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 Introduction 

The outcome document of the Rio+20 Conference suggested setting up a 
High Level Political Forum.1 Accordingly, HLPF was set up in July 2013 by 
a resolution of the UNGA.2 The UNGA resolution mandated that it shall 
provide political leadership, guidance and recommendations for 
sustainable development, follow up and review progress in the 
implementation of sustainable development commitments, enhance the 
integration of the three dimensions of sustainable development in a 
holistic and cross-sectoral manner at all levels and have a focused, 
dynamic and action-oriented agenda, ensuring the appropriate 
consideration of new and emerging sustainable development challenges.3 
It will also replace the former Commission on Sustainable development.4 
The broader objective of the HLPF is to oversee the implementation of the 
sustainable development goals and it will be home for the SDGs. 
 

Institutional arrangement of the HLPF 

The HLPF has been set up under the auspices of the UNGA and the 
ECOSOC.5 It is the first of its kind hybrid institution. The UNGA will 
convene the HLPF high level forum every four years, and the ECOSOC will 
convene HLPF for 8 days every year including three days Ministerial 
Forum.6 The HLPF will coordinate with the bureau of the ECOSOC and the 
bureaux of the UNGA.7 It will be also supported by the DESA.8 
 
Going by the HLPF Resolution, it has the most comprehensive modalities 
for the engagement with the CSOs, Major groups and the other 
stakeholders. The sections 13 to 16 of the HLPF resolution deals with the 
mechanism for engagement with these agencies. Section 15 states  
 
“Decides, in this regard, that, while retaining the intergovernmental 
character of the forum, the representatives of the major groups and other 
relevant stakeholders shall be allowed:  

1. (a) To attend all official meetings of the forum;  
2. (b) To have access to all official information and documents;  
3. (c) To intervene in official meetings;  
4. (d) To submit documents and present written and oral 

contributions;  

                                                        
1  
2 UN General Assembly Resolution A/67/290 in July 2013 
3 para 2 of the Resolution A/67/290 
4 para 26, ibid 
5 para 3 ibid 
6 para 6 (b) and para 7(a), ibid 
7 para 22, ibid 
8 para 23 
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5. (e) To make recommendations;  
6. (f) To organize side events and round tables, in cooperation with 

Member States and the Secretariat;  
 
Implications for the modalities for engagement with the 
major groups 

The organizational arrangement and modalities for participation of the 
NGOs are in a fluid state. Though seemingly benevolent, the participation 
of the NGOs and Major Groups are conditional. The sections dealing with 
the participation of the Major Groups are always interspersed with the 
phrase “while retaining the intergovernmental nature of the forum”9, and 
words like “as appropriate,”10 and “applicable to the Forum.”11 The MGs 
are also encouraged to autonomously establish and maintain effective 
coordination mechanisms for participation in the high-level political forum 
……”.12 Before delving deep into the institutional framework, it would be 
good to have a brief look on the history of engagement with the CSOs and 
Major Groups in the UN. 
 

No right to participation, only participation privileges 

From 4 NGOs accredited at the beginning of the UN, the NGO fraternity 
working closely with the UN has grown to over 4000.13 In fact, there has 
been huge surge in the number of NGOs participating in Conferences of the 
UN, and the NGOs outnumbered official delegations in the RIO+20 
Conference.14 However, as a matter of fact, despite continued and ever 
increasing engagement with the NGOs; the UN essentially remains an 
intergovernmental institution where NGOs are “consulted” and “allowed to 
participate.” They do not have the right to participate but are conferred 
“participation privileges.”15 
 
The UN Charter, which recognizes NGOs as “legal players” at the UN does 
not use the word participate. It states that: “The Economic and Social 
Council may make suitable arrangements for consultation with non-
governmental organizations which are concerned with matters within its 
competence. Such arrangements may be made with international 

                                                        
9 para 15, of A/67/290 
10 para 13, ibid 
11 para 14, ibid 
12 para 16, ibid 
13 Basic facts about ECOSOC Status http://csonet.org/index.php?menu 
14 Role of the NGOs in post Rio+20, Neth Dano, 2012 
15 Privileges can be withdrawn by the authority who bestows it as against rights, which are permanent. 
Participatory democracy - HLPF laying the basis for sustainable development governance in the 21st 
Century, Jan-Gustav Strandenaes, 2014 
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organizations and, where appropriate, with national organizations after 
consultation with the Member of the United Nations concerned.”16 The key 
word is ‘suitable arrangements for consultation’ not the right to 
participation.  
 
However, the Preamble of the UN Charter “We the peoples of the United 
Nations…..” beacons a spirit which cannot be presumed to have included 
member states only to the exclusion of huge array of non state actors. 
 
