
 

   

 
 
 
 
 

 
The role of civil society and Major Groups in 

a future International Framework for 
Sustainable Development 

 
 
 
 
 
Report of a side event convened by CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation during the 

Rio +20 informal consultations on the zero draft outcome document, 20 March 2012 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation 
March 2012  



 

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation 

 
Jeff Huffines of CIVICUS introduced the well-attended event, with around 90 participants, 
which aimed to help Major Groups (MG) and civil society (CS) develop concrete proposals for a 
multi-stakeholder sustainable development (SD) governance framework in the zero draft of the 
Rio+20 outcome document and MG responses to the draft. 
 
Jan Gustave Strandenaes of Stakeholder Forum spoke on the role of MGs in the future 
International Framework for Sustainable Development (IFSD). Historically, CSOs have been 
recognised since the inception of the UN and have a place in the UN Charter. CS engagement 
has expanded since the 1972 Stockholm conference on the human environment, through Rio 
1992 and the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002, and there has been a well-
established role for MGs since 1992. 
 
Effective governance is at the core of coherence. The needs and context today is very different 
from 1945 and 1972, and the future IFSD must be forward-looking and meet the needs of at 
least the next 30 years until 2042. Democracy comprises a complex set of institutions with 
checks and balances, which must be reflected in international governance as well. It is 
important to distinguish between International Environmental Governance (IEG) and 
International SD Governance (ISDG). 
 
The three proposals in the zero draft for reforming SD architecture are: 
 

a) a strengthened UN Commission for Sustainable Development (CSD); 
b) UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) strengthened on SD; 
c) an SD Council (SDC). 

 
The first is a weak option, while option b has several limitations. The 2006 ‘Delivering as One’ 
report recognised ECOSOC as already over-burdened and under-resourced. ECOSOC does 
not have the same access for MGs as CSD and any reform for greater MG engagement will 
require UN Charter change, which is not realistic. Option c, the SDC is the most promising, can 
follow the precedent of the establishment of the UN Human Rights Council, and would reduce 
the burden on ECOSOC, allowing it to play its original mandated role. The SDC would 
champion SD at high levels, integrate economic, financial and social pillars into the 
environmental, and serve as an instrument for promoting and implementing SD Goals. The SDC 
offers the best opportunity for expanded and institutionalised CS engagement. It should also 
recognise non-state actors such as cities and regional governments and provide both with a 
more significant role, if they are expected to be partners in implementation. 
 
Neth Dano of the ETC group gave four key messages on IEG reform and CS engagement 
post-Rio: 
 

i) Despite the United Nations Environment Programme’s (UNEP) best efforts, CS 
engagement in IEG remains limited to international NGOs, and those focused on the 
environment, and specifically those focused on the UNEP Governing Council and related 
processes in Nairobi. Such engagement must expand to include more voices, and must 
expand coverage not just for IEG, but covering governance for environment and SD at 
local, national and regional levels, thus making it more relevant and closer to the issues 
faced on the ground. 

 
ii) While the UNEP Advisory group on IEG gave welcome representation to nine MGs and 
six regional groupings, the process of engagement was under-resourced and space was 
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limited. Southern CS and social movements need broader spaces at multiple levels below 
the international for engagement, which must be well resourced. 

 
iii) The spaces and mechanisms need to be deepened and can benefit from the experience 
of some innovative trailblazers. The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)-initiated civil 
society Committee on Food Security (CFS) involved CS in deliberations on an equal playing 
field with governments. Speaking rights, tabling of technical papers and collaborative 
position papers by CS, governments and international organisations represent a good start. 
The Friends of the Chair mechanism in the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 
process was another innovation. These must be the minimal blueprint for CS engagement 
in IFSD. 
 
iv) SD reform must move beyond the cosmetic and tackle substantive gaps. It must address 
the power of corporations and introduce some semblance of control over transnational 
corporations and international financial institutions. So too, as technology is a major vehicle 
in the ‘green economy’, there must be enhanced advance assessment of new technologies 
and the dangers posed across borders and to the planet. 

 
Maruxa Cardama of the Network of Regional Governments for SD (nrg4SD) spoke on the 
engagement of multi-level governance stakeholders post-Rio. ‘Multi-level governance’ 
recognises the local, city and regional governments that operate between citizens and the 
national government. These sub-national levels are where the burdens are experienced, where 
frameworks are set and regulations enforced for local development, and they have 
competencies behind them and are more responsive to local concerns. These tiers of 
government believe in consultation and have tools and mechanisms for participation and 
stakeholder engagement. 
 
Yet these governmental stakeholders are not adequately recognised or engaged at the 
international level in governance and deliberations. Local authorities are identified as an MG, 
which is a mischaracterisation of a fully fledged level of government and also can impinge on 
the space for CS to represent itself. These sub-national governments are calling for a more 
explicit recognition in the outcome document of local, city and regional governments as 
‘governmental stakeholders’ with a specific voice, and a ‘renaming’ of the local authorities MG, 
distinct from CS and without infringing on the sovereignty of national governments. The 
governance mechanisms of the Rio conventions (Framework Convention on Climate Change - 
FCC, CBD) have recognised this voice since the FCC Conference of Parties (COP 16) in 
Cancun, and the recent CBD meeting recognised two advisory committees to the parties, for 
cities and regional governments, to advise and implement. These precedents are the basis of 
the local authorities’ MG submission on the zero draft. It looks forward to an SD Council which is 
oriented towards making results happen, with membership of up to 50% for major groups and 
stakeholders.  
 
