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Preface

The year 2011 was characterized by new social movements around the 
world expressing discontent with political and economic systems and 
calling for justice and fairness in widely varying contexts. The recent 
finding that three-quarters of the world’s poor people are actually 
living in middle-income countries is a testament to the failure of the 
economic-growth-only model adopted and promoted by dominant 
parts of the multilateral system and individual nations. In other 
words, economies have grown, but the prospects for most people have 
not. The ongoing global economic crisis is resulting in more poverty, 
more exclusion, more instability and more inequality in developing 
and developed countries alike, and has enlarged the crisis to a social 
and political one. A host of other challenges are already being faced 
by the global community – climate change and its consequences, food 
insecurity and fuel shortages, patterns of unsustainable development 
and consumption – which further aggravate the situation. 

These global challenges need to be addressed urgently. Reclaiming 
Multilateralism, authored by Barbara Adams and Gretchen Luchsinger, 
argues that the structural transformations required to equitably 
share the benefits of wealth creation and to balance progress across 
all three pillars of sustainable development (economic, social and 
environmental) will not be achieved without a multilateral system 
equipped for that end. It notes that multilateral institutions have 
not matched the pace of global change and that the balance needed 
between “realism” and “idealism” in the interest of achieving 
common human rights and sustainable development goals has been 
increasingly off. It cautions that multilateralism has been seen by some 
powerful States primarily as a means for securing short-term political 
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and economic interests in a competitive world, which significantly 
reduces the scope of debate and the prospects for globally beneficial 
action. Instead it feeds tensions around multilateralism related to 
individual countries’ sovereignty and policy space. 

While the publication highlights that multilateralism, in its simplest 
form, involves more than two sovereign countries working together on 
a given issue, many more actors have entered the global development 
debate in the past decades, demanding a more inclusive space to 
share relevant insights and to influence multilateral decision-making 
processes. Although many multilateral organizations have opened 
their doors to other actors, including civil society, the private sector 
and academia, many voices remain under-represented, including 
those of sub-national governments and social movements, even 
though they often represent people most affected by multilateral 
decisions or omissions. A multilateral system that is far more effective 
and inclusive than the one in place today is needed. 

Reclaiming Multilateralism sets off on an exploration of what 
multilateralism should and could look like when sufficient political will 
is in place to make the necessary changes. It raises as many questions 
as answers, aiming to generate further thinking. The publication 
includes three chapters. While Chapter 1 looks at multilateralism 
from its beginning to the present and asks a series of conceptual 
questions on reform, and Chapter 3 provides recommendations for 
specific actions, Chapter 2 challenges the reader to imagine the ideal. 
What would it mean if the multilateral system was realigned around 
the principles of human rights and the three pillars of sustainable 
development? What would a broader vision of multilateral decision-
making entail in terms of rebalancing realism and idealism that is in 
line with sustainable development and the global collective good?
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NGLS seeks to contribute to the on-going dialogue of the international 
development community through the dissemination of challenging 
analyses and reflections from independent observers and authors 
on key current issues on the international development agenda. 
This NGLS publication therefore aims to engage all stakeholders 
– whether government, multilateral, regional, and sub-national 
institutions, civil society and social movements – in an open debate 
on a “new multilateralism” or rather what kinds of development and 
governance models the multilateral system should be endorsing that 
would re-balance and regulate the political, economic and social shifts 
brought by globalization and bring the promises of justice, equity and 
sustainable development to fruition. 

Beth Peoc’h
Officer-in-Charge

United Nations Non-Governmental Liaison Service
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Reclaiming Multilateralism 
For People, Rights and Sustainable Development

1

In 2012, UN Member States are conducting a 20-year review of 
the landmark United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) and its outcome agreements, the Rio 
Declaration and Agenda 21. When these agreements were struck in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1992, they represented a breakthrough in multilateral 
consensus. Raising the bar for political commitment, 
they established the concept of sustainable 
development as comprising three pillars 
– social, economic and environmental – 
that must be dealt with together. All 
signatories agreed they had common but 
differentiated responsibilities to implement 
steps to achieve sustainable development, 
meaning they must all work towards that 
end, but those with greater resources 
and capacities are obligated to do more.

Over the last 20 years, however, the 
ideals and principles of Rio have been 
overshadowed as implementation has mostly not occurred. Similarly, 
a host of commitments to international human and women’s 
rights have not been fulfilled. Some economies have grown at 
double-digit rates, yet with widening disparities. Globalization 
has yielded millions of poor quality jobs. Little has been done to 
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change patterns of production and consumption that pollute, 
erode biodiversity and lead inexorably to climate change.

The Rio Conference, like other multilateral forums, underscored 
that the multilateral system should be the focal point for 
systematically acting on issues of global concern. Reclaiming 
Multilateralism sets out to explore why that system today has 
reached a point where it is more needed than ever before, but 
in light of worsening trends in sustainable development and 
human rights, very real questions should be raised about its 
relevance. In a concise format intended for civil society audiences, 
as well as government and UN representatives, the publication 
considers how the multilateral system could realign itself around 
commitments to human rights and sustainable development, and 
recommends some concrete steps in that direction.

Critiques of the multilateral system come from many directions. 
While there is a tendency to look within multilateral institutions 
for the solutions to an array of problems, Reclaiming Multilateralism 
maintains that if the goal of the multilateral system is to achieve 
human rights and all three pillars of sustainable development, the 
starting point for any critique needs to be the context in which the 
multilateral system operates. The following pages explore how 
an unsustainable economic model has allowed a few powerful  
countries and political elites to dominate multilateral debates. 
These interests have gained most from patterns of globalization 
associated with deeply inequitable benefits and costs. They have 
also become firmly entrenched, in the era of global interdepen-
dency, as “too big to fail.” This makes them virtually untouchable, 
even by the collective will of the multilateral system, and even on 
issues where global well-being is at stake.
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In looking primarily at their own interests, powerful countries are 
well within the tradition of political realism. But they have lost the 
connection to another tradition – of adhering to ideals based on 
higher human aspirations. As long as there are nation States, all 
countries will be able to justify the pursuit of sovereign national 
interest. This publication argues, however, that competing needs of 
global significance must be fairly and equitably moderated through 
a multilateral system that is far more effective than the one in place 
today.

Such a system would re-balance realism with a collective idealism, 
in which universally endorsed principles of human rights and 
sustainable development would take the lead. It would be guided 
by the recognition that there are diverse ways of realizing the same 
objectives, and that individual interests will always be there, but need 
to be aligned with collective imperatives.

Reclaiming Multilateralism embarks on an exploration of 
multilateralism with as many questions as answers, aiming to 
provoke further thought. The book is divided into three chapters. The 
first looks at the past and present of multilateralism. It analyses some 
of the underlying reasons why multilateral governance has not lived 
up to human rights and sustainable development objectives, notably 
in relation to contemporaneous issues of power and participation, 
flawed development models and major fault-lines plaguing the 
multilateral system today. 

A series of questions at the end of the chapter ask readers to 
consider four concepts often used in multilateral reform discussions, 
but requiring much deeper analysis than is the norm – namely, 
effectiveness, representation, accountability and neutrality.
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1Chapter 2 considers what it might mean if the multilateral system was 
realigned around the principles of human rights and all three pillars 
of sustainable development. The chapter is intended to imagine the 
ideal. 

Chapter 3 grounds the discussion with recommendations for specific 
actions that aim high but could be taken now – towards a longer-
term vision of change. Most of the actions will be the responsibility 
of government leaders and policy makers. But all multilateral 
stakeholders, including civil society, can use the recommendations to 
campaign for a new multilateralism, where the promises of justice, 
equity and sustainable development can finally be fulfilled.
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Multilateralism, in its simplest definition, involves more than two 
sovereign countries working together on a given issue. While multi-
lateralism in various configurations has been around since the forma-
tion of nation States, it was not until the mid-1800s that governments 
created the first international institutions – the International Tele-
graph Union (ITU) and the Universal Postal Union (UPU).

It took another 80 years, and two world 
wars, before the United Nations became 
an umbrella institution for multilateral de-
bate and action. In 1944, the United Nations 
Monetary and Financial Conference, com-
monly known as the Bretton Woods Confer-
ence, took place. It set up the International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(IBRD), the first institution of what is now 
known as the World Bank Group; the Gener-
al Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), 
superseded in 1995 by the World Trade 
Organization (WTO); and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

Foundations of the United Nations

A compelling priority for the fledgling UN, in the wake of World War 
II, was to help maintain peace. The theory was that if nations could 
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come together and talk it would reduce the probability of war. This 
was not the only foundational objective set out in the UN Charter, 
however. There are four:

•	 To save succeeding generations from the scourge of war;

•	 To reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights;

•	 To establish conditions for upholding international law; and

•	 To promote social progress and better standards of life in larger 
freedom.

The Charter specifically mandates the United Nations to promote: 
higher standards of living, full employment, and conditions of 
economic and social progress and development; solutions of 
international economic, social, health and related problems; 
international cultural and educational cooperation; and universal 
respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental 
freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language or 
religion.1  The Charter was followed by the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, and a series of conventions with specific commitments 
to economic, social, civil, political and cultural rights.

