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Introduction 

 “I have three major frustrations. My major frustration with many actors in this process is that they are 

focused on one thing, and forgetting the foundation.  The Post 2015 and Sustainable Development 

Framework will have one central pillar-known as the Strategic Vision. This will be the main document 

that will form the foundation of what we do.  It is on the basis of this Strategic Vision that we will build 

the goals as an annex. There is a strong and disproportionate emphasis and demand for goals when we 

have not even built the foundation. 

Then we have another problem-we have forgotten that there are other central pillars that were non 

existent in the MDGs, and which will contribute to their failure.  The success of the Post 2015 agenda will 

not depend on the goals, but on the Frameworks - the Financing Mechanism, and the Monitoring 

through the High Level Political Forum. No one seems to be paying adequate attention to these areas-yet 

without them the Post 2015 Frame work will be even less successful than the MDGs. 

My third frustration is those who wait until we are on the second floor and then they come to question 

the foundation! We have been building, and the Open working Group will continue to build. Once we 

have passed the first floor, please do not come to question our foundation. You have that time now! 

Ambassador Csaba Koros, Co-Chair of the Open Working Group, speaking at the Session on the Role of 

Foundations and Civil Society in the Post 2015 Agenda, 27
th

 September 2013 

______________________________________ 

Getting to the centre of power. 

That is the task ahead of Civil Society after the just concluded UN General Assembly. 

We must move beyond the passes handed to us by governments on 46
th

 street 2
nd

 avenue to enter the 

General Assembly area f the UN or the Trusteeship Chamber. 

The real task ahead is to push beyond and sit with governments where they feel the greatest heat-

beyond 1st avenue. In New York and in our countries we must resist the temptation to be invited to 

scripted events and engage in the periphery.  It is not enough to stay on 2nd avenue. 

__________________________________________ 

What we now know 

                                                             
1
 This is a review by Paul Okumu for the Africa CSO Platform on Principled Partnership (ACP) and reflects his 

views on the Post 2015 Political Strategy. info@africacsoplatform.org Tel +254-20-2055003 



One of the greatest lessons that Civil Society learned from  the just concluded United Nations General 

Assembly (and to some a longer experience with the UN advocacy) is that there is great potential in the 

current Post 2015 advocacy bringing major shifts in the  development model  of the  World. No one 

thought that countries that have over the past four months been highly critical of  some the radical 

shifts proposed by the High Level Panel and the UN Secretary General’s  Reports, would embrace  both 

and make reference to them as the pillars of citizen voices. 

But there are four things that we now know from the manner in which the Outcome Document was 

negotiated in the months (and hours) leading to the MDG Summit.  

⇒ Advocacy within the United Nations and more specifically with member states is not as complex as 

we have been made to believe.  And there is one positive news-they are a not as intense as we were 

made to believe, and because the stakes are shared by over 190 member states it will rarely succeed 

on a confrontational strategy as other successful campaigns such as AID Effectiveness, Trade or 

Environment. For the many organizations that have been give the perception that UN advocacy is 

complex, expensive and requires high technical capacity, this is good news for you. 

But that is not all. 

⇒ Within the UN member states, relying on public statements or government positions as an indication 

of final voting direction is highly misleading. With the exception of a few governments, many 

governments take positions on subtle and sometimes emerging but shifting interests rather than 

national positions communicated in meetings or on the floor of the General Assembly. Some of those 

are shaped by interest of key blocs that are seeking political interests that may be totally unrelated to 

the issue at hand. Specifically Civil society must not risk the temptation to believe statements made 

at Civil Society-hosted meetings. The UN member states have clarity over what is popular and should 

be said in public and what is pragmatic and should determine their vote.  

⇒ Unless we put in tremendous effort, the Post MDG Framework will be an exact replica of the MDG.  

Member states will take all the larger transformational agenda and put it in what they call a vision 

statement, in much the same way they did with the Millennium Declaration. Then they will take 

simple non political issues and call them goals. Then they will forget the Vision Statement and only 

focus on implementing the Goals.  

