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According to its constitution, the fundamental objective of the International
Chamber of Commerce (ICC) is ‘to further the development of an open world
economy with the firm conviction that international commercial exchanges are
conducive to both greater global prosperity and peace among nations’. This objec-
tive gives rise to three principal aims – the promotion of ‘international trade,
services and investment, while eliminating obstacles and distortions to inter-
national commerce’; the promotion of ‘a market economy system based on the
principle of free and fair competition among business enterprises’; and the foster-
ing of the ‘economic growth of developed and developing countries alike, particu-
larly with a view to better integrate all countries into the world economy’.1

In other words, the ICC is an organisation whose actions are steeped in the
liberal tradition of political economy. As such, it should come as no surprise
that in the contemporary era it has been a staunch supporter of globalisation as
a force for and source of both prosperity and peace.2 On the other hand, the
ICC has vehemently opposed protectionism of any sort, whether motivated by
narrow economic interests or the satisfaction of wider societal needs and values.
For this reason it has been critical of the failure of the World Trade Organization
(WTO) to achieve concrete results during the Doha Development Round of nego-
tiations. For this reason also it has not been convinced of the benefits of economic
regionalism, although it has been at great pains to engage with regional projects
such as the European Union.3

The ICC’s aims are met via two main means – political advocacy and lobbying
directed at national governments and at international organisations; and the pro-
vision of a range of practical services to business, including, for example, the
International Court of Arbitration (ICA), ICC Commercial Crime Services and
publications such as International Commercial Terms (Incoterms).4 The relation-
ship between these two sets of activities is quite clear, and is nowhere more
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obvious than in the voluntary formulation and implementation of standards, model
contracts and codes, including dispute settlement, governing all areas of business
activity and the subsequent appeal to appropriate levels and fora of governance for
the codification (or ‘unification’) of these voluntary obligations in national and
international law.5

Given its global range and the composition of its membership (chiefly
businesses of all sizes and types from all sectors but also chambers of commerce
and other organisations), the ICC is an organisation of considerable potential influ-
ence.6 As a consequence it has come under fire from a variety of quarters, with
the most withering blasts emerging from within the ranks of the anti-globalisation
movement. In this the ICC presents a profile no different from other targets of this
movement including, for example, private organisations such as the World Econ-
omic Forum (WEF) and European Round Table of Industrialists, multinational
corporations such as Royal Dutch/Shell and international organisations such as
the WTO. Examination of the long history of the ICC reveals, however, that
this struggle over the legitimacy of private authority in international affairs was
a cause for concern, debate and contestation well before the emergence of a puta-
tive global civil society or an anti-globalisation movement.

The remainder of this report provides an examination of these activities organ-
ised around the central theme of the perceived illegitimacy of the ICC as a private
actor in international affairs and the effort expended by the organisation in order to
overcome this. This examination entails an historical overview, consideration of
its structure and procedures and an introduction to some of its contemporary
activities.

From ‘Merchants of Peace’ to the ‘World Business Organisation’

Very broadly, the ICC has demonstrated a marked degree of activism during
periods of turmoil in the global political economy and has kept a relatively low
profile in times of prosperity and peace. It is very active in contemporary times,
as it was in the 1920s and 1930s and in the latter half of the 1940s. Given the ‘prac-
tical’ role of the organisation, however, it is important to keep in mind that the ICC
has never gone into a state of hibernation. It was active in (Swedish) exile from its
Paris headquarters even during the Second World War.

The creation of the ICC was first mooted in 1919 at the International Trade Con-
ference held in Atlantic City, New Jersey, 20–24 October.7 This issue was,
however, secondary to discussions concerning reparations following the First
World War, and in particular the role that Germany was to play in European recon-
struction. In what was to become almost a leitmotif of internal ICC politics, the
conference split along European and Anglo-American lines regarding this ques-
tion. The reparations debate was not settled in Atlantic City or at the meeting
held to set up the ICC in Paris in 1920. However, by the early 1920s the economic
situation in Europe had become so bad that the ICC embarked upon a prolonged
campaign to break the deadlock over the settlement of reparations, actively spon-
soring and heavily contributing toward the Dawes Plan, which was brought into
effect by the 1924 Treaty of London.8 It was this kind of high-profile activity, con-
tinued in the run-up to the Second World War and in its aftermath, that led the ICC
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to adopt as its subtitle ‘Merchants of Peace’ and as its slogan ‘World Peace
through World Trade’.

