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Abstract 


 
This case study explores the experiences of the Asian Partnership for the Development of 
Human Resources in Rural Asia (AsiaDHRRA) in engaging the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) in pro-poor policy advocacy and program cooperation. It 
provides a brief rationale for the engagement, examining the context of growing regional 
integration, regionalism, and cross-border issues, ASEAN's charter building, and 
increasing but uneven, Civil Society Organization (CSO) cooperation. The case discusses 
AsiaDHRRA’s approach as it evolved over a five-year period, reflecting on strategies 
employed, constraints, gains, challenges faced, and lessons learned. Finally, it makes 
recommendations on how CSOs can more effectively engage with a regional body like 
ASEAN.  
 


ASEAN and its Thorny Civil Society Interaction 
 
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)[1] established in 1967, is 
primarily a state-centred inter-governmental body. While, initially, its major goal was to 
ensure peace and political stability in the region, its objectives and vision eventually 
expanded to encompass the economic and socio-cultural advancement of its peoples.  


Although it is considered the most established regional grouping in the world, 
ASEAN’s staying power veils the absence of a clear vision for the region. While 
undoubtedly the most enduring example of regional integration, ASEAN is not known for 
responding to real grassroots needs. A pillar of the ASEAN community, for example, is 
economic integration, yet integration has been very slow to materialize. Overlooked in 
explaining the slow pace or failure of economic integration over the past years is the lack 
of consultation and/or participation in the formulation of economic programs and policies 
by the basic grassroots sectors that produce the region’s traded commodities.  


Historically ASEAN is an association of predominantly autocratic governments 
with little contact with non-governmental development players. This distance is not the 
case for the academic elite or for “think tanks”. The ASEAN Institute for Strategic and 
International Studies (ISIS)[2] is such a think tank well-recognized by ASEAN. By 
institutionalizing meetings between the Heads of ASEAN-ISIS and ASEAN Senior 
Officials, ISIS obtained recognition, from the ASEAN member states as a valuable 
mechanism for policy-making. ISIS also contributed significantly to the emergence of  
“track two”[3] diplomacy, an informal political process aimed at bridging the gap 
between civil society and governments. To this end, ASEAN-ISIS played an important 
role in bringing about the ASEAN Peoples' Assembly (APA)[4]. This annual event 
provided a platform for CSOs to have their voices heard by ASEAN through the 
intercession of the academic elite. 
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Skeptical of ASEAN as a potential platform for pushing their organizational 
agenda, most CSOs directed international advocacy towards other bodies including the 
UN system, the Asian Development Bank, the World Bank/International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), and the World Trade Organization (WTO). To this day, the general consciousness 
and interest of CSOs in ASEAN remains low. However, there is a marked change in the 
views of regional organizations facing the geographical dimension of the issues they 
work on (e.g. backlash of WTO agreements, issues of food security). Most regional 
organizations facing such issues now have very explicit agendas on ASEAN and have 
mobilized resources to ensure sustained ASEAN advocacy and engagement work. 
AsiaDHRRA is among these organizations. 
 


AsiaDHRRA and ASEAN: Exploring the Grounds of Partnership 
 
The Asian Partnership for the Development of Human Resources in Rural Asia 
(AsiaDHRRA) is a regional partnership of 11 social development networks in 10 Asian 
nations. AsiaDHRRA’s vision is of rural Asian communities that are just, free, 
prosperous, living in peace, and working in solidarity towards self-reliance.  
 
AsiaDHRRA’s entry point: Seizing the opportunity for engagement 
  
AsiaDHRRA began its ASEAN engagement in 1999 after almost three decades of 
crisscrossing the region in pursuit of genuine human resource development. Its unplanned 
entry point in ASEAN relations was through the ASEAN Foundation (AF)[5]. The AF, 
founded by ASEAN foreign ministers, invited AsiaDHRRA to its final 
programming/launching conference in Jakarta in 1999. AsiaDHRRA's presentation and 
proposal to strengthen the voices and solidarity of small farmers’ organizations in the 
region was recognized by the Foundation as a concrete initiative.  


As a grant-making body, the Foundation supported AsiaDHRRA's flagship 
program directed at stimulating the formation of a regional farmer’s alliance in Asia. 
AsiaDHRRA also used its connection with the ASEAN Foundation to expand 
cooperation in some “not so CSO-friendly” Southeast Asian countries. In its exploratory 
entry work in Myanmar, AsiaDHRRA requested and received support from the ASEAN 
Foundation to have the ASEAN Secretariat[6] arrange meetings with the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Myanmar. These “courtesy calls” were opportunities to dialogue with 
generally inaccessible governments on what CSOs do and the potential roles they could 
play in nation building. 


Thus, while the original entry point to ASEAN was the ASEAN Foundation, 
AsiaDHRRA moved to establish links with the ASEAN Secretariat and its Bureau for 
Human Development. This bureau’s mandate to support the Senior Officials Meeting for 
Rural Development and Poverty Eradication (SOMRDPE) clearly matches the 
institutional agenda of AsiaDHRRA, which focuses on promoting people-centered, rural 
development, with a clear bias for poor and marginalized. This fit with the Secretariat 
mandate proved to be crucial in efforts to find viable institutional links within ASEAN 
that would ensure AsiaDHRRA’s advocacy voice is heard in a sustained manner.  


Indeed, AsiaDHRRA was able to convince the ASEAN SOMRDPE to become an 
institutional partner of a proposed Southeast Asian Rural Development Award 
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(SEARDA)[7]. This award is designed to showcase successful rural development 
practices of NGOs and People’s Organizations (POs). In order to provide a clearer 
mandate for their support, part of ASEAN's partnership process included encouragement 
for AsiaDHRRA to become an ASEAN NGO Affiliate[8]. AsiaDHRRA decided on 
affiliation to allow itself more avenues to explore in its engagement process with 
ASEAN. Supported by the SOMRDPE, AsiaDHRRA’s application for Affiliate status 
was noted as one of the least troublesome and they were granted their status in April 
2004.  


This successful process set the stage for further engagement and, while the award 
is yet to be established, AsiaDHRRA values the institutional backing of ASEAN for 
showcasing rural development good practices. For ASEAN this partnership is an 
innovative avenue for strengthening ASEAN identity among its peoples. Through seizing 
the opportunity of an initial entry point, AsiaDHRRA was able to strengthen its 
engagement in ASEAN.  
 
Continuing the Progress: Tactics, Persistence, and a Growing Engagement  
 
The succeeding years have been marked by continuing efforts on the part of AsiaDHRRA 
to learn more about ASEAN and to have them respond to some tactical requests designed 
to test their responsiveness (e.g. setting up of meetings between CSO representatives and 
ASEAN Secretariat leaders, exchange of information, and reviewing of papers). These 
were small confidence-building steps that proved to be helpful in allowing AsiaDHRRA 
and its partner the Asian Farmers Association for Sustainable Rural Development 
(AFA)[9] to establish links inside the ASEAN Secretariat. 


In March of 2007, AsiaDHRRA facilitated the dialogue between AFA and 
ASEAN Secretariat leaders at the headquarters in Jakarta. The Secretary General of 
ASEAN[10] and key officers attended the meeting. The process was viewed as a concrete 
effort to help demystify ASEAN's view of grassroots organizations and NGOs and vice 
versa. It was a positive experience, with follow-up actions taken by the ASEAN 
Secretariat (e.g. presenting bio-fuel issues during their subsequent technical committee on 
bio-fuel meetings, invitation to AFA and AsiaDHRRA to “ASEAN talks Business”, and 
invitation to succeeding meetings on the Charter drafting). The Asian Farmers 
Association and AsiaDHRRA have also drafted a proposal to improve the current 
ASEAN celebration of ASEAN Farmers' Week, in particular to make the celebration 
more meaningful and relevant for the farmers in the region.  


Thus, since its accreditation, AsiaDHRRA has sustained its engagement with 
ASEAN on sector-based concerns, specifically through its efforts to promote the roles of 
NGOs and People’s Organizations in rural development. AsiaDHRRA has successfully 
embarked on confidence-building activities with the ASEAN Secretariat leadership. This 
is crucial in the long haul for both sector-based and broader CSO agenda building. 
Together with fellow regional CSOs, AsiaDHRRA has moved the process of broad-based 
engagement with ASEAN to generate recognition of the civil society sector and, as will 
be discussed in the following section, to assert civil society participation in the 
immediate, and very important, agenda of establishing the ASEAN Charter. 
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Furthering the Grounds for Broad-based Advocacy 
 
Encouraged by the small progress it was making in engaging ASEAN for its sector and 
thematic rural development agenda, AsiaDHRRA also began to pro-actively engage 
fellow CSOs to direct their attention to ASEAN. AsiaDHRRA, a founding member of the 
Southeast Asian Committee on Advocacy (SEACA)[11], saw the potential for collective 
engagement with ASEAN. As a program-based cooperation, SEACA provided a broad 
platform for convergence of some key regional organizations concerned with different 
sectors and issues. In SEACA's 2005 strategic planning, ASEAN was identified as a 
platform for policy lobby and subsequent programming on ASEAN engagement started 
in 2006.  