The decade of the 1990s witnessed significant expansion in the modalities 
of participation of non state actors and emergence of the concept of the 
Major Groups. By the time of Rio Conference the number of NGOs 
accredited by the ECOSOC had grown to 900, which more than doubled 
during the following decade. The huge upsurge of NGO participation led 
the “fast track accreditation process” by the UN allowing NGOs to attend 
UN proceedings on conference to conference basis. The word “Major 
Group” owes its origin to the “Agenda 21” where it appeared for the first 
time. Since then few charter bodies and many treaty bodies allowed 
participation to the Major Groups.17 However, the member states 
overzealously guarded the intergovernmental nature of the UN in the 
Security Council, the UNGA and the ECOSOC. It is very intriguing that 
ECOSOC, which provides accreditation to the NGOs, forming the basis of 
their participation in UN Meetings and other proceedings does allow NGOs 
in its public meetings only as observers! 
 

Expansion of modalities under the CSD 

The HLPF resolution also lays down emphasis on “…..building upon the 
strength and experience of the CSD…”, and therefore, its important to 
review the modalities for the MGs engagement during the CSD. CSD was 
the home of sustainable development (as HLPF would be for the SDGs) and 
witnesses significant expansion during its functioning. CSD 5 (Rio+5, 
1997) run as UNGASSS introduced a two-day multi stakeholder dialogue 
session chaired by the chair of the CSD Bureau where MGs were the main 
actors, later institutionalized as the Official CSD deliberation, from which 
inputs were integrated in the final text.18 Rio+10 (WSSD, Johannesburg, 
2002) set the thematic agenda for the period 2003-2017 and introduced 
two-year cycle, where first year conducted a review of the progress on the 
thematic agenda of the year, and the second year took policy decisions.19 

                                                        
16 Art 71, UN Charter  
17 Among the Charter bodies, ECOSOC, and treaty bodies like UNFCCC, UNCBD and UNCCD follows the major 
group format. Charter bodies like UNSC too, consults few NGOs outside this format, but these NGOs do not 
have participation privileges. 
18 Participatory democracy - HLPF laying the basis for sustainable development governance in the 21st 
Century, Jan-Gustav Strandenaes, 2014 
19 ibid 
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CSD 11 (2003), however, reduced the two day multi stakeholder dialogue 
to one and half hour not only severely curtailing the time allowed to the 
MGs but also their inputs going in the final integrated texts of the Chair. 
Though, with reduced time second decade of the CSD was considered 
“Golden Years” of the CSD as it allowed statements from each of the MGs in 
the plenary as opposed to one statement representing all MGs during the 
first decade. 
 

Implications of the HLPF being in the auspices of the 
ECOSOC and the UNGA  

ECOSOC is the second largest body after the UNGA and has a very 
extensive agenda. Though the ECOSOC and UNGA recognize only three 
entities member states, intergovernmental organizations and the NGOs, 
the role of NGOs is very limited in the functioning of the ECOSOC and the 
UNGA, and the NGOs can be only observers sitting in the back benches 
(spectators gallery) unless mandated specially mandated like in the 
UNGASS. At the ECOSOC accreditation of NGOs is done by a Committee on 
NGOs, which has only member states as its members. ECOSOC Rules of 
procedure do not allow NGOs in its meetings except as being invited 
specially for special purposes. In 2007 a resolution introduced Annual 
Ministerial Review, which is also not open to the NGOs. The HLPF will also 
replace AMR.20 For the last two years there have been consistent talks of 
strengthening ECOSOC. Rio+20 outcome document also envisioned a 
greater role for the ECOSOC. General Assembly resolution on Review of 
Implementation of Strengthening of ECOSOC (2013) has only brief 
reference to the NGOs. Discussion on the same issue in the September 
Meeting did not allow NGOs to participate. In another Meeting in May 
2013 on integration of three dimensions of sustainable development and 
the role of NGOs was run strictly according to the rules of procedures of 
the ECOSOC and did not allow NGOs to participate.21 The resolution of 
1996 superseded the earlier rules of procedures of the ECOSOC. However, 
Art 71 laying down the rules of engagement did not yet accorded the NGOs 
participating rights at par with the member states. 
 
Whether HLPF resolution has the overriding effect 

As stated earlier, the HLPF resolution lays down a comprehensive list of 
modalities for engagement with the NGOs. However, if meetings were to 
be conducted strictly under the rules of procedure of the UNGA 
Committees and the ECOSOC none of these granted privileges of 
                                                        
20 para 7 (a) of the Resolution A/67/290 
21 Participatory democracy - HLPF laying the basis for sustainable development governance in the 21st 
Century, Jan-Gustav Strandenaes, 2014 
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participation would accrue to the NGOs. Therefore, it implies that the 
HPLF resolution must have a different interpretation. Paragraph 9 of the 
resolution is relevant in this matter. It states 
“Also decides that all meetings convened under the auspices of the General 
Assembly shall operate under the rules of procedure of the main 
committees of the Assembly, as applicable, unless otherwise provided in 
the present resolution, and that all meetings convened under the auspices 
of the Economic and Social Council shall operate under the rules of 
procedure of the functional commissions of the Council, as applicable, 
except as otherwise provided in the present resolution.” The paragraphs 
13-16 cited earlier and paragraph 8 c sort of creates a departure from the 
omnibus rules of procedure of the UNGA Committees and the ECOSOC.  
 