⇒ Finally we know one thing-the current strategy that civil society has adopted to reach the member 

states is not working, and will not work if we continue with that path. Participation in UN member 

events, however high profile they are, or  being hosted by the President of the General Assembly, or 

hosting a series of joint side events with government officials is good, but by themselves they will not 

move the member states.  Engaging with member states is a complex mixture of strategic dialogue, 

constant lobby and managing emerging interests and points of resistance-no looking at who 

appreciates and publicly declares support for our Policy Positions. . It is access to key players within 

the decision making processes in both New York and country offices of member states, and 

understanding how blocs work, how countries make decisions and what point negotiations or 

dialogue are made or broken.  

Key Progress areas with the UN General Assembly and Civil Society advocacy 



Now that we know these four things, let us look at where we are, what we did right during the Just 

concluded General Assembly, what we must do over the coming twelve months to ensure that the Open 

Working Group Report is not only a transformational strategy document, but that member states will 

adopt our interests even in the privacy of their negotiations-which will be between March and July, and 

again between October 2014 and June 2015. 

The 11-day marathon UN General Assembly was remarkable in many ways. With over 30 side events to 

choose from, some happening as far away as half an hours away from the UN compound) Civil Society, 

Foundations and the Private sector had remarkable engagement, albeit within sectors. 

Some good progress was made in shaping the MDG Outcome Document that was adopted by the 

General Assembly. Even greater progress was made in having member states attend several of the side 

events hosted by CSOs. 

Great progress was made by several CSOs who went ahead of the General Assembly and had great input 

through private engagements with the UN Secretary General’s Technical Teams the Co-Chairs of the 

MDG Summit. 

So here is a brief summary of some other areas of progress. 

Out put 

⇒ The famous Outcome Document, drafted under the Chairmanship of Ireland and South Africa, was 

fairly strong. It was only weakened by negotiations in the final 72 hours- a key warning to CSOs not to 

celebrate too quickly with UN Documents. The Outcome Document ended up as a highly negotiated 

document, with country x (name withheld) seeking to make changes. And so while the Outcome 

Document is still weak in many ways, it represents significant progress that points to a desire by some 

governments to move forward. Details here 

(http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/Outcome%20documentMDG.pdf) 

⇒ The High Level Panel Report, considered fairly bold in its recommendations, became a reference 

point (at least publicly) for many governments, including China! This was a positive move, albeit in 

public. 

⇒ China, for the first time, and with about 850 days to go, embraced the MDGs!  It was interesting to 

hear China enumerate several achievements “under the MDG” when in practice China has been 

reluctant to be seen as following an international model for development. 

⇒ Countries that can be publicly counted on to support CSO positions increased dramatically- new 

players such as Fiji, Ghana, Japan, and surprisingly Turkey. But some previous allies who have been 

calling for transformation “away from AID” have now dropped off-with Uganda and Rwanda joining  

William and Melinda Gates in championing  AID  for Humanitarian work and Private Sector Investment 

as the solution to worlds’ challenges. 

⇒ The UN-NGLS Regional analysis of responses to key UN Reports, and the discussions that followed the 

launch of the Report, was perhaps one of the key highlights of the eleven-day event. The analysis, 

presented to the President of the General Assembly and the MDG hosts South Africa and Ireland-was 

one of the best ways to look at the Post 2015 advocacy through the separate eyes of the North-South 



divide.  And it showed that e share many aspects of our vision for the world- as evidenced in the 

transformative shifts raised by all Regions-(rebalancing of power for justice – in trade and investment 

rules; the fulfillment of human rights for all through a rights-based approach; ensuring the equitable 

distribution and safe use of natural resources; and implementing accountability mechanisms, 

transparency and the right to participate in decisions. Details here (http://www.un-

ngls.org/IMG/pdf/UN-NGLS_Post-2015_Regional_Consultation_September_2013.pdf) 

⇒ The High Level Political Forum in its first session reaffirmed commitment to merge sustainable 

development with the post 2015 agenda. They called for “achieving the primary goals of overcoming 

poverty and ensuring sustainable development,” and that “the High-level Political Forum will help 

renew partnerships and enhance multilateral engagement. Its role will be paramount in ensuring 

implementation of the Rio+20 commitments and the post-2015 development agenda, which will 

include the sustainable development goals.” 

