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Introduction

The Millennium Assembly of the United Nations, held in September 2000, adopted the
Millennium Declaration, which emphasised the need for global engagement towards
developing countries. The general goals of that Declaration were later summarised within
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The simplicity of these goals has made it
possible for them to attract attention and “galvanise political commitment like never
before” (Vandemoortele, 2011). As the time frame set for the MDGs draws to a close, the
debate is underway as to the possible framework that should replace these goals, in the
light of the current international context.
Indeed, there is need to reflect about what has been learnt from the MDG experience so
far. Recent literature has highlighted a substantial reason why the MDGs have not fully
served their purpose. The goals were initially intended to expand the development
narrative beyond the concept of economic growth. However, this aim was misinterpreted
and, whilst there is consensus on regarding poverty as a multi-dimensional phenomenon,
the MDGs were interpreted in a way that reduces the quantification of poverty solely to
income poverty, a one-dimensional problem that can be addressed through external aid,
the promotion of economic growth or ready-made policy solutions. The “USD1 norm”, for
example, was intended to be one of multiple keys to measure the advancement of the
MDGs, and was instead readily accepted as the most important indicator, thus
reasserting a donor-centric perspective to development. Therefore, there is still need to
shift the focus of the development discourse to a “broader, human-centred perspective of
sustainable and equitable well-being”. This seems to be the challenge taken up by the UN
in shaping the post-2015 development framework.
As UN Member States agree on the need to develop a number of Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and a broader reflection is underway about a possible post2015 framework, employment building, inclusive economic growth, gender equality,
climate change, energy and human rights emerge as core dimensions. Academics like
Sumner and Tiwari (2010) point out that, whatever the final outline of the post-2015
framework, “the ownership of both South and North” should be ensured in the deal, so as
to make the new agenda a truly universal one. The new post-2015 agenda should be
made up of goals that are simple and of agreed indicators that are measurable in a
reliable way. It is widely believed that these goals should be considered as global goals
(Vandemoortele, 2012; Nayyar, 2012), following the pattern of the MDGs. In fact, the
intention behind the formulation of MDGs was not to set standards for individual
countries, but to help align national priorities with a global development agenda so as to
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foster human well-being (Vandemoortele, 2011). Within this kind of framework, national
governments should appropriate the global goals and formulate their objectives with
reference to their specificities in time and space, making generalised goals and
contextualised priorities complementary rather than alternative solutions (Nayyar, 2012).
To what extent can the regional level contribute to the formulation of contextualised
priorities in the post-2015 development agenda? The joint report of the UN Regional
Commissions on “A Regional Perspective on the Post‐2015 United Nations Development
Agenda” (UN, 2013d) shows that there are indeed distinct regional priorities as far as
development is concerned. However, enshrining these priorities in a worldwide
agreement would go against the global nature of the goals that this agreement sets to
define. Vandemoortele (2012) makes a suggestion to keep the sphere of global goals and
that of national and regional priorities on two different levels. This would certainly help
ensure that policy space is available at the country level in order for governments to
define their own route to development, in line with the global agenda (Nayyar, 2012).
The space provided by the need to adapt and “translate” global goals into local priorities
can indeed be filled by regional organisations, according to their competences and
political will. They are an intermediate level of governance that can help countries
formulate national objectives. This role for regional organisations is particularly relevant
in the context of the pursuit of sustainable development, as stressed by the UN in the
outcome document of the Rio+20 Conference (para. 97-103). In fact, for the success of
the new framework, it is important that all aspects of sustainable development, although
identified in individual SDGs, be considered not as separate entities, but as issues that
are profoundly interlinked. This calls for the goals to be operationalised through an
integrated approach.
The regional dimension is a particularly adapted level of governance for this endeavour:
regional organisations can identify regional development challenges and formulate
responses that are adapted to the specific contexts and holistic in nature. In addition,
many of the issues at stake (including management of water resources, energy, climate
change, the environment, and the fight against illegal transboundary phenomena)
transcend

national

borders,

and

therefore

would

be

better

addressed

through

intervention at the regional level. This consideration seems to be present in the current
work of the Open Working Group on SDGs at the UN, as will be explained later. Involving
regional organisations in the implementation of SDGs and the broader post-2015 agenda
would thus address two main challenges that the new framework needs to fulfil: on the
one hand, the search for more locally-adapted (versus one-size-fits-all) development
solutions, and on the other hand, the need to formulate holistic approaches towards
sustainable development.
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Moving from these reflections, this paper intends to explore the possible role that
regional organisations could play in the implementation, monitoring and governance of
the post-2015 agenda. After defining what regions will be looked at, the paper formulates
some hypotheses, drawing from recent UN documents on the post-2015 debate. A brief
feasibility study is then carried out to assess the possibility of regional interventions in
the framework of global development goals, by looking at whether or not regional
organisations have been capable of and willing to play a role in the implementation of the
MDGs so far. Drawing on these results, then, the third part of the paper zooms in on the
two concrete cases of the European Union (EU) and the African Union (AU), pointing out
the potential of and the challenges faced by non-UN regional organisations with regard to
their involvement in the governance of the post-2015 agenda.
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The UN, the regions and the post-2015 development framework

Regions?
In order to analyse the possible outline of a regional dimension to the post-2015 UN
development framework, it is important to start by trying to define the concept of
‘region’. In post-war history, supranational regions have become a considerably relevant
level of governance. This is a result of the challenges posed by globalisation, which have
caused policy- and decision-making to spread over different levels of governance, from
local to global. The UN has recognised the emerging regional reality since its origin and
links established with the institutionalised regions have multiplied over time. In fact, the
issue of linkages and relations between the UN and the regions is still on the global
agenda, and is likely to be particularly important to consider in view of possible future
reforms of the UN system (Baert et al., 2012).
Although the international community has not, to date, agreed on a globally accepted
definition of a ‘region’, some suggest that it is possible to distinguish two broad
dimensions of regionalism in an institutional sense (Graham, 2012): on the one hand,
there are those regional entities that operate within the UN system itself, and, on the
other hand, the so-called ‘Chapter VIII’ entities, which are exogenous to the UN system
but are foreseen in the UN Charter as part of a collaborative institutional network
pursuing the common ends of the international community. The first comprise a number
of regional commissions, programmes, funds and specialised agencies. The regional
economic commissions are probably the clearest example of regionalism within the UN
system. Chapter VIII regional entities are referred to in the UN Charter as “regional
arrangements and agencies” that would cooperate with the UN, provided that they and
their activities are consistent with the purposes and principles of the UN 1. Most of them
have an observer status at the General Assembly and can as such participate in its work.
Some also maintain permanent offices at the UN Headquarters. The UN collaborates with
them on a variety of issues, from peace and security to economic and developmentrelated issues. In this paper, when we speak of ‘regions’, we shall essentially refer to
these two de facto dimensions of institutional regionalism.