In the circumstances almost all NGOs and MGs would argue that HLPF 
resolution has an overriding effect over the rules of procedures of the 
UNGA and the ECOSOC. However, the big question is that whether the 
modalities of participation should be left to interpretation or should they 
be explicit to allow and encourage the participation of the NGOs and MGs? 
 

What do the MGs want 

The discussions on the structure of the HLPF mainly culminated in three 
proposed models. The options can be summarized by: 

1. A bi-annual high-level segment on sustainable development during 
the General Assembly  

2. Subsidiary body to ECOSOC or incorporation of the CSD agenda 
within ECOSOC and  

3. A beyond-CSD institution that builds on strengths of the CSD while 
addressing its weaknesses, reporting directly to the GA and ECOSOC 
and not subordinate to ECOSOC. 

 
The MGs pitched for the third option. They argued, “The model that has 
been used to illustrate this third option is the recently established Peace 
Building Commission (PBC). It has universal membership, it reports to the 
GA and ECOSOC, including the Security Council, but is not a subsidiary 
body to ECOSOC. It is understood to have a high level and intermediate 
status, between the Charter bodies, ECOSOC and the Security Council and 
the GA. The PCB could be used as a model, it is however important to 
realize that the PCB does not allow for strong MG participation and for 
obvious reasons, not the least due to its mandate working on peace issues, 
misses several mechanisms that can deliver on all functions listed in para 
85.”22 Few others favoured an engagement mechanism based on the 

                                                        
22 Major Groups position paper on the HLPR, Draft working paper 
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lessons learned from the UNAIDS, and CFS Mechanisms.23 However, it 
needs to be underlined that all the mechanisms have some plusses and 
some minuses. It is arguable whether these mechanisms developed for 
single purpose functions could be adapted for the HLPF. The NGOs have 
also argued to invoke the principle of non regression in creating the 
mechanism for engagement, which means that the new mechanism must 
go beyond the CSD approach The 2nd Meeting of the HLPF must bring 
clarity on these aspects. It is presumed that the UN understands the value 
of participation and contribution of the NGOs/MGs and therefore, this is 
not being argued here. 
 
Engagement mechanism at regional level  

The UN has five regional Commissions, which apply engagement 
mechanism not necessarily based on the MGs format. An encouraging 
experience has been the APFSD Conference (19th -21st May, Pattaya, 
Thailand) organized by the UNESCAP where the MGs were allowed to 
create and ask for a Regional CSO Engagement Mechanism (RCEM) 
evolved by themselves.24 The CSOs argued a MG+ approach and 
participation at all levels including in the agenda setting. The APFSD also 
applied the liberal CSD approach where the NGOs were asked to speak 
even before the negotiations begin and accommodated special interest 
groups beyond the MGs. They believed that this mechanism should be 
adopted by the HLPF mutatis mutandis. 
 
Conclusion  

Since the first meeting of the HLPF was only in the form of an inaugural 
meeting, these aspects were not dealt with. However, due to the lack of 
clarity on the organizational aspects, and specially modalities of 
engagement with the NGOs, a lot of confusion and apprehensions prevail 
among the MGs. The MGs feel that ECOSOC has already a heavily loaded 
agenda, and therefore, the HLPF must create an independent secretariat or 
bureau to facilitate engagement with and generating contribution of the 
MGs. It would be very pertinent for the HLPF to address this issue and 
create a mechanism applying the principle of non regression, and a MG+ 
approach to allow MGs/NGOs to contribute to the process. It is also 
important to provide transparent, meaningful and equal space to the NGOs 
in the agenda setting, agenda shaping and review. The long term success 
and implementation of the SDGs will largely depend on the NGOs, millions 
of whom will be working on ensuring achievement of these goals, in all 

                                                        
23 Peoples Campaign on sustainable development goals 
24 the RCEM was evolved by Asia Pacific CSO Consultation on APFSD organized by APWLD in collaboration 
with UNESCAP at Bangkok on 15th to 17th May where more than 70 NGOs/MGs representatives from Asia 
and Pacific participated 
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parts of the world, and will have an unbiased, independent, and 
meaningful insight into the process. 
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Beyond Copenhagen is a collective of Indian CSOs working with a range 
of stakeholders, farmers, policymakers, grassroots organizations, and 
networks on issues of agriculture, food security and environment and 
sustainable development. The Collective aims at bringing focus on 
agriculture and food security in climate change negotiations. 
 
Center for Community Economics and Development Consultants 
Society (CECOEDECON) is a NGO based in India. Established in 1982, it 
is committed to building the capacity of the poor and vulnerable section of 
society to effectively and independently claim their rights.  
 
Public Advocacy Initiatives for Rights and Values in India 
(PAIRVI), based in Delhi is a capacity building and advocacy support 
organization working at the intersection of development and rights. It 
works with small grassroots and community based organizations in north 
and central India on the issues of human rights, rights based approach to 
development, food and nutrition, sustainable development, environment 
justice and equity. 
 
 