Responding to feedback in 2005 that the Secretary General of ASEAN expressed 
interest in interacting with CSOs, AsiaDHRRA, SEACA and Forum Asia met with 
ASEAN Secretariat officials in July of 2005. This meeting led the regional organizations 
to organize the first regional CSO Consultation on ASEAN in October of 2005 in 
Bangkok. Senior officers of the ASEAN Secretariat and the Secretary General himself 
attended this meeting. After Bangkok the CSOs focused on the 11th ASEAN Summit in 
Kuala Lumpur held in December 2005 when the first ASEAN Civil Society Conference 
was held. The first output statement from this conference was delivered in the first ever 
15-minute interaction by CSOs with ASEAN Leaders. It was at this time that the ASEAN 
Civil Society Conference (ACSC) was recognized as a formal platform of CSOs that will 
convene in conjunction with the annual ASEAN Summit. This recognition further 
encouraged the growing civil society solidarity. 
 
Toward a common agenda:  Solidarity for Asian Peoples’ Advocacy (SAPA) 
 
With the promise of the ACSC platform as an official link to ASEAN leaders, four 
regional organizations (Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development, AsiaDHRRA, 
Focus on the Global South, and the Southeast Asian Committee on Advocacy) agreed to 
facilitate the coming together of regional and national NGOs toward a common agenda. 
This agreement led to the birth of the Solidarity for Asian Peoples' Advocacy 
(SAPA)[12].  


The SAPA Working Group on ASEAN pulled together its own think tanks, which 
collectively put forward its ideas to the Eminent Persons Groups (EPG) on the ASEAN 
Charter. Submissions were presented during the series of EPG meetings in 2006 and were 
recognized by the EPG. While these submissions did not appear intact in the EPG 
report[13], the important gain was the CSO breakthrough in the process. The interaction 
also sent a clear signal to ASEAN that there was now a pro-active stakeholder of the 
ASEAN Charter from among the CSOs.  


In 2006, the SAPA Working Group on ASEAN and the Southeast Asian 
Committee on Advocacy launched a series of national consultations on ASEAN to make 
national and local CSOs aware of the regional nature of the issues they confront, and the 
necessity to engage ASEAN based on issues that are anchored locally. The national 
consultations, together with the SAPA processes and reports to the ASEAN Eminent 
Persons Group, served as preparatory inputs leading to the 2nd ASEAN Civil Society 
Conference, ACSC2, to coincide with the 12th ASEAN Summit.  
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Unfortunately the Philippine government, host of the 12th Summit, decided to 
recognize the ASEAN People’s Assembly (APA) as the CSO component of the 
Summit[14]. Undaunted by the refusal to recognize the follow-through platform of the 
11th ASEAN Summit, the CSOs pursued the ACSC2. This commitment to ACSC2 
facilitated further strengthening of solidarity among CSOs in its advocacy before 
ASEAN. The ACSC2 was not only a venue to deepen the discourse on issues, it was also 
an opportunity for confidence-building among CSOs. Hosting for the 3rd ACSC was 
passed on to the Singaporean CSOs with the nation as the host of the 13th ASEAN 
Summit in 2007[15]. The Singapore government already assigned an academic think tank 
to organize the official civil society component of the 13th ASEAN Summit.  
 


Small Victories and Gains for the Long Haul 
 
Looking at progress since 1999, important small and steady gains accumulated, helping 
to build a foundation for the long haul: 


Demystifying ASEAN: For AsiaDHRRA, the decision to make use of the entry 
point that it had with the ASEAN Foundation in 1999 was worthwhile. The interaction 
with ASEAN was a demystification process that lead to a new confidence to explore 
possibilities of engaging the, seemingly distant, state-centered body and to advocate for 
both its sector, and a broad-based development agenda.  


Tactical gains: The ASEAN Secretariat (ASEC) recently extended a vote of 
confidence on AsiaDHRRA's proposed technical cooperation towards linking small 
farmers with the market. This action was taken despite the technocrat point of view that 
investing resources into the marketing activities of small farmers would not be viable – 
the argument being that it would be more worthwhile to invest in commercially 
established farmers than with those with whom AsiaDHRRA works. This action taken by 
ASEAN is a solid indicator that the ASEC could be convinced to support CSOs who are 
serious about engaging ASEAN in very concrete work on the ground. With the constant 
and pro-active hammering out of issues and positions, tactical gains are possible. 


Regional solidarity: For the broader civil society movement, the decision to 
engage ASEAN led to stronger solidarity building among CSOs at the regional level 
through Solidarity for Asian People’s Advocacy (SAPA). Engaging ASEAN compelled 
CSOs to go beyond their own comfort zones and take positive steps in understanding how 
each other’s issues overlapped[16]. Through efforts to bring to ASEAN’s attention the 
issues and advocacies that they work on, SAPA made in-roads in gaining CSO 
recognition by ASEAN. Its relationship with ASEAN remains on uncertain grounds, but 
already ASEAN recognizes SAPA as a broad-based regional platform keenly watching 
and acting for a more progressive integration in the Southeast East region. Though SAPA 
is not totally devoid of the dynamics that traditionally mark the CSO movement, donors 
and other CSOs recognized the relevance of SAPA’s existence as a platform for broad-
based CSO cooperation.  


Emerging CSO leadership: Highly noticeable in the SAPA process is the 
emergence of a new-generation of CSO leaders who are more prepared to cross political 
lines and traditions and to form broad-based partnerships. These leaders recognize new 
friendships as essential in sustaining a movement that must present a united front before 
ASEAN, while, at the same time, acknowledging that each has its own agenda. The 
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alliance at the SAPA level does not stop each individual CSO from pursuing their own 
direct sector-based engagement with ASEAN, as long as it is mindful of the broader 
long-term agenda for reform. This flexible solidarity is an important gain for the 
movement that has grown beyond the shadows of its pioneer leaders.  


CSO empowerment: CSO engagement on the ASEAN Charter is a milestone that 
marks the awakening of CSO consciousness to the regional nature of their issues. This 
engagement became a strategic platform that served as a repository for the CSOs’ long 
history and experience of working for the people’s agenda. The resulting paper 
submissions to the ASEAN Emminent Persons Group (EPG), the Asian Civil Society 
Conference proceedings, and national consultation reports are more than enough for 
SAPA to embark on drafting its own shadow ASEAN Charter, if it so chooses. Given the 
uncertainty of an ASEAN Charter drafted without meaningful input and participation 
from civil society and the ASEAN people in general, the idea of having an ASEAN 
Peoples' Charter remains in the forefront. The experience of engagement was also an 
affirmation of the capacity of CSOs in the region to deliver collectively.  
 


Civil Society Engaging Regionalism: Lessons Learned 
 
The following lessons can be draw from this long and steady process of engagement: 


Be proactive and persistent: Pro-activeness and persistence in the engagement 
with ASEAN works. Without consistent knocking on their doors, ASEAN and its 
bureaucracy will proceed as usual without venturing beyond their comfort zones. There is 
a known bias or perception in ASEAN that development CSOs in particular are difficult 
to deal with and will make their lives more complicated. Thus, without any pro-active 
effort to reach out and demystify development-oriented CSOs, the progress of 
engagement will be sluggish or one-way, with processes and substance dictated by 
ASEAN and thus defeating the participatory purpose of engagement.  


Focus on concrete issues on the ground: Engagement through substantive issues 
is necessary. AsiaDHRRA's work with the Asian Farmer’s Association for Sustainable 
Rural development (AFA), and its clear agenda to promote NGO/People’s Organization 
roles in sustainable rural development at the national level, were the clear anchors of its 
advocacy and engagement with ASEAN. Nothing can beat advocacy engagement that is 
anchored in concrete work on the ground and in issues carried directly by the sector. 
When approached on specific technical and substantive issues, ASEAN, as an institution 
that has yet to become comfortable with CSOs, was able to relate much more easily with 
the national dimension of AsiaDHRRA’s work. More political issues – like agrarian 
reform – should be addressed on a non-political entry point such as learning exchange 
programs. The people-to-people exchange will serve as a confidence-building step 
towards a regional dialogue that is hoped to spark openness to learn from other fellow 
ASEAN governments already committed to agrarian reform.  