Graham (2012) identifies, among the organisations that have collaborated with the UN and
participated in the Secretary-General’s high level meetings, around fourteen regional or subregional bodies that could be seen as ‘Chapter VIII organisations’. These organisations include the
AU, ECOWAS, IGAD, CEMAC and SADC in Africa, the League of Arab States and the GCC in the
Arab region, the Council of Europe and the EU in Europe, the CIS, the PIF and ASEAN in the AsiaPacific region, and the OAS and CARICOM in the Americas.
1
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Involving regions in the post-2015 development framework: a UN perspective
Recent UN documents on the post-2015 and Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)
agenda have identified regions as a key level of governance in ensuring the success of
the new framework, and have started tracing the outline of the role regions could play.
At least three dimensions seem to be relevant: target-setting; monitoring and reporting;
and ensuring governance in the framework of a renewed Global Partnership for
Development. The emerging agenda is mostly described as universal in nature yet
responsive to the complexities, needs and capacities of countries and regions (UN,
2013b). This has translated into proposals for there to be global goals yet space for
target-setting at country level (UN, 2013c), in which regions could probably intervene. A
possible role for regions is then identified in the process of assessing and reporting on
the progress made on the goals, in the framework of a hypothetic global reporting
scheme (UN, 2012a). The UN could provide monitoring at the global level, drawing on
information from the national and local level, as well as from “regional dialogues” (UN,
2013c).
In fact, the dimension that emerges as the most pertinent for regions in the post-2015
framework is their being spaces for cooperation and partnership to ensure the
implementation of the goals at national level, in the framework of a renewed Global
Partnership for Development (intended as a broad framework for cooperation in
implementing and monitoring goals, rather than as primarily revolving around aid). Such
a partnership should focus, for instance, on capacity-building in all sectors through
national, regional and international efforts. In addition, because many of the problems
the world faces are transboundary in nature, the regional and global levels should “share
responsibility for supporting sustainable development, particularly in those areas where
collective decision-making is needed” (UN, 2013a). This position seems to be echoed by
the Open Working Group of the General Assembly on SDGs2. According to the OWG, the
regional level of governance could intervene in policy areas of cross-border interest such
as water governance, energy, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, sustainable
use of marine resources, as well as fighting international crimes3. At the same time,
according to the Group, the new global framework should encourage the creation of
regional technology transfer facilities and, more generally, capacity-building at the

The 30-member OWG is tasked with preparing a proposal on SDGs. The Open Working Group was
established on 22nd of January 2013 by decision 67/555 of the General Assembly. The Member
States have decided to use an innovative, constituency-based system of representation: this
means that most of the seats in the OWG are shared by several countries.
3 It is stated, for instance, that the new global framework should encourage regional initiatives for
mitigation and adaptation to climate change, that it should support the implementation of regional
conventions for the protection of marine resources, and that it should strengthen regional energy
roadmaps and promote regional infrastructure. Cf. UN, 2014.
2
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regional level, as central features of the Global Partnership for Development. Regional
integration is therefore identified as one of the dimensions needed to implement the
post-2015 agenda.
The High Level Panel on the post-2015 agenda has suggested that regions participate in
the implementation of the agenda through mutual and voluntary accountability peer
reviews (UN, 2013c: 22). Reporting and peer-review at the regional level could
complement global monitoring, based on the premise that it is “often easier to review
policies in-depth with friendly and constructive neighbours than with the whole world”
(ibid.). In addition, according to the Panel, regional organisations and their member
countries, development banks and UN regional commissions could form an improved
regional coordinating mechanism which would interact with the global level, discussing
and reporting on the sustainable development agenda in advance of global meetings.
This could draw on the experience of the many groupings that already come together
informally to discuss issues of transnational interest, including sustainable development.
According to the Panel, both global cooperation forums, such as the G7+, G-20, the
BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), the Global Partnership for
Effective Development Cooperation, and regional forums are playing important roles.
Even if these groups are informal, they can be of enormous help in “providing political
leadership and practical suggestions to sustain the post-2015 agenda and bring to life the
spirit of global partnership in their respective forums” (ibid.: 24). The Panel’s report also
mentions regional platforms in Asia, Latin America, Africa, the Middle East and Europe
that are stepping in to cooperate successfully in areas of specific concern to the region
and to form unified approaches towards trade, climate adaptation and mitigation,
finance, infrastructure and other cross-border issues. The UN Regional Commissions’
joint report on the post-2015 agenda strongly asserts that a strengthened regional
dimension to policy-setting seems appropriate in the light of the major weaknesses in the
mechanisms of global governance, which the recent global food, energy and financial
crises have exposed. However, for such regional initiatives to achieve sufficient
momentum there needs to be an “adjustment at the level of global governance
structures to allow for the pursuit of regional priorities and policies”. It is argued that the
adoption of a framework that allows for such regional space would mark a substantive
shift in the current development paradigm, since it would encourage the emergence of
regional and national development strategies, and foster national ownership of these
strategies. This would in turn facilitate the overall achievement of global development
objectives.
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Lessons learned: the Millennium Development Goals and the regions

