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Executive summary
The 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development
Goals have given the international system, and the
United Nations in particular, a unique opportunity
to improve governance, accountability, alignment
in planning and policy making, collaboration and
coordination – all under an ambitious, universal
and long-term vision. There is a chance to help
transform conditions on the ground to benefit
billions of world citizens, economically, socially and
environmentally. The level of ambition expressed
in the 2030 Agenda requires all stakeholders, and
most especially the UN, to review their ways of
working: global consensus of this kind is rare, and
the moment must be exploited.
The regional level of the UN has a special role
to play, being close to the challenges faced by
countries, subregions and regions, their strengths
and weaknesses, their particularities and
opportunities. A clear commitment at the regional
level of the UN to evolve and change in line with
the ambitions set out in Agenda 2030 could lead to
the kind of comprehensive and integrated action
necessary to move forward the wellbeing of our
peoples and the health of our planet.
Cepei visited all the UN regions twice in 2019, first
in February/March, and then in October/November.
Through our interviews, we were able to garner
deep insights into the reform process across all five
regions. We came away with six major findings.

1. Inspire UN colleagues with a bold
and engaging vision of the future
While the specific reforms are reasonably well
understood, the “why” is less clear. Without an
inspiring direction of travel, it will be harder both
to push through sometimes difficult reforms, and
to encourage creative leadership to take reforms
further than what is currently written on paper.

2. Think about the UN, not particular
UN entities
As we said in our first report, one of the biggest
barriers to change is the way UN staff tend to
associate more with their own particular UN
entity than with the UN as a whole. This means
that when it comes to engaging in major strategic
change, instincts and loyalties are not necessarily
to the grand UN project, but to one strand of
that project. This must change if reform is to be
successful.

3. Communicate the scope, urgency
and detail of the reform
At both global and regional level better
communication is required. In the case of UN
headquarters in New York, this means making
clear the importance and urgency of the reform,
and providing the support required to carry them
out, including responding to basic questions of
clarity. For the regions, it means allowing the
leadership to take forward the reform in the most
context-specific way, liberated to think big and go
for it, rather than restrained by lack of clarity about
scope and ambition.

4. Get the balance right between
central direction and region-byregion leadership
Wise decisions must be made to get the balance
right between, on the one hand, ensuring that
important reforms are forced through despite
possible regional or organisational resistance and,
on the other, encouraging each region to pursue
context-specific responses to the challenges they
face with the unique resources they have. This is
about leadership at the right level.
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5. Start pilot projects to demonstrate
impact, not just process
Rather than simply follow through five reforms or
recommendations which are mainly bureaucratic
and process-focused, the reform fast needs to enter
the stage of implementation for impact. Process
reforms alone will not win over the sceptics or inspire
the staff. Starting pilot projects with clear outcomes,
similar to so-called issue-based coalitions, will more
likely put wind in the sails of the reform, and deliver
for people and planet.

6. Emphasise that these reforms
should be cost-efficient in the
medium term
There are hardly any cost analyses to be seen in
most of the reform documents, globally or regionally.
Whether this is deliberate or not there is only so much

progress to be made without clarity on budgets. In
particular, if this reform is to be cost-efficient (or at
least cost-neutral), rather than costly, then medium
term strategies should explicitly demonstrate this.
Decisions made in the next few weeks and
months may determine whether this reform will be
successful, and even go beyond what is envisaged
by the Secretary General, unleashing a revived
regional offer, or effectively defeated, with the central
collaboration concept – the RCP – kicked into the
long grass, and the bold new vision for a strong
and effective regional UN replaced with a series of
administrative cost-effectiveness reforms. Crucial
to success will be the continued determination of
leaders at many levels and in many organisations
and geographies, especially the member state, to
break down barriers that have built over the years,
and dialogue to resolve challenges, for the good of
the UN and the planet.
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Introduction
In the first half of 2019 Cepei produced a substantial
report on what regional reforms might be appropriate:
A Sustainable Regional UN (April 2019).1 It was
based on hundreds of interviews across the world, in
person and by video, and validated by a committee
of independent experts drawn from various sectors.
It was well-received and helped shape the Secretary
General’s five recommendations for regional reform.
Among the strengths and opportunities we identified
at the regional level were substantial human
capacity, the ability to discuss sensitive issues,
and trust in the UN brand. Among weaknesses and
threats, we identified were the lack of a convincing
narrative for the regional value proposition, weak
data ecosystems and impact monitoring, a low
trust environment, poor understanding between UN
entities and resource constraints.
Strikingly, we said that the “system itself is the
biggest barrier to change”, explaining that “UN staff
do not think as the UN, but as their specific entities.
This undermines collaborative approaches.” This
analysis, which was simply a reflection of what we
were told in our many face-to-face encounters, now
seems particularly poignant.