Engage key decision-making bodies: Engaging the ASEAN Secretariat is a crucial 
step. CSOs prepared to engage in substantial and technical issues have to begin dealing 
with this critical organ of ASEAN. AsiaDHRRA established rapport and familiarity with 
key ASEC officials. The ASEC responded very professionally to AsiaDHRRA as a CSO 
affiliate for almost its entire request. More direct CSO engagement with the secretariat 
also helps ASEAN broaden its perspectives about CSOs. In almost all transactions with 
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ASEAN, its leaders depend upon and refer to the input of the ASEC. Thus having the 
ASEC as both a channel and direct venue for CSO advocacy has much merit.  


Develop broad-based coalitions: Engagement with a broad-based coalition as part 
of a bigger CSO movement is a strategic move. ASEAN goes beyond a specific sector 
and time and needs to transform into a more responsive, people-oriented body with which 
Southeast Asian people can truly identify. This is a common agenda for all CSOs. The 
more consolidated the approach and efforts the stronger and more sustained its impact 
will be. Engaging ASEAN for reform will be a commitment for the long haul.  


Sustain CSO capacity, and confidence, building: Investment in education, 
capacity building, and confidence - building within the CSO community needs to be 
sustained. ASEAN is a new arena for most CSOs. National level consultations on 
ASEAN helped to get local CSO leaders mindful of an ASEAN agenda. The ASEAN 
lesson 101 embarked on by many CSOs was complemented by simultaneous discussions 
and allowed its vision of regional integration[17].  


Plan for the long haul: Given that the process of ASEAN engagement is for the 
long haul, a long-term plan and mobilization of resources is necessary. Both tactical and 
strategic grounds should be explored, technical/substantive and structural issues 
addressed, and in-and-out processes continued. Engagement has to be a mix of different 
strategies and approaches. Preparedness to compromise without losing sight of its vision 
is an option, depending on the collective assessment of the CSO community. Tension and 
conflicts are to be expected, thus the need to clarify at the outset basic principles of 
coalition work. 


Concluding Reflections: What Lies Ahead? 
 
Sustaining engagement with ASEAN is an act of a responsible citizenry. A rules-based 
ASEAN should be made much more accountable to its people. It must aspire to be 
inclusive and participatory and aim for the greater good of the Southeast Asian people, 
especially the marginalized poor. Its leadership should adhere to democratic governance 
that will ensure that the growth they envision from economic integration will translate to 
real human development.   


Engaging ASEAN on the Charter Building process beyond the output of the High 
level Task Force (HLTF)[18], the body that took over from the Eminent Persons Group 
(EPG) and was tasked to write the Charter, needs to be sustained. The specific provisions 
and enabling instruments of key proposals within the Charter are yet to be defined. All 
avenues to influence these follow-up processes should be explored. Particular attention 
must be given to those advocacy efforts that are close to being institutionalized. These 
efforts include the ASEAN Human Rights Body, the ASEAN Commission for the 
Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children, and institution building 
to implement ASEAN’s commitment to the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 
Migrant Workers. 
  The decision of the HLTF to include a provision to create an ASEAN Human 
Rights Body is a gain hard-fought and won by CSOs and other stakeholder groups. This 
future ASEAN human rights body should promote and protect human rights in a 
comprehensive manner covering civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights[19].    


It is hoped that the recommendation for the ASEAN Charter that includes CSOs 
in the consultative organizational structure of ASEAN will allow CSOs more 
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opportunities and space for engagement and cooperation with ASEAN. The collective 
actions of CSOs should not be limited however to what is possible in the ASEAN frame. 
It is the process of drafting a shadow ASEAN People's Charter, regardless of what comes 
out in the ASEAN Charter, that will sustain the continuing discourse and action of CSOs 
in the region towards constructing a more solid foundation of alternative ‘regionalism’. 
The CSO movement must be actively mobilized and sustained. 
 
Mobilizing and Sustaining the CSO Movement 
 
As a movement, it is imperative that CSOs ensure that grassroots voices are heard 
directly and not just represented in the halls of advocacy by NGOs and professional 
activists. It is important that regional advocacies are anchored in concrete bases and work 
at the local levels. Language constraints in the region must be overcome if greater 
national and grassroots participation is to be the goal. Thus efforts to popularize and 
translate relevant materials for broader public consumption should be supported.  


CSOs at the regional level need to be rigorous in defining the issues they intend to 
deal with at the ASEAN level. This process must begin at the national levels with clarity 
regarding how issues are to be taken up by the national ASEAN Secretariats and the 
respective national implementing agencies. This national clarity will guide engagement at 
the regional level. CSOs must also engage governments at the national level in order to 
generate their support when they go to the ASEAN level. One country vote against a 
regional agenda is enough to keep an issue on the back burner or totally shelved. One 
very strong and positive voice in support of an agenda also has the chance of achieving 
consensus support from the rest of the members.  


Understanding that ASEAN is sensitive to political issues, and realizing that the 
presence of a Charter will radically change the regional body, CSOs must find ways to 
frame their advocacy in ways that do not threaten member states. It is not just about 
throwing rotten tomatoes from the outside, but also preparing for critical yet constructive 
engagement. There is a maze of existing ASEAN bodies and organs that CSOs must 
understand well and know how to explore.  


It is also recognized that not all ASEAN members are keen to deal with civil 
society. Regional CSOs need to extend solidarity and support to strengthen efforts at the 
national level that push for more space for featuring CSO roles and work that will, 
eventually, be recognized by their respective governments. The ASEAN platform will 
have to showcase some progressive relations between CSOs and government for others to 
emulate and to learn from. There is pressure among all ASEAN members to relate to, and 
work with, CSOs, hence, these members can no longer afford to say no. 


While there is call for transformation in ASEAN, the long journey along this path 
requires transformational leadership among CSO leaders. There have been many 
occasions wherein regional leaders within the SAPA community expressed the need to be 
together simply for reflection and dialogue, to learn from one other, and to become better 
leaders based upon the experiences of colleagues in the movement. The depth and 
breadth of investment in developing our own CSO leaders indicates and affirms 
leadership - key for sustaining any movement. 
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Notes 
 


1. www.aseansec.org 
2. The ASEAN-ISIS (ASEAN Institute of Strategic and International Studies) is an 


association of non-governmental organizations registered with the ASEAN. 
Formed in 1988, its main purpose is to encourage cooperation and coordination of 
activities among policy-oriented ASEAN scholars and analysts, and to promote 
policy-oriented studies of, and exchanges of information and viewpoints on, 
various strategic and international issues affecting Southeast Asia's and ASEAN's 
peace, security and well-being.  www.siiaonline.org/asean-isis_network (accessed 
September 25, 2007). 


3. ‘Track Two’ diplomacy may be considered the practice of bringing together 
public intellectuals, academics, government, business, media and other relevant 
sectors so that in their private capacity they may discuss economic, political, and 
security issues at the domestic, regional, and global levels. 


4. The idea of APA was first raised in track one and track two discussions in the 
mid-1990s; subsequently, ASEAN-ISIS discussed modality and procedures for 
organizing APA. www.asean-isis-aseanpeoplesassembly.net. (accessed September 
25, 2007). 


5. www.aseanfoundation.org (accessed September 25, 2007). 
6. The ASEAN Secretariat was established in 1976 with the basic mandate of 


providing greater efficiency in the coordination of ASEAN organs, and more 
effective implementation of ASEAN projects and activities.  


7. SEARDA was accepted by SOMRDPE in December 2003 as a possible joint 
venture with AsiaDHRRA. It was a program found to be relevant and 
complementary to the call for better understanding in the ASEAN region, and 
towards a sharing and caring ASEAN community. 


8. Affiliation could be by invitation or pro-active application by an interested CSO.  
AsiaDHRRA simply filled up the prescribed form and submitted required 
documents (Charter, securities  registration, and list of Board of Trustees of 
country members) .  It had to establish its presence in most ASEAN member 
countries, its informal working relations in Laos and Myanmar, and its absence in 
others e.g. Singapore and Brunei.   


9. AFA was catalyzed through a series of farmers' exchange visits from 1992 to 
2002, organized by AsiaDHRRA, which also provided secretariat support during 
its formation and consolidation years.  AFA now represents around 10 million 
farmers in the Southeast and East Asian region. 