The recent UN documents analysed up to this point seem to confer certain roles upon
regional organisations within the new sustainable development agenda. In order to
attempt an assessment of the feasibility of such suggestions, it may be useful to look at
whether regional organisations – both within and outside the UN system – have shown
capacity and willingness in the past to intervene and play a role in the governance of a
global development framework. The example chosen to verify this is, of course, the
framework of the Millennium Development Goals. However, by basing this “feasibility
study” on the MDGs, I do not imply that the same scenarios will be automatically
replicated in the post-2015 era. The fact that regional organisations intervened the way
they did in the MDG agenda is not a sufficient reason to believe that they will do the
same after 2015. My objective is simply to gauge the capacity and motivation of regional
organisations to intervene in ensuring localised governance of global goals, by looking at
their behaviour in the past. Did regional organisations incorporate the MDG framework
into their discourse? Did they use it to foster relevant development policies in the
regional context? Did they take action to ensure its governance? The picture is diverse.
All five UN regional commissions have played a crucial role in providing regional
leadership of the UN MDG framework and addressing the challenges facing the
achievement of the goals from a regional perspective. Some have played this role more
decisively than others: as we will see, this might in part be related to the absence of
regional leadership coming from other regional organisations in some contexts. All of the
commissions have taken on a reporting role on MDG progress in their respective regions,
publishing yearly or periodical reports. Another focal point of some commissions’ work is
MDG-related

statistical

capacity-building

directed

at

states

and

other

relevant

stakeholders. ESCWA, for instance, has run a project entitled “Toward more genderresponsive Millennium Development Goal monitoring and reporting in the Arab region”,
whose aim was to explore and give recommendations on mainstreaming gender statistics
in the Arab region (UNESCWA, 2008). A similar role is played by ECA, ECE and ECLAC.
Statistical capacity building, in fact, is at the heart of ECLAC’s MDG policy through the
“MDG Statistical Programme”. The programme has been focusing on four main areas
(Quiroga et al., 2010): strengthening national statistical capacities to monitor MDGs;
adapting indicators to regional specificities and proposing complementary ones; studying
data gaps and discrepancies between national and international data sources; and
working on statistical conciliation efforts on MDGs in the region. In addition, ECLAC
ensures that the complete statistical information used for monitoring MDGs in the LAC
region is published and available for consultation through its statistics portal CEPALSTAT.
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The statistical information covers the official MDG indicators as well as additional
indicators inserted by ECLAC to measure progress towards the MDGs from a regional
perspective4. The same approach in ensuring data availability is followed by ECE with its
regional MDG database. ECE also provides policy recommendations for MDG achievement
through promoting policy dialogue and exchange of national experiences as well as
through evaluations of individual countries on specific issues (e.g. the environment, cf.
UNECE, 2006). This is also part of ESCWA and ECA’s strategies, although the African
commission does not run a formal MDG-oriented regional initiative but provides its policy
advice on MDG-related policy areas, such as gender equality5. Finally, conscious of the
transboundary nature of some MDG-related issues, ECE intervenes through regional
policy-making and the promotion of regional cooperation in such areas as the use and
protection of transboundary water sources6.
How do other regional organisations intervene to complete this picture? Let us look at a
sample of organisations, representing five regions: Southeast Asia (ASEAN), the Pacific
(PIF), Africa (the AU), Europe (the EU) and Latin America (Mercosur). For each of these
organisations evidence was found of at least a basic level of regional intervention in the
Millennium Development Goals framework (which, in contrast, appears to be lacking in
organisations that are omitted from this chapter, like the Cooperation Council for the
Arab States of the Gulf and the Central American Integration System). Of course, the
stance taken by each organisation largely depends on its mandate and nature, as well as
on the specificities that characterise each region. However, it is possible to identify five
different levels of involvement through which the organisations’ positions can be
compared7:

a) The issuing of declarations and official statements in which reference to the MDGs is
made (discourse level);
An example of such regional indicators is the one inserted under goal 1, target 1.A: the
proportion of the population living below USD 2 per day (PPP), which broadens the picture to
include large pockets of the population living in poverty but above the conventional threshold of
USD 1 per day (PPP).
5 UNECA’s African Centre for Gender (ACG) provides technical support to member States to address
gender inequality and women’s empowerment through tools and evidence for policy formulation
and implementation.
6 Two major policy tools in this area are the 1992 UNECE Convention on the Protection and Use of
Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes (Water Convention) and the EU Water
Initiative, where the UNECE is the lead organization for the section related to countries in Eastern
Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia. Cf. UNECE, 2006.
7 While there is a clear hierarchy between level a and level b, and between the latter and levels c
and d, there is no such correlation between these two levels (a strategy can request for the
organisation to provide goods/ services at the regional level, or it can demand for the organisation
to push for policy adoption at the national level, or both). Finally, level e is an independent level:
an organisation can report on MDG progress (or do so together with the UN) regardless of whether
or not it has established a comprehensive strategy for the achievement of the goals in the region.
Levels b, c and d relate to regional implementation and governance of MDGs, level e relates to
regional monitoring.
4
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b) The development of a regional strategy that follows up on previous declarations and
maps out a strategic plan for the attainment of MDGs in the region;

c) The development of regional policies for the provision of goods and services at the
regional level (in order to implement the regional strategy);

d) The provision of support for MDG-related policy development at the national level (in
compliance with the regional strategy);

e) A role in reporting on MDG progress in the region (e.g. drafting of annual MDG
reports).
All examined organisations have pledged commitment to the achievement of the MDGs in
official documents and declarations. In the case of Mercosur, this is the only relevant
level of involvement for which there is evidence. To this date, three “MDG/Mercosur”
meetings have been held, and in July 2013 the Common Market Council produced a joint
communiqué in which the heads of state of Mercosur member and associated countries
reaffirmed their political commitment to the achievement of the MDGs 8. However, no
actual regional strategy was ever adopted.
In the Latin American and Caribbean region, the leadership role in governing and
monitoring the MDG framework is played more consistently by ECLAC than by non-UN
regional organisations.
A comprehensive strategy for the achievement of the MDGs has successfully been
adopted by ASEAN and the PIF. In 2012, ASEAN adopted a roadmap 9 identifying concrete
sets of actions entrusted to specific ASEAN bodies. These comprise both actions for the
provision of goods at the regional level and actions for the provision of support for policy
adoption at the national level10. ASEAN’s promptness in taking action to ensure regional
governance of the MDG framework must be analysed in light of the objectives that the
organisation has set out to pursue in recent years, namely the realisation of one ASEAN
Community – resting on the three pillars of an Economic Community, a Political-Security
Community, and a Socio-Cultural Community – by 2015. In the 2012 Roadmap, clear
reference is made to the importance of the MDGs in paving the way for the realisation of