Simultaneously, in a range of fora it continued with efforts to effect the recon-
struction of Europe and to deepen and soothe connections with the United States.
The mechanics of this operation focused on four major areas: transport, communi-
cation, finance and trade.9 In this regard, according to White, the ‘Chamber was
directly represented at twenty-nine official conferences from 1927 to October,
1932, at times with full voting rights, at other times in a consultative capacity’.10

What White does not discuss is the criteria upon which these various levels of
influence were decided, and the politics behind the creation of these and their
application.

Most noteworthy was the ICC’s involvement with the World Economic Confer-
ence in May 1927, under the auspices of the League of Nations. The contribution
of the ICC to the successful preparation for and conduct of the conference is
obvious from the comments made in the Final Report of the conference and in
the official commentary that was to follow.11 Moreover, in the words of an anony-
mous chronicler:

The ICC submitted a celebrated 150-page report described by the
legal secretariat as ‘in some respects the most important document
before the Conference’. Certain sections of the report could be
regarded as the conceptual origin of the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade: others gave virtual draft texts for conventions
on specific issues. The Conference (the Chairman of which,
George Theunis of Belgium, subsequently became President of the
ICC) very largely accepted the report’s recommendations. One sig-
nificant result was the 1928 convention on import and export prohi-
bitions – the world’s first multilateral agreement on trade policy.12

This perception of influence very quickly became a source of irritation for other
non-governmental organisations (NGOs). For example, the direct representation
of the ICC on the Economic Consultative Committee of the League of Nations
drew the following acerbic response from the International Co-operative Alliance
in May 1930:

Our attention has been drawn to the extraordinary claims which
have been publicly made that the organized private traders of the
world had not only succeeded in entrenching themselves at
Geneva in the authorities of the League on a basis of equality of
voice and voting with the National Governments, but wielded
such influence on behalf of their clients – the capitalist private
traders – that they practically dominated the situation and were
even able to repudiate their own National Governments.13

Nevertheless, this same pattern of activity held following the Second World
War, with the ICC pressing for expansive monetary and trade regimes. Its
support for the formal inauguration of the International Trade Organisation (ITO)
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was made strongly dependent upon acceptance of the provisional agreement on com-
mercial policy and trade restrictions (that is, the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade [GATT]) reached during preparatory studies on the ITO charter).14 However,
when the draft charter was put before the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Employment (Havana, November 1947–February 1948), it became clear to many in
the ICC – the only NGO granted the opportunity to address plenary sessions and
discussion meetings – that it was not what they wanted. This recognition led the
organisation to withdraw its support for the ITO charter and concentrate instead
on building the GATT into a permanent organisation.

Despite its satisfaction at the still-birth of the ITO it is clear that the ICC had
less influence during this period of postwar reconstruction than it had following
the First World War. From this point on the key decisions were to be taken not
by gentlemen ‘merchants of peace’, but by US planners, sometimes in consultation
with their erstwhile allies. Thus, rather than being at the centre of the political
‘action’, in 1946 the ICC began its association with the United Nations (UN)
when it was granted Category A consultative status with the UN Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC).15 Although of long duration, the relationship has,
until recently, never been that good since the ICC very quickly became suspicious
of the aims of the organisation which appeared by the 1960s to be focused on the
development needs of the Third World in general and of post-colonial states in
particular. As a consequence of this, and of its effective ‘relegation’ from the
top table of international politics, the ICC turned its focus largely towards
Europe following the signing of the Treaty of Rome in 1957, and into expanding
its membership into Asia and Africa.

