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ACRONYMS 
 

B&I  Business and Industry Major Group 

C&Y  Children and Youth Major Group 

ASEAN   Association of South East Asian Nations  

CBD  Convention on Biological Diversity 

CITES   Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species  

CLI   Country-led Initiative in support of the UNFF 

CSD   Commission for Sustainable Development  

CSO  Civil Society Organization 

CPF   Collaborative Partnership on Forests  

DESA UN  Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations 

DSD  Division for Sustainable Development, DESA UN 

ECOSOC  Economic and Social Council of the United Nations 

FAO   Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations  

GEF  Global Environment Facility 

GEF-CSO Global Environment Facility-Civil Society Network 

HLPF  High-level political Forum on Sustainable Development 

HLS  High-level Segment 

IAF  International Arrangement on Forests  

IFF   Intergovernmental Forum on Forests  

IGO   Intergovernmental Organization 
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1111. Introduction. Introduction. Introduction. Introduction    

Participation of various non-State stakeholders in global forest policy process and national 

decision-making has been a core element of the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF).  It has 

adopted a number of resolutions to commit to a broader and more meaningful engagement of 

those stakeholders, as categorized by Agenda 21 into nine "major groups"1.  Accordingly, it has 

institutionalized a number of actions to promote major groups (MGs) involvement in UNFF, in 

particular, convening multi-stakeholder dialogues (MSD), soliciting inputs (e.g. MG discussion 

papers), and financial support for participation of MG representatives in the UNFF sessions and 

intersessional activities.  It also has an open participation policy to the session deliberations, 

except in the closed negotiation sessions.  However, the major groups, while appreciative of 

UNFF efforts, express their frustration at UNFF for its policy and programmes on 

public/stakeholder participation as insufficient, and even as superficial or “tokenism”. 

This paper presents an analysis of this very issue - the degree of involvement of major groups by 

UNFF and how it can be made more effective.  For example, how sincere are the commitments 

expressed by its member States, what actions have been taken by them and the secretariat to 

make such engagement more serious and productive, what are the shortcomings as perceived 

by MGs, how do other bodies function and how does UNFF differ, who (which organizations) are 

the claimants of the representatives of different stakeholders, how widespread is the 

participation of the MGs, and what about other societal stakeholders, who do not fall under any 

of the “Agenda 21 Major Groups” groupings and are not represented, etc.   

The United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (aka “Rio+20”), held in 2012 in Rio 

de Janeiro, underscored a need for participation by broader interest groups (stakeholders) in 

sustainable development beyond the current nine MG frameworks, and introduced a concept of 

“Major Groups and Other Stakeholders (MGoS), including local communities, volunteer groups 

and foundations, and migrants and families, as well as older persons and persons with disabilities.  
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The Forum requested the secretariat to work to expedite submission of applications for 

accreditation by major groups to the Committee on Non-Governmental Organizations, in 

accordance with the relevant rules of procedure of the Council.   

In preparing for a mechanism to formally engage with and plan for the MSD, the secretariat, in 

consultations with the CSD secretariat (Division for Sustainable Development) and its major 

group network, initiated development of a forest-relevant major group focal points system.  

Based on a series of consultations with the participants of NGOs and other stakeholders at the 

IPF and IFF sessions and the first session of UNFF, it built focal points for as many major groups 
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to provide technical advice and input to the Forum.  This is an important change in modality of 

interactions between UNFF and MGoS, considering the fact that the Forum sessions will be 

shorter (five days) but held annually. 
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Rio MGI (18Rio MGI (18Rio MGI (18Rio MGI (18----22 March 2013, Rio De Janeiro, Brazil)22 March 2013, Rio De Janeiro, Brazil)22 March 2013, Rio De Janeiro, Brazil)22 March 2013, Rio De Janeiro, Brazil)    
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Nepal MGI (2Nepal MGI (2Nepal MGI (2Nepal MGI (2----6 March 2015, Kathmandu, Nepal)6 March 2015, Kathmandu, Nepal)6 March 2015, Kathmandu, Nepal)6 March 2015, Kathmandu, Nepal)    

Since this MGI was targeted at UNFF11 which was going to consider a future IAF, the discussions and 

outcome of this particular MGI was more on how to ensure a better role and space in the future IAF 

with a new body that could replace the current UNFF.  (Note: UNFF11 eventually decided to continue 

the current IAF, including the UNFF through 2030). 
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The Nepal MGI recommended that the new UN body on forests should be responsible for the 

high political dialogue on SDGs on forest-related issues, and that Major Groups need to be part 

of the governing structure of the new UN body on forests.  However, it is interesting to note that 

MGI remained silent about the development from the Rio+20 regarding the broader public 

participation, in particular, engaging stakeholders other than those in the nine MGs. 