10. ASEAN Secretary General Ong Keng Yong, Singaporean 2002-2007; he finishes 
his term in 2007 and will be succeeded by H.E. Dr. Surin Pitsuwan, former 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand. 


11. SEACA is a programme that focuses on advocacy capacity building of CSOs in 
South East Asia sponsored by the Catholic Institute for International Relations 
(CIIR) and supported by the Department for International Development (DFID) of 
the United Kingdom. From 2006, SEACA supported national consultations on 
ASEAN in 7 countries and acted as convenor of the SAPA Working group on 
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ASEAN. It realigned its programming, which now has a specific focus on 
ASEAN engagement. www.seaca.net. (accessed September 25, 2007). 


12. The Solidarity for Asian People's Advocacy (SAPA) is an open platform for 
consultation, cooperation and coordination between Asian social movements and 
civil society organisations including NGOs, people organisations and trade unions 
who are engaged in action, advocacy and lobbying at the level of 
intergovernmental processes and organisations. www.asiasapa.org. (accessed 
September 25, 2007). 


13. www.aseansec.org/19236.htm on-line copy available, Report of the EPG on the 
Charter. 


14. ACSC2 was not recognized by the Philippine government, host of the 12th 
ASEAN Summit. Instead, the 6th APA was considered as the official civil society 
conference. It should be noted that during this time the Arroyo administration was 
politically unstable and CSOs were generally seen as anti-administration. Hence, 
APA anchored by the think tanks/academics was a safer alternative for them. 


15. As of this writing, the SAPA preparation for ACSC3 in Nov 1-3 is ongoing. 
Singapore CSOs are involved in the preparations and efforts to bring 
understanding about ASEAN to ordinary citizens.  


16. SAPA events such as organizational meetings, ACSC processes, and EPG 
submissions happened with each member paying their own costs or those with 
larger allocation covering some of the common costs. There is no single project 
that funds SAPA events and this is a concrete manifestation of stakeholder 
building, of a sustainable process. 


17. Dano E. Building People-Oriented and Participatory Alternative Regionalism 
Model in Southeast Asia: An Exploratory Study. Unpublished paper as of this 
writing. 


18. The High Level task Force (HLTF) is composed of highly recognized and 
respected leaders chosen by their respective governments. It was mandated by the 
12th ASEAN Summit to draft the main provisions of the ASEAN Charter, based 
on the blueprint submitted by the Eminent Persons Group (EPG) during the 12th 
ASEAN Summit in December 2006. They are to complete the final draft for 
signing during the 13th ASEAN Summit in Singapore in November 2007.  


19. Vitit Muntarbhorn is a Professor at the Faculty of Law, Chulalongkorn 
University. Speech delivered at the “International Workshop on Forty Years of 
ASEAN” organized by the Institute of Security and International Studies, Aug 28, 
2007. www.bangkokpost.com/News/01Sep2007  
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Impacting MERCOSUR’s Gender Policies: Experiences, Lessons Learned, and the 


Ongoing Work of Civil Society in Latin America 
 


Alma Espino  
 


Abstract  
 
This case study examines the impact of activities of the women’s movement, NGOs and 
unionist women in the Latin American region on gender policies of the Southern Common 
Market (MERCOSUR). It outlines the regional integration process of MERCOSUR’s 
member states and the current situation regarding its gender policies and engagement with 
civil society. While full democratization of MERCOSUR decision-making in terms of social 
and gender issues has not yet been accomplished, women’s actions have spurred the 
needed combination of interests and actors. It remains imperative that the agenda of 
women’s groups in the region prioritize the active participation of civil society in 
MERCOSUR from a gender-democratic perspective.  
 


Introduction 
 
The purpose of this case study is to improve the practical knowledge of civil society 
organizations engaging with multilateral institutions. The study documents experiences and 
lessons learned from interactions between feminist, women’s, and other civil society 
organizations in the region, with the institutions of a Latin America regional trade 
agreement, MERCOSUR. Why are women and feminists interested in regional integration 
agreements and their impact? The answer is because men and women are not equally 
affected by such integration agreements. The differing impacts of integration on women 
and men are the result of traditional, hierarchical gender arrangements in society. 
Hierarchies create inequalities that condition and limit options for women. By 
mainstreaming a gender perspective in the analysis of the impact of commercial politics 
and influence strategies civil society can promote the consideration of social relations and 
everyday life in the process of deciding macropolicies. 
 


The Creation of MERCOSUR 
 
MERCOSUR is one of a variety of regional integration agreements that have been 
implemented as part of the commercial liberalization trend in Latin America. The 
MERCOSUR agreement was created in 1991 when Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and 
Uruguay signed the Asuncion Treaty that was designed to widen the scope of their national 
markets. The essential condition of the Treaty was “… to speed up their processes of 
economic development with social justice [...] through the most efficient use of available 
resources, the preservation of the environment, the improvement of physical infrastructure 
for communication, the coordination of macroeconomic policies and integration of different 
economic sectors on the basis of the following principles: gradualism, flexibility, and 
equilibrium” [1]. 


The integration process was meant to culminate in a Southern Common Market after 
passing through several stages: (a) the free circulation of goods, services, and factors of 







production among signatory countries; (b) introduction of a common external tariff (AEC) 
and adoption of a common commercial policy coordinating views in regional and 
international economic and commercial fora; (c) coordination of macroeconomic and 
sectorial policies; and (d) harmonization of legal frameworks. 


An additional protocol attached to the Asuncion Treaty was approved during the 
Summit of Presidents held in Ouro Preto in December 1994. This protocol set out the 
institutional structure and basic instruments for the common commercial policy of the 
Customs Union that rule today’s MERCOSUR. Other agencies[2] were also created at the 
time (e.g., the Joint Parliamentarian Commission (CPC) and the Economic and Social 
Consultative Forum (FCES)). As agreed, the Partial Customs Union was implemented in 
1995 (including the free circulation of goods and the common external tariff (AEC) for 
most of the existing tariffs). The date for the launching of the Southern Common Market 
however remained undetermined. In 1996, the economic bloc signed association 
agreements with Bolivia and Chile, and launched a common mechanism for political 
consultation called “Political MERCOSUR.” To this day, the integration process continues 
to have its ups and downs due to the political and economic rises and falls in the region. 
Different circumstances have encouraged or hindered the broadening of the scope of 
agreements at different times.  
 


Key Elements for Engagement with MERCOSUR: Social Actors and Influence 
Strategies 


 
There are three key elements that have spurred civil society engagement with 
MERCOSUR: a general interest in the integration process itself and its effects in the region; 
the involvement of union movements; and the involvement of NGOs. These elements, 
influenced by the women’s movement and feminist groups, have worked cooperatively to 
impact MERCOSUR’s gender policies. Following is a discussion of these elements: 
 
Interest in the Integration Process and its Regional Effects 
The analysis and discussion of the economic and social impact of MERCOSUR rapidly 
aroused the interest of different social organizations, including women’s groups. Two key 
elements explain such interest: 


(a) Social organizations and women’s groups were interested in the specific 
characteristics of the agreement in terms of its explicit objectives and the economic and 
political strategies behind its creation. The agreement was an alternative to international 
integration, appealing to partners with relatively similar backgrounds and interests.  


(b) The achievements of the agreement, in terms of enabling social participation 
through tripartite working groups (state, workers, and employers) and other agencies, were 
also of interest. This tripartite aspect allowed more room for the participation of civil 
society representatives through the Economic and Social Forum of MERCOSUR. 


The interest in the process and its effects spurred the stakeholders to develop 
influence strategies that, in turn, gained momentum as new areas proved open to broader 
civil society participation. 


 
The Union Movement 
Due to its capacity for organization and influence, unionism has been one of the most 
relevant social actors throughout the MERCOSUR process. The Southern Cone Union 
Head Offices Coordinating Agency (CCSCS), created in 1986, gathered together the main 
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union head offices from Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay. In 1991, 
the group began to participate in the economic integration process of MERCOSUR after the 
SGT-11 (working subgroup - 11) was launched.[3] One of the outputs of SGT-11 was the 
consideration of 34 international agreements on labor. These agreements were considered 
essential and to be added to future parity agreements in order to minimize asymmetries in 
national legislation. All 34 agreements were given standard legislative attributes (i.e. 
guiding frameworks) for drafting the labor legislation of MERCOSUR countries. [4] 


In 1997 the CCSCS-MERCOSUR Women’s Commission was created. Its goals 
were to: encourage the active participation of female workers in MERCOSUR, send up-to-
date information to all unions and women’s departments and secretariats, nationally and 
regionally disseminate the contents of the Social Charter (later called the Social and 
Employment Declaration of MERCOSUR, 1998), formulate affirmative action policies for 
women in the region along the lines of our commitment with the Beijing Action Platform, 
adopt the necessary measures to eliminate all forms of discrimination against women, and 
ratify the International Labor Organization (ILO) agreements. 