By this time, however, the organisation was clearly on the defensive in some
respects as decolonisation continued apace and doubts began to surface regarding
the role of multinational corporations (MNCs) in the development process,
especially the potentially negative effects of their activities on the environmental
and social fabric of the global community. Given that MNCs effectively provide
both the raison d’être of the ICC and its very lifeblood (in the form of financial con-
tributions to national committees and, more importantly, as the source of the exper-
tise that underpins its political advocacy for, and practical assistance to, the business
community), a major response was called for. This took the form of a whole series of
debates and initiatives that dominated the ICC Congresses held from the late 1950s
to the early 1970s, the high watermark of which was reached at the 1969 Congress in
Istanbul which was given the title ‘International Economic Growth: The Role,
Rights and Responsibilities of the International Corporation’.

Meanwhile, the ICC had established a presence at the inaugural UN Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) held in Geneva, 1964, and also at
UNCTAD II in New Delhi four years later. This presence, along with its continued
efforts to promote trade liberalisation in the run-up to and aftermath of the
Kennedy Round (1963–1967), resulted in a significant payday for the ICC in
1969 when the ICC-UN-GATT Economic Consultative Committee was formed
to bring ‘together the heads of all principal UN agencies in the economic field,
plus those of GATT and the OECD [Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development], for two days of high-level discussions each year with
leading ICC members’.16
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Despite these successes, the influence of the ICC seemed to fade from the latter
part of the 1970s, possibly as a consequence of the sustained pressure on inter-
national business during the 1960s, as well as the oil crises of the 1970s and the
attendant call for a New International Economic Order.17 Nevertheless, during
the Reagan/Thatcher era it became clear that the political climate had begun to
favour the interests of business once more and by the 1990s the ICC faced the
world with renewed confidence. In the middle of the decade Helmut Maucher –
who was at that time Chairman of Nestlé and of the European Round Table of
Industrialists – became President of the ICC. He immediately began a process
of restructuring that saw the arrival of Maria Livanos Cattaui (who had spent 19
years at the WEF, eventually becoming its Managing Director with overall respon-
sibility for the annual meeting at Davos) as the new Secretary General and the
re-branding of the ICC as the ‘World Business Organisation’.18 It is perhaps
these two individuals who have been most responsible for the remarkable activism
of the organisation over the past decade, a decade that has seen the ICC push to the
forefront of international affairs as well as undergoing a thorough overhaul and
expansion of its membership and interests.

This section opened with the observation that, broadly speaking, the ICC has
been very active in times of turmoil and relatively quiet in times of prosperity
and peace. If this is true, then in the contemporary era, one characterised by the
absence of major wars and the dominance of neoliberal prescriptions and policies
at all levels of governance, the ICC should now be sitting back and watching as
global business reaps the cumulative rewards of individual endeavours. Why,
then, is the ICC so active and so visible at this moment?

Setting aside the debate surrounding the transformative effects of globalisa-
tion – which may be creating a wholly new paradigm within which the role of
business and the ICC might have to be understood in a very different manner –
there are two answers to this question, each tied up with the other. The first is
that, from the ICC’s perspective, the most propitious time to lock-in the neoliberal
agenda is right now while conditions are so permissive. The second is that the anti-
globalisation ‘backlash’, which is not solely the prerogative of radical activists but
is also a feature of the broad shift in US foreign and domestic policy post-9/11,
threatens to de-rail this opportunity and even to roll back gains that have
already been made. As a consequence, opportunism and fear, in almost equal
measure, provide the impetus behind both the many specific activities of the
organisation and its overarching goal, which is to secure the place of business
as a legitimate participant at the top table of the governance of international
affairs. The following two sections detail how the ICC has attempted to secure
its legitimacy through the assertion of its own democratic credentials whilst sim-
ultaneously casting doubt on those of other groups, and through a range of specific
initiatives undertaken at all levels and in many sectors of the global political
economy.