The landmark 1992 Earth Summit

In 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED), or “Earth Summit,” encapsulated many 
multilateral aspirations in the concept of sustainable development 
(see Box 1), which rests on three pillars: economic development, social 
development and the protection of the environment as a resource 
necessary for human survival. Agenda 21, UNCED’s programme 
of action, stipulated that all three are interconnected and must be 
addressed together. The accompanying Rio Declaration defined the 
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principle of common but differentiated responsibility, where States 
with greater resources and capacities have greater responsibilities.

An inherent tension: realism versus collective idealism

Today’s multilateral institutions are part of a system of global 
governance, which is distinct from global government. Global 
governance entails sovereign States agreeing on international 
norms and rules, the means for implementation, and accountability 
mechanisms to uphold them. National governments use multilateral 
forums to identify and agree on these norms, as well as on how to 
implement them. Some standards can be enforced through the “hard” 
power of institutions and binding treaties; others through the “soft” 
power of networks, consensus and peer pressure.

Historically, multilateralism has been influenced by two competing 
tendencies: realism (or realpolitik), where States act to advance their 
own interests, and a collective idealism, where States orient their 
actions around larger principles of human rights and the common 
good. A mixture of these two tendencies has typically been the norm, 
but the balance is often off, including where the reference points 
are human rights and sustainable development. Many multilateral 
actions have been under-ambitious given the principles they aim to 
uphold. Others, overly optimistic in expectations for implementation, 
have fallen short of their potential. 
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What Is Sustainable Development?

The 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development 
– otherwise known as UNCED, the Rio Conference or the 
Earth Summit – had several outcomes. Besides Agenda 21, 
signed by 178 UN Member States, and the Rio Declaration, 
which outlined guiding principles, the Conference adopted a 
Statement of Principles for the Sustainable Management of 
Forests, and launched three conventions on climate change, 
biodiversity and desertification. All three conventions have 
since come into force.

The Rio Declaration endorsed a number of principles that 
have become central to international environmental law, 
but that could be more broadly applied to sustainable 
development and human rights. They include:

Common but differentiated responsibility: In view of the 
different contributions to global environmental degradation, 
States have common but differentiated responsibilities. 
The developed countries acknowledge the responsibility 
that they bear in the international pursuit of sustainable 
development in view of the pressures their societies place 
on the global environment and of the technologies and  
financial resources they command.

Public participation: Environmental issues are best 
handled with the participation of all concerned citizens, 
at the relevant level. At the national level, each individual 
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Source: Rio Declaration, Principles 7, 8, 10, 15, 16

shall have appropriate access to information…that is held 
by public authorities…and the opportunity to participate 
in public decision-making processes. States shall facilitate 
and encourage public awareness and participation by 
making information widely available.

Precautionary principle: In order to protect the envi-
ronment, the precautionary approach shall be widely  
applied by States according to their capabilities. Where 
there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, 
lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a  
reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent  
environmental degradation.

Ending unsustainable consumption and production:  
To achieve sustainable development and a higher quality 
of life for all people, States should reduce and eliminate 
unsustainable patterns of production and consumption 
and promote appropriate demographic policies.

Polluter pays: The polluter should, in principle, bear the 
cost of pollution, with due regard to the public interest and 
without distorting international trade and investment.
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Multilateralism today: power 

Since the UN Charter was signed, the UN has channeled multilateral 
commitment and resources into a variety of achievements possible 
only through broad-based action. They include but are not limited to:

•	 Resolving and preventing conflicts, and slowing nuclear 
proliferation;

•	 Shepherding the process of decolonization;

•	 Strengthening international law;

•	 Setting new, higher standards for sustainable development, 
human rights and environmental protection, many of which 
have been translated into national laws and policies by UN 
Member States;

•	 Challenging established notions of economic development and 
offering alternatives centred on equity and people’s well-being; 
and

•	 Convening diverse groups of stakeholders who might otherwise 
not engage each other.

Despite these achievements, multilateral institutions and the 
aspirations for them have not matched the pace of global change or 
new rationales for multilateral engagement emerging from global 
challenges. Most of the main institutions today remain those that 
came into being around World War II. Although achieving human 
rights and sustainable development requires integrated actions, they 
operate in separate arenas. The UN retains its development, peace 
and security, and human rights mandate. The World Bank and IMF 
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deal primarily with economic development issues, and international 
monetary and financial cooperation, respectively. The WTO regulates 
trade, brokers trade agreements and manages a dispute resolution 
mechanism.

The UN remains the most inclusive, broad-based multilateral 
institution. Each of its 193 Member States has a vote in the General 
Assembly, although the Security Council still has the same permanent 
five members – China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom and the 
United States – that reflect the post-World War II balance of global 
power. At the IMF and the World Bank, participation and governance 
remain linked to political and economic clout, with the United States 
as the dominant power, despite recent global economic shifts that 
have given a somewhat greater say to Brazil, China and India as 
emerging economies.

Challenges to inclusive multilateralism

In general, the last several years have witnessed a retreat from 
inclusive multilateralism. A number of current critiques centre on 
the process of political decision-making, with inclusive bodies such 
as the UN General Assembly deemed inefficient and subject to the 
disproportionate influence of smaller States due to the one-country, 
one-vote system.

In response to these perceived deficiencies, more exclusive groupings 
are being applied to discussions that impact the vast majority of 
people, such as those about the global economy and its implications 
for development. The most recent example is the G-20,2 which 
grew in prominence after convening member Heads of State and 
Government to coordinate a response to the 2008 global financial 
crisis. By 2010, it was describing itself as “the premier forum for our 
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international economic cooperation.”3 Another emerging group is the 
BRICS – Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. It has raised 
some important economic issues that have not been adequately 
addressed in other multilateral forums. Like the G-20, however, to 
which all of these countries belong, it still speaks mainly for large, 
powerful States.

For its part, the G-20 does represent the most economically powerful 
countries, which also contain two-thirds of the world’s population. But 
the Group’s preoccupation so far has been with restarting economic 
growth – without drawing the lessons from the failed economic model 
that caused the 2008 global financial crisis – and which continue to 
encourage patterns of production and consumption that undermine 
sustainable development. By 2010, the Group added its Multi-Year 
Action Plan on Development to the now crowded landscape of 
development frameworks, highlighting infrastructure, market access 
and private investment, with scant attention to inequalities, human 
rights and sustainability.4 By some accounts, the G-20 mainly reflects 
a new “oligarchy of power”5 shared by the developed States and some 
rapidly emerging developing economies – and in particular by elite 
political and economic interests in both of them.

 Lack of implementation of its own decisions, including by its own 
members, have more recently cast doubts as to any perceived 
“comparative advantage” of the G20 in terms of “effectiveness” vis-
à-vis the “legitimacy” of bodies with universal membership like the 
United Nations. 

In the best case scenario, multilateralism should aim to moderate 
power and interests, and balance idealism and realism in the interest 
of achieving common sustainable development goals. It should be 
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premised on fairness in decision-making, where everyone agrees to 
consistently abide by common rules and values. Instead, pragmatism 
has trumped principles in current practice. Powerful States today see 
the purpose of multilateralism as primarily for securing short-term 
national interests in a competitive world. Even in forums designed 
to be more broadly inclusive, a few powerful interests can often 
dominate – and reduce the scope of debate and the prospects for 
globally beneficial action. 

For less powerful States, the multilateral arena now seems full of 
contradictions and double standards, and is less and less trusted. 
More are emphasizing national and regional initiatives. A number 
of middle-sized developing countries have reduced engagement 
in multilateral processes and have adopted a defensive posture in 
political negotiations, working for a weak or non-committal result. 

Regional approaches to inclusive multilateralism

Alternative approaches to global multilateralism have arisen on 
the premise of involving only those players – States and others 
– with the greatest stakes in a given issue, and thus theoretically 
the most powerful incentives to act in responding to it. Functional 
multilateralism, for instance, centres on a given task, such as regional 
cooperation on economic, social and environmental issues. Examples 
of regional multilateralism include the European Union (EU), the 
African Union (AU), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and more recently, the Union of South American Nations 
(UNASUR). These forms of regional multilateralism may play a 
complementary role on issues without global ramifications – but not 
only: they may also act as a countervailing force to global governance 
arrangements when these are perceived to be suffering from power 
imbalances and democratic deficits. 

M
o

vi
n
g

 F
o

rw
a

rd
, 
S

to
p

p
in

g
 (
W

a
y)

 S
h
o

rt



14

Regional multilateralism has the potential to be more inclusive – by 
giving a greater voice to smaller countries, especially on trade and 
financial issues – but experience shows that this is by no means 
automatic. Regional arrangements can suffer the same power 
imbalances and democratic deficits, especially when corporate 
interests are allowed, de jure or de facto, to trump human rights 
prerogatives.

Multilateralism today: participation

If power has become increasingly consolidated in the multilateral 
system, it is also true that an unprecedented number of stakeholders 
are now active in it. After major UN agreements, notably Agenda 21, 
began specifying the responsibilities of a variety of stakeholders in 
achieving sustainable development,6  several multilateral institutions 
and some governments proactively encouraged the engagement of 
civil society groups, sub-national authorities, the private sector and 
academic experts (see Box 2, page 16). Over the past decade or so, 
ever-evolving technology has further spurred communication and 
networking (see Box 3, page 18).