The outcome documents of the above three MGIs provided: 

•� In general, good analyses of forest issues, including on the promotion of SFM. 

•� Reasonably good justifications for enhanced involvement of MGs in UNFF (and its new 
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participants emphasized a need to improve transparency and clarity of the MGPoF process and 

governance, which would clearly define what expanded role the Major Groups want the MGPOF 

to play and what structure and steps would be required for that. 

In summary, most concerns and corresponding recommendations seem to be related to more 

funding, more representation and more attention by UNFF and governments on their interests 

and concerns.  This is understandable, as those elements are crucial in enhancing stakeholder 

participation.  The author felt that it would have been more forceful if the major groups also 

could have shed some light on governance and interactions among the organizations involved 

with the UNFF MG system, how they link between the global policy body and their respective 

national and regional constituencies.  They could have presented some concrete cases and 

proposals on their actions on the ground in implementing UNFF decisions, the UN Forest 

Instrument and on promoting SFM, in general.  Such a two-pronged approach would be more 
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Group.  Furthermore, in the broader scheme of things, the nine major groups framework includes 

three distinct groups of stakeholder groupings: not-for-profit organizations, for-profit 

organizations (Business and Industry), and public s
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The authors opined that, without mechanisms to promote transparency and accountability, the 

engagement of only a limited number of actors can lead to undemocratic practices and 

concentration of power.      

Limited engagement of people’s movements 

Related to the above concern is the practical difficulty in bringing grassroots people and 

communities to global processes like the Forum sessions.  Thus, there is a risk that the Forum 

may not get direct input of people on the ground and the policies it adopts, and the programmes 

it implements may not incorporate the insights and proposals of those they are intended to 

support.  Although bringing grassroots voices to the global forum is extremely difficult due to a 

wide range of institutional and financial constraints, the Forum and the major group 

representatives (focal points) should not shrug it off as an undoable task if the Forum wishes to 

remain relevant and valuable to common people.  Therefore, it is important to make the available 

mechanisms and resources more effective and continue to explore innovative approaches.  The 

focal points need to continue improving their interactions with their respective constituencies 

and the UNFF, and its member States provide support for capacity building of the focal points.    

In this regard, it may be worthwhile to consider by the Forum and Major Groups the value of 

bringing in well-established large NGOs and civil society organizations.  For some reason, after 

the establishment of UNFF, many global-level organizations (e.g. Greenpeace, the Sierra Club, 

and WBCSD) stopped attending the UNFF sessions.  This should be examined.  Likewise, the 

reasons for the Local Authorities Major Group to never participate in the UNFF process and the 

Business and Industry Major Group and Trade Union Major Group’s lack of interest in UNFF 

indicate the perceived lack of value-added of the UNFF process  

Participation vs. influence on the policy process (tokenism v. real engagement) 

While Major Groups have been given opportunities to attend the Forum sessions and 

intersessional meetings, and to provide input into the process through discussion papers, multi-

stakeholder dialogues, statements, side-events, etc., these provisions alone do not constitute 

real, meaningful and healthy engagement with the stakeholders outside of Governments and 

international organizations.  The  Tho



 

 

18 

 

opportunities, private sector attendance is high as exemplified by several MEAs6”.  Same can be 

said about the complete absence of the “Local Authorities” Major Group from the UNFF process.   

Insufficient respect for expertise 

Major Groups and civil society often feel that member States do not show true appreciation for 

what they do, nor to their expertise.   

4444. Experienc. Experienc. Experienc. Experiences from other UN and es from other UN and es from other UN and es from other UN and other relatedother relatedother relatedother related    processesprocessesprocessesprocesses    

There is a growing recognition of the fact that: 

 

-� Perspectives and concerns from different segments of society enrich policies and 

programmes,  

-� Partnership and collective action between public and civil socieckkckd
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•� ILO, which deals with its three distinct constituencies - employers, workers and member 

States, relies on a tripartite system where trade organizations (workers), employers 

(private sector) and governments have equal voice in its deliberations. 

•� Very few organizations provide financial support for the participation of stakeholder 

group representatives to their sessions. 