Contemporary structure and process

The ICC currently claims a membership of over 7,000 companies and business
associations in more than 130 countries world-wide.19 It is headed by a Chairman
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and Vice-Chairman both of whom are elected for two-year terms by its World
Council – the membership of which comprises delegates from ICC National Com-
mittees – which usually meets twice each year. The World Council is the supreme
authority of the ICC. The Chairman and Vice-Chairman are assisted by the
Secretary General as head of the International Secretariat with oversight respon-
sibilities for the work of the National Committees. Of the 44 Chairmen that
have held office since 1919, 27 have been European, 10 have been from North
America (excluding Mexico), 4 have come from the Asia-Pacific region
(2 Indians, 1 Pakistani and the current incumbent, Yong Sung Park, a Korean),
2 from the Middle East (from Iran and Lebanon), and none from Africa. The
remaining individual was a Brazilian. No woman has ever served as Chairman.20

The Secretary General is appointed by the World Council on the initiative of the
Chairmanship (which also includes the ex-Chairman, known as the ‘Honorary
Chairman’) and on the recommendation of the Executive Board.21 The Executive
Board, which is elected by the World Council, is usually made up of between 15
and 21 individuals (not including ex officio members) who serve for three years,
with one third of the Board stepping down each year. There are currently 20
members on the Executive Board, including 10 from Europe, 5 from the Asia-
Pacific region, 3 from the Americas and one each from Africa and the Middle East.

There are currently 90 National Committees (33 from Europe, 18 from Asia-
Pacific, 16 from the Americas, 13 from Africa, and 10 from the Middle East).
This represents a growth of 25 per cent over the total in May 2000, which was
72. In addition there are currently Direct Members (defined in Article 2.2 of the
ICC Constitution as ‘corporations, companies, firms and other legal entities as
well as individuals involved in international business activities’) in 33 countries
which do not have National Committees.

The ICC Secretariat reports contemporary revenues and expenses of around 21
million euros, which supports the activities of about 130 staff at the Paris head-
quarters and a small number of representatives in London, New York, South
America and Singapore. The ICA provides 62 per cent of total revenue, with
the remainder comprised mainly of contributions from National Committees (13
per cent), publications, the ATA Carnet Scheme and business seminars.22 National
Committees contribute to the Secretariat in proportion to the economic signifi-
cance of the country they represent, which means that the US Council for Inter-
national Business (USCIB) currently pays the most.

In 1997 ICC United Kingdom reported income of £499,182, most of which took
the form of member subscriptions, while expenditure stood at £495,308 (including
a £139,126 contribution to ICC headquarters in Paris, and £196,731 in salaries and
pensions). In 2003 the quota paid to ICC headquarters by ICC UK had fallen to
£128,953 which, in the light of a rise in overall income (£565,238) and expenditure
(£631,349), possibly demonstrates the financial benefits accruing to National
Committees of an expansion in the membership.23

The structure of the ICC and the manner in which it conducts its business play a
minor, though not insignificant, role in the organisation’s quest for legitimacy in
an often hostile world. It enables the ICC consciously to liken itself to an intergo-
vernmental organisation, drawing direct parallels between its governing World
Council ‘and the general assembly of a major intergovernmental organisation’.

Dominic Kelly

264



‘The big difference’ between them, according to the ICC, ‘is that the delegates are
business executives and not governmental officials’.24 This sort of claim has a long
pedigree within the organisation, beginning in its early days when, in style at least,
it operated as a ‘club’ of wealthy transatlantic businessmen.25 Its contemporary
publicity continues to maintain this line – that membership confers ‘many of
the advantages of belonging to a prestigious club’.26 Although inevitably open
to the charge of elitism, claims of this nature are quite clearly designed to
enhance the stature of the organisation and to draw a degree of legitimacy from
close association with sovereign bodies.

However, the strategy does not stop there. Over the past few years, the ICC has
consciously and explicitly challenged other representatives of civil society to
match the levels of democracy, transparency and accountability it itself has
achieved. For example, in a major speech delivered in September 1998 the then
President of the ICC declared that ‘the emergence of activist pressure groups
risks weakening the effectiveness of public rules, legitimate institutions and demo-
cratic processes’. As a consequence, he went on to insist, these ‘organizations
should place emphasis on legitimizing themselves, improving their internal
democracy, transparency and accountability’. Finally, if these groups failed to
take these steps, ‘rules establishing their rights and responsibilities should be
considered’.27

