security issues at the UNSC and 
Resolution 1325 came as a product of such opening. That was the perception shared by a member 
of the NGOWG on WPS: 

We saw the demise of the Cold War, we saw the rise of civil wars. We saw a moment 
at the international level at the Security Council where they were beginning to be 
interested in sort of non-traditional security issues (Interviewee 25 2016). 

Building upon this opportunity, activists formed the NGO Working Group on Women, 
Peace, and Security (NGOWG on WPS), a network of NGOs committed to strengthening the 
link between gender and women’s issues with the security repertoire. 

Well-known and highly professionalized NGOs have acted as members of the coalition, 
such as Amnesty International, Consortium on Gender Security and Human Rights, Femmes 
Africa Solidarité, Global Justice Centre, Human Rights Watch, International Rescue Committee, 
Madre, Open Society Foundations, Oxfam International, Refugees International, the Institute for 
Inclusive Security, Women’s Action for New Directions, Women’s International League for Peace 
and Freedom, and the Women’s Refugee Commission. Located in New York, with permanent staff 
and a chief coordinator, the NGOWG on WPS has performed tasks ranging from the briefing 
of delegations, report analysis, the organization of informal meetings and seminars with member 
states and local grassroots movements, to the delivery of letters and speeches at the Security 
Council’s request. 

One of the initial challenges to create such a coalition of NGOs and networks of NGOs, an 
interviewee noted, was to reach a consensus on the projects and ideas that they would advance as 
a group: “The working group had to go through an initial strategic planning process, where it was 
not just building a plan, but also building a way to work together” (Interviewee 18 2016). As part 
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of this process, NGOs had to bargain and compromise aspects of their specific agendas to settle 
their differences and come up with a unified voice. According to Klot (2015, 25), “the strategic 
focus on militarism was a major source of conflict among working group members.” Controversial 
issues were left out, as Cohn (2004, 12) mentions, because “talking about the international arms 
trade, militarism or even worse, militarism’s relation to masculinities (as WILPF wanted to do) 
was deemed by these groups to be in the ‘too political’ category”. 

Another critical step in preparing terrain to approach the Security Council was establishing 
an organizational structure. By arranging themselves into a coalition, the varied group of NGOs 
sought a way to connect their initiatives and discourse to shape the policies and practices of the 
UNSC. One respondent noted:

I think that the professionalization of the coalition in terms of having a strategic 
plan and having sort of regular meetings and a work plan was really important in 
both creating momenta and keeping the momentum going over time. […] No matter 
who stepped into the pool, people were able to go in and build on that (Interviewee 
18 2016).

This organization was important to facilitate the work of the NGOWG on WPS in channeling 
local movements’ demands to the policymakers in New York. They regularly sought to bring 
“women who were doing the hard work […] in Liberia, in Sierra Leone, in Burundi, to the UN 
to talk with people who could actually make a difference in terms of advancing the kinds of things 
they were focusing on” (Interviewee 18 2016). Nyamugasira (1998, 301) has already noted that 
“the real strength of INGOs lies in their simultaneous access to grassroots experience in the south 
and to the decision-makers in the north.” Similarly, Jordan and Tuijil’s (2000, 2053) state that 
“NGO networks are often formed to allow for the expertise and experience of multiple NGOs 
to be heard in varying political arenas.” In this case, activists have certainly gained leverage by 
acting as a bridge.

Another strategy often used by the coalition was to combine efforts with insider allies to 
advance the WPS agenda. Indeed, the adoption of Resolution 1325 is highly considered as a 
response to the emergence of an alliance – comprised of NGOs, UNSC member states, and UN 
specialized agencies – that combined efforts to link women’s issues with international security 
(Gibbings 2004; Hudson 2010). As noted by one interviewee: “it could not have been done 
by civil society alone. It would not have done by governments or the UN alone. It was a very 
collaborative process” (Interviewee 6 2016). The United Nations Development Fund for Women 
(UNIFEM)2, Namibia and Bangladesh are often cited as the prominent actors, alongside the 
NGOs, in the process leading up to the publication of Resolution 1325 (2000) (Cohn 2004, 2). 

2 In 2010, the UN General Assembly created UN Women, a UN entity to address gender equality and the empowerment of women. The 
idea was to condense resources and mandates from different parts of the UN system that were already working on these issues, such as Division 
for the Advancement of Women (DAW); International Research and Training; Institute for the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW); Office 
of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women (OSAGI); United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM).