Three speakers served as respondents from the UN and member states. Tomas Gonzalez of 
the UN Non-governmental Liaison Service (UN-NGLS) recognised the expanded role that CS 
has played, which is more valid than ever before, particularly in meeting the challenges of 
implementation. Moving ahead, there needs to be a deepening of the multi-stakeholder system 
to be more inclusive, both horizontally and vertically. This begins with increased access to 
information for CS, for which the Rio+20 process has set new benchmarks for the UN system. 
CS inputs contributed to the zero draft, the MGs’ comments on the zero draft are publicly 
available on the CSD website and the 25 CSO clusters provided a means for substantive 
thematic engagement. The momentum from the space and dialogue created in this process 
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needs to be sustained and enhanced. The search for and implementation of solutions will need 
to be continued at multiple levels in a wide range of realities. Both SD and poverty eradication 
are political in nature and need the engagement of people to define and shape progress. 
Building an inclusive and sustained dialogue and alliance with CS and local and regional 
governments is therefore crucial to moving ahead. 
 
John Matuszak of the US Department of State stressed that promoting transparency and 
inclusiveness, as in Rio principle 10, is a key element of bilateral development cooperation by 
the US. During its membership of the CSD Bureau, the US encouraged greater CS engagement 
in the process and at the conference. In recognition of the gap in implementation of past 
commitments, the proposed Compendium of Commitments in the zero draft will allow for all 
stakeholders to publicly state their commitments and plans for implementation, which should be 
posted publicly so that all can be held to account. 
 
There are reservations about a separate SDC, which runs the risk of getting divorced from the 
economic and social pillars and stakeholders. A high level multi-stakeholder forum , which does 
not negotiate text, but reports on what is done and what is sought to be done, and promotes 
action and partnerships, is needed. Such a forum must be open to entrepreneurs and 
philanthropists. The World Economic Forum and the Clinton Global Initiative are two models to 
learn from. Such examples are available in the environmental field. He cited the Strategic 
Approach to International Chemicals Management and the Marrakesh Process on Sustainable 
Consumption and Production as two models to learn from. Urging caution on upgrading UNEP 
to a distinct organisation, he emphasised the best delivery came from UN programmes and 
funds, such as the United Nations Development Programme, World Food Programme and the 
United Nations Children’s Fund. 
 
It is crucial to use new earth observation technology and information communications 
technology to monitor and assess data on environmental indicators including water and air 
quality, land degradation, location of new development initiatives and their impact, and link it to 
ground level social and economic data. This data should be publicly available to all citizens on 
internet platforms. CS has a role in contributing to this data and using it to increase the voice of 
the citizen in development decision-making at the local and sub-national levels, leading to an 
empowered CS and improved decisions, environment and peoples’ lives. 
 
Business is not the enemy but a partner, and citizen consumers can exercise control by making 
consumption decisions and punishing or rewarding corporate behaviour as a form of corporate 
regulation. 
 
Jean-Pierre Thébault, French Ambassador for the Environment called for effective action. 
The European Union (EU) is politically committed to enhanced CS engagement in IEG, and 
recognises the value of CS being a constructive partner of member states in a multi-stakeholder 
process. There is a need to expand from access to information and documents for CS/MGs to 
them having a greater voice and more partnerships in implementation. An example of the 
benefits of increased CS engagement is the Nagoya Protocol process, which led to increased 
ownership and a greater stake in implementation. The Aarhus Convention based on Rio 
principle 10 is now ratified by 44 European states, although not yet all. While an international 
convention in this regard is not on the horizon, a series of regional conventions may be the way 
to go, with a Latin American convention as the first step. 
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The EU supports significant reform both of IEG and ISDG, with a reformed UNEP as a 
specialised agency as an anchor for the ISDG. So too could an SDC effectively integrate both 
CS and non-state governmental actors into its functioning. 
 
A number of CS representatives present spoke on issues of concern. There is need for equity in 
whose voices are heard at such international deliberations and for greater access of 
marginalised people to represent themselves directly. A direct access for citizens to multilateral 
environmental agreements (MEAs) to lodge concerns and complaints needs to be developed 
along the lines of the Aarhus Convention. There is need for corporate regulation through a 
convention on corporate accountability. A focus on implementation must be the priority if the 
multilateral system is to have credibility. A young person from Mexico expressed concern at the 
lack of optimism about the future. 
 
Wrapping up, panellists and respondents reiterated the need for continued practical insights into 
forms of multi-stakeholder engagement in both the IFSD and in the implementation of the 
Rio+20 outcomes, and for these to be brought forward in dialogue and lobbying at the 
deliberations and beyond.  
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