Cf. Presidency of the Uruguayan Republic (2013).
Cf. ASEAN, 2008.
10 An example of the former is the responsibility conferred to ASEAN of managing knowledge (bestpractice examples as well as statistics) about MDGs. This has been made operational through the
work of the existing ASEAN Regional Centre of Excellence on MDGs and through the long-running
ASEAN-UN Partnership, which has a special focus on facilitating the implementation of the MDG
Roadmap. ASEAN is also expected to coordinate partnerships among member states, both for
funding and technical support, focusing on areas of transnational interest and scope like ensuring
environmental sustainability (MDG 7). As for providing support to country-level policy-making,
ASEAN has committed to foster mainstreaming of the MDG framework into national sectoral
policies and promote harmonisation of indicators and disaggregation of data.
8
9
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a prosperous ASEAN Community11. Thus, a relationship of instrumentality – or at least
coherence in objectives – exists between the achievement of the goals and the
realisation of the Community.
In the PIF, leaders agreed in 2009 to the Cairns Compact on Strengthening Development
Coordination in the Pacific. This Compact comes closest to a regional MDG strategy,
because the achievement of MDGs is therein identified as a parallel and instrumental
process to the achievement of the region’s development objectives 12. Forum Compact
measures aim to provide support to national development efforts, through the
establishment of a peer review mechanism of country development plans and the
provision of guidance in the areas of public expenditure management and accountability,
and of data production and availability.
The African Union’s policy shows less of a visible comprehensive regional MDG strategy,
and more of a variety of ‘issue-specific’ regional strategies connected to the MDG
framework. A case is provided by the 2012 African Union Roadmap on Shared
Responsibility and Global Solidarity for AIDS, TB and Malaria Response in Africa. The
document clearly defines goals and results to be achieved, and distributes roles and
responsibilities for achieving them, giving the AU Commission a coordinating role for an
effective delivery. The document also pushes for initiative-taking at the national level.
As for reporting on MDG progress on a regional scale, all organisations except Mercosur
have taken on this role, through the publication of periodical reports. For the AU, this
reporting activity has highlighted serious gaps as far as regional statistical capacities are
concerned. However, over the last few years, the AU Commission, the UNECA and the
African Development Bank have developed programmes that respond to data challenges
and that improve African countries’ statistical capacity13. The EU has actively adopted the
MDG framework ever since its inception, fulfilling all five levels of involvement. However,
it has done so in a peculiar way: by incorporating the framework into its development
cooperation policy, i.e. part of its external action, as opposed to its “domestic” policy

“The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) mirror ASEAN’s commitment to building a caring
and sharing Community by 2015. The MDGs also present a set of goals and targets for improving
wellbeing and reducing poverty in its broadest sense that are in line with the purposes of ASEAN”
(ASEAN, 2008: 1).
12 Cf. PIF, 2009.
13 They include the Africa Symposium for Statistics Development, an advocacy framework for
censuses; the African Charter on Statistics, a framework for coordinating statistics activities in the
continent; the Strategy for the Harmonisation of Statistics in Africa, which provides guidance on
harmonising statistics; and a new initiative on civil registration and vital statistics. A joint
mechanism has been set up for continental collection and validation, to produce an Africa statistical
yearbook.
11
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(EU, 2006a, 2010a and 2011)14. The nexus between external and European priorities
becomes clearer if we consider that the EU (cf. EU, 2010a) presents its contribution to
the achievement of the MDGs as feeding into and closely interconnected with its own
“Europe 2020 growth strategy”, a ten-year plan for achieving “smart, sustainable and
inclusive” growth in Europe (EU, 2010b). The plan opens up an interesting perspective in
terms of the hypothetical future role of the EU in the regional governance of the post2015 UN sustainable development framework.
The table below provides an overview of the levels at which the different regional
organisations we have examined have appropriated the MDG framework:

Discourse

Regional
strategy

Provision of

Support to

regional

national

goods

level

x

X

x

X

x

Reporting
role

ASEAN

x

x

PIF

x

x

Mercosur

x

AU

x

?*

?*

?*

x

x

x

x

X

x

EU (sui
generis)

* Not on MDGs comprehensively but in MDG-related policy areas.
While the UN economic commissions have all played a major role in governing the MDG
framework, although to different extents, the different non-UN organisations have shown
varying degrees of willingness to take on a decisive leadership role in the regional
governance of the MDG framework. The UN economic commissions, in fact, have the
purpose of following up on and implementing the UN agenda, and they have the capacity
to help achieve that objective. As far as non-UN organisations are concerned, a pattern
that emerges is that those organisations which appear to have accepted such a
leadership role have done so because they see the achievement of MDGs as instrumental
to the success of some existing regional strategy (like ASEAN and the PIF).