One of the most relevant achievements of unionized women’s participation in the 
MERCOSUR regional interaction process from the social and gender perspective is the 
Social and Employment Declaration. This Declaration, inspired by the Chapter on the 
Fundamental Social Rights of Workers of the European Economic Community, was the 
result of a proposal submitted by SGT-10 and SGT-11. It includes a system of employment 
and social regulations to guarantee equal working conditions and rights for all workers 
freely circulating in the four member States[5].  


The Declaration captures the joint acknowledgment of MERCOSUR and women 
workers of a minimum set of workers’ rights in the context of economic integration. It is an 
important step forward in securing equal rights and access to employment regardless of 
race, nationality, skin color, gender, sexual orientation, age, religious beliefs, political or 
union-related opinion, economic situation or any other social or family-related 
circumstance. According to the regulations now in place, member States are committed to 
guaranteeing non-discrimination in both legislation and practices. 


The Social and Employment Declaration of MERCOSUR may be seen to be a result 
of capitalizing on lessons learned by other regional processes, such as the European 
Economic Community (EEC). The EEC Declaration was a success in terms of influence, 
even though it failed to make a significant impact on employers throughout the region, 
mainly due to its non-binding character.  
 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)  
Women-based NGOs and female unionists and scholars promoted the discussion and 
preparation of proposals around gender and regional integration issues from the early stages 
of MERCOSUR. The following events were the most relevant: a panel during the Regional 
Preparatory Forum of NGOs Towards the Beijing Summit, held in mar del Plata (1994); a 
panel during the Forum of NGOs held in Beijing (1995); the organization of a 
UNIFEM/FLACSO/IDB seminar in São Paulo (1995); the Buenos Aires Seminar organized 
by the Women’s National Council of Argentina with the support of the European Union 
(1995); the Second Seminar on Women and MERCOSUR organized by UNIFEM in São 
Paulo with the participation of ILO representatives and female unionists, parliamentarians 
and scholars, and members of the women’s movement (1997).  


Following the 1995 events, joint analyses and papers were developed to analyze the 
employment market and to build a network of information and communication. The 
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“Women and MERCOSUR” network emerged. It was composed of government agencies 
for women, NGOs, female parliamentarians, researchers, unionists, and businesswomen 
with the purpose of sharing information and the results of different research projects. 
Influence strategies originally focused on the effects of MERCOSUR on employment[6]. It 
should be noted that this agenda was inspired by the regional joint efforts initiated by the 
women’s movement towards the Beijing World Conference. 


Since 1997, other initiatives have followed, such as the International Gender and 
Trade Network (RIGC), the Feminist Group Marcosur (AFM) and different networks of 
rural women have devoted the last decade to working on issues related to regional 
integration from different perspectives and focusing on specific themes (economics, trade, 
employment, political participation, culture). North-South initiatives were added, e.g., a 
research and dissemination project implemented by organizations based in Argentina, 
Mexico and Europe[7]. This multinational project included a “Workshop on International 
Trade and Gender Inequality: Analyzing the Trade Agreements between the European 
Union and Latin America, the Experience of Mexico and MERCOSUR” during the World 
Social Forum held in Porto Alegre in 2002[8]. 


In 2006, during the Uruguayan pro tempore chairmanship, two meetings were held 
in Montevideo: “Gender and MERCOSUR: the Government and the Civil Society 
Perspectives” on 29-30 May, and the Seminar “MERCOSUR and Influence Strategies: 
Joining the Efforts of Social and Feminist Organizations” on 19-20 September with the 
support of Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FESUR) and organized by three regional networks 
(RIGC, AFM, and the Women’s Commission of CCSCS). The draft version of the paper 
“Gender and Work Opportunities in MERCOSUR” was presented during the seminar. The 
President of the Women’s Institute of Uruguay attended both meetings as a Specialized 
Meeting of Women (REM) member. 
 


Turning Point for Engagement: The Specialized Meeting of Women (REM) 
 
The crystallization of activities implemented by the women’s movement, NGOs and 
unionist women in the region was influential in having representatives of the Women’s 
Affairs Offices of MERCOSUR member States and Chile, with the support of UNIFEM, 
meet in December 1997 and prepare a draft proposal for gender issues to be formally 
represented in the integration process[9]. On 22 July 1998, the Common Market Group 
(GMC) ruled that the Specialized Meeting of Women (REM) be created in order to 
contribute to the social, economic and cultural development of the local communities in 
member States. The REM is composed of government delegations that, at first, could be 
advised by one of the regional organizations grouped under the “MERCOSUR Women’s 
Forum,” although participation was open to other non-profit organizations.  


The creation of the REM was clearly an achievement of the activities of the 
women’s movement. However, in the beginning the REM failed to develop a strong bond 
with the women’s movement in the region. Feminist organizations, unionists and academic 
groups were mostly absent and participated sporadically as observers in some of the 
meetings after being invited by specific governments. It was not until 2005[10] during the 
Thirteenth Meeting that the Brazilian delegation raised the need to broaden the active 
participation of civil society organizations in meetings and consider other women’s 
organizations. Two main thematic areas were proposed: “Gender and Economics”[11] and 
“Women’s Participation in Public Decision-Making”. The latter was crucial to foster direct 
intervention in MERCOSUR institutions that favored women’s participation in decision-


MERCOSUR Page 4 of 9 
Presented at FIM Forum 2008 







making processes by recommending male/female parity in the composition of the 
MERCOSUR Parliament. 


Later, in November of 2005, the Montevideo meeting passed a set of rules to 
embrace the participation of civil society representatives not only in meetings, but to 
include their interests and demands as items on the agenda. As a result of the joint efforts 
undertaken, the Sixteenth Meeting[12] included the “Gender and Regional Integration 
Seminar: Female Employment Policies in MERCOSUR Member States.” Two papers were 
presented at the time, one on employment policies and one on the legislation of paid 
housework in the region[13].  


It was also decided to approve the publication of a REM document including the 
conclusions and contribution of civil society organizations to the seminar, and to send the 
approved document to GANEMPLE[14] and the MERCOSUR Employment Watch Group.  


 
Lessons Learned 


 
Following are lessons that continue to inform civil society engagement with MERCOSUR: 


Capitalize on the momentum of women’s progress: If one of the objectives of 
MERCOSUR was to support development and advance social justice, women - organized 
feminist groups and social movements converged and critically supported these endeavors. 
The impact of these groups was based in actions aimed at making visible the commercial 
implications of trade policies for social relations in general and for gendered relations in 
particular. A model of economic development focused on the people to include equal 
opportunity and access to a creative and productive life, the right to be respected and to 
self-respect, and to have one’s human rights protected was thus supported.  


Women’s actions have spurred the needed combination of interests and actors to 
engage in social dialogue toward the widening of opportunities, and compensation for, and 
correction of, past imbalances. The feasibility of capitalizing on the momentum gained by 
the global and regional women’s movements became real. This progress was validated in 
the feedback and approval of international conventions such as the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) or the Beijing 
Declaration and Action Platform.  


Uncover the weaknesses and constraints of women’s organizations and agendas: On 
the other hand, the victory of consolidating a formal forum such as the REM did not per se 
secure the mainstreaming of a gender perspective or the consideration of the interests and 
demands of the social and women movements in the whole of MERCOSUR institutions. 
While such changes indeed depend on formal structures, they also are determined by other 
factors or circumstances. The experience of establishing the REM evidenced the relative 
weakness of women’s organizations in the different countries regarding their actual effect 
on political agendas and in terms of human and financial resources. The REM faced the 
limited stature of social issues in the process and the scarcity of women or gender issues in 
both the union and the political spheres.  


Then again, since its creation, and up to 2005, the REM did not develop the 
necessary proactive character and/or successfully mobilize the political will to build an area 
open to social participation. It lacked the ability to join efforts with social networks and 
organizations with the needed level of expertise. It failed to prove its political will to foster 
social dialogue and to establish effective mechanisms for the involvement of civil society. 


