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Why do we need to review intergovernmental organisations’ observer status? 
 
Intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) play an important role in contributing to and supporting 
implementation of the FCTC. It is, therefore, important that they attend and participate in sessions 
of the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the Convention. However, the rules and processes for 
IGOs to become observers to the COP, and to maintain this status once they have been accredited, 
have not been updated since the second session of the COP in 2007.  
 
As noted in the FCTC Secretariat’s report to COP7 (FCTC/COP/7/29), some IGO observers engage in 
joint activities with the tobacco industry on an ongoing basis (para 15). This situation may illustrate 
policy incoherence within the UN system towards implementation of the FCTC, and may undermine 
global efforts on tobacco control.  

This document relates to item 7.8 of the provisional agenda 

Key recommendations 
 

 FCA supports the recommendation put forward in the draft decision 
contained in document FCTC/COP/7/29 to establish a procedure to 
regularly review the accreditation of intergovernmental 
organisations (IGOs) with the status of observers to the COP;  

 COP7 should clarify details of the review procedure following the 
proposed IGO survey process. In particular, COP7 should mandate 
the FCTC Bureau to review IGO survey responses and recommend to 
the COP whether to maintain, suspend, or revoke the accreditation 
of IGO observers to the COP, similar to the process established to 
review NGO observer status;  

 Before discussion on this matter, COP should also seek updates on 
the model policy for organisations of the UN system to prevent 
tobacco industry interference. The policy is being put forward for 
adoption at the seventh meeting of the UN Interagency Task Force 
on NCDs. COP7 should ensure policy coherence between this model 
policy and any review process established by COP;  

 COP7 should also ensure that any decision taken to establish and 
operationalise such a procedure is accompanied by supporting 
amendments to the Rules of Procedure. 
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Current status of IGO accreditation 
 
At COP2 in 2007, Parties decided to automatically grant observer status to all IGOs that had 
participated as observers in the original FCTC negotiations from 2000-20031. The only requirement 
for IGO observer status at that time was to be in official relations with the World Health 
Organization. Since then, there has been no review of the observer status of these IGOs.  
 
New IGOs seeking observer status have been required to apply under Rule 30.1 of the Rules of 
Procedure. The rule notes that new IGOs that wish to become observers to the COP may apply in 
accordance with their own internal governance procedures, but that the FCTC Secretariat should 
take FCTC Article 5.3 (on tobacco industry interference) and the 17th and 18th preambular 
paragraphs of the Convention into account when considering such applications.  
 

The FCTC Secretariat’s proposal for a review of IGO observer status 
 
The Secretariat’s report to COP7 includes a draft decision (Annex 1) that outlines a potential review 
process for IGO observers. Every two years, IGO observers would be required to complete and 
return a survey, a draft of which is contained in Annex 2 of the official report (FCTC/COP/7/29). The 
survey seeks to obtain information on IGOs’ participation in FCTC meetings, their contributions to 
other tobacco control related events, details on how they work to support FCTC implementation, 
and information pertaining to each organisation’s implementation of Article 5.3 and its guidelines. 
The draft decision would mandate the Secretariat to report back to the COP on the results of this 
survey.  
 
Where a direct or indirect conflict of interest with the tobacco industry is identified and where the 
organisation lacks a formal policy to address such conflicts, the draft decision suggests that the 
organisation should “resubmit… [its]… application [for observer status] after having resolved these 
conflicts of interest or involvement” (Annex 2, para 3).  
 

COP7 should request more details on follow-up to proposed survey 
 
FCA supports the recommendation in the draft decision to establish a procedure to regularly 
review the accreditation of IGO observers to the COP. The proposed process will improve policy 
coherence among UN agencies regarding implementation of the FCTC. It will also help the COP 
better understand  IGOs’ contributions to FCTC implementation, as well as any involvement with 
the tobacco industry, in line with the guidelines for Article 5.3 of the Convention.  
 
However, the proposed procedure lacks necessary details. In particular, the draft decision does not 
clarify what criteria will be applied when assessing IGO observers’ responses to the survey 
contained in Annex 2. For example, it is not clear on what basis IGOs will assess whether their 
policies and activities are in conformity with Article 5.3 guidelines, as these guidelines refer to 
obligations of FCTC Parties, not IGOs. It is also unclear if the assessment will be based on real or 
perceived conflict of interest and what the criteria for these would be. Likewise, if a conflict of 
interest is identified, the draft decision does not clarify what will happen to the observer status of 
the IGO in question while it works to resolve these issues.  
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Ideally, any interaction with the tobacco industry should be: 
 

 Limited to the extent possible, and  

 Carried out in such a way as to avoid the creation of any perception of a real or potential 
partnership or co-operation resulting from or on account of such interaction.  

There may need to be some consideration of individual circumstances as part of a decision on 
whether any IGO observer should maintain its observer status, or whether this accreditation should 
be revoked or suspended in follow up to the proposed survey procedure. These considerations 
should however be made based on clear criteria, including the mandate of the IGO in question, its 
activities to support FCTC implementation, transparency of any interaction that it has with the 
tobacco industry, and – where there is interaction with the industry – whether this has the 
potential to undermine FCTC implementation.  
 
Given the complexities of this process, FCA recommends that COP7 clarify some of the procedural 
details of how follow-up to IGO survey responses should take place. When a process to review the 
observer status of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) was established at COP6, the Bureau 
was given the mandate to review NGO reports and to make recommendations to the COP (with 
relevant justifications) about whether to maintain, suspend, or discontinue observer status. COP7 
may wish to decide whether a similar measure should be enacted as part of the proposed IGO 
review process and if yes, what its criteria should be.  
 
In terms of policy coherence across the UN system, the seventh meeting of the UN Interagency 
Task Force (UNIATF) on Non-Communicable Diseases (25-27 October) will discuss and potentially 
adopt a model policy for UN organisations on preventing tobacco industry interference. COP should 
ensure that it seeks updates on this policy before discussing its own IGO review process, and 
should ensure that any established review process uses the recommendations made via the 
UNIATF as a minimum standard.  
 

Necessary amendments to the Rules of Procedure 
 
Neither the Secretariat’s report to COP7 on the IGO screening procedure (FCTC/COP/7/29) nor the 
proposal for amendments to the Rules of Procedure made by the Bureau to COP7 (FCTC/COP/7/31) 
includes any mention of an additional rule to codify the practices described above. This contrasts 
with the NGO observer review process, which is outlined in Rule 31.3 of the Rules of Procedure.  
 
COP7 should ensure that any decision taken to establish a procedure to review the accreditation of 
IGOs with the status of observer to the COP should be accompanied by appropriate amendments 
to the Rules of Procedure. For example, COP7 could add a rule under Rule 30 that outlines the 
specifics of any review process that the COP decides to establish.  