the five recommendations. We were well-received
and again interviewed a range of senior regional
leaders, including the five Executive Directors of
the regional economic and social commissions
(RegComms), and regional heads of major UN
agencies/funds/programs (AFPs). We also met task
team leads for the five recommendations.
In the next section we set out a reflection on the
importance of this reform, and the challenges it
faces. We then make six recommendations for
member states and other stakeholders, before our
challenging conclusion. We also add two annexes
on issues of particular importance: setting out a bold
and compelling narrative, and starting pilot projects
to put theory into action.
This report is deliberately short, in the hope that
it is compelling and easy-to-read. It is intended
as a topline input to member states responsible
for overseeing and implementing the UN regional
reform. We hope that it helps the UN push forward
their important reforms at the regional level.

Purpose of the current report
In November and December 2019, the Cepei team
revisited all five regions to assess progress against

1.cepei.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/
SustainableRegionalUN.pdf

Reflection: supporting the reform
This is not the first reform process proposed to
member states and it will not be the last. Reform
and transformation are not easy to achieve within
a complex political institution such as the UN. We

are highly aware of the varied interests of different
regions and countries and also of the different
entities of the UN family. Different interests and
visions are not incompatible with the conviction
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that the UN has the ability and responsibility to
renew its methods to produce more meaningful
results in a new era.
Diversity of understanding on how the UN could
better contribute to sustainable development case
is actually very constructive, since it allows visions
to be tested and improved. Dialogue and debate
have already led to a wiser comprehension of the
needs and realities of member states and the UN
system’s capacity to support them. The UN is ready
to deliver, but it needs to change some methods
and mechanisms to become fit for purpose
to support the SDG agenda. This is actually
good news for member states since reform and
transformation involve more than just additional
financial commitments.
The Secretary-General and his team cannot produce
significant transformation on their own. They need
the commitment of member states and the UN
system as a whole. Collaboration is the key to this
reform. Member states have the unique opportunity
to set priorities, put forward strategies and projects,
and advance in the implementation of the SDGs.
It is important for member states to see this
process as an opportunity to start working in issuebased coalitions, to promote rosters of expertise
and capacities as well as financial resources
already available and sometimes not used in the
most effective and efficient way, to promote the
collaborative approach for the system to perform
better at the regional level, eliminating structures
that tend to duplicate work. Member states should
also support administrative changes to create
hubs to reduce operation costs and to combine
back office work.
It is timely for member states to also see the great
opportunity in terms of accountability and reporting.
Unified and coordinated reports could enhance