•� As an obligation, a number of organizations and Conventions require quadrennial reports 

from each of the accredited organizations, to prove that they are active in the activities 

relevant to the work of the international organization or Convention.  This is required to 

maintain their accreditation status.  UNFF has not adopted such a requirement, as yet. 

•� In February 2016, a number of major groups and other stakeholder organizations active 

in sustainable development issues established an “MGoS HPF Coordination Mechanism” 

to facilitate coordination among, and promote the participation of, eleven stakeholders 
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the UNFF process is limited.  This is not just a failure of the MGs currently active in UNFF, but also 

a weakness of the whole UNFF process, including Governments and the secretariat. 

 

UNFF was, perhaps, the second UN body (after CSD) in institutionalizing the multi-stakeholders 

dialogue (MSD) at its sessions since UNFF2 in 2002, to promote interactions between 

Government and a range of stakeholders from different segments of society.  MSD has proved to 

be a major endeavour of the Major Groups involvement in the UNFF process.  The MG focal points 

and the Secretariat have invested substantial amount of energy in organizing MSDs.  Major 

Groups’ inputs to the UNFF in the form of discussion papers, interventions in the Forum sessions 

and intersessional events have been substantial and noted by Governments.  In recent years, its 

successful organization of MGIs and periodic consultation meetings prior to the UNFF sessions 

have improved the level of preparation and focused contribution to the UNFF work. 

One of the MG complaints is the insufficient time allocated to MSD, and lack of interest from 

member States for serious dialogue.  This problem will most likely continue and may even be 

exacerbated in the new working modality of UNFF, according to which the UNFF will meet 

annually but for a maximum of one week.  Thus, the issue now is to pay more attention on how 

to improvise on the interaction mechanism available in the new UNFF working modalities.  

UNFF was bound to follow the rules of ECOSOC on NGOs, and will continue to remain so.  

Nevertheless, depending on the leadership of the Bureaus and secretariat, UNFF has continued 

to push the envelope further, sometimes with success, to different degrees.  This included raising 

funds for MG consultations, participation support and organizing MG-exclusive events such as 

the MGIs.   

 

On the other hand, it is also being felt by both MGs and several member States that MG 

engagement has limited impact on the global policy process, as well as in mobilizing support for 

SFM on the ground.  The potential of MGs have not been fully tapped.  Some of the few critical 

factors for such a state of affairs include the following: 

•� Insufficient funding and other support for consultation, coordination and participation by 

MGs. 

•� Restrictive rules for getting accreditation (consultative status) have inhibited active and 

effective engagement by MGs.  This has dampened the enthusiasm of MG organizations 

and raised doubts about the commitments of Governments to genuine participation. 

•� Question on whether participating MGs truly and effectively represent their 

constituencies and whether there is full transparency in their respective governance. 

•� UNFF has failed or did not fully entice all nine MGs in its process.  Thus, neither the voices 

from “Local Authorities”, “Business and Industry” and “Workers and Trade Unions” Major 

Groups, as well as other important segments of society, could be heard nor their support 

be mobilized for the UNFF. 
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•� The Partnership Forum could be made a more interesting, engaging and powerful event 

by bringing eminent personalities from among stakeholder groups such as NGOs, 

foundations, businesses, scientists, and mayors, to provide their perspectives on current 
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and local government associations that are active in other global and regional processes 

but are somehow not connected with the UNFF process.  It is ironic that some of the 

influential NGOs (such as Greenpeace and the Sierra Club) stopped participating in UNFF 

sessions. 

•� UNFF sessions and intersessional activities are and will always be of limited time and 

space, and their primary focus will remain on intergovernmental issues.  Thus, while 

seeking more space and resources should be pursued as a tactical matter, it may also be 

wiser to balance the energy of MGoS between tactical and practical matters.  The MGoS 

should also utilize the UNFF platform for engagement to develop, expand and strengthen 
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AnnexesAnnexesAnnexesAnnexes    

Annex 1. The paragraphs related to the major groups and other stakeholders from the General 

Assembly Resolution 67/290.  

Format and organizational aspects of the high-level political forum on sustainable 

development 

[Note: paragraphs 14-16 below apply 



 

 

28 

 

 15. 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: 

 (a) To attend all official meetings of the forum;  

 (b) To have access to all official information and documents;  

 (c) To intervene in official meetings;  

 (d) To submit documents and present written and oral contributions;  

 (e) To make recommendations;    
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Annex 3. UNFF Major Group Focal Points 

(Source: http://www.un.org/esa/forests/major-groups/focal-points/index.html) 

Major Group 