We may

therefore suggest that willingness to take ownership of a globally agreed development
framework on a regional scale depends to a great extent on whether the global goals
In its strategy, the European Commission gives impulse for action to be taken at the national
level but also delivers regional goods: it has a policy-making and coordinating role, and it
implements 20% of the collective EU aid effort.
14
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have been or are susceptible to being “internalised” within a wider regional strategy. This
feeds into the idea that it is important for a successful global development framework to
leave enough of a margin for regions to develop their own strategies and priorities in line
with global goals (cf. para. 1.2). However, our findings have shown that when such
strategies are pre-existing, global goals will be more promptly adopted by the regional
level of governance. When such strategies are not already being pursued by a regional
organisation, it seems to be harder for the organisation to adopt the global framework
and “create” a new strategy from scratch. Even in such cases, nonetheless, there is
reason to believe that leaving policy space at the regional level would encourage
incremental regional dynamics that are already at work. In this respect, the work of the
UN regional commissions and the cooperation between these and other regional
organisations constitute important avenues for the elaboration of localised development
strategies in line with global goals. In the next part of the paper, drawing from the
conclusions that have emerged for the MDG framework, some hypotheses will be
formulated and applied to the question of regional involvement in the post-2015 agenda,
with the help of some concrete cases.

Scenarios for regional involvement in the post-2015 development
framework: the cases of the EU and the AU
Looking at how the potential for regional organisations’ involvement in the post-2015
agenda might translate into practice, we come across a very diverse picture. Based on
the results that were gathered for the MDG period, we have seen that the presence of
clearly defined regional development priorities and of an existing development strategy
at the level of a regional organisation is likely to enhance the regional organisation’s
willingness and capacity to play an active role in the framework of the global
development agenda. Thus, where they exist, such strategies could, after 2015,
complement the global agenda itself, incorporating the goals and linking them to the
region’s own priorities. However, only a few non-UN regional organisations are currently
pursuing development strategies that could be relevant in this sense. Two organisations
that could fall into this category are the EU with its Sustainable Development and Europe
2020 strategies, and perhaps, to some extent, ASEAN with its strategy to establish an
Economic, Political-Security and Socio-Cultural Community by 2015 and to further
strengthen it by 2020. Given the very broad analysis that would be required to consider
both organisations’ strategies, I will focus solely on the EU. I will briefly analyse its
strategies and formulate some hypotheses as to the involvement of the Union in the
governance of the post-2015 development agenda. These projections will then be
measured against a preventive analysis of the Union’s effective capacity and willingness
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to intervene in and ensure governance of the agenda. Elsewhere, even in the absence of
regional development strategies, non-UN regional organisations actively intervene in
development policy, contributing to the progressive realisation of important advances.
These consist of improvements in the field of statistical capacity or in the development of
successful peer review mechanisms, for instance. The advances made in this respect by
the African Union during the MDG era, in cooperation with UNECA and other UN bodies,
illustrate this statement, and could be considered as stepping stones for the realisation of
further progress in regional governance of development after 2015. I will particularly
focus on the role that the AU’s NEPAD African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), especially
in its application to development-related policies, could play in the post-2015 scenario. In
order to enquire at a deeper level than the policy surface, the hypotheses made will once
again be tested against the concrete challenges that the African Union faces in ensuring
regional leadership of development policies, and the general challenges the African
continent is confronted with when it comes to ownership of development strategies. The
two case-studies will thus serve to anchor the reflection within concrete reality, going
beyond abstraction and attempting to give an account of the actual capacities and
constraints that non-UN regional organisations face with regard to their intervention in a
global development agenda.

Regional development strategies and governance of SDGs: the case of the EU
In the outcome document of its June 2013 meeting on the Overarching Post-2015
Agenda, the General Affairs Council of the European Union established a clear link
between the global sustainable development agenda and the EU’s own priorities, as it laid
out Europe’s commitments and strategy for the region to play its part in the governance
of the new agenda (EEAS, 2013). On the one hand, the Council ensured the firm resolve
on the part of the EU and its member states to take concrete measures to implement
existing international sustainable development commitments. On the other hand, the
Council pointed to the EU’s own sustainability objectives, and particularly “the pursuit of
an inclusive and equitable green economy in the context of sustainable development and
poverty eradication”, as important tools for achieving sustainable development. The
document affirms that the EU is committed to these objectives through its strategy for
smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, Europe 2020, and through the overarching EU
Sustainable Development Strategy.
The EU Sustainable Development Strategy (SDS) was first launched in 2001 and lays out
objectives and policy measures to tackle a number of key unsustainable trends (limit
climate change and its effects, break the link between economic growth and
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environmental degradation, combat social exclusion and poverty, etc.), while at the same
time calling for a new approach to policy-making in order to ensure that the EU’s
economic, social and environmental policies are mutually reinforcing (EU, 2006b; EEB).
The EU SDS assigns specific roles to the regional and the national level in order to ensure
that its objectives are attained. Member states must draw up National Sustainable
Development Strategies based on impact assessments. The implementation of these
strategies is both the object of peer reviews and of a review carried out by the
Commission once every two years. The general goal of the EU SDS is to “help strengthen
the alignment and integration of strategic environmental objectives with social and
economic objectives” (EU, 2009). This is to be achieved through the implementation of
more specific and time-bound strategies, such as “Europe 2020”, which can be seen as
an example of practical implementation of the EU’s overarching policy agenda for
sustainable development (Eurostat 2013: 35).
Europe 2020, adopted by the European Council in June 2010, is the EU’s current ten-year
strategy for growth and jobs. It focuses on three priorities: a) to foster smart growth
through the development of an economy based on knowledge, research and innovation;
b) to attain sustainable growth, by promoting more resource-efficient, greener and
competitive markets; c) to make growth inclusive, through the promotion of policies
aimed at fostering job creation and poverty reduction. Europe 2020 has drawn on several
of the challenges addressed in the EU SDS, including resource efficiency, the ‘20/20/20’
climate and energy targets15, as well as poverty reduction and education. However, its
particular