This echoed sentiments expressed in an ICC document handed to the Group of
7/8 Summit held in Birmingham in May 1998 which suggested that it ‘would be
useful for the UN and other intergovernmental bodies to establish rules to clarify
the legitimacy and accountability of many new non-governmental organisations
engaged in public policy dialogue which proclaim themselves to represent particu-
lar interests or significant sections of civil society’.28 Meanwhile, the ICC was
declaring the urgent need for reform of the UN and its family of organisations
including a ‘more substantive involvement of business’, which would really
mean the ICC since the ‘ICC has confirmed and strengthened its position as the
voice of business through a close working relationship with the WTO and
constructive consultations with the UN Secretary General and the Heads of
UN agencies’.29

Contemporary activities

The Executive Board of the ICC holds a meeting each year specifically to establish
a particular set of strategic goals for that year. In 2004 these were: to advocate the
primacy of multilateral rules for the world economy, support further liberalisation
of international trade and investment, and strengthen the prerequisites of a com-
petitive market economy, including the rule of law; and simultaneously to
strengthen the ICC as an organisation in order to make more effective use of its
‘unique’ position in the business world.30 In 2005 they are: to push governments
to reach a successful conclusion to the Hong Kong Ministerial of the WTO,
scheduled for December 2005, and a successful conclusion to the current Round
as a whole in 2006; to register with governments ICC’s concern that counterfeiting
and the theft of intellectual property have become a ‘global crisis’ that must be
effectively addressed; to suggest to governments that long-term solutions to

The International Chamber of Commerce

265



climate change must be found and that business has an active role to play in finding
those solutions; and to impress upon governments the importance of good national
governance and the rule of law, the proper role of aid, and the need for an enabling
environment to strengthen domestic enterprise and attract foreign direct invest-
ments.31 In order to promote these goals the ICC holds a series of Congresses
and Conferences and creates specialist Commissions. It also convenes particular
meetings and launches specific strategies in response to major challenges or
opportunities that arise from time to time in the global political economy. Many
of these opportunities, although by no means all, arise as a consequence of initiat-
ives undertaken or supported by the UN.

The ICC holds a Congress of the members once every two years, upon the invi-
tation of one of its National Committees. The most recent, held in Marrakesh in
June 2004, had as its theme Standing up for the Global Economy: Business,
Trade, Development and was described by the then Chairman as a ‘pre-G8
reality check from the world business community’ and by its current Secretary
General as ‘the ideal vehicle for projecting ICC’s trade liberalization
message’.32 This reflects a general concern of the organisation that lack of
progress on world trade talks and other developments, including the renewed
emphasis on security since the events of September 2001, are pointing towards
a slowing of the global economy over the next few years.

More specifically, the Marrakesh Congress focused on four broad themes dis-
cussed in plenary session, and six key issues discussed at ‘in-depth’ sessions.
The four broad themes were: ‘Standing up for the global economy’; ‘The new
EU – museum or laboratory?’; ‘Risks, instability and surprises’; and ‘Multilater-
alism under assault – is the world economy in danger?’. This final plenary – a
3-hour marathon – was led by Jagdish Bhagwati (an academic champion of
free trade currently serving – at Kofi Annan’s invitation – as a member of the
UN’s High-level Advisory Group on the New Partnership for Africa’s Develop-
ment), Pascal Lamy (former EU Trade Commissioner) and Supachai Panitchpakdi
(current Director General of the WTO and Secretary General designate of
UNCTAD) amongst others, which suggests not only the ability of the ICC to
attract high-profile figures to its meetings but also its desire to hear its own
views confirmed – and even lauded.

The in-depth sessions dealt with such issues as the use of ICC trade tools and
ICC dispute resolution; the threat posed to business by criminals and terrorists;
the movement of goods across borders; the ownership of intellectual property;
and technology and development. There were three meetings held under the
auspices of each session, all of which appeared to follow a similar pattern – an
overview of what might be termed ‘philosophical’ issues and two further sessions
on more narrowly focused issues. Taking the intellectual property session as an
example, the first session asked ‘Does IP serve humanity?’ and, as the title
suggests, discussed wider themes associated with intellectual property rights,
trade and development. The second session focused on use of the internet for crim-
inal purposes (mainly counterfeiting and piracy or ‘knowledge crimes’), reflecting
growing ICC concerns with the uses, abuses and regulation of electronic com-
merce, particularly in the post-9/11 context. The final session, entitled ‘Ways to
make money out of IP’, needs no explanation.
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In the gap between the biennial Congresses there is a mandate to hold additional
conferences, again at the invitation of National Committees, on themes of major
importance to the ICC. One such, on International Audiovisual Law entitled
‘Books, Movies and Remakes’, was held in 2004 in Cannes at the same time as
the annual film festival. Finally, specialist ICC Commissions, staffed by volun-
teers from member businesses, meet regularly to assess developments in relevant
fields and to suggest policy stances in response (see Table 1).