⇒ Surprisingly, great reference was made to the High Level Panel Report. And it was positive, pointing 

to a successful advocacy by CSOs that turned the HLP Report into their mini Bible, and partly to the 

massive outreach that the Panel undertook in partnership with Civil Society and several actors. Details 

here 

(http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=12&nr=481&menu=1649&event

=469) 

Political Strategy and Process Developments 

⇒ The Africa Heads of States High Level Committee on Post 2015 Agenda, under the Chairmanship of 

President E J Sirleaf of Liberia, held its first inaugural meeting and pledged to deliver a coherent voice 

and consult on the Africa Position ahead of September 2014. The committee-made of the Presidents of 

Guinea, Mauritania, Algeria, Ethiopia, Mauritius, Chad, Republic of Congo, Namibia and South 

Africa- agreed to “an enabling environment for Africa to transform its economies, pursue sustainable 

development, strengthen resilience and promote an agenda that encourages open and accountable 

governance supported by strong, mutually beneficial and diversified global partnerships, strengthen 

South-South cooperation; mobilize domestic resources to finance Africa’s development effort; address 

the needs of landlocked and small island developing states; and to speak with one voice in support of 

the African Common Position” It’s a repeat of what the Africa position and China was during the 4
th

 

High Level  Forum on AID Effectiveness in Busan in 2011. (Details here 



http://www.au.int/en/content/inaugural-meeting-high-level-committee-hlc-post-2015-development-

agenda) 

⇒ The High Level Political Forum had its first meeting, with representatives of some of the most difficult 

governments in the GA. Civil Society have a daunting task dealing with this Forum in the months ahead, 

and as the key leaders in monitoring of the Post 2015 Structure and Implementation. 

⇒ The Major Groups, the Civil Society representation to The Open Working Group, made considerable 

progress in conforming to the Rio +20 calls for inclusion of other non environmental groups and a new 

category known as “others”.   

⇒ While its clear the Major Groups will have much less space in the High Level Political Forum, as 

evidenced by the low level representation at the first inaugural meeting, there is great strides to be 

made if synergy is built within the broader Civil Society and an if engagement platform with the elusive 

Business and Industry is brokered by UN-DESA with the support of UNDP. 

⇒ 5. Civil Society made considerable progress in their dialogue with governments, especially in the new 

tactic of dialogue, “intelligence” and building alliances with technical teams within the Post 2015 

agenda.  

⇒ Almost all Government-hosted events had civil society as either participants or co-organizers. Some 

governments-such as Finland-had Civil Society as part of their official delegation-giving them 

unprecedented access meetings. 

⇒ Civil Society also made considerable progress in having governments and UN representatives.  Some 

collaborative networks had very exceptional strategies-the disability alliance leading the pack and 

followed closely by Human Rights actors, the Major Groups and Beyond 2015. The last two groups were 

especially good at mobilizing collective voice and a focus on how to engage in the process beyond the 

General Assembly. The Civil Society Platform on Peacebuiding and Statebulding (CSPPS) seemed 

especially innovative, considering the difficulty that Peace and Security faces in the United Nations. 

Their Political Strategy with key UN insiders under Chatham House Rules, which had been preceded by 

two weeks of Personal visits to selected Permanent Representatives (PRs) was unique and a different 

way to host side events. The attempts by several CSOs to reach governments despite the strict security 

and rules is a show  of CSO tenacity and  a demonstration that Civil Society advocacy has reached 

higher levels than in the past. 

⇒ A group that went unnoticed by Civil Society was the Global Compact-which organized a host of high 

profile but closed sessions with the private sector and governments, but with very limited Civil Society 

participation. 