focus

is

on

the

growth-related

aspects

of

sustainable

and

inclusive

development. As far as the strategy’s monitoring is concerned, progress towards the
targets is measured through a set of Eurostat indicators16. EU-level targets have
furthermore been translated into national targets in each member state, to reflect
particular national circumstances. EU institutions and member states share responsibility
for the implementation of Europe 2020. The adoption of Europe 2020 and the continued
commitment to the overarching EU Sustainable Development Strategy are indications
that sustainable development priorities are high on the EU agenda.
According to Connelly (2007), however, the EU’s stance on sustainable development has
always been characterised by a dichotomy between the focus on environmental
protection on one side and the promotion of economic growth on the other, of which the
second has, over the years, inevitably had the upper hand. In 1997, sustainable
development was officially enshrined as a fundamental objective of the EU under Article 2
These are: a) Reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 20 % compared to 1990 levels; b) increase
the share of renewables in final energy consumption to 20 %; c) 20% increase in energy efficiency.
16 Available on
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/europe_2020_indicators/headline_indicators.
15
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of the Treaty of Amsterdam 17. Later on, in 2001, the EU adopted the SDS as a
complement to the broad EU strategy for socio-economic reforms (“Lisbon Strategy”),
following the Swedish Presidency’s initiative to include environmental concerns within the
Lisbon Strategy. Nevertheless, although the EU has stated that sustainable development
is the over-arching principle of all EU policies, the issue of Europe's economic
competitiveness in the face of globalisation has come to dominate the political agenda,
especially since the refocusing of the Lisbon Strategy in 2005 by the Barroso Commission
solely on growth and jobs (Connelly, 2007: 15). Over time, and particularly in the light of
the economic crisis, the Lisbon strategy has proved particularly controversial, especially
as far as the social dimension of sustainability is concerned. It has demonstrated that an
approach underpinned by a “trickle down” ideology, which assumes that economic growth
through increased competition will automatically benefit all, has not worked and is not
sustainable (Marlier and Natali, 2010: 33). Today, the criticisms that Connelly and other
authors made are particularly relevant and need to be addressed. In particular, the EU
needs to further clarify its conception of sustainable development and reconcile its
priorities. According to some scholars, the Europe 2020 strategy, although maintaining
the focus on growth and jobs, might provide a worthwhile opportunity for progress.
Marlier et al. (2010: 34-35) suggest that the strategy “holds out the possibility of a much
more integrated and coordinated approach to economic, social, employment and also
environmental governance”. In particular, the strategy has increased the potential
visibility and importance of social issues, among which are social inclusion and poverty.
Addressing these issues and taking into account the role that social policies can play as
“economic stabilisers” (ibid.) is important for the future of the European project itself. In
fact, Marlier and his colleagues detect the growing sense among many EU citizens that
the EU’s primarily economic project has not been beneficial to them and that it may even
be endangering the social standards they aspire to. They warn that such vision is calling
into question the political support for the EU project and therefore its democratic
legitimacy.
These considerations indeed suggest that delivering coherently on the sustainability
agenda interlocks with core EU interests, and the adoption of the Europe 2020 strategy
with its comprehensive layout seems a step in the right direction (Zeitlin, 2010). Whether
the strategy will be effective will depend on its rigorous implementation by Member
States and on a strong leadership role played by the Commission (Onkelinx 2010). Within
the limits of the challenges mentioned, given the nature of its internal priorities and the
renewed attention that the EU is devoting to sustainability objectives, it is possible to
formulate the hypothesis that the Union is likely to become involved in the regional
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Now Article 3 of the Treaty on the European Union.
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governance of the post-2015 UN sustainable development framework. This claim is
further supported by the evidence that the EU is already taking active part in the debate
around the post-2015 agenda. Thus, it is reasonable to imagine that the EU would accept
taking responsibility of regional governance of the new global framework and that this
governance could lean on and coordinate with the existing EU strategies and their welldeveloped monitoring and follow-up mechanisms.

Regional advances in development policy: the case of the AU
The African Union did not develop a comprehensive strategy for the attainment of the
MDGs. Nor is there evidence that the organisation is currently pursuing a specific
sustainable development-oriented strategy that could successfully be linked to the
forthcoming global SDGs and help ensure their governance at the regional level.
However, the MDG era has seen substantial progress being made by the African Union in
the promotion of development efforts on the continent, which the Union can build upon in
order to play a role in the governance of the new development agenda. Aside from the
progress made in cooperation with the UN in areas such as statistical capacity-building,
in which the AU could continue to play a role in the future, a particular feature that the
African Union has developed over the last fifteen years is the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development, or NEPAD. In the words of its founding document, NEPAD “is envisaged as
a long-term vision of an African-owned and African-led development programme” (AU,
2001: 15). While focusing on economic growth as a tool for poverty reduction, the
programme also aims at developing “the capacity to sustain growth at levels required to
achieve poverty reduction and sustainable development” (ibid.). Just over a decade after
its launch, the programme has received a lot of praise and an equal amount of criticism.
Its critics have pointed to NEPAD’s lack of democratic legitimacy, as it is a programme
that was not the product of national consultations but conceived by a few African leaders
and backed by the West (Zimmermann et al., 2009: 47). On the other hand, it is
undeniable that the programme constitutes an important advance in African development
policy (Morbi, 2011): it is a real attempt by several African nations to work together to
create an effective development programme and to promote “peace and stability,
democracy, sound economic development, [and] people-centric development” (ibid.). In
the framework of NEPAD, the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) is broadly
presented as a success. Zimmermann et al. (2009: 70) define it as “the most prominent
and operational pillar of NEPAD” for the time being. The primary purpose of this
mechanism whereby African leaders evaluate their peers, is
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to foster the adoption of policies, standards and practices that lead to
political stability, high economic growth, sustainable development and
accelerated sub-regional and continental economic integration through
sharing of experiences and reinforcement of successful and best practice,
including identifying deficiencies and assessing the needs for capacity
building (NEPAD 2003: 1).
Countries are assisted to reach NEPAD’s objectives through peer dialogue and
persuasion, and sharing of information. In addition, countries receive critical scrutiny
from other African countries and independent so-called “eminent persons” who assess
the country on a set of objectives, standards, criteria and indicators in various domains
of governance and development (Zimmermann et al., 2009). Participation in the
mechanism is voluntary, but it has been broadly accepted by members of the AU: by
2013, 33 states were members and 17 had undergone peer reviews (Ocampo and
Arteaga, 2014: 20). According to UNECA (cf. ibid.: 22), APRM has brought a significant
contribution to institutionalising a culture of accountability in Africa, in that it has created
a domestic accountability mechanism. Ocampo and Arteaga (2014: 22) also emphasise
the importance of having set up a platform for sharing best practice for effective
cooperation for development, and argue that the mechanism has “empowered and given
more legitimacy to African Union members to be in control of development cooperation”.
The success of this mechanism prompts the questions of whether, and to what extent,
the African Union could build on it to provide governance and monitoring of the post2015 development agenda. At a recent “Forum for Deepening Parliamentary Engagement
with the MDGs and the Post-2015 Development Agenda”, African parliamentarians
suggested that the APRM be used to “monitor the MDGs and post-2015 agenda at
national and regional levels” (IISD, 2013). Ocampo and Arteaga (2014) doubt that, as an
accountability mechanism for internal national and regional priorities, the APRM in itself
could become institutionalised within a post-2015 global accountability scheme for
development cooperation. They conclude, on the other hand, that such a global scheme
could draw from the institutional design of APRM. In their argument, the authors seem to
refer to the specificity of the APRM and NEPAD objectives, which are necessarily distinct
from the global development goals, although NEPAD can be seen as a comprehensive
programme addressing most of the impediments to Africa’s development (Gottschalk and
Schmidt 2004: 148). However, given the relevance that national and regional priorities
will have within the post-2015 development framework, the mechanism could serve to
complement and support whatever specific means of implementation and monitoring will
be put in place at the national and/or at the regional levels. In particular, the mechanism
could be used to monitor policy coherence at the national level in relation to the post-
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2015 commitments. Monitoring coherence between objectives and policies is in fact as
important to the achievement of the goals as is monitoring outcomes (UNDP and ODI
2011).
However, whether the mechanism can serve this purpose effectively will depend on the
possibility of overcoming its inherent flaws. Zimmermann et al. (2009) point out that, as
the country review agendas contain recommendations on how to overcome governance
weaknesses, the APRM could push countries to adopt reforms in compliance with the said
recommendations; however, this is not the case. The system of sanctions and incentives
in relation to the desired reforms should therefore be reconsidered. More fundamentally,
the broad categories of the APRM (“Democracy and political governance”, “economic
governance and management”, “corporate governance”, “socio-economic development”)
risk overstretching the meaning of governance and jeopardising the capacities of
governments to carry out a thorough assessment. Indeed, reflecting on these inherent
flaws of the mechanism at its beginnings, Gottschalk and Schmidt (2004: 138) raised the
questions of whether African politicians are really interested in receiving comprehensive
and clear indicators and a final positive or negative judgment and of “whether the
foundation of NEPAD and the AU