the work of the organization. For this to happen
member states should be flexible in terms of their
requirements, which are fully understood in terms of
their own accountability at their own national level.
However, we believe a more flexible approach and
combination of interests could allow the UN system
to be more efficient in terms of common, global
and unified reports, which would include all the
relevant information useful for the particular internal
accountability of member states. Reports should
be focused on results and should measure impact
on the implementation of the SDGs. They should
become tools for policy debate and action.
The dialogues conducted by the members of
Cepei in person in each of the five regions show
that, beyond the particularities of each one,
there is a common will and sense of purpose to
implement the reform. For instance, UN leaders in
each region highlighted ongoing discussions they
were having between themselves to advance the
creation and interoperability of data portals. They
also mentioned the need for greater clarity from
New York on how to continue moving forward,
regarding timelines and seeking more clarity on
role of the DCO regional representative.
It is important to consider in the future steps
the different characteristics of each region, such
as the level of dialogue between each Regional
Commission and the AFPs, the degree of
interaction with external actors (e.g. in Africa the
link with the African Union is a central element
that cannot be ignored), as well as the different
capacities and challenges prioritized by countries
(in terms of data, for example, some regions
require a general boost, while others need more
focused interventions on specific areas, such as
environmental statistics). As always, the actors
best placed to point out their particularities are the
regions themselves.
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Major recommendations
1. Set out a clear, inspiring narrative
In all five regions we found reasonable levels
of clarity on the five recommendations set out
by the Secretary General (even if further detail
was required). However, we found a much more
limited understanding of the reasons behind these
recommendations. They know they “what”, but
they are unsure of the “why”.
The most common understanding of the “why” is
that the reform is essentially about effectiveness
and efficiency: effectiveness, because working
better together will mean achieving more impact for
people and planet; and efficiency because working
better together is likely to reduce costs in some
areas. This understanding is not wrong – clearly both
effectiveness and efficiency are part of the “why” –
but it is partial. Rather than a simple coordination and
cost-cutting exercise, we recommend that a much
bolder and inspiring vision is set out for the regions.
In our original report we suggested that this regional
reform could help the regions “become crucial for
delivering on the promise of SDG progress”; we
suggested that “during this ‘crisis of multilateralism’
it could be the regional level that rides to the
rescue; we called for a “renewed engagement
with countries and other stakeholders”; and we
emphasised that “the regional understanding of
issues, problems, challenges and opportunities
could give a renewed perspective on how we can
handle and overcome common obstacles.” In short,
while recognising that improved collaboration and
efficiency was a sine qua non of regional reform,
we proposed going significantly further, “a real
transformation in minds and behaviours” to position
the regions in a new way in the UN system, no
longer unknown and defensive, but with a clarity of
purpose and demonstrable impact for UN members
and stakeholders.

Our assessment is this inspiring narrative, this
bold “value proposition” (as some are calling
it) has been lost somewhere in the official
documentation. The regional leaders we talked to
responded positively to the idea of a powerful new
vision for the regions, but agreed that they had not
yet heard it articulated. Without it, the reform runs
the risk of being seen as largely procedural, to be
left to whoever is allocated the job, while others
tend to more important matters. With it, all staff at
the regional level, from senior to junior, could be
engaged in something exciting, redefining the role
of the UN at the regional level, for greater impact
for people and planet.
Clearly, the SDGs (aligned closely with the climate
challenge) should form the heart of this vision.
As the UN demand all stakeholders to transform
their behavior in the face of these challenges, it
should also be expeditious in transforming its own,
at all levels and all entities. The reform analysis
should not stop in collaboration, coordination, and
meetings. It should use all possible strategies to act
together to achieve concrete results on a universal
agenda that is there to guide and to enhance the
UN performance at all levels.

Recommendation:

Inspire UN colleagues with a bold and engaging
vision of the future
The UN leadership should develop a meaningful
vision for the future of the regions. Encouraged
by the UN Headquarters in New York, regional
leaders should work together to build their own
“value proposition”, well beyond coordination and
efficiency, to rethink and renew the role of the UN’s
regional work for the 21st century.
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2. Challenge organisational loyalty
In our April 2019 report we suggested that leaders
and staff at all levels would need to break free from a
somewhat myopic organisational loyalty and establish
a broader loyalty to the UN as a whole. We thought the
idea of one unified Regional Collaboration Platform
was crucial to realize this, and it is noteworthy that
it is precisely this platform (the Secretary General’s
first recommendation) that seems to be facing the
biggest hurdles, as hierarchy and organisational
territory prevent senior leaders from pushing for the
best interests of the UN as a whole.
The regional reform needs to go well beyond
technical collaboration; it needs to shepherd in a
new internal politics, where the UN entities truly
work together at the regional level. The SDG
era has led the UN to call on all organisations to

radically alter their ways of working in response to
huge global challenges, but one wonders whether
the UN is sufficiently aware of how it has to change
itself, or the example it has to give to others.
The good news is that in the regions this genuine
collaboration is indeed taking place, and solutions
are being found to previously intractable problems.
Now this UN spirit needs to imbue all geographies,
including in New York.

Recommendation:

Think about the UN, not your particular UN entity
All UN staff, particularly senior leaders, should
clearly exemplify an approach that puts the UN as a
whole above the immediate apparent interests of a
particular UN entity.