Paving the way to the Security Council: NGOs’ activism on women’s and children’s issues

Rev. Bras. Polít. Int., 65(1): e005, 2022 Rebelo  

12

As previously noted in the case of Watchlist, UN staff can strengthen the impact of NGO 
strategies as their technical expertise allows them to have closer contact with the member states. 
In the case of the WPS agenda, UNIFEM initially assisted the NGOs in drafting Resolution 1325 
(2000), and later it also supported the organization of the Arria Formula meeting on this topic. 
For Gibbings (2004, 53), “UNIFEM, having greater political weight than NGOs because of its 
status as a ‘UN agency,’ was able to negotiate and lobby with Security Council delegations.” NGOs’ 
activities can also complement the work of the specialized agencies. As Gaer (1995) notes, there 
is a dependence of the UN institutions, especially in the human rights sector, on the information 
made available by the NGOs. 

Besides reaching out to UN representatives, NGOs relied on the collaboration with friendly-
states for pushing for the adoption and evolution of the WPS agenda. This strategy was critical to 
expand activists’ access mainly because the Security Council is a highly masculine environment 
and often resistant to feminist political ideas and practices. For instance, China and Russia 
have been long arguing that the UNSC should not expand the debates on WPS. They defend, 
whenever possible, that discussions on women’s issues fit better within other UN bodies (ECOSOC 
and General Assembly). In 2015, during an Open debate on Women, Peace, and Security, the 
representative of Russia declared crucial to avoid any distortions in the Security Council’s activities 
and called upon all members to maintain the existing divisions of labor between UN organs. He 
also warned country delegations to be cautious when expanding the security debate beyond the 
spectrum of “situations of armed conflicts” (United Nations Security Council 2015). The other 
permanent members– the USA, the UK and France – although more prone to engage with the 
WPS thematic debates – do not have similar priorities regarding the agenda. The US has engaged 
more with sexual violence topics while the UK has been inclined to foster discussion on women’s 
participation and prevention. Their engagement with the agenda seems to be particularly attached 
to specific political interests.

Within such an environment, the NGOWG on WPS has usually capitalized on elected 
members to reduce or change the resistant attitudes in the institutional setting. One of the 
strategies is the engagement with governments on a one-to-one basis. According to interviews, 
activists targeted the missions in New York that were most friendly and, through them, reached 
out to permanent members (Interviewee 8 2016; Interviewee 13 2016). 

A notable example of the interaction between NGOs and friendly countries traces back to the 
efforts around the adoption of Resolution 1325 (2000). The alliance of NGOs combined efforts 
with Namibia and Bangladesh to push for the publication of the document in spite of the several 
efforts from Russia and China to downplay the endeavor. The connection between the NGOWG on 
WPS and Bangladesh was mainly established through ambassador Anwarul Karim Chowdhury. At 
that time, Chowdhury, president of the UNSC, gave a speech on behalf of Women’s International 
Day, in which he connected gender equality with peace. The connection between up until then 
very distant concepts opened up a discursive space for debating the relevance of demands and 
experiences of women in the Security Council’s documents. As put by one respondent: 
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After that we did a lot of advocacy with other members of the SC. I remember at 
one point chasing the Namibian foreign minister after a meeting and asking him if 
they would be interested or willing to meet with us. So we were going country by 
country and providing them with background (Interviewee 25 2016). 

The proximity with Namibia was also a driving force for the publication of Resolution 1325. 
Hill et al. (2003, 1258) observed that NGO members were excited with the meeting with Namibia 
for the country had previously been engaged with related topics on women’s issues. Namibia had 
organized an important seminar on Mainstreaming a Gender Perspective in Multidimensional Peace 
Support Operations in May 2000. Being the next country to occupy the UNSC presidential seat, 
the NGOWG sought to advocate for the inclusion of gender debates into the security domain. 

Another example of the partnership between NGOs and elected members is the collaboration 
between activists with the Vietnamese delegation before the adoption of Resolution 1889, in 
2009. When Vietnam assumed the presidency of the Security Council, it indicated the intention 
to share its experience from conflict, focusing on the importance of women’s education and other 
development issues to achieve peace (Security Council Report 2010). Some Council members 
expressed concern about the adoption of another resolution within such a short period – only 
months after the adoption of the previous Resolution 1888 (2009). After several negotiations on 
the draft resolution, Resolution 1889 was approved. A UN representative noted that Vietnam 
worked in the backstage together with the NGOWG on WPS for taking up the issue at the 
Security Council. The Vietnamese delegation received inputs and attended a workshop prepared 
by members of the coalition, which helped them to better engage with the Council’s negotiations 
(Interviewee 10 2016; Interviewee 13 2016). In parallel, the coalition kept its discourse tightly 
attached to what Vietnam was proposing in official meetings and pushed, whenever possible, for 
the passage of such resolution. 