The consolidation of the REM as an institutional organization within the 
MERCOSUR framework is without doubt the consequence of many different efforts, 
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partnerships, experiences and determination. Nevertheless, both this organization and the 
way it operates have mirrored the political and economic misadventures of the 
MERCOSUR integration process itself as well as the strengths and weaknesses of the 
women’s movement in the region and of the governments’ administrative mechanisms for 
gender equity.  


Recognize work needed at the State level: There are important areas for work at the 
level of member States in the region. The actual operations of the REM in the context of 
MERCOSUR can only be analyzed vis-à-vis the institutional mainstreaming of a gender 
agenda in the member States and the legitimacy in society such an agenda achieves. The 
past two years have demonstrated that there is room for understanding and collaboration. 
Partnerships amongst government representatives, unionist women, and feminists are 
possible at the regional and State levels.  


See new opportunities for shared values and the ongoing participation of 
movements: 
The interrelation between national, regional, and global issues in the government and social 
arenas has shown that new opportunities are being created for the development of common 
values and articulated demands. The creation of the subgroup for sexual and reproductive 
rights within the MERCOSUR Health Group based on the member States are signatories 
“of the main treaties, conventions and agreements on human rights, many of which have a 
direct impact on sexual and reproductive health” (Azar, P., Celiberti, L., & Espino, A., 
2005) is a clear example of this kind of cooperation. In a way, the inclusion of these type of 
topics acknowledges that the success of the economic integration process and its effect on 
national development strategies depends on the political and social participation of 
movements acting as change agents in the spirit of their multiple motivations and interests.  
 


Conclusion 
 
According to most social movements in the region, MERCOSUR continues to be a valid 
economic and political option insofar as it is advanced and seriously implemented. 
However, the full democratization of decision-making areas in terms of social and gender 
issues has not yet been accomplished. This is true not only in consideration of the need for 
greater and wider participation of social actors, but also in terms of taking them into 
account when drafting proposals and evaluating the economic and commercial evolution of 
MERCOSUR. The institutional strengthening activities proposed by civil society and 
currently under implementation by the REM, translate into new possibilities and demands 
that urgently need qualified and permanent debate among women’s movements throughout 
the region. Still, this initiative will fall short unless the agenda of the different women’s 
groups prioritizes the issue of integration and the role of REM to foster and support the 
active participation of civil society in MERCOSUR integration-related topics with a 
gender-democratic perspective.  


The right steps have been taken. Results are still far from satisfactory; however, the 
ongoing strategy proves the importance of organization and participation in the 
development and strengthening of formal authorities, but also demonstrates the importance 
of continued involvement in the informal MERCOSUR, i.e., its “popular” face with a view 
to creating and supporting new kinds of civil society organizations able to dialogue with 
multiple actors: the State, international and regional organizations, private companies, and 
community members.  
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Notes 
1. http://www.mercosur.int/msweb/portal%20intermediario/es/arquivos/destacado1_es.do


c 
2. The main agencies of MERCOSUR include: the Common Market Council (CMC), in 


charge of political issues and the decision-making process, composed of the Ministers 
of Foreign Affairs and Economy or equivalent bodies; the Common Market Group 
(GMC), executive and initiative group composed of representatives of the Ministries of 
Foreign Affairs, Economy or equivalent bodies, and Central Banks; the Joint 
Parliamentarian Commission, representative of the Legislative Powers of Member 
States, composed of members elected by each Parliament; the Economic and Social 
Consultative Forum (FCES), with representatives of the economic and social sectors, 
composed of an equal number of representatives from each member State, acting as a 
consultative body that issues recommendations for the GMC. 


3. The Union Commission of MERCOSUR (CSM) was created in 1992 to observe the 
negotiation process in other sub groups (SGTs). 


4. The Ouro Preto Treaty approved the creation of SGT10.  
5. The GMC created the Social and Employment Commission of MERCOSUR (1998). It 


is a tripartite organization and subsidiary to GMC and has a promotional and non-
punitive character. Its aim is to foster and observe the implementation of the Social and 
Employment Declaration of MERCOSUR. 


6. Relevant papers published in the 1990s include: Mujeres, Trabajo y Mercosur: Una red 
de Información y Comunicación (Women, work and MERCOSUR: A Network of 
Information and Communication) in Mujer y Mercosur, Vol I. FLACSO-BID-
UNIFEM-UNESCO, 1999; El Mercosur y las Mujeres. Una aproximación desde la 
perspectiva de género a la dimensión social de la integración (MERCOSUR and 
Women: A Gender Perspective in the Social Aspects of Integration) in Mujer y 
Mercosur, Vol II-FLACSO-BID-UNIFEM 1999; Las trabajadoras y el MERCOSUR: 
una propuesta de indicadores para el Observatorio del Mercado de Trabajo (Female 
Workers and MERCOSUR: proposed indicators for the Employment Market Watch 
Group). Serie Documentos Sindicales del Mercosur. Proyecto de Cooperación FES – 
CCSCS. 1999. 


7. “Relaciones Comerciales entre la Unión Europea y América Latina” (trade relations 
between the European Union and Latin America). GEM-WIDE-CICSA- CIEDUR. 
http://wide.gloobal.net/wspa/eu-la%20project.htm 


8. http://www.mujeresdelsur.org.uy/index_e.htm 
9. Joint declaration by government representatives in charge of women issues policy-


making and implementation in MERCOSUR member States, Río, 3 - 5 December 1997. 
10.  Asuncion, Paraguay, 5 - 6 May 2005. 
11. Based on the commitment to the Mexico Consensus, Ninth Regional Conference on 


Women in Latin America and the Caribbean (2004), ratified by the governments.  
12.  Rio, Brazil, 9 - 10 November 2006. 
13. Género y Oportunidades Laborales en el MERCOSUR: Elementos para un Diagnóstico 


(Gender and Work Opportunities in MERCOSUR: Elements for Diagnosis) – Paper 
presented by Alma Espino and Soledad Salvador, members of the feminist group 
Marcosur and the International Gender and Trade Network. Regímenes Jurídicos sobre 
Trabajo Doméstico Remunerado en los Estados del MERCOSUR (Laws governing paid 
housework in MERCOSUR member States) - Milena Pereira / Hugo Valiente. 


14.  MERCOSUR High-Level Employment Group.



http://www.mercosur.int/msweb/portal%20intermediario/es/arquivos/destacado1_es.doc

http://www.mercosur.int/msweb/portal%20intermediario/es/arquivos/destacado1_es.doc

http://wide.gloobal.net/wspa/eu-la%20project.htm

http://www.mujeresdelsur.org.uy/index_e.htm
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Introduction and Message from the FIM President 
 
FIM Forum 2008 was held in Montréal, Québec on February 8 and 9.  Thirty-two invited 
participants from twenty-four countries, the majority from civil society organizations and including 
four academics contributed to a rich and enriching two days of dialogue, brainstorming, and 
fortification of the FIM network. 


The focus of this year’s Forum was civil society and regional multilateralism. In its 
deliberations, the FIM Board realized that there is a growing tendency within international civil 
society to concentrate on regional multilateral bodies, a group which, until recently, has often 
been ignored. As a result, it was observed that virtually no analysis of the success or failure of 
these efforts has been undertaken to date. Thus, early in 2007, we commissioned two 
practitioner case studies that reflected the advocacy efforts of two regional groupings of civil 
society organizations. 


These case studies set the stage for the Forum. Alma Espino, Director of the Economics 
Institute, Faculty of Economics and Administration at the Republic University, Uruguay presented 
her study entitled: Impacting MERCOSUR’s Gender Policies: Experiences, Lessons Learned, 
and the Ongoing Work of Civil Society in Latin America. Alma examined the impact of activities 
of the women’s movement, NGOs, and unionist women in the Latin American region on gender 
policies of the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR).  


Marlene Ramirez, Secretary General of the Asian Partnership for the Development of 
Human Resources in Rural Asia (AsiaDHRRA) presented her study:  AsiaDHRRA and ASEAN: 
A Case Study on the Process of Civil Society Engagement with a Regional Intergovernmental 
Organization. Marlene’s case study explored the experiences of AsiaDHRRA in engaging the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in pro-poor policy advocacy and program 
cooperation. The strategies employed, constraints, gains, challenges faced, and lessons learned 
illustrated in these two excellent case examples brought to life the critical issue of how CSOs 
can more effectively engage with regional multilateral bodies.  


In addition to the case studies presentations were made by: Mohammed Tahseen, 
Executive Director, South-Asian Partnership, Pakistan on the project Building Bridges: Engaging 
Civil Society from Muslim countries and communities with the multilateral sphere;  Ezra Mbogori, 
former Executive Director of MWENGO, Zimbabwe on Civil Society and a Pan Africa Parliament; 
and Wore Gana Seck, President of CONGAD, Senegal who described the creation and 
purposes of REPAOC (the Network of NGO Platforms in Central and West Africa). 
 