A forum to claim justice and legitimacy

Today’s multilateral stakeholders come with an array of incentives. 
Some want to make multilateralism work because they see it as the 
only way to negotiate complex global challenges with chances of 
achieving the fairest outcomes. Others focus on multilateral advocacy 
to gain traction on specific issues, especially where progress might be 
much slower on the national level. Groups facing longstanding social 
discrimination, including, among others, women, indigenous peoples 
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and people with disabilities,7  have all successfully advocated for new 
international commitments to outlaw discrimination and uphold 
their rights.

Tensions around multilateralism, “sovereignty” and 
“policy space”

Depending on which multilateral normative framework is referred 
to, stakeholders with divergent interests can also clash over the 
same international agreement. Political isolationists can disparage 
international human rights agreements as a threat to national 
sovereignty. Farmers’ movements can campaign for the realization 
of the same human rights treaties while denouncing aspects of 
a number of international trade agreements as a threat to “food 
sovereignty.” Those who benefit from the same trade agreements and 
enforcement of corporate and intellectual property rights are often 
the same transnational business and financial interests that oppose 
stronger corporate accountability standards and regulations. 

These conflicting interests are a reflection of the growing debate 
around multilateralism and “policy space.” Are there multilateral 
disciplines that impede the ability of governments to fulfill their 
human rights and sustainable development commitments? Is the 
absence of multilateral rules in certain areas, such as the regulation 
of finance and capital flows, shrinking the policy space to achieve the 
same commitments?

Benefits of diverse multistakeholder participation

Diverse participation in multilateralism has its inherent benefits. 
It brings together a wealth of different perspectives and capacities 
needed to achieve human rights and sustainable development, and 
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to counteract forces that stand in the way. Many stakeholders offer 
valuable resources and expertise, as well unique capacities for broad 
political mobilization and accountability in the implementation of 
agreed decisions.

Risks of fragmentation and “lip service” participation

At the same time, this diversity has the potential for reinforcing 
fragmentation in setting priorities and goals, or funding and 
implementing strategies to achieve them. Accountability for 
achieving human rights and sustainable development is often not 
clear, never comprehensive and lacks appropriate mechanisms for 
enforcement. Some multistakeholder participation exercises serve 
mainly as a political cover for powerful interests intent on driving 
forward their own agendas, allowing little scope for the meaningful 
inclusion of alternative views and information in actual decisions or 
their implementation. Others simply suffer from the benign neglect 
of “lip service” participation resulting from bureaucratic routines 
devoid of genuine interests in impacting on the political process.

A Growing Sub-national Role

The notion that the multilateral arena needs to extend 
beyond national governments gained ground at UNCED, 
where Agenda 21 emphasized that local governments and 
authorities make important contributions to sustainable 
development, including through the provision of public 
services and local environmental management. Since then, 
sub-national bodies such as municipal governments have 
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been involved in UNCED follow up, including by creating 
local Agenda 21 action plans.

At the local level, where political configurations and the 
design of services can correspond more immediately to 
local demand, there can be room for innovation and greater 
ownership. Environmental stewardship is frequently a 
local pursuit because many threats to the environment are 
most readily felt close to home. In a number of countries, 
the process of decentralizing public services from central 
to local governments has given municipalities a far greater 
role in guiding local development.

Like some other multilateral stakeholders, sub-national 
authorities have perspectives that are not always reflected 
in national negotiations. This has been an incentive for 
them to engage with multilateral forums making decisions 
that affect them. They may have more reasons to do so 
if urbanization continues at a rapid pace – as the world 
population exceeds 7 billion and more than half is already 
living in towns and cities. Urban areas will face huge 
challenges in administration and planning, and resource 
demands could easily assume international dimensions. By 
some estimates, more and more conflicts will be fueled by 
resource gaps within countries, and failed cities as much as 
failed nation States.8
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Multilateralism Beyond  
the Nation State

Classically, multilateral institutions have existed to manage 
relationships among sovereign States. But globalization and 
technology have ushered in an era when more and more 
cross-border activity takes place outside the jurisdiction of 
the central State. A record number of migrants are on the 
move, nearly 215 million in 2010.9 Over 1.5 billion people 
are now linked on social networks such as Facebook, both 
within and across countries and this number is expected to 
climb to 2.5 billion by 2016.10 People in general are involved 
in patterns of “multilateral” communication that are not 
vertical and not within an institutional hierarchy, but that 
are nonetheless exerting a profound influence on societies, 
economies and politics – as the uprising in the Middle East 
and North Africa in 2011 made clear. For the most part, 
the State-centred multilateral system has yet to fully grasp 
these changes.

A new approach to multilateralism might emerge from the 
understanding that everyone is a stakeholder in it. In the 
era of globalization, everyone is affected by decisions made 
– or not made – in multilateral forums. The next step is to 
explore how to broker relationships that thread their way 
horizontally across borders and around States, and how 
these can lend systematic support to human rights and 
sustainable development.
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Failing sustainable development

Many critiques of multilateralism have focused on the weaknesses 
and inefficiencies in its institutions, both those that serve as 
forums for political negotiations and those providing financing and 
development programming. Dissatisfaction with performance has 
prompted an escalating number of reform initiatives purporting to 
improve quality and effectiveness. After the first UN reform initiative 
was mooted in 1953, 14 more proposals were formulated until 1989. 
From 1990 to 2006, in less than half that time, 30 rounds of reform 
recommendations were put on the table.11

Is the UN reform debate framed too narrowly around 
“effectiveness”?

Most institutional reform discussions involve tinkering around 
the edges of the multilateral system, however, whether the issue 
is granting a few economically powerful developing countries a 
stronger role in governing the international financial institutions, 
or encouraging the UN development system to “deliver as one,” an 
exercise so far focused more on realigning operational arrangements 
than on getting the broader policy framework right – and most 
importantly, getting the international trade and financial institutions 
and their national counter-parts in line with it.

If achieving human rights and the three pillars of sustainable 
development is the goal of multilateral engagement, the problems 
of multilateralism go far deeper. The sharp tip towards realpolitik 
has distorted multilateral debate and action. Gaps are growing 
unchecked on many fronts: between national and international 
decision-making, among the agendas of different national ministries, 
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between commitments to sustainable development and progress 
in implementing them, between the emphasis on economic growth 
and real improvements in human well-being, between the need for 
resources and access to/control over them, and between the “rights” 
of capital and people’s human rights.

Addressing the root causes of a multi-faceted record 
of failure 

In an era of climate change and expanding social and economic 
disparities, there are clear global incentives for tipping the balance 
back towards principles, especially those of sustainable and inclusive 
development. But many States and institutions perpetuating the 
imbalance have benefited from the source of it – an inequitable 
economic growth model. Development has become increasingly 
unsustainable and unjust in many parts of the world, yet there is 
little room to meaningfully contest the current model or pursue 
alternatives. There is no multilateral mechanism strong enough to 
require a move towards sustainable development.

A consequence is that in the 20 years since the Rio Conference, threats 
to the well-being of people and the planet have escalated. Human 
rights and sustainable development imperatives such as essential 
services have been sidelined in favour of elite priorities such as short-
term financial speculation and debt repayment. The unsustainable 
consumption and production patterns questioned at Rio have 
spread around the globe. Biodiversity losses have mounted, while 
greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise.

Billions of people remain poor and hungry because their economic 
and social rights, enshrined in binding multilateral agreements, has 
not been upheld and realized (see Box 4, page 23). In the area of food 
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insecurity, 20 years of deregulating commodities trading and 
allowing complex derivative products to flourish has transformed 
human nourishment – a basic and universal human right – into an 
economic asset. The value of food is traded in increasingly unstable 
and opaque commodities markets, even as one in six people in the 
world faces acute hunger.12 Some financial speculators and industrial 
farms reap benefits; the majority of small farmers and consumers do 
not.

The global decent work deficit was already a “crisis before the 
crisis” in terms of mass unemployment, escalating inequalities not 
seen since the 1930s – and one of the contributory causes of the 2008 
global financial crisis that triggered the Great Recession. Since the 
1980s, when the current economic model began to be introduced 
worldwide, wage and income inequalities have increased in the 
majority of countries, with the share of income accruing to capital 
rising sharply, while wages and livelihood incomes have tended to 
stagnate or decline in both developed and developing countries.13  
In many countries, a combination of unregulated globalization and 
policy prescriptions delinked from human rights and sustainable 
development are on a collision course with the International Labour 
Organization’s Decent Work Agenda.14 Countries are required to 
compete based on which can provide the cheapest labour, or offer the 
loosest protections of workers’ rights, or enact the lowest tax rates 
even when that drains domestic resources for improving productivity 
and labour conditions, or funding social protection.

A testament to the failure of the current economic-growth-only 
model is the recent finding that three-quarters of the world’s poor 
people live in middle-income countries,15 and that the middle-income 
country share of people in poverty has tripled in recent years,16  
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regardless of measurement parameters. In other words, economies 
have grown, but the prospects for most people have not. The 
structural transformations required to equitably share the benefits 
of wealth creation and to balance progress across all three pillars of 
sustainable development are not being achieved, and likely will not 
be achieved without a multilateral system equipped for that end.