⇒ For the first time big Foundations and Philanthropists, under the Leadership of Ford Foundation, 

WINGS and UNDP, were active in the Post 2015 dialogue-hosting a high profile event at which they 

made a critical review of their place and strategy for engagement. This is an opportunity for civil society 

to get out of the trap of “thematic” advocacy being pushed by donor funding mechanisms. 

 

Looking ahead-What Civil Society should do in the next 12 months...or Perish 



The words of Ambassador Csaba Koros perhaps reflect the greatest challenge facing Civil Society in the 

Post 2015 engagement-our inability to have a wider and holistic scope of the Post 2015 process. 

Without a clear strategy of where, when, who and how to engage on the positions we seek to advance, 

we run the risk of putting too much resources into  getting goals, or in consultations-and getting very 

little in  return. The last minute negotiations before the tabling of the Outcome Document should be a 

wake up call that side meetings with government officials, or even responding to position papers and 

public pronouncements by member states, will in itself not move the UN.  

If we are to achieve our agenda for transformation we will need to do four things-Split, Speak, Stay and 

Negotiate! 

Split 

Right now we are doing a great job in collecting ideas and positions. But we are leaving out many central 

pillars to the process because we are too thinly spread. There are too many of us doing a great job-but 

in too many narrow areas. Who among us should follow up with the High Level Political Forum? Who 

among us should keep track and ensure there is real accountability in the Financing Framework? What if 

the governments decide that all financing will come from private sector, philanthropy and AID? What if 

they refuse to place tax revenue and revenue from natural resources high up on the financing strategy? 

Will we have succeeded if we have exceptional goals, but badly financed, or not independently 

monitored? And what about the impact of the technology and science agenda that many governments 

are now pushing as the solution to consumption challenges? 

If we do not split roles and seek to build synergy along these parallel processes, we will fail the process 

in much the same way MDGs failed the world. 

And we need to split more. 

Who among us will take on the Private Sector on their field, and succeed? 

Who will engage with the Africa Heads of States Committee? And what about its complex coordinating 

team? 

Who will engage with the technical working groups? 

Who will build friendship with member states to enable us access information to use as we shouts from 

2nd and 3
rd

 avenue? 

Speak 

We are doing an exceptional job at speaking. 

But here are ways of speaking that will transform how we engage with the United Nations General 

Assembly and the member states. 



1. Speak to member states and not only to Regional Blocs. Yes the Africa Union (through NEPAD and 

the Heads of States Committee) and the EU tend to “speak with one voice”- but that voice does not 

originate from the Regional Bloc. It comes from the members and works itself into a compromise at 

various levels. If we  built greater collaboration-between  CIVICUS, GCAP, Beyond  2015, Social Watch, 

Third World Network, CPED (on Aid Effectives) Pacific Islands Forum, Asia CSOs networks, Africa Group 

on Post 2015… and the over a dozen CSO regional  coalitions-we will speak to almost every leader in 

every country. 

2. Speak to Power, not to “government representatives.” We saw it in New York. The idea of 

government representations has been reduced to a few low key people being sent to sit with Civil 

Society, make prepared speeches and receive “position papers”, and off they go!  And we are 

comfortable with this.  Governments are ticking boxes in the name of having engaged with Civil Society. 

We should also not tick our institutional boxes if indeed we are looking for change. We need to engage 

with the technical teams, the people who hold the key to final policy positions. We need to engage 

with the Ministers and Presidents. We need to engage with parliaments that approve military spending. 

These are the “real government.”  

3. Speak to Change agents and not at events:  It was clear at the UN General Assembly that events are 

too formal, too structured and too scripted to try and infuse any change agenda. It’s even worse if it’s a 

side event. We will need to find strategies to speak directly to those on the other side of 1
st

 Avenue-

those who sit in the Trusteeship chambers and the General Assembly area. We can not sit on 2
nd

 and 

3
rd

 avenues, lining up for passes, to  be allowed into scripted events where we have  3 minutes to  

make” interventions”. That may have worked in other spaces, but not the UN.  We will have to cultivate 

and open up new spaces away from events.  Because for the UN, events are for official positions, most 

of which will be radically different from the real positions during negotiations.  