3. Improve communication
In our discussions with the senior teams in the regions
we found a willingness to move the agenda on, to
take responsibility for the reform, and to drive it in a
context-specific way, beyond what was necessarily
set down in the five recommendations. However,
that willingness to lead was hampered by a number
of factors. First, the lack of an inspiring, vision, as
stated above. But also lack of clarity regarding,
first, the importance and urgency of the reform and,
second, the detail of some of the recommendations,
including a process for clarifying queries.

perhaps not been enough clarity at all levels. Senior
headquarter staff have been known to visit regional
offices, meet many staff, talk on a range of topics,
but hardly mention regional reform. This leaves the
impression that it is not at the top of his mind and
implies to busy people that maybe it should not be
their top priority. While the reform recommendations
are clearly in the name of the Secretary General, it is
not clear what level of importance he accords them.
This makes it harder for reformers at the regional level
to push them through.

Everyone knows about the regional reform, and
most people know the recommendations. But few
know how important or urgent it is to the Secretary
General and Deputy Secretary General. There are
many documents and instructions and mandates
emanating from many parts of the UN all the time. How
do leaders at the regional level prioritise? In part, they
listen to the persistence in the tone of voice of senior
leaders. In the case of the regional reform, there has

This impression has been compounded for some
by the apparent lack of a mechanism to respond to
the many queries that have emerged in response to
the five recommendations. When task team leaders
have had queries about, for instance, the length
and scope of the annual impact report, or whether
other regions have progressed on the knowledge
hub, they have been unaware of where to address
their questions. Lack of internal resources allocated
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to a reform process implies limited urgency and
importance, even if that is not what is intended. It
also slows down reform.

Recommendation:

Communicate the scope, urgency and detail of
the reform
Senior UN leaders, including the Secretary
General, should send a clear message indicating
the importance and urgency of regional reform,

both to member states and to the UN leadership.
It should communicate clearly the vision that
lays behind the specific recommendations, and
inspire staff to work hard on this, not because it
is a technical fix, but because it is the beginning
of an exciting new phase. A mechanism is also
needed to respond swiftly to queries from regional
leadership and task teams, and to link different
regions to learn from each other’s successes and
challenges.

4. Encourage leadership at all levels
The balance between centralised insistence on a
particular form of progress, and allowing regions
to take the lead to solve context-specific problems
is a delicate one. In our view we have reached a
moment in which there needs to be more direction/
mandating on recommendation 1 (RCP) and more
encouragement to follow region-by-region solutions
for the other four recommendations (2-5).
The proposed Regional Collaboration Platform is a
mainstay of the regional reform. It is a sine qua non
of effective reform. However, the forces of inertia
are strong and the various power battles with the
UN are playing out as the details of the RCP are
debated. We are clear that on this issue the most
senior level of the UN needs to push this through.
Our experience is that in some of the regions
there is not far to go, with regional leaders keen to
implement this reform, while in others it is proving
harder. Without clear and stubborn leadership from
the centre on this there is a chance that this reform
will not deliver on its promise.
However, on the other recommendations (2-5) the
regions are already making progress. Different kinds
of platforms are emerging that best fit the needs of
the particular regions. Any attempt to coral regions
to follow a particular model too closely would lead
to something of a standoff. Regions have already
invested resources and time in their platform
designs, and they would be reluctant to reverse that

progress, over which they themselves sense some
ownership. New York should now ideally limit itself
to setting guidelines to ensure the interoperability of
different regional projects. These guidelines, as we
have seen above, are in fact very important – they
must give clarity without being overly mandatory.
It will be important to strike the right balance. For
instance, UN HQ in New York could establish a
common chapter for the annual regional reports,
but state that the rest of the report is, in contents
and form, in the charge of each region.
Many regional leaders have been keen to support a
reform they see as long overdue and have ideas for
how to carry them out successfully, and sometimes
how to go above and beyond those set out by
the Secretary General in his recommendations.
However, they are unclear as to the scope they have
been given to creatively reform without reference to
NY. What are the parameters within which they can
operate? Clarity on this would “unleash” leaders to
solve and resolve problems and challenges.