The “global” at the expense of the “local”

Behind the tensions between multilateralism and “policy space” 
mentioned earlier are the geographic or territorial imbalances 
underpinning the poor state of sustainability today. Namely: the 
prevailing policy framework has tended to favour the “global” – the 
global movement of goods and capital – at the expense of the “local” 
– policies aimed at nurturing and revitalizing local economies and 
societies, creating jobs where most people would like to stay if given 
a chance. For example a “favourable investment climate” is usually 
understood in mainstream policy circles as an enabling framework 
for foreign direct investments, even when certain rules can be at odds 
with the survival and development of the local economic fabric – the 
myriad small- and medium-sized enterprises and cooperatives that 
generate the bulk of employment worldwide.

Sub-national governments are at the forefront of this loss of “policy 
space” at the local level. They are often powerless in face of the 
widespread phenomenon of income concentration – when locally-
generated wealth does not circulate locally in a virtuous cycle of 
local reinvestment and job creation, but instead gets “siphoned off” 
to financial centres (at home and abroad) to meet the ever higher 
short-term demands of finance-led globalization. Yet sub-national 
governments are among the least well represented stakeholders in 
multilateral processes that could tip the balance of policies, rules and 
regulations in favour of inclusive local development. 
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A Women Protest Development  
Aid That Steals Their Land

The following excerpt is from a letter from the League of 
Boeung Kak Women Struggling for Housing Rights to the 
World Bank President. It concerns a case of misdirected 
multilateral aid that, in being oriented mainly around elite 
interests, deepened existing injustices.  

“We are the residents of Boeung Kak in Sras Choc commune, 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia who submitted a complaint to the 
World Bank Inspection Panel in September 2009. Our land 
rights, including our right to register our land, were unfairly 
denied by the World Bank-financed land-titling project. 
Instead our land has been leased to a private company and 
we are being forcibly evicted from our homes. We know 
that we have the right to be protected from forced eviction 
under the World Bank policy on involuntary resettlement. 
However, this policy is not being respected. …

“In Cambodia today, land-grabbing by powerful people is 
increasing all the time. … We are losing our land, our homes 
and our livelihoods. Our children are forced to drop out of 
school. We have no food security and our mental health is 
deteriorating. We cannot find justice at the courts, which 
only work for the rich and the powerful. When we try to 
protest, we are threatened, arrested, beaten and abused.

“Every year, [Cambodia] receives more than one billion 
dollars in aid and loans from international banks and 
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donors. But much of this aid is not reaching the poor. … 
We believe that the donors are a part of our problem when 
they fail to monitor their aid to ensure that it does not cause 
harm.

“In Boeung Kak, … [f]or the past four years we have been 
living under the threat of forced eviction. In the last two 
years more than 2,000 families in our neighborhood 
have already been evicted. We have been intimidated by 
company security forces and local authorities, and we are 
concerned about our personal security. They threaten that 
our homes will be burned if we do not move. Our homes 
have been flooded by the company with sewage water and 
some have even been buried in sand. Even though we are 
the rightful owners of our homes and land, we have only 
been offered a small fraction of the market price. This is not 
enough for us to buy another house in the city. …

“We have proposed a solution to this dispute. We are willing 
to share our land with the developer if the government will 
build us new housing onsite. We have asked the municipality 
of Phnom Penh to reserve 12 percent of the leased area 
for this purpose. We have also asked the World Bank to 
support the government to make this plan possible. …

“We call for accountability, not just for our Boeung Kak 
community, but for all the people suffering from land-
grabbing and forced evictions throughout Cambodia. 
Justice for Boeung Kak is justice for all Cambodians!”

Source: Bretton Woods Project [www.brettonwoodsproject.org/art-567912]
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Three fault-lines: decisions,  
implementation, institutions

The weaknesses in today’s multilateral system operate along at least 
three major fault-lines: 

•	 The poor quality of decision-making;

•	 The poor record of implementation;

•	 The ongoing fragmentation of multilateral institutions.

Poor quality of decision-making

The poor quality of decision-making stems in large part from a 
lack of inclusiveness, or democratic deficit. A narrowing definition 
of what multilateral engagement should aim to accomplish has 
fostered participation based on “pay to play.” Governments of 
wealthier countries have a louder voice, as do the international 
financial institutions, civil society groups from developed countries, 
and activists from urban areas and socioeconomically privileged 
communities.

There is an implicit assumption that multilateral participation 
involves different groups sitting around a table, with far less 
emphasis on considering all perspectives and sources of evidence, or 
on ensuring buy-in so that all participants have a meaningful stake in 
working to achieve what ends up being agreed. This hinders people’s 
right to participate in choices that affect them, and makes decisions 
more limited in scope and ambition.

The executive branches of government and individual ministries 
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(particularly finance and trade) have come to dominate positions 
in multilateral discussions within all-important economic forums. 
This further reinforces a “special interest” approach that misses, or 
limits the potentially valuable contributions of other ministries and 
stakeholders, such as legislatures and sub-national governments, or 
representatives of constituencies directly affected by the decisions 
taken. Among poorer developing countries, additional constraints 
come from the gaps in financial and technical resources that continue 
to undercut their abilities to negotiate with more powerful players.

Poor record of implementation

A second fault-line in the multilateral system is the poor record of 
implementing international commitments to human rights and 
sustainable development. Again, inequities and double-standards are 
a major underlying cause.

Inconsistencies and contradictions include the unstated assumption 
that less powerful nations have a greater burden than more powerful 
ones to implement what has been decided, despite the internationally 
agreed principle of common but differentiated responsibility, and 
with far greater scrutiny of their implementation record than is true 
for more powerful States. 

As mentioned earlier, both middle-income and poorer States face 
prescriptions and constraints on the space they have to make 
domestic policy choices consistent with sustainable development. 
They may be called on to prioritize attracting short-term foreign 
investment flows over cultivating domestic industries that over the 
long term can provide decent jobs and a stronger tax base. They may 
be required to purchase technology or hire experts from foreign 
companies instead of building capacities to develop or produce their 
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own. These choices often involve splitting human rights and the three 
dimensions of sustainable development from each other, resulting in 
public policies that are contradictory and incoherent.

Incoherence is fostered by the continued heavy reliance, in multi-
lateral and other forums, on measurements that do not capture  
all dimensions of sustainable development, and that fail to factor 
in costs such as environmental damages. These produce an  
incomplete picture of the issues at stake. They not only hinder 
the formulation of responses consistent with human rights and  
sustainable development, but also serve to justify prevailing  
economic models. Some multilateral reform initiatives have 
advocated measuring the results of development programmes and 
policies to prove their “effectiveness,” but with a reductionist turn, 
where actions are pursued because they can be measured, not 
because they can bring about the transformation that human rights 
and sustainable development require.

Poor progress on sustainable development also stems from more 
limited multilateral commitments, with one prominent example 
being the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Called a kind of 
lowest common denominator for development, these are oriented 
mainly around improved service delivery to achieve a set of targets 
and indicators, but not around reconfiguring the skewed systems of 
production and consumption that generate gaps in services to start 
with.

The MDGs in fact reveal the political dynamics that led to their 
selection. They have targets and indicators for development goals 
such as poverty reduction, but not for the “global partnerships” 
that are supposed to help achieve these. International development 
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assistance does have a longstanding internationally agreed target 
for quantity, but this has never been reached, and does not address 
a number of quality concerns, such as aid tied to procurement in 
source countries. About half of bilateral assistance from members of 
the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) never reaches 
developing countries at all.17 Less than a third of official development 
assistance goes through the multilateral system.18  

Ongoing fragmentation of multilateral institutions

A third fault-line in multilateralism involves the ongoing  
fragmentation of multilateral institutions. This extends to a more  
significant level than the one commonly associated with the “One 
UN” reform and coordination discussions. The fact that there is still 
no clear accountability of the WTO and the international financial  
institutions to the UN’s human rights and sustainable development 
prerogatives has consistently diminished prospects for coherent  
action. The most well-resourced parts of the multilateral system, 
namely the IMF and World Bank, continue to advocate unsustainable 
economic models – almost half of World Bank lending related to  
energy involves finite and climate-damaging fossil fuels,  
for example.19 The thrust of WTO negotiations continue to 
prioritize trade liberalization even when it may clash with sustainable  
development considerations, such as full and decent employment, 
food security and the balanced use of environmental resources. 
The UN, which produced the commitments to sustainable develop-
ment, has become a place mainly to monitor and discuss issues. It 
lacks the resources or political weight to go very far in backing the  
implementation of commitments.
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Gaps in institutional frameworks and regulations are also fuelling 
unsustainability and human rights regressions. There is still no legal 
framework for a country to restructure its debt, for example, even 
though this process is critical to public budgeting. Debt restructuring 
for developing countries remains moderated by the Paris Club, 
an informal group of 19 wealthy nations that operates outside the 
multilateral system with no accountability except to its members, and 
without multilaterally endorsed responsible lending and borrowing 
criteria. There is no international cooperation around or oversight 
over taxation to end the “race to the bottom” that occurs through 
cutting taxes to compete for foreign investment. Despite the global 
financial crisis, no serious breakthrough is in sight for the creation 
of a new international reserve system necessary to prevent future 
financial crises stemming from global imbalances and asymmetric 
adjustments between trade surplus and deficit countries. Many 
transnational business activities occur untaxed and unregulated by 
either national or international laws, with no safeguards in place 
to protect against sudden and destabilizing draw-downs of foreign 
investment. 