improves the chances of a new era dawning for the

continent, or whether the well-known gap in Africa between great expectations and highflown rhetoric on the one hand, and low capabilities and inertia on the other, can be
narrowed”.
Ten years on, while it is undeniable that NEPAD and APRM have gained consideration and
success, it is still possible to view the problems that these instruments face as
consequences of the persistence in Africa of that “leadership malaise”18 to which
Gottschalk and Schmidt refer. Reflecting on this is particularly important in order to
assess the extent to which the African Union can effectively play a role in regional
leadership of the new development agenda. Discussing Africa’s “leadership deficit”,
Wisdom J. Tettey (2012: 37) analyses the effects of bad governance at the national level
on the functioning of regional institutions: indeed, if many leaders have exhibited an
unimpressive performance at home, how can we expect collective leadership at the
regional level to “jolt the continent out of its economic slumber and promote good
governance”? While acknowledging the progress realised by the AU and sub-regional
organisations, the author agrees with the view that substantive movement in support of
good governance is still a marginal effort. That is partly due to the fact that many heads
of state, at the top of regional institutions, lack the track record in their countries that
gives them the “moral authority or motivation to demand good governance from their
peers” (ibid.). In spite of these evident hurdles at the national level and their
18

The expression is used by Tettey (2012).
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consequences on the regional level of governance, Tettey registers the recent success of
the AU and ECOWAS in expressing disapproval and condemning Laurent Gbagbo for his
refusal to accept electoral loss and leave office. The author expresses the hope that the
gradual

strengthening

of

democratic

culture

in

some

member

states

of

these

organisations, sustained by the emergence of leaders who uphold such culture, might
change the internal dynamics of these organisations and make their defence of
democratic ideals and values more effective. However, in order for these changes to
occur, it is important to address the “leadership malaise” in Africa as a priority. There is
need for the establishment of a culture of leadership as a privilege and an opportunity for
service rather than as an instrument to assert one’s dominion over and oppression of
others (ibid.). African leaders should recognise that “leadership begins on people’s terms,
driven by their needs, and must culminate in expanding opportunities for happiness, and
so pursue strategic visions that unlock the potential of their people in all spheres of
human endeavour” (ibid.: 47). This, in turn, requires a more courageous and critical
approach on the part of African citizens, which includes upholding the value of ethical
citizenship through their own activities and defending inclusive distribution of political
goods, rather than “seek[ing] the largesse of transactional leadership” (ibid.). Thus,
although NEPAD and the APRM are “a step in the right direction” towards the
improvement of regional governance in Africa and give the continent considerable
“control over its own future” (Bullen, 2011), they cannot fulfil their potential as
transformative