I invite you to read our Forum report prepared by esteemed Rapporteur General, Cyril 
Ritchie of FIIG, Geneva. Cyril captures the richness of the discussion and the dedication and 
enthusiasm of Forum participants. Most critically, in my view, was the sense that civil society 
practitioners, now, more than ever, need a place and a space to reflect, to dream, to restore and 
regenerate. We have all now returned to various parts of our, ever shrinking, globe taking home 
in our hearts and minds new ideas, fresh visions, and a strengthened solidarity. Indeed Forum 
2008 has inspired new FIM projects designed to help build the capacity of civil society to impact 
the multilateral system as we work together toward democratization of global governance.  


 
 


Nigel Martin 
May 20, 2008 
Montréal, Canada 
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« CIVIL SOCIETY AND REGIONAL MULTILATERALISM » 


 
Cyril Ritchie, Rapporteur General 


 
 


 
1. The Forum International de Montréal (FIM) has been constituted since 1998 as a 


rather unusual type of institution. It is non-governmental; it is a think-tank; it is 
intellectually entrepreneurial; it is widely international; and it is not only committed to 
but practices ethical and political precepts of cultural diversity and gender equality. It 
is also proudly modest, thanks in large part to the exemplary tone set by its 
Chairman Rajesh TANDON, and its President Nigel Martin. 


 
2. Since FIM first made its international mark, by serving as the executive secretariat of 


the World Civil Society Conference (WOCSOC, Montreal 1999), it has gained 
recognition for the quality and pertinence of its analyses of international relations as 
far as concerns interactions between non-governmental and intergovernmental 
institutions and constituencies. It has positively influenced the international 
institutional ballet, wherein CSOs/NGOs valiantly make two steps forward, and 
governments – oblivious to their own higher interest, in the view of this observer – 
impose one step back (and two back if they can get away with it!) 


 
3. FIM’S record of more-or-less-annual Forums thus gave it good grounding for 


expanding its 2008 version well beyond the more usual UN circles to encompass a 
range of lesser-known, or more circumscribed, international but particularly regional 
multilateral institutions. The 2008 Forum also had the « temerity » to ask itself 
« What are the priority issues/arenas/processes within which we can collectively 
make measurable advances in the next 12 to 18 months. » To judge the results : 
read on ! 


 
4. In his opening remarks, Rajesh Tandon (Chair of the FIM Board) recalled the 


exceptional character of FIM as a rallying point and focus of analysis of civil society. 
Today’s changing economic and political trends placed new emphasis on regional 
cooperation and its simultaneously national and global implications. This 2008 FIM 
Forum marked ten years of fruitful encounters among practitioners and academics 
committed to the promotion of multilateralism and this year’s deliberations would 
certainly add a new dimension to what was clearly a valuable civil society arena, 
open and participative. 


 
5. In further opening remarks, Nigel Martin (President and CEO of FIM) outlined the 


objectives of the Forum. In addition to the focus on links between civil society and 
regional intergovernmental processes, there would be a look ahead at what issues 
would face global and regional civil society over the next 12-18 months, and what 
approaches might be prioritized to cope with major upcoming problems. He asked for 
optimum interchange among the participants, given the high levels of competence 
and experience around the table. 
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6. After participants had presented themselves, a first series of workshops considered 


what could be the major challenges requiring civil society action in the short term. 
Highlights emerging from these were (in no order of priority) 


 
- There are unnecessary feelings of competition among CSOs, including for finance, 


partially based on absence of common language or understanding 
 


- Capacity development is essential, notably to learn from good and bad practices 
throughout the diverse civil society community ; and also to better coordinate our 
responses to global and regional issues 


 
- There is need to increase the understanding of governments of the complexity and 


competence of civil society, to enhance civil society cooperation with multilateral 
institutions 


 
- Mechanisms are needed to link civil society actions from the local to the national to 


the regional to the global level 
 


- Can civil society influence US unilateralism? 
 


- How can civil society demonstrate its legitimacy and accountability, particularly faced 
with criticism from some governments and business entities? 


 
- Climate change is a future – indeed present – area of global crisis and cannot be 


dealt with by governments alone without greater involvement of civil society 
organizations 


 
- Only if civil society is fully involved in the Monterrey Financing for Development 


process will it be possible to move more firmly towards implementation of the MDGs 
 


- Can civil society have an influence on the Olympic Movement to ensure that 
democratic principles are applied in and around the hosting of each successive 
Olympic Games? 


 
- Is civil society in the North adequately supporting civil society in the South as it 


strives to achieve higher levels of democracy and social justice  
 


- How can civil society have greater access to the regional and global economic policy 
decision-making processes? 


 
7. Marlene Ramirez (Executive Director, Asian Partnership for the Development of 


Human Resources in Rural Asia – Asia DHRRA) presented a case study (full text 
available on the FIM website) on engaging the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) in pro-poor policy advocacy and programme cooperation. CS 
interaction with ASEAN was described as thorny, since ASEAN was and remains an 
association of predominantly autocratic governments, little versed in interaction with 
development and advocacy organizations. Although established in 1967, the first 
official recognition by ASEAN of a formal CSO platform only took place in 2005. The 
long slow process of engagement had certainly enhanced Asian civil society 
solidarity, though there were problems of keeping every interested organization 
informed and participating. There were many Asian CSO networks dealing with 
specific themes but many could come together to engage ASEAN on issues of 
concern to their particular constituency. Of course ASEAN governments varied 
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widely in their openness to – even understanding of – CSOs, and the various 
regional CSO platforms were working with national CSOs to boost their visibility. 


 
8. Alma Espino (Director of the Economics Institute, Republic University, Uruguay) 


presented a case study (full text available on the FIM website) on the impact of 
CSOs, notably trade union and women’s organizations, on gender policies of 
MERCOSUR. Men and women are not equally affected by trade integration 
agreements such as MERCOSUR, because of traditional hierarchical gender 
patterns. CSOs were promoting concern for social relations and the issues of 
everyday family life in the macropolitical decision-making process. MERCOSUR was 
created in 1991 and it was only in 2005 that formal rules were adopted to enable CS 
participation in meetings and in agenda formulation. There was evident progress in 
advancing women’s interest and cohesion, but still a very long way to go to 
overcome weaknesses - organizational and conceptual – in women’s organizations 
and government attitudes. Women’s and other social movements were increasingly 
effective as change agents, and would continue to focus on the full democratization 
of multilateral decision making. 


 
9. Both case studies echoed and illustrated concerns raised in the earlier discussion on 


major challenges, for example 
 


- The techniques used to bring together the diverse trends and sectors of civil society 
to make common cause, going beyond any one set of interests 


 
- The often-despairing slowness of the change of attitude of government officials and 


(self -) important politicians, who see CSOs as « interfering » rather than bringing 
competent input to the process 


 
- The growing awareness in civil society of the interlinkage of social, economic and 


political issues and therefore the need to confront/challenge/assist governments as 
they deal with the choices facing society 


 
- The need to share among CSOs the results of both good and bad practices, and to 


learn from them. 
 


10. Mohammed Tahseen (Executive Director, South-Asian Partnership, Pakistan) 
presented a project entitled « Building Bridges: Engaging Civil Society from Muslim 
countries and communities with the multilateral sphere ». The project had been born 
at the 2007 FIM conference, when it was pointed out that the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference (OIC) - a body of 56 governments – did not have a civil society 
constituency. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq and Iran are the main funders of the OIC. 
OIC groups extremely rich and extremely poor countries, and its mandate includes 
povery eradication, though it is not clear if adequate consequential strategies have 
been adopted. 


 
A group within FIM had undertaken to explore the possibility of CS relationships with 
OIC, though there were difficulties in obtaining relevant documentation. FIM had 
commissioned a study of engagement models, carried out in 2007 by Motoyo Kamiya 
(study available on the FIM website). The group, now a steering committee, hoped to 
have some relationship with the OIC Summit in Dakar on March 13-14, 2008, 
including a pre-summit two-day CSO gathering. Issues that should be on the table 
could be poverty, justice and democracy. A suggestion was made that OIC, as a 
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« sub-global » organization, might be brought into dialogue with other sub-globals, 
such as La Francophonie or the Commonwealth. 