M
o

vi
n
g

 F
o

rw
a

rd
, 
S

to
p

p
in

g
 (
W

a
y)

 S
h
o

rt



30

Questioning Some Terms  
of Debate

Breaking the impasse in multilateralism requires engaging in an 
open debate, drawing on the perspectives of all stakeholders, around 
what kinds of development and governance models the multilateral 
system should be endorsing, how it can be responsive to the 
sustainable development priorities of countries operating in highly 
diverse circumstances, who needs to make which contributions to 
accomplish sustainable development for the world at large, and what 
should be measured to assess that achievement. A series of questions 
could move this debate forward, particularly on four core issues: 

•	 Effectiveness;

•	 Accountability;

•	 Participation; and

•	 Neutrality. 

Effectiveness  

No one would dispute the value of effectiveness. But the term is 
often narrowly applied in multilateral debates, linked to operational 
mechanics rather than substantive issues. A broader perspective 
might come from asking:

1.	 How is effectiveness defined, and what is its focus?

2.	 What does it mean to view effectiveness in terms of social, 
economic, political and environmental systems, not just discrete 
projects and sectors, and tie it more closely to achieving human 
rights and sustainable development objectives?
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3.	 What are the impacts on effectiveness of limited policy space 
and contradictory standards for different sectors of sustainable 
development?

4.	 How and by whom are results defined, and what happens when 
they are primarily defined by funding sources?

5.	 How should effectiveness be measured, and using what 
indicators?  

6.	 Are current indicators capturing dimensions of development 
besides production and income? Can they assess effectiveness if 
they do not reflect gains and gaps in human rights; the equitable 
distribution of assets, environmental resources, jobs and 
other sustainable development fundamentals; and social and 
environmental costs?

7.	 Where effectiveness requires transformation, how do we move 
beyond vested interests and tendencies to tinker at the margins? 
Are there any configurations of stakeholders who have managed 
to do this?

Representationn

Wider participation in the multilateral system has been endorsed, but 
the quality of representation, whether in terms of issues raised or the 
voices being heard, has received less emphasis. A different approach 
to defining quality representation might come from asking:

1.	 Who should be at the multilateral table and what attributes 
should they possess? 

2.	 Who should represent a country? Should representation draw 
more consistently from ministries outside those of finance and 
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foreign affairs, as well as parliaments, sub-national governments 
and civil society? Would this change the nature of the multilateral 
agenda?20

3.	 Can decision-making be framed by the imperative of policy 
coherence, so that decisions in one arena do not contradict 
those made in another, and all decisions contribute to (and do 
not undermine) progress on human rights and sustainable 
development?

4.	 Are democratic deficits at the national level being translated into 
democratic deficits in the multilateral system, and if so, how can 
these be corrected?

5.	 If multilateral decision-making reflects deepening inequities in 
the world, how can the balance be tipped back towards a broader 
representation of interests and more comprehensive debates?

6.	 How can minority voices be better heard in the process of 
reaching international consensus?

7.	 Should high-quality, globally representative institutions be 
viewed as a global public good that should be equipped to 
consistently act on behalf of collective interests?

 Accountability

One result of the dominance of realpolitik in the multilateral system 
is skewed accountability. The more powerful have made themselves 
less accountable, and have reduced the definition of accountability to 
fit their interests, so that it becomes more about how money is spent, 
for example, than the quality of contributions to human rights and 
sustainable development. This limited vision might be challenged by 
asking:
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1.	 Who is accountable for upholding the principles of human 
rights and sustainable development? To whom are these actors 
accountable?

2.	 Is accountability consistently upheld across making, implement-
ing and monitoring multilateral decisions? If not, what are the 
gaps in accountability, and what impacts do they have?

3.	 Is there a tendency for those with less capacity to uphold human 
rights and attain sustainable development to be held more 
accountable for achieving them? If so, how can that imbalance be 
rectified?

4.	 Should accountability imply the willingness to step back from 
individual national interests when the collective good requires 
doing so?

5.	 Do accountability mechanisms need to be reconfigured to go 
beyond efficiency and effectiveness in spending funds to support 
more ambitious aspirations and actions? How can informed risk-
taking and constructive failure be factored into accountability, 
so that accountability allows for innovation and becomes about 
more than just compliance with an existing set of rules and/or 
predefined results and outcomes?

6.	 What kinds of multilateral governance structures and resource 
flows best support accountability for human rights and sustain-
able development?

7.	 Should systems of accountability aim to cover the greater array of 
stakeholders now active in multilateralism? Should accountability 
include broadening space for minority perspectives that are not 
being heard?
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8.	 Does the current UN human rights accountability framework, 
primarily based on State obligations within the nation’s territory, 
fail to adequately hold States to account for the transnational 
impact of their policies both unilaterally and through collective 
decision-making in multilateral institutions?

Neutrality

The multilateral system was founded on the principle of neutrality, but 
this notion is often broadly and simplistically applied. Deconstructing 
it for a closer look involves asking:  

1.	 How can notions of neutrality be rooted in the reality that the 
founding principles of the UN are not neutral, but the process 
of achieving them can be? Can that process enable diverse 
stakeholders to find their own paths towards human rights and 
sustainable development?

2.	 Is neutrality as a kind of lowest common denominator being 
used to limit aspirations of multilateralism?

3.	 What happens to multilateral neutrality when some countries 
exempt themselves from international standards? What are the 
implications for sustainable development and human rights?

4.	 What biases enter the process of implementing and monitoring 
globally agreed standards? To what extent are factors such as 
funding patterns, different degrees of political voice and variable 
expectations around accountability driving these biases?

5.	 How is neutrality weakened by the ongoing emphasis on income-
based growth and the lack of coherence across international 
agreements?

2



Reclaiming Multilateralism 
For People, Rights and Sustainable Development
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The final chapter of this book presents a series of recommendations 
for reforming the current multilateral system. But first, this section 
aims higher. It puts aside the constraints of the current system to 
examine what an equitable model of multilateralism might look like, 
premised on the notion of rights and sustainability, and empowered 
to balance and regulate the political, economic 
and social shifts brought by globalization.

The essence of this system would be a 
new, Geneva Convention-style set of inter-
national laws and standards to manage 
the transnational impacts of all activities 
related to human rights and sustainable  
development, including trade and invest-
ment patterns, tax and employment poli-
cies, the reserve currency system, safe  
migration and the stewardship of environ-
mental resources. These standards would  
carry legal and moral force, thereby empowering the multilateral sys-
tem to lead in cultivating collective global responsibility and ownership. 

The following pages look at elements of such a framework in four 
areas – sustainable development and human rights, representation 
and decision-making, measurement and institutional reform. 

2What If:  
Aspirations for the 
Future of Multilateralism

 

What could an 
equitable model 
of multilateralism 
look like, based  
on the notion  
of rights and  
sustainability?



36

First, all multilateral actions should 
be guided by the principles of  
sustainable development and  
human rights

There is now a comprehensive body of international agreements, 
starting with the UN Charter, that elaborate and commit to human 
rights and sustainable development principles, both in general and 
for specific aspects of development, from gender equality to water 
rights to the rights of indigenous peoples. Many of these have been 
translated into national legal frameworks.

If these principles became the conceptual foundation for 
multilateralism and were put in practice, all multilateral decisions, 
programmes, resources, indicators for measurement and 
accountability mechanisms would have to correspond accordingly. 
The multilateral system would be oriented around equity and 
inclusiveness, and achieving human rights and sustainable 
development. These principles would equally apply to areas including 
macroeconomic and development frameworks, financial regulations, 
trade, international law, peace and security, and choices to address 
climate change. Human rights would be upheld through all actions by 
the multilateral system, and multilateral agreements on rights would 
extend to include the rights of the planet to be protected for its future 
well-being and that of its human inhabitants.

Applying the right to water, for example, then would become about 
making sure that everyone has access to adequate, quality supplies at 
an affordable cost. There could be different means to attain this end. 
The most effective strategy would depend on working within local 
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circumstances to achieve the right, rather than on one-size-fits-all 
prescriptions. Further, since the right to water could be presumed to 
extend to future generations, the provision of water would need to 
fully factor in potential external costs, such as from environmental 
damages. It would need to take into account that nature has “rights” 
to have resources treated in a manner that ensures their longevity 
and ability to sustain all forms of life.

Applying human rights and sustainable development principles to 
economic and development strategies means they would need to 
move beyond the incremental and aim for systemic transformation. 
The multilateral system would advocate macroeconomic policies that 
prioritize the promotion of decent work. There would be agreement 
on and implementation of a global, purchasing-power-adjusted 
minimum wage, rather than just a poverty line, so that people could 
be assured of a basic income, and countries would not be forced to 
cut wages below a certain level to compete for foreign investments. 
The systems of trade and investment rules would be overhauled and 
regulated to provide the industries, jobs and services that people 
need for sustainable development, while a new international reserve 
currency system would be in place oriented around similar aims. 
Consumption and production patterns would be managed based on 
the sustainable development needs of a given population and linked 
to an equitable balance of per capita greenhouse gas emissions.