Recommendation:

Get the balance right between central direction
and region-by-region support
Senior UN leaders should clarify the scope regional
leaders have to follow their own initiatives and
encourage them to take the lead in context-specific
reforms in the spirit of the Secretary General’s
vision, ambition and recommendations.
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5. Start with pilot projects
There is currently a risk of “reform fatigue” as the
emphasis on processes, meetings, platforms and
administration dominates. While all of these may be
important, they do not necessarily lead to impact
for people and planet, which is what motivates UN
staff to engage energetically.
Therefore, a new emphasis should be put on impact
i.e. demonstrating impact on the ground in the shortto medium-term. We propose that the regional
leaderships design pilot projects to be delivered by
taskforces or coalitions aiming at specific targets.
The themes would depend on the needs on the
ground for specific regions or subregions. These
pilot projects could also be implemented and
complemented at the national and local level.
The SDGs facilitate this approach, and indeed the
approach has already been adopted by some entities
in some regions. We are suggesting that it becomes
a mainstay of the reform, to go alongside the more
procedural changes, so that people are not working
on internal administration, but on external impact
(which will require a lot of the internal rewiring set
out in the 5 recommendations.
All AFPs and RegComms have specific attributes
that could be put in place to achieve concrete results.

Some have finance, others human capacities,
others logistics, other alliances and partnerships
with relevant stakeholders. All support, in principle,
regional and national priorities, so they are already
aligned to the SDGs.
Pilot projects, similar to the idea of Issues Based
Coalitions (IBCs) allow AFPs and RegComms
operating at the subregional and regional levels
the opportunity to prove to themselves and to
member states that they can deliver together and
impact the progress of the SDGs on the ground.
The regional level has a special advantage since
a smart pilot project can benefit several countries
and shared challenges in different regions i.e. the
impact could be greater than acting specifically in
one country.

Recommendation:

Start pilot projects to demonstrate impact, not
just process
Senior UN leaders should develop the idea of
regional pilot projects and promote them globally,
actively supporting regions seeking to build more
of them, and possibly setting up a fund to support
them financially. Regional leaders should in turn
take leadership and get going on pilot projects by
identifying themes and potential coalition partners.

6. Clarify costs & savings
We found that the most common understanding of
the cost of these reforms in the regions was that,
taken together, they are likely to be costly. People
wanted them to be cost-neutral but were unclear
how that would be possible, let alone were they
seen as an opportunity to reduce costs.
But, of course, cost efficiency is indeed one
of the goals of these reforms. Any attempt to

coordinate and collaborate better for more
effective action must imply more impact for
each dollar spent. Either costs come down, or
impact goes up, or both. This may only be true,
however, in the medium term i.e. after a few years
of implementation. It is this last important caveat
that is too often missing in many people’s analysis
at the moment i.e. they only see the immediate
costs rather than the medium-term savings.
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Recommendation:

Emphasise that these reforms should be costeffective in the medium term. Senior UN leaders
should communicate clearly that while there may
be some costs to implement these reforms in the

short term, they are intended to be cost-neutral or
cost-efficient in the medium term. Regional leaders
should begin to cost these reforms using available
budget methodology. Only by putting numbers on
the problem will clarity be possible.

Conclusion
We submit this new report at a critical time for
the UN reform process at the regional level. There
seem to us to be two main possibilities as we start
2020 (with perhaps a number of other outcomes
between these two).
Either the ambition of the reform could be effectively
defeated, with the central collaboration concept – the
RCP – kicked into the long grass, and the bold new
vision for a strong and effective regional UN replaced
with a series of administrative cost-effectiveness
reforms. This outcome could be worse than not even
having tried, as it will undermine confidence in future
attempts to reform.
Or the reform could go beyond even what is envisaged
by the Secretary General and the principles of UN
entities, with regional leadership taking the reins
and pushing farther into new possibilities. The UN
could exemplify the kind of creative response it is
calling for from other parts of the global ecosystem,
in response to the SDGs and 21st century challenges.
Both of these outcomes are possible. Decisions
made in the next few weeks and months may