It is no surprise that these Commissions focus on the marketing of the ICC and
the services that it offers as a ‘brand’ in its own right. It is also no surprise that
much of their work centres on technical and regulatory issues in each of the sectors
at hand – with the emphasis almost always on the liberalisation of markets and the
positive contribution that business makes to global society.33 To take just one
example, the work of the Commission on E-business, IT and Telecoms is currently
focused around four main projects, which are: to lead business input to the second
phase of the UN World Summit on the Information Society (Tunis, November
2005), and key international regulatory initiatives; to seek the removal of regulat-
ory barriers to the deployment of new technologies and business models; to
promote best business practice tools to help business capitalise on information
and communication technologies; and to increase business and consumer aware-
ness and trust in doing business online.

Working with the United Nations

Alongside the work of the National Committees (which target their activities at
their host governments and national business communities), ICC Commissions,
Conferences and Congresses, the ICC has put a great deal of energy into specific
efforts to move closer to the centre of global and regional governance. The chief
target of this effort has been the UN and its associated bodies.

It is fortunate for the ICC that during his tenure as UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan has been extremely supportive of the role that business can play in alleviat-
ing poverty, ending conflict and promoting development. This was the motivation
for the launching of the ‘Global Compact’ between the UN and business in July
2000, an initiative that had the qualified support of the ICC from the moment
Kofi Annan called for a closer partnership between the UN and business at the
WEF meeting in Davos in 1999.34 Indeed, even before the Davos speech the
ICC had arranged the ‘Geneva Business Dialogue’ which was a series of meetings
held over two days in September 1998 that featured a mix of seminars, plenary
sessions and ‘contact lunches’ that brought together leading representatives of
business and high-level representatives of a number of intergovernmental organ-
isations ‘so that business action, knowledge, experience and expertise become a
part of the decision-making process for the global economy’.35 The ICC’s
support for the Global Compact is qualified because what business really wants
from it is, of course, a venue through which it can trumpet its own contribution
to the nine (now ten) principles dealing with human rights, labour and environ-
mental standards, whilst ensuring that the entire process is voluntary and that
violators are free from punitive sanctions.36
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In addition to the Global Compact, which is an initiative very closely identified
with Kofi Annan himself, the ICC is also cooperating with many of the constituent
programmes of the UN as well as with a number of its specialist agencies.
Examples of ICC activity at ‘big-impact’ events include roles for the ICC at the
Conference on Financing for Development (Monterrey, Mexico), the World
Summit on Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, South Africa) and the

TABLE 1. Commissions of the International Chamber of Commerce, 2004–5

Commission Purpose

Anti-Corruption Encourage business self-regulation and influence initiatives

and conventions on extortion and bribery

Arbitration Pool ideas on issues relating to international arbitration and

other forms of dispute resolution

Banking Techniques and Practice Serve as a global forum and rule-making body for the

international trade finance community

Biosociety Provide a global business perspective on issues critical to

the integration in society of modern biotechnology and

the life sciences

Business in Society Define the role of business in the context of globalisation

and changing public expectations of companies

Commercial Law and Practice Create global standards for international commercial

contracts and give the business view on commercial rules

developed by intergovernmental organisations

Competition Ensure that modern business needs are taken into account

when governments draw up competition laws and policies

Customs and Trade Regulation Reduce barriers to cross-border trade that are related to

customs policies and procedures

E-business, IT and Telecoms Promote electronic business development and the

integration of information and communication

technologies

Environment and Energy Express business positions on major environmental and

energy issues. Take the lead for business at key

intergovernmental negotiations

Financial Services and Insurance Break down barriers to international business in financial

services and insurance

Intellectual Property Enable business to create and benefit from intellectual

property internationally and overcome obstacles to that

goal

Marketing and Advertising Support high ethical standards in marketing through ICC