All forms of external financing for development would be directed 
towards achieving sustainable development and human rights. 
Criteria for fair and responsible lending [as well as borrowing] 
would guide loans made by multilateral banks as well as debt 
workout mechanisms, and both debtors and creditors would be fairly 
represented in related systems of governance and decision-making. 
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Official development assistance would be pooled in one “multilateral 
fund” so that it would remain disconnected from other priorities such 
as favouring interests in countries where aid originates. Administered 
by a diverse and regionally representative group of States, including 
those who are recipients of ODA, it would be directed towards 
achieving human rights and sustainable development outcomes, not 
towards policy conditionalities dictating how those outcomes should 
be reached. New systems of data collection and sharing would do 
more to link global and national actions, including by better defining 
sustainable development needs and priorities, as well as access to 
resources, expertise and technology. The countries and sub-national 
regions with the greatest needs and most limited capacities would be 
prioritized for support.

Second, global decision-making 
should aspire to a broader vision 

A broader vision of multilateral decision-making would entail a 
rebalancing of pragmatism and principles in multilateral forums 
that is in line with sustainable development and the global collective 
good. Governments would endorse a concept of national sovereignty 
that is rooted not just in the pursuit of national interest, but in the 
collective interest of all peoples and countries – where for instance, 
international action would be taken to reign in financial markets, 
thereby expanding policy space and democratic sovereignty at the 
national level.

Since multilateral decision-making would be valued as the only 
avenue broad enough to manage all the interconnected steps towards 
achieving human rights and sustainable development, all States 
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would have an incentive to support strong multilateral decisions 
as more effective in some cases than those rooted in unilateral 
dominance. The balance of national and collective good would foster 
understanding of the moral imperatives of sustainable development, 
human rights and equity, along with the practical benefits of living 
in a world where broadly shared prosperity maintains security 
and stability, and where the environment is managed in a way that 
sustains human life now and for generations to come.

There would be strong emphasis on closing the implementation gap 
that stems from making multilateral agreements and not putting 
them into practice. All agreements, while setting standards, would 
also outline a strategy for implementation and resource allocation. 
New and emerging sustainable development and human rights 
concerns – especially those posing the greatest threats to global public 
goods – would require legally binding and enforceable international 
conventions.

Political decision-makers would accept the challenge of setting 
a high bar for political consensus, rather than the lowest common 
denominator, while recognizing that equity and inclusion 
considerations may require new kinds of flexibilities in how agreed 
standards are achieved. The principle of non-discrimination – where 
all parties are equal before the law, which can solidify inequalities 
and historical disadvantages – would be understood as non-
discrimination in the ability to accomplish sustainable development 
outcomes. This would require affirmative action measures for States 
and peoples who have insufficient resources and capacities. Applying 
the principle of non-discrimination would reinforce grounds for 
invalidating multilateral decisions that contradict international or 
national human rights and sustainable development objectives.
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Finally, bringing new perspectives and leadership into decision-
making would produce new thinking about the blocs of countries 
participating in multilateral negotiations. New alliances would be 
forged around common human rights and sustainable development 
priorities rather than more conventional alignments related to region 
or economic size. States, particularly those that otherwise would 
have little voice, would operate from a stronger collective bargaining 
position. Room for nations that continue to promote unsustainable 
practices would shrink.

Third, achieving sustainable  
development and human rights 
should drive the reform of  
multilateral institutions

Most current discussions about reforming multilateral institutions 
focus on achieving better “results” through new systems of 
management, better coordination, tighter auditing and evaluation 
procedures, and so on. Or they emphasize increasing seats on 
governance boards. But these initiatives do not address the ways in 
which the multilateral system is fundamentally misaligned with the 
objective of achieving human rights and sustainable development. 
If institutional reform considered multilateral institutions in light 
of these objectives, it would start by asking which infrastructure, 
resources and capacities would need to be in place to fully support 
nations in reaching those ends.

This approach to institutional reform would shift the hierarchy 
of priorities in the multilateral system, bringing sustainable 
development and human rights concerns to the top in terms of how 
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institutions are established, funded and governed. Institutions would 
be regrouped under more holistic mandates based on achieving 
human rights and sustainable development outcomes, so that, for 
example, they would support nations to develop and implement 
strategies to reduce inequalities and disparities, not just to expedite 
aggregate economic growth.

All multilateral institutions would be required to routinely engage 
with each other in order to offer coherent multilateral support for 
human rights and sustainable development. Loan agreements by 
financial institutions would be reviewed by development agencies, 
which would weigh in on proposals affecting public budgets for 
health, education, employment creation and so on. All proposed 
multilateral development initiatives, including loans and country 
level development programmes, would also entail reviews by affected 
stakeholders, and multilateral institutions would be required to 
respond and justify positions that have been questioned.  

Rather than relying on voluntary funding for core development 
institutions, the multilateral system would define minimum budgets 
funded by assessed contributions from States based on their financial 
capabilities. Additional voluntary funds could also be provided, but 
they would go into a single pool of funds within each agency, and 
reporting on fund use would be done through the executive board, 
not to individual donors. Over time, more thought would go into 
which situations require multilateral institutions to support progress 
towards human rights and sustainable development, and which 
might benefit from other arrangements. 
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Fourth, measures of development 
progress must include sustainability, 
equity and human rights

The limited scope of measurements of development progress used 
to analyze progress and to make multilateral decisions has undercut 
prospects for sustainable development – and the effectiveness of 
multilateralism – by focusing debate primarily on reducing poverty, 
and increasing economic production and consumption (standard 
of living). More complete, integrated measures would uphold 
sustainable development principles in their conception, design and 
use. They would tell the entire story of what is needed to achieve 
social progress, sustainable development and human rights, and 
monitor whether or not these objectives are being achieved.

These new measurements of progress would be based on the 
premise that human rights and sustainable development are global 
objectives, and cover all actions with international impact – including 
from national economic policies. They would be designed to integrate 
markers of human rights, and social, economic and environmental 
progress as part of aiming for the systemic and holistic transformation 
that sustainable development implies. As such, they would improve 
the quality of decisions, support consistency in policy choices and 
bolster accountability.

They would also close a number of gaps. First, measures of human 
well-being would expand beyond income averages and aggregate 
GDP to reflect the distribution of income, and non-market activities, 
such as household labour, including by capturing gender and age-
based differences in time use. New measures would incorporate costs 
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from economic growth, such as damages to the environment or the 
deprivations of poverty-wage jobs, as well as costs from not acting on 
a given issue, such as productivity losses when people cannot access 
health care.

Objective and subjective measures of well-being would be identified 
in order to assess inequalities. By linking various dimensions of the 
quality of life, these would shed light on the consequences of people 
facing multiple forms of discrimination, including through gender, 
ethnicity and location.21 They would explore whether and how 
inequality affects development and human rights, and consider the 
impact of redistributive policies such as land reform, progressive 
taxation, employment guarantees and social protection.22

Second, better measures would be interlinked, in order to indicate 
whether or not people can realize their rights. Nutritional measures 
would show how many people have an adequate diet, but would be 
linked to measures of their ability to access healthy food, such as the 
practice of feeding boys before girls. Indicators for livelihoods would 
make the link to property rights, especially for women, who often 
cannot realize this right under the law or through custom. Human 
rights measures overall would improve through the development 
of methodologies for more concretely measuring the fulfillment 
of rights, through a greater focus on State obligations and not just 
individual enjoyment of rights, and through greater accuracy in 
measuring the progressive realization of rights over time.23  

To fill a third gap, new measures would integrate economic as well 
as environmental sustainability, tracking what is happening now 
while factoring in what can reasonably be predicted for the future. 
They would weigh the mid-to-long-term costs of encouraging foreign 
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investments that limit the development of domestic industrial 
capacities, for example, or that produce jobs with wages so low 
that parents cannot afford to send a future generation of children 
to school. They could encourage not just a push for manufacturing, 
but for industrial development along a low-carbon path defined by 
regular ratings of carbon consumption. Consumption and production 
patterns as a whole would be measured for a balance that considers 
human well-being and the health of ecological resources. For 
countries and people that are currently over-consuming resources, 
new measures would tie aggregate consumption cuts to more 
equitable and sustainable resource use.

3
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3Pragmatism  
and Principles:  
Recommended  
Actions for Now

So far, this publication has explored the current state of multi-
lateralism, and how in the future it could do more to advance human 
rights and sustainable development. Many challenges stand in the way 
of change, yet debates are flourishing around what improvements 
need to be made. There is growing recognition, 
in diverse quarters, that current imbalances 
in the patterns of globalization and the 
multilateral responses to them are unjust 
and contrary to common interests.

Poor quality results for rights and  
sustainability have spurred many calls 
for increased international regulation, 
adherence to global treaties and rights 
instruments, new global governance bodies, 
broader accountability mechanisms, new 
financial mechanisms such as a global  
financial transaction tax, and the strengthening of institutions  
engaged in monitoring and implementing international commitments. 