4. Speak voices, not positions- We are doing a great job of communicating and articulating Civil Society 

positions. But what will move member states and make them act are the raw voices of their citizens. 

The poor and the voices we are refining needs sometimes to be heard in its raw form. It was sad to se 

that during the entire UN-GA period Southern Civil Society were a handful, and even these were not at 

the fore front. The best strategy with the UN is to allow difficult states to speak to their own citizens.  

The success of the Post 2015 will depend on how willing the Northern voices are to allow the Southern 

voices to take leadership of the advocacy and the voice. 

5. Speak universal agendas, not coalition voices-While other advocacy platforms appreciate civil society 

coalition voices- the UN is much conservative and would sometimes be put off by a document 

preceded by 200 logos! The Southern governments, especially, are cynical of logo-driven positions. 

Stay 

The United Nations is famous for one strategy-they stay you out of your position! One Government told 

me that they do not have to worry about goals now, because they have until July 24 hours before the 

Post 2015 Session in September 2015. 

Many governments simply want the strong actors to make their positions known now, so that they 

begin to weigh the options. And CSOs must be ready for a long journey-many meetings, many sessions, 

many documents, shifting positions. And that means we must consolidate our position and push. The 



staying power will especially be needed after the last session of the Open Working Group. We cannot 

engage at events only. That is not staying. 

We cannot engage for just a year and get concerned that documents are coming out as diluted versions. 

That is standard UN Negotiation-stay! 

Negotiate 

You will be expending good energy negotiating with your friends! And you will need too much energy to 

negotiate with your enemies. It’s your adversaries who hold the power to your success. 

One of the greatest fears is that the Post 2015 Strategy will be an exact replica of the MDG strategy. 

Here is how it works. 

The General Assembly approved an ambitious change agenda and called it the Millennium Declaration. 

We all cheered. 

Then they went ahead and removed the least common denominator-simplistic things that they could 

measure and which were not political in nature-they called these goals. 

Then they threw away the Millenium Declaration-having achieved a political victory-and focused on the 

MDGs. 

Speaking during the Foundation’s Forum, Ambassador Koros alluded to this same script- there will be a 

Strategic Vision and a set of goals! 

The key for Civil Society is not to start parading its “key positions” but to begin to negotiate, negotiate, 

negotiate! 

That has two levels-the first is to clarify what we mean. 

There are already concerns that Civil society would like to see Governance, Peace and Security, Human 

Rights, Transparency, anti corruption…but we have failed to  realize that any goal within the Post 2015 

agenda  must meet two basic requirements-it must be measurable, and the indicators must be clear and 

data sources universally acceptable. We appear to have failed the test on these core areas. 

So the best option for governments is to appease us by putting these things in the Strategic Vision, but 

leave them out in the Goals. 

The second level is to spend time refining and defining and expanding the positions of governments, 

instead of defining and expanding ours. Japan, for example, is demanding Human Security. 

Africa is demanding Global Governance. G77 is demanding that the Rio +20 agreements become the 

foundation for a post MDG framework. We need to do more work in appreciating these positions, 

defining them beyond the government positions, and expanding them to include our own positions. It 



means toning down our thematic campaigns and focusing on helping the governments to come to our 

positions through their own lenses, not ours. 

It also means identifying governments and classifying them-then we place greatest effort in 

governments with strong influence, but very conservative positions. These are the ones who hold the 

rest back. We need to spend less and less time with “friendly governments”, even if we keep them 

updated. We even need to spend less in Civil Society only Consultations. We have done that a full year. 

The US classifies governments as –Friend, Foe-Neutral-and allocates attention based on who has the 

greatest resistance. If we are to succeed, we will need to have some form of classification in regard to 

our positions on the Post 2015 agenda. 

Conclusion 

In summary the UN General Assembly offered great insights into how we need to manage our advocacy 

strategy in the next one and a half years. 

It also showed us that it requires tact, collaboration and consistency, not necessarily big budgets and 

events. 

Hopefully we will deliver a fresh framework to our generation in the next two years. 

That responsibility now rests on us. 