determine which future is realized. Clearly this is
the responsibility of leaders at many levels and in
many organisations and geographies, especially
the member states that, ultimately, govern this
process. Crucial to success will be the continued
determination of such leaders to break down barriers
that have built over the years, and dialogue to resolve
challenges, for the good of the UN and the planet.
We hope we have communicated, in this
deliberately brief report, the urgency of the
moment. With leadership from member states
and others on the six issues we have set out here
we believe the senior management at the regional
level will be encouraged and inspired to take the
lead, implement the five recommendations, and
much more. As one senior leader told us, “we
need to be unleashed”.
The Cepei team
Philipp Schönrock
Patti Londoño
Javier Surasky
Juanita Olarte
Jonathan Glennie
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Annex 1: What is the
inspiring narrative?
When they created the United Nations in 1945,
member states hoped, among other things, to
make the organization “a center for harmonizing
the actions of nations in the attainment of common
ends”.2 One of those common ends was, “to achieve
international cooperation in solving international
problems of an economic, social, cultural, or
humanitarian character”. Therefore, we believe
that this is an ideal time for the UN to embrace
its harmonizing role to fully achieve ambitious
global strategies such as the 2030 Agenda and the
integrated implementation of the SDGs.
Today we have greater challenges than ever,
but also greater opportunities. The UN system
as a whole has been adapting to implement the
Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030
Agenda in an effective and efficient way, which for
the very first time have given us all an integrated
and comprehensive framework for political
decision making.
But the UN needs to adapt even more to strengthen
its capacities to deliver for member states as
a harmonizing force with the power to create
meaningful change.
The regional level is crucial both to support national
progress and also to address issues that have
regional consequences and can only be solved
with a regional approach. This means, of course,
changing the mindset and convincing skeptics
about the relevance of the regional perspective.
Regions are a reality in the international system.
Regional organizations and groups are geopolitical
and geostrategic actors. If this is the global reality, it
is common sense to adapt the UN to respond to it.

In our view, the regional level should be enhanced
as an independent level and not just treated as a
bridge between the global and national levels.
A renewed vision for the regions should not be limited
to a bureaucratic arrangement to keep doing the
same thing with cosmetic reform. Yes, work needs
to be done to make e.g. the collaboration platforms
more effective and efficient. But the purpose of the
reform relates to the mission of what the UN does
at the regional level, to adjust and adapt the UN
regional level to the regional geopolitical realities
that affect the international system as a whole, not
just institutional refurbishing, moving or combining
hubs, to make believe that change is happening.
The 2030 Agenda has given us the unique
opportunity to work in an integrated manner, but
the UN family cannot deliver in a different way if
member states keep supporting it in the same way
as before. Some nations view the regional level as
largely redundant. They only see how much it costs.
However, in our view, if we empower and adapt the
regional level it can have a huge impact. But it will
take investment.
In every step of the reforms proposed the best use
must be made of the resources at the UN’s disposal,
both human and financial. The UN has experts in so
many fields. It also has the vision to understand how
their knowledge and expertise could best serve the
2030 Agenda, especially taking into consideration
the urgency of climate challenges.

2. https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-i/
index.html (Chapter 1, article 1, paragraph 4)
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Any program to implement the 2030 Agenda will have
more impact in the long run when it incorporates a
regional dimension. It is of course important to find
national solutions to make progress and benefit
millions of citizens, but this does not mean we should
forget the regional (and subregional) challenges and
implications that exist in countries that share political,
economic, social and cultural conditions. A full
implementation of the SDGs with real impact on the
ground means recognizing transborder implications.
This is not only useful for planning within the UN
system, but also for internal national processes to
determine the kind of international cooperation and
resources required.
The world cannot wait any longer, and the UN
system does not have the luxury to continue doing
things the same way and expect transformation. We
understand that renewing bureaucracy is not easy.
However, the time is now. As the UN demand all
stakeholders transform their behavior it should also
be expeditious in transforming its own, at all levels
and in all entities. The reform analysis should not
stop at collaboration, coordination, and meetings.
It should use all possible strategies to act together
to achieve concrete results on a universal agenda
to enhance UN performance at all levels.

and civil society, all working together towards a
common goal.”3 We believe the UN system should
be included in that list and moreover that it can lead
all these stakeholders and create the opportunities
to work together into common actions, not only a
common goal.
In this context, revamping and unleashing the regions
needs a clear message from the Secretary General
indicating what he expects from the regional level.
The Secretary General should use his influence
and vision of the system as a whole to explain the
processes and actions expected from the AFPs and
RegComms and other UN secretariat structures. He
should state clear his ambition of seeing the system
working together in a collaborative framework that
goes beyond scheduling meetings or deciding who
does what and how.
Demanding impact is a way to start producing
a change in behavior and methods of work,
motivating the different UN stakeholders to work
together, deliver together, and commit together
to cross-sectoral actions that will deliver with
concrete results.