The following recommendations will not take the multilateral system 
all the way to where it needs to be. But they do comprise proposals 
that are a beginning, that are actionable and that may spark other 

 

Many challenges 
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ideas. Some are primarily the responsibility of different levels of 
governments and multilateral institutions. All can be propelled by the 
advocacy of civil society and social movements. None of them require 
a change in the UN Charter. They are grouped under six dimensions 
of a multilateralism equipped to do much more to attain equitable 
sustainable development.

Aim high to restore aspirations, 
and rebalance pragmatism and 
principles 

•	 Develop new mechanisms within the Human Rights Council to 
hold States accountable for the transboundary human rights  
impact of their policies, whether resulting from unilateral 
measures or the positions taken in multilateral institutions,  
especially the WTO, international financial institutions, and 
regional bodies.

•	 Adopt a new Charter on the Right to Sustainable Develop-
ment, which should emphasize the commitment of governments 
to policy coherence for human rights and sustainability. It should 
reconfirm the obligation to the progressive realization of human 
rights using the maximum available resources and expand it to 
the right to sustainable development and the rights of future  
generations. It should acknowledge the concept of planetary 
boundaries. It should confirm the principle of fair burden  
sharing and equitable per capita rights towards the global  
commons and to the emission of greenhouse gases, taking fully 
into account the historical responsibilities of societies.
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•	 Create a new council integrating the three pillars of sustainable 
development. The Council on Sustainable Development would 
be mandated to achieve two of the UN Charter’s four foundational 
objectives (human rights, and economic and social progress), 
and make significant contributions to the other two (security 
and international law). Convening less than the full number 
of UN Member States at a given time, it would have rotating,  
constituency-based representation across States that are  
diverse in terms of size, location and economic strength. One 
constituency should be States that have made contributions to 
human rights and sustainable development, in accordance with  
internationally agreed standards and national baselines.  
Council membership would need to reflect the positions of  
effective national counterparts and placed in an influential  
governance position vis-à-vis other ministries and interests. The 
council’s jurisdiction would extend to all multilateral bodies,  
including the international financial institutions. The new 
council would be charged with overseeing the reporting process 
for implementing the new Charter on the Right to Sustainable  
Development.

•	 To strengthen well-being and equity, define and implement a  
universal social protection floor. It would uphold all three 
pillars of sustainable development through income guarantees, 
minimum social services and sustainable environmental 
measures. Link this concept to multilateral policies and 
programmes to support implementation and financing, under 
the principle of common but differentiated responsibility, so 
that countries that cannot afford social protection floors receive 
support from those that can.
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•	 Mobilize a worldwide campaign to promote global citizen-
ship, and raise popular awareness of and expectations for hu-
man rights and sustainable development. The campaign should  
explain, in accessible terms, why trade, finance, macroeconom-
ics, human rights, environmental issues and social sectors are 
interlinked. It should emphasize how considering these issues in  
combination, guided by human rights and sustainable develop-
ment principles, can improve the quality of development choices 
and the lives of most people.

B
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Setting an Example

Some countries have taken steps to make sustainable 
development part of national laws. Bolivia, as of the time 
of writing, was about to pass the first laws granting nature 
rights equal to those of people. Eleven rights will include 
those to life, to vital cycles without human alteration, and 
to freedom from pollution. Nature will be protected from 
any infrastructure and development projects that affect the 
balance of ecosystems or local inhabitants.

Bolivia has suffered a history of environmental degradation 
mainly due to mining. Setting a new direction may be 
difficult, however, because a third of the country’s foreign 
currency still comes from the mining industry.

Ecuador has changed its Constitution to give rights to nature, 
although oil companies continue to destroy biologically rich 
areas of the Amazon within its territory.



49

Both Bolivia and Ecuador make reference to the concept 
of buen vivir (good living) in their Constitutions. Buen 
vivir is a kind of holistic life philosophy that draws on the 
worldview of indigenous peoples in the Andes region. It 
allows all members of a society to pursue material, social 
and spiritual satisfaction, but not if that harms other people 
or the natural world.

The concept does not imply negating social modernization 
of society and the value of technology. But it does break 
from a solely materialistic notion of wealth. Ecuadorian 
economist Alberto Acosta, a former Energy Minister and 
President of the Constituent Assembly, underlines the 
human rights claim on the state inherent in buen vivir 
in stating: “All individuals enjoy the same right to a life 
in dignity encompassing health, food, shelter, a healthy 
environment, education, a livelihood, recreation and social 
security.”

Further, nature could be seen as possessing rights because 
it is freed from a designation as solely an object of property.

Source: 11 April, Guardian, John Vidal, “In Search of Buen Vivir” 2010
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Make participation meaningful

•	 Where multilateral decision-making is better served through 
involving a more limited number of participants, require 
all categories of countries to be equally represented. Global 
economic governance, for example, would include not only the 
most powerful countries, but also representatives from the least-
developed countries and smaller middle-income countries.  

•	 In the face of geopolitical stalemates, work towards a new, fluid 
political configuration of temporary groupings of UN Member 
States based on commitment to sustainable development and 
human rights, and oriented around strengthening the quality of 
processes and results.  

•	 Require secretariats of multilateral institutions to inform 
national legislatures and interested sub-national bodies of all 
multilateral decision-making processes, including by providing 
preliminary materials and outcomes. This would entail active 
communications, moving beyond static web postings to involve 
regular contacts with parliamentary sub-committees and 
canvassing of sub-national authorities for subjects most relevant 
to them.         

•	 To further harness expertise that supports more substantive, 
better quality political decision-making, require multilateral 
secretariats to set up and moderate online forums for diverse 
stakeholders – such as technical experts in and outside the 
multilateral system, civil society groups and people affected by 
the issues under discussion – that are linked to specific political 
negotiations and policy decisions guiding the multilateral 
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system. Secretariats would draw on the forums for evidence to 
set agendas, and integrate relevant information and analysis in 
draft negotiating texts considered by governments. Final draft 
agreements would be circulated through the forums to test their 
quality, including by screening for negative consequences for 
human rights or sustainable development, and towards engaging 
stakeholders in implementing and monitoring decisions. Based 
on the many good practices at national and sub-national levels, 
draft agreements would also be subject to a mandatory public 
comment stage. Serious gaps in final decisions could be raised 
before the council on sustainable development, or appealed 
under a high-level body on policy coherence, as described in the 
recommendations below. 

•	 To help build a broader global constituency for effective 
multilateralism, and deepen public ownership in the outcomes 
of multilateral decisions, post all draft multilateral resolutions on 
the Internet and actively solicit global public feedback, including 
through social media. Compile useful ideas for consideration 
by relevant stakeholder forums and multilateral political 
negotiations. 

•	 To strengthen national priorities in the global arena, advocate 
for quality national representation by both developed and 
developing countries, so that representatives in multilateral 
forums are not only foreign service and finance and trade ministry 
officials, but are also experts from other sectors, sub-national 
officials and other stakeholders. They should be equipped to 
make meaningful contributions to achieving human rights and 
sustainable development.

P
ra

g
m

a
ti
sm

 a
n
d

 P
ri
n
c
ip

le
s:

 R
e

c
o

m
m

e
n
d

e
d

 A
c
ti
o

n
s 

fo
r 

N
o

w



52

•	 Give space for civil society processes to develop their own 
mechanisms of constituency and regional representation 
and enable their representatives to participate on a par with 
governments in drafting committees, along the lines of the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
framework (see Box 6).
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Civil Society Mechanism of the 
Committee on World Food Security

In 2009, the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) 
underwent a reform process that, among others, led to the 
creation of the Civil Society Mechanism (CSM). The CSM 
is an autonomous mechanism – fully set-up and built by 
civil society – that provides an inclusive space for dialogue 
and for debating varying positions among a wide range of 
civil society organizations, with the ultimate goal to find 
common positions to present to the CFS. The governing 
body of the CSM is the Coordination Committee, which has 
the responsibility to facilitate civil society participation 
in the CFS, including in negotiation and decision-
making. Its members are chosen through a sophisticated 
election process from among 11 constituencies (farmers;  
fisherfolk; indigenous peoples; herders/pastoralists; 
landless peoples; youth; consumers; urban poor; women; 
NGOs; and agriculture and food workers) and 16 sub-
regions.

Representatives of the CSM can actively participate on a 
par with government delegates in the drafting process 
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of decisions and policies to address food insecurity and 
sometimes they can help broker consensus when opinions 
differ. They do not have voting power – as this remains with 
governments – but as the CFS mainly operates through 
consensus building, they do not necessarily need to have 
voting power to influence the negotiation and decision-
making process.

Insist on policy coherence

•	 Establish a political body at the highest level, such as a refocused 
General Assembly, that would uphold the consistent orientation 
of public policies around the achievement of human rights and 
sustainable development: a General Assembly high level body 
on policy coherence. Cases of policy incoherence stemming 
from both the public and private sectors – such as when one 
multilateral organization advocates carbon-intensive growth 
and another promotes low-carbon development, or when trade 
priorities trump decent labour – could be adjudicated, including 
through legal processes. To help uphold the integrity of decisions 
in multilateral forums, the body would also consider cases where 
individual countries, groups of States, multilateral institutions or 
civil society could contest undue pressure to compromise policy 
coherence. The body would offer a final arbitration mechanism 
for protecting domestic policy space to achieve human rights and 
sustainable development from external interference, including 
as related to trade and financing for development, as well as all 
other issues considered in multilateral forums.
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•	 Mandate the new Sustainable Development Council to review 
all recommendations of its own Universal Periodic Review 
mechanism (see Box 7 and section below), and to define and 
monitor how the multilateral system can link programmes, 
policies and financing to support human rights and sustainable 
development.