Besides networking with insider allies, the coalition constantly tried to provide information 
to country delegations, especially when a new document was to be passed. One of the tools used 
“to get better language in UNSC resolutions” (Interviewee 8 2016) was the Monthly Action Plans, 
a set of recommendations on thematic and country issues prepared to guide the Security Council 
on how to respond adequately to WPS debates. The policy papers are available to all the Council 
delegations and tailored to their informational needs. State representatives acknowledged the need 
for the information provided by the NGOWG on WPS, especially on experiences and needs of 
women and girls, and the relevance of their support in indicating civil society speakers for the 
Open Debates (Interviewee 8 2016; Interviewee 15 2016; Interviewee 24 2016). 

An example of the efforts made by activists was the incorporation of language provided 
by NGOs into the Resolution 1935 (United Nations Security Council 2010) on the renewal of 
the mandate of the African Union-United Nations Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID). 
The NGOWG published a MAP in July of 2010 suggesting that the UNSC “prioritize the call 
for all parties to the conflict to protect civilians, including women and children, from sexual 
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violence […]” and requested the Secretary General “to report on progress made in creating and 
implementing a strategy to protect women and girls from sexual and gender-based violence […]” 
(NGO Working Group on Women, Peace and Security, 2010). Since the NGOWG on WPS had 
knowledge and experiences about the field, country delegations valued their viewpoint and the 
information released (Interviewee 8 2016). The similarity of NGOs’ recommendations with the 
document’s content is evident. In paragraph 18 of Resolution 1935 (United Nations Security 
Council 2010), the UNSC “demands that the parties to the conflict immediately take appropriate 
measures to protect civilians, including women and children, from all forms of sexual violence, 
in line with resolution 1820 (2008); and requests UNAMID to report on the implementation of 
its comprehensive strategy for providing protection to women and children from sexual violence 
and gender based violence […]” (United Nations Security Council 2010).  

These examples illustrate that carefully choosing how to approach the member states was 
particularly relevant for sustaining NGOs’ access to WPS debates. Felicity Hill summarizes the 
attitude regarding the UNSC: “Whatever the code words, let us in! Peace-builder, decision-maker, 
whatever argument works, let us in! Let us in so we can wrestle with the discussion at least; contest 
the parameters, and react, in real time and not after the fact.” (Cohn 2004, 138). 

Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated that NGOs, rather than moving away from the largely closed 
arena of the security sector, choose to explore alternative venues to advance the thematic agendas. 
Specifically, NGOs have forged coalitions (the Watchlist and the NGOWG on WPS) and actively 
worked together with friendly member states and intergovernmental offices in the backstage of 
UNSC chambers to impact debates on women’s and children’s issues. By drawing on interviews 
and content analysis techniques, the research confirmed previous scholarly work on the strategic 
role of NGOs in adapting their activities to participate in relevant debates even in the face of 
limited access. 

While establishing links with insider allies was crucial for NGOs’ participation in such 
a setting, progress would not have been achieved without the decision of activists to create 
coalitions of NGOs. The Watchlist and the NGOWG on WPS have developed an organizational 
architecture to accumulate knowledge and regularly share information. Founding a collaborative 
platform for action has allowed NGOs to minimize the costs of conflicting interests with states 
and increase their legitimacy when dealing with more skeptical UNSC members. This move 
has proven to be particularly valuable in a restricted environment such as the security sector. 
Most importantly, because of the high rotation of elected members and resistant attitudes 
mainly from China and Russia, activists gained from displaying an organizational structure 
that helped them constantly build new relationships and strengthen ties with like-minded 
policymakers. 
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In tracing the strategies used by both coalitions, the research advanced knowledge about the 
interaction between NGOs and states in the security sector. Although it is difficult to measure the 
direct impact of NGOs’ strategies, mainly because ideas championed by activists may only come 
to fruition years or decades later, there is compelling evidence that NGOs are placing relevant 
information in the hands of policymakers. 
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