 
11. Some general considerations were advanced by Forum participants in the light of the 


experiences shared. 
 


a. It was often too easy for a rich regional multilateral organization (including regional 
development banks) to « out-manœuvre » CSOs by overwhelming their 
representatives on consultative bodies with information, hospitality or travel favours. 
This also raised questions of how far CSOs should compromise to obtain some 
results. It also raises the question as to what constitutes « compromise ». 


 
b. The policies adopted by regional multilateral organizations were often unknown or 


unrecognized or perhaps just uninteresting to national bureaucrats in the member 
countries. 


 
c. CSOs might focus more advocacy effort on persuading regional multilaterals to adopt 


higher standards of transparency and information availability. 
 


d. CSOs should maintain an enduring and consistent pro-active stance in all 
consultative processes with intergovernmental structures; otherwise the risk was high 
that our advocacy and realism would become blunted over time by the more 
permanent IGO bureaucracies. We should never forget that too many world 
problems required the urgent insistency of committed CSOs if governments were to 
be moved to action. 


 
12. On the second day of the Forum, a second series of Workshops considered the 


challenges identified earlier (see paragraph 6), with a view to seeing where priorities 
would lie. Highlights of these were (in no order of priority) : 


 
- Capacity development of CSOs should focus on communication and coalition 


building. 
 


- Forthcoming 2008 events that were opportunities for civil society mobilization 
included the ECOSOC Development Cooperation Forum in July; the Accra Review of 
Aid Effectiveness in Septembe ; the Doha Conference on the Monterrey FFD 
process in November/December ; the UNFCCC COP14 in Poznan in December. 
These will bring to the forefront issues of basic concern to civil society: the MDGs, 
financing for development, post-Kyoto agreements on climate change. 


 
- Civil society needs to have space created in existing and new multilateral structures, 


and should build upon existing effective CS coalitions; principles of engagement by 
CSOs should be elaborated, again building on extensive experience similar to the 
case studies presented at this forum. 


 
13. It became apparent that there was need for CSOs to seek greater interaction with the 


many actors of the political process: politicians, bureaucrats, legislators, parties, 
parliamentary committees on democracy, on accountability, on budgeting. This 
reinforced the call for capacity development and strengthened coalitions, being 
constantly proactive on issues. CS coalitions of course need specialists on issues but 
most certainly also specialists on process. The fact that some issues – gender 
equity, democracy, reproductive rights – are declared « sensitive » by some 
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governments should never mean that they therefore be taken off the civil society and 
political agendas. Indeed, such issues should precisely be given greater focus. 


 
14. An underlying question that surfaced intermittently was the relation between on the 


one hand, the reasoned engagement process in multilateral events (G8 being a 
particular example) by organized civil society ; and on the other the civil society 
elements that choose – or are only interested in – street protests that may 
encompass  violence. In these circumstances, moral and political dilemmas had to 
be confronted and resolved, for there was the risk – or the expectation? – that the 
motives of the two different CSO parties were seen by the multilateral organizers as 
interlinked, even interdependent. Yet the growing « diplomatic » capacity of 
competent CSOs should not be dissipated or diluted in maelstrom politics. 
Concomitantly, rural farmers – to take one example – may feel in their hearts that 
mass street protest is the only way they can gain public recognition of their living 
conditions of poverty and neglect. Another current acute issue is the acceptance or 
refusal by ACP countries of the proposed EU Economic Partnership Agreements: 
some African civil society organizations feel it « right » for their populations to reject 
the EPAs, while some African governments feel it « right » for their populations to 
benefit from the EPAs. Does this pose an insoluble dilemma for civil society, which 
cannot be everything to everybody? 


 
  


15. Another fundamental dilemma for civil society is the limited political space for CSOs 
in so many countries. Some governments sought to coopt CSOs, some sought to 
stifle them, some sought to denigrate them. Others simply denied their legitimacy 
and/or their access to public visibility. These examples underlined the urgency for 
civil society to be more strategic, more focused, more realistic, leading to a 
reiteration of the importance of coalitions first and foremost at regional levels, and of 
a deeper knowledge (including perhaps an updated data bank) on existing principles 
and practices of engagement. 


 
16. Ezra Mbogori (former Executive Director of MWENGO, Zimbabwe) presented a 


paper on Civil Society and a Pan Africa Parliament, explaining that many African 
CSOs were concerned with effective entry points to new, or newly reconstructed, 
African institutions: the African Union, the Pan Africa Parliament, AU.ECOSOCC, 
NEPAD, the African Peer Review Mechanism. After its construction in 2002, the AU 
set up the Pan-Africa Parliament as an advisory body which might in due course 
evolve into an African legislative body. The Parliament is based in Midrand, South 
Africa, which poses general and local access problems. The Parliament’s President, 
Gertrude Mongella, has demonstrated great openess to civil society. Direct elections 
to the Parliament are foreseen for 2010, as a possible key step towards the formation 
of an African Union government. The main AU body mandated to relate to civil 
society is ECOSOCC but it has not yet taken firm shape, which may indicate political 
reluctance to genuinely open up the AU to civil society input. 


 
The AU has to contend with, or comprehend, or encompass a very large number of 
regional, sub-regional or sub-sub-regional economic agreements. 


 
17. Wore Gana Seck (President of CONGAD, Senegal) described the creation and 


purposes of REPAOC (the Network of NGO Platforms in Central and West Africa). 
Campaigns have been initiated or are planned in such areas as aid effectiveness, the 
environment, debt, aid, democracy and support for NEPAD. The initiative was 
generating solidarity, information exchange, local expertise, advocacy tools and non-
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governmental diplomacy skills. The tasks are spread among the members on a 
decentralized basis. More information is available on www.ngo-ong.org. 


 
18. Participants listed some follow up concerns for their own future work : 


 
- codes of conduct for CSOs, with monitoring mechanisms 


 
- codes of conduct for multilateral institutions, with monitoring mechanisms 


 
- principles and practices of CS engagement (and disengagement) with multilateral 


institutions – practices must include voice, liaison mechanisms, access, self-
determination, accountability 


 
- enhancing capacity for non-governmental diplomacy work 


 
- information exchange on multilateral organizations of specific relevance in each 


region 
 


- cohesive action by African CSOs to activate the AU.ECOSOCC 
 


- priority on CSO capacity development 
 


- solidarity with CSOs in countries subject to ongoing conflict, accompanied by such 
measures of support as are possible 


 
- bringing the experience of civil society engagement, commitment and competence to 


the United Nations System, to reinforce the Charter reference to « We the peoples » 
and to underscore its full meaning 


 
- influencing the public view of government service as a worthy career 


 
- establishing indicators of good governance that would be acceptable to broad areas 


of civil society 
 


- scrutiny of the practices of major business entities, including those of China and 
India, in their corporate activities in developing countries 


 
- greater attention to the accountability of CSOs – to whom, in what way, with what 


results, with what follow up – with better definition of the demos that is our 
constituency. 


 
19. The FIM Board was requested to take all the above points under advisement, in 


order to consider practical follow up. 
 
 


20. Thanks were expressed by Nigel Martin to all participants, to Diane Demers as 
facilitator, to Heather MacKenzie as FIM Programme Consultant, and to Caroline 
Alcaraz as FIM Office and Programme Administrator. 


 
21. Concluding comments from the Rapporteur General : 


 
a. Did FIM’s 2008 Forum achieve its goals, including those alluded to in 


paragraph 3 above? 
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Well, Yes and No. 
 


But more YES than No. 
 
The quality and seriousness of the participants was itself a guarantee that 
many of the organizers’ expectations would be fulfilled. The case studies and 
other papers circulated will provide solid ground for the drawing up of new 
reference texts and standards, for putting new capacity-development plans 
into action, and for demonstrating to even the more recalcitrant government 
minister or official that « competent civil society policy input enhances 
competent governmental policy output ». 


 
b. Of course the blasé or the antagonistic observer may simply dismiss all this 


as just the effluence of yet another word-factory. But no, Vehemently No. If 
we don’t talk, we don’t achieve understanding; we don’t achieve agreement; 
we don’t achieve results. The talk-shop that is FIM contributes to international 
good-sense and good-practice, and thus eventually to good international 
relations, the basis of good policies. 


 
c. FIM Forum 2008 thus represented, in its context and with the practical follow-


up determined by the FIM Board, two steps forward, and zero steps back! 
 
 
Notes by Cyril Ritchie 
Rapporteur General 
 
Cyril Ritchie 
CIC Case 20 
CH-1211 Genève 20 
Tél. +4122 733 67 17 
Fax +4122 734 70 82 
E-mail : c.ritchie@fiig.org 
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