mechanisms

for

the

continent’s

development

unless

they

are

accompanied by internal dynamics that tackle the most pressing leadership problems at
the national level.
In conclusion, as far as the EU is concerned, in line with the hypotheses that were
formulated in the last chapter, the pursuit of sustainable development strategies by the
EU “domestically” might constitute the basis for the Union’s involvement in the regional
implementation and monitoring of the new global Sustainable Development Goals. The
success of the EU’s effort to ensure governance of the sustainability agenda in Europe,
however, depends to a large extent on whether the Union will be able to clarify its
sustainable development priorities. In particular, a lot will depend on whether it will be
able to devote equal attention to and strike a balance between the three aspects of
sustainable development (economic, social and environmental), as opposed to economic
growth only. This is also important for the very future of the European project and its
democratic legitimacy. As far as the AU is concerned, there is reason to believe that the
post-2015 period will see the continuation of the efforts made by the organisation in
cooperation with other partners in areas such as statistical capacity-building and health,
to ensure the attainment of the new goals. With particular reference to regional
governance of development goals, the APRM in the framework of NEPAD has been
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identified as a relatively successful mechanism that could support and oversee the
implementation and monitoring of the new development agenda, in particular as far as
checking on national policy coherence with international commitments is concerned. For
the APRM, and the AU, to help deliver sustainable development in Africa, substantial
leadership challenges need to be tackled to enhance effectiveness and bring institutional
credibility at the national and regional levels. In other words, the political will to “fill
institutions with concrete projects” (Gottschalk and Schmidt, 2004) must be found. There
is consensus in Africa (CCR, 2013) on the idea that the new UN development framework
must ensure the shaping and ownership of the development agenda by African
governments and regional bodies, in order for African priorities to be addressed. This,
however, implies that institutional challenges (both nationally and at the level of the AU
and other regional organisations) must be addressed first, so as to avoid the weakening
of inadequate governmental institutions by instability, conflict and corruption, as these
factors not only hamper but negatively affect the continent’s development. This,
according to some (ibid.), has been the case with the MDGs, as they prescribed
development objectives but were unable to take into account the political instability faced
by the African continent.

Conclusions

The post-2015 development agenda, with a set of Sustainable Development Goals at its
core, is intended to pick up on the problems left unsolved by the MDGs by addressing a
more inclusive conception of human development and well-being than its predecessor
framework did. The new goals, in fact, include new focuses on inclusive economic growth
and decent work for all, reducing inequalities within and between countries, sustainable
production and consumption patterns, peaceful and inclusive societies, safe and
sustainable human settlements, and protection of natural resources, among others. As
well as having the objective of “broadening the development narrative”, the new
framework is also meant to go beyond a set of goals meant for developing countries, and
become a truly universal agenda that is not imposed but should be taken on and owned
by both North and South and “translated” according to local needs and specificities. This
is particularly relevant for the pursuit of sustainable development, because different
regions of the world need to address different challenges to achieve sustainability,
according to their geographical location, to their level of development (UNDP, 2013), etc.
The new development framework needs to account for this diversity of development
challenges by leaving policy space for countries to adapt the global goals and targets to
their specificities. In this context, regional organisations, both within and outside the UN
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system, could play a role in identifying local challenges and assisting countries on their
way to achieve sustainable development. They could themselves adopt the global goals
and act as intermediaries, by intervening in both policy-making at the supranational level
and monitoring country progress against the goals.
The case for regional intervention in the governance of the new development framework
is strong. In fact, the very concept of sustainable development entails the need for a
holistic approach (UNEP, n.d.), taking into account the social, environmental and
economic aspects as part of an integrated set of interventions. Given the diversity that
characterises development challenges in different regions, different “combinations” will
be needed in different regions. In a world characterised by the rise of the Global South
and where regional cooperation platforms are emerging as relevant international actors,
top-down, one-size-fits-all approaches are no longer imaginable. In addition, the
transboundary nature of most of these challenges (water resource management, energy,
climate change, the environment, the fight against illegal transboundary phenomena)
calls for the regional dimension to intervene as the most appropriate level of governance.
The UN itself has recognised and envisaged that regional organisations could play a role
in assessing and reporting on the progress made on the new agenda, in translating global
goals into more localised priorities, and in providing guidance and resources for the
implementation of the new goals. After presenting these suggestions and identifying UN
regional economic commissions and “Chapter VIII” regional organisations as the object of
its analysis, this paper has sought to investigate the willingness and capacities of these
organisations to take on such a role of governance of the new development agenda, by
looking at their behaviour with regard to the MDGs. While UN economic commissions
have successfully taken up an active role in all three relevant areas of intervention, the
picture is more varied for non-UN organisations. It emerged that the organisations that
have been most willing to intervene in the governance of the MDG framework (both
fulfilling a reporting role and providing regional strategies and policies) have done so
because they saw the achievement of the goals as instrumental to the pursuit of broader
regional objectives.
What does this tell us with regard to regional organisations’ willingness and capacity to
intervene in the new framework? It is possible that those organisations that are currently
pursuing sustainable development-related strategies will have more interest in taking on
an active role. In addition, the MDG study has shown that the global goals have been an
opportunity for some regional organisations to intervene in development policy areas
realising considerable advances, notably putting in place mechanisms that could be used
for implementing and monitoring the new framework in accordance with local specificities
and priorities. However, in order to have an informed discussion on effective regional
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capacities of intervention, it is necessary to look beneath the policy level and take into
account regional organisations’ actual capabilities and constraints. These vary from one
organisation to the other and depend on a number of factors such as internal challenges,
the mandate and scope of each organisation, and the political will of its member states.
The European Union considers sustainable development as one of its strategic objectives,
and the EU SDS and Europe 2020 strategies address many of the priorities included in
the SDGs. Thus, the EU could lean on these strategies and their follow-up mechanisms to
foster the implementation of the new development agenda, articulating it with the
current local context in mind. Nevertheless, it will only be able to do so effectively if it
reconsiders its approach to sustainable development and manages to strike a balance
between economic, social and environmental priorities.
The African Union could build on the progress made by NEPAD in promoting regional
cooperation for development, and particularly use the APRM to review coherence
between national policy and the commitment to SDGs. In order to do so, however, the
organisation and its member states need to address a number of governance challenges
that obstruct, at present, the effective functioning of the mechanism and of regional
institutions in general. The regional level of governance is certainly relevant to the
successful implementation of the new development framework. It has the potential to
contribute to a desired shift in the development paradigm towards more ownership and
diversity of development approaches.
The UN regional economic commissions provide a very successful example of regional
governance of global development goals and are likely to be able to fulfil the monitoring
and governance roles that the UN envisages for regions after 2015. However, when it
comes to non-UN regional organisations, it is difficult to pin down specific roles without
having regard to each organisation’s specificities.
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