•	 Fill global regulatory gaps that undermine sustainable 
development and human rights, including those on financial 
speculation, sovereign debt workouts, taxation, private sector 
entities that are “too big to fail,” and pollution and consumption 
patterns, among others. Regulations should be oriented towards 
global and national level actions (see also “Bretton Woods II”).  

•	 Recognizing that national and global priorities are increasingly 
intertwined, address gaps between national and international 
governance so that national policy coherence fully aligns with 
global policy coherence to support sustainable development 
and human rights. Each country can consider appropriate 
mechanisms, backed by adequate resources and political clout. 
Examples could include an ombudsperson function, a policy 
Sherpa or a parliamentary committee dedicated to coherence.

•	 Hold a United Nations “Bretton Woods II” Conference on 
Financial and Monetary Reforms, to agree on implementation 
of the major recommendations of the “Stiglitz Commission” to 
address the many systemic risks still underpinning the global 
financial and monetary system, and reforms needed to redirect 
finance to human rights and sustainability goals. 

•	 Undertake an open, transparent and participatory process to 
review provisions in multilateral, regional and bilateral 
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trade and investment agreements that give undue protection 
of the rights of foreign investors and may prevent introduction 
of new policies and regulations to support human rights and 
sustainable development objectives – including in relation to 
local employment and enterprise development, technology 
transfer, health and environmental protection. Agree on the 
primacy of food security and livelihoods of small farmers and 
indigenous peoples over tariff reduction commitments taken in 
trade agreements.

B
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The Universal Periodic Review

In 2006, a new multilateral mechanism was created to 
review the records of UN Member States in upholding 
human rights. The Universal Periodic Review operates 
under the auspices of the UN Human Rights Council. At least 
one in every four years, each of the 193 UN Member States 
submits a comprehensive report on actions to protect and 
advance human rights.

By being universal, the review ensures that all countries are 
considered under the same standards. All Member States 
were expected to report at least once by the end of 2011.
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Implement internationally agreed 
principles

•	 The new Sustainable Development Council should be 
equipped with its own Universal Periodic Review mechanism 
similar to the one established with the Human Rights Council 
(see Box 7, page 55), so that all countries report on measures 
to achieve sustainable development, covering all relevant 
issues linked to human rights, trade, macroeconomic policy, 
the environment, financing and political participation. The UPR 
concept should be enhanced to consider information provided 
not only by governments, but also by other stakeholders, such 
as civil society and the private sector. Information on reports 
and Universal Periodic Review findings would be made widely 
available through information channels that actively target all 
relevant stakeholders. 

•	 Reorient economic analysis, research and reporting by 
multilateral institutions to include the impact of any activities 
on advancing human rights and all three pillars of sustainable 
development, factoring in the impacts of cross-border activities; 
and proactively inform parliamentarians and the public about 
their findings.

•	 Develop markers to track the financing and implementation 
of activities to achieve human rights and the three pillars of 
sustainable development. Require multilateral institutions to 
use the markers, and foster their application elsewhere. Widely 
disseminate data from the markers and encourage their use 
in advocacy by civil society groups, multilateral institutions, 
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parliamentarians and other stakeholders.

•	 Apply the principle of mutual accountability in framing 
public external financing agreements, including for loans and 
grants, to achieve human rights and sustainable development. 
Move the traditional donor-recipient relationship towards a 
contractual approach, where each party is understood to have 
obligations that, if unfulfilled, nullify the contract. Agreements 
would stipulate that all parties would apply human rights and 
sustainable development principles, whether they are giving or 
receiving funds. 

•	 Across all efforts to advance human rights and sustainable 
development, move towards implementation models that fully 
build on and value contributions from stakeholders. Call on 
those with more capacities and resources, financial or otherwise, 
to assume a greater responsibility to carry implementation 
forward, but primarily through a process of partnership that 
systematically fosters balanced and meaningful participation. 
Design monitoring and evaluation tools to measure the quality 
and diversity of stakeholder engagement, and use them to guide 
present and future plans and programmes.

•	 Monitor and revise procurement policies, whether domestic 
or trans-border, to align with sustainable development 
priorities such as the creation of decent jobs, the development 
of manufacturing and technology capacities for marginalized 
countries and people, and environmental protection.

•	 Support stronger domestic tax capacities, and work towards 
ending tax evasion. Establish an intergovernmental UN Tax 
Committee as the first international body for cooperation on 
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tax policy, towards setting standards that would reduce tax 
competition and ensure the availability of resources for social 
protection, decent employment, economic diversification and 
other aspects of sustainable development.

•	 Create a global mechanism/fund for technology that poorer 
countries can use to support domestic development, incubation 
and manufacturing of technologies to support a healthy economy, 
create decent jobs or protect the environment. Mandate this to 
assess the value of technology using the precautionary and other 
core sustainable development principles. Establish a separate 
arbitration mechanism to moderate related disputes.

Reinvent the reform discussion

•	 Require all multilateral institutions to have an internationally 
agreed normative basis for their operations that supports policy 
coherence, and is reflected in their programmes, monitoring and 
governance. Where necessary, uphold accountability through the 
high-level body on policy coherence.

•	 Establish measures to make the work of the international 
financial institutions and WTO more coherent with that 
of the UN, including through required institutional audits, 
monitoring and evaluation, and a universal mandate review that 
for each organization assesses the consistency of support for 
human rights and all three pillars of sustainable development.

•	 Reduce the dependence of UN development activities on ODA 
funding, starting with agreement on alternatives such as a global 
financial transaction tax.
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•	 Develop a form of regional multilateralism that is truly 
supportive of human rights and sustainable development. 
Regional financial and monetary arrangements (such as regional 
development banks, reserve pooling and complementary 
currencies or payment systems for intra-regional trade) must 
provide genuine alternatives to existing global and regional 
financial institutions – whether in terms of their guiding 
development models, investment principles and safeguards, 
and governance modalities. Regional financial and monetary 
cooperation and macroeconomic coordination should as much as 
possible serve to enhance policy space for measures tailored to 
local conditions and needs through enhanced protection against 
the policy dictates of financial markets.

Make measurement meaningful

•	 Wherever applicable, ensure that all measurements linked to 
sustainable development reflect dimensions of distribution 
and equity, including as they extend over different and future 
generations. 

•	 Recognize that not everything of value can be measured. 
Question the growing tendency to impose results-based 
management and similar systems, which is focusing too much 
attention on what can be measured, rather than on what needs 
to be done. Conduct research on measurement alternatives for 
qualitative achievements, and advocate that foreign aid donors in 
particular reexamine their approaches to this issue.

•	 Towards advocating for more meaningful measurement in the 
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Beyond 2015 process, build on existing initiatives seeking 
to expand the scope of measurements, such as the work of 
the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission, the “happiness” resolution 
submitted to the General Assembly by Bhutan and 60 co-sponsor 
Member States (see Box 8), and the Greenhouse Development 
Rights Framework built around the concept of “comparability 
of effort.” The framework combines a measure of responsibility 
(including historic contributions to greenhouse gas pollution, 
excluding emissions associated with meeting basic necessities) 
with a measure of capacity (broadly, the ability to pay without 
sacrificing necessities), with both defined in a manner sensitive 
to inequalities within countries. 

•	 Hold a summit level meeting to agree on new international 
standards for assessing sustainable development. It would 
define the elements of a new metric that would replace GDP, 
reflect multilateral principles and commitments across the three 
pillars, capture income and non-income dimensions, and end the 
externalization of costs.

B
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Happiness: a Holistic Approach  
to Development

General Assembly Resolution A/65/L.86, “Happiness: 
towards a holistic approach to development” states:

Recognizing that the gross domestic product indicator 
by nature was not designed to and does not adequately 
reflect the happiness and well-being of people in a country,
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Conscious that unsustainable patterns of production and 
consumption can impede sustainable development, and 
recognizing the need for a more inclusive, equitable and 
balanced approach to economic growth that promotes 
sustainable development, poverty eradication, happiness 
and well-being of all peoples,

1.	 Invites Member States to pursue the elaboration 
of additional measures that better capture the 
importance of the pursuit of happiness and well-being 
in development with a view to guiding their public 
policies;

2.	 Invites those Member States that have taken initiatives 
to develop new indicators and other initiatives to 
share information thereon with the Secretary-General 
as a contribution to the United Nations development 
agenda, including the Millennium Development Goals;

3.	 Welcomes the offer of Bhutan to convene a panel 
discussion on the theme of happiness and well-being 
during its sixty-sixth session;

4.	 Invites the Secretary-General to seek the views of 
Member States and relevant regional and international 
organizations on the pursuit of happiness and well-
being and to communicate such views to the General 
Assembly at its sixty-seventh session for further 
consideration.
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