An integrated approach is essential to transform the
way the system as a whole works on the ground, and
in particular through the regional level. Donors and
states should also move away from silo approaches
and have a wider comprehension of the immensity
of possibilities opened to them by the 2030 Agenda.

Pilot projects are a way to move beyond abstract
analysis to concrete action, with the relevant UN
entities joining forces on one or more specific
targets, with measurement and evaluation built in.
The Secretary General should certainly encourage
each region to design pilot projects that reflect the
priorities of each region, the needs of the states and
the capacities of the UN system.

This unity of message could foster the alignment
of financial resources, human capital, operational
and logistical support with a long-term vision
of transformation. This should be the main goal
for the UN system, member states and all other
stakeholders if we all want to have a chance to
work for the wellbeing of future generations.

The different Funds in the international system and
within the UN should act together to deliver on the
ground. Rejecting the silo approach, these Funds
should adjust their procedures and requirements
to finance and support integrated and crosssectoral actions to deliver targets related to one or
more SDGs. Since the AFPs and RegComms are

The Secretary General has said that, “the only
solution is rapid, ambitious, transformative action
by all – governments, regions, cities, businesses

3. COP25 Chile in Madrid, 2 Dec 2019
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concerned about financing, aligning the financial
sources from the top could encourage the UN
system to work together further and faster. The
same goes for other implementing partners such
as the private sector, thinktanks, universities, media
and civil society organizations. They have a role to
play in contributing to the cohesion of UN action in a
coordinated and collaborative manner. It is important
to explain to them how the system is expected to
work so they also adjust their procedures and rules
of engagement with the UN system.

As the Secretary General himself said: “we need to
get on the right path today, not tomorrow… If we
don’t urgently change our way of life, we jeopardize
life itself”.4 This sums it up. The 2030 Agenda
implemented in an integrated and cross-cutting
manner could make the difference. All it takes is
political will and concerted action.

4. COP25 Chile in Madrid, 2 Dec 2019

Annex 2: How can
pilot projects help?
The UN and other stakeholders seem to have a
clear picture of the situation and challenges based
on analysis and data. In general, we all know what
the problems are. We have all committed to the
SDGs and 2030 Agenda. We all have commitments
on climate change. We all, or most, have designed
public policy and development targets based on
the SDGs and climate change commitments.
However, the HOW to act, to deliver, to get results,
to have impact, is missing. It seems to us that the
UN system including all its entities at all levels are
going in circles without reaching out beyond their
safety nets and regular procedures. There seems
to be difficulty in accepting and pushing for real
change beyond the rhetoric of “transformation”.
The UN, in particular at the regional level, must
move beyond abstract strategies. To go to the roots,
to the ground, to the field, to the tangible issues,
the SDGs, considered as tools, have given the UN
system and other stakeholders the vehicles to work
together and to deliver in a comprehensive and

integrated manner. This has actually been one of the
UN’s objectives for many years. Now with the SDGs
it is possible. The only thing needed is political will
with a large dose of pragmatism by states, private
sector, civil society and the UN system as a whole.
The transformation needed is on the ground and
the way we work around targets to enhance and
promote sustainable development. And there is a
need for behavioral change; we cannot expect to
have different results acting with the same patterns,
procedures and mental frameworks.
Therefore, in this report, we urge the UN system to
design pilot projects through the establishment
of taskforces or coalitions around specific targets.
If the system listens to the words of the Secretary
General and is determined to be ambitious and
result-oriented, then it could establish different
taskforces depending on the needs on the ground for
specific regions or subregions. These pilot projects
could also be implemented and complemented at
the local or national levels.
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We suggest choosing one or more related targets
in one or more of the SDGs, and then seeing how
each AFP and RegComm, within their capacities
and best competencies, can contribute.
Why are we suggesting pilot projects? Because
it gives all AFPs and RegComms operating at the
subregional and regional levels the opportunity to
prove to themselves and to member states that
they can deliver together and progress the SDGs