codes and guidelines, and provide business comments on

government actions

Taxation Promote a fair international tax system that encourages

cross-border trade and investment

Trade and Investment Policy Break down barriers to international trade and investment so

that all countries can benefit

Transport and Logistics Promote intermodal transport and competitive, efficient

transport markets

Source: ICC Annual Report 2004.
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ongoing World Summit on the Information Society. Examples of ICC collabor-
ation with Specialist Agencies include work with the Food and Agriculture Organ-
isation on genetically modified organisms, and the International Maritime
Organisation on transport and piracy issues.

The ICC is also active within ECOSOC, UNCTAD, the UN Development
Programme (UNDP) and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) amongst
others. To take one example from each, with ECOSOC the ICC has been involved
in discussions on rural development, leading to the launching of the Public/Private
Alliance for Rural Development. With UNCTAD, the ICC has published a number
of investment guides to less developed countries (in partnership with govern-
ments, local business and foreign investors) aimed at stimulating inward invest-
ment. Participating countries include, for example, Bangladesh, Mali and
Mauritania. With the UNDP a subsidiary organisation of the ICC, the World
Chambers Federation, has been helping individual chambers of commerce to
operate more efficiently with the expectation that these chambers will be more
able to promote economic growth in their respective countries. Finally, with the
UNEP the ICC has initiated an awards scheme for businesses that actively
promote technologies and practices that enhance environmental protection.

Conclusion

Clearly, the ICC has been successful in gaining a place at, or near, the ‘top table’
of national, regional and global governance. This surely lends to the organisation a
degree of legitimacy that is hard to dispute. Just how much legitimacy, and how
much power, is a different question and one that is impossible to quantify.
What is certain is that the ICC faces a sustained challenge to its legitimacy
from the anti-globalisation movement. It is also troubled by the now ambivalent
position of the US over globalisation, given that in the post-9/11 context the ‘open-
ness’ associated with free trade is also a potential source of danger.

More narrowly, the ICC faces a number of ongoing and upcoming problems
internal to the organisation itself that may well threaten its recent success.
Perhaps the least of these is the fact that the current Secretary General, the formid-
able Maria Livanos Cattaui, is due to step down from her position in mid 2005.
Whether her as-yet unnamed successor will be able to move the organisation
forward with the same drive, determination and ability is an open question.

More significant are a number of problems, all of which involve a legitimacy
‘deficit’ of one kind or another and all of which are shared with other elite
‘clubs’.37 The first is the difficulty of actually tracing the real influence of the
ICC on governmental and intergovernmental policy making. It is all very well sub-
mitting documents to government leaders at high-profile meetings and being seen
in the hallways and doorways of power. That is a very long way, however, from
demonstrating a causal connection between these activities and changes in public
policy. This leads to a second shared problem, which is that the louder an organi-
sation such as the ICC trumpets its influence in international affairs, the greater is
its exposure to counter-attack from the anti-globalisation movement and other
representatives of civil society. A third and final shared problem follows from
the almost exponential growth of the ICC (both geographically and in terms of
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its technical and commercial operations), which threatens to undermine the
social myth that membership confers the advantages of belonging to a prestigious
‘club’ whilst simultaneously underlining the fact that the internal workings of
such clubs are dominated by their European and North American members.
Helmut Maucher’s simultaneous Chairmanship of Nestlé, the ICC and the Euro-
pean Round Table of Industrialists in the mid 1990s gives only the faintest indi-
cation of the intricate web of connections that unites corporate Europe. These
same ties are also evident in North America, the home of the most powerful
ICC National Committee – the USCIB. As the figures highlighted earlier attest,
this leaves precious little room at the top of the ICC for representation from
those National Committees outside the North Atlantic area and, of course, for
women.

These potential challenges to the legitimacy of the ICC will not silence it as an
organisation. It is too important to business by virtue of its creation of ‘soft law’
and provision of private arbitration and a host of other services. The only certainty,
therefore, is that the ICC will continue to act as a ‘voice’ for business, and that its
voice will, occasionally, be drowned out by other voices expressing other
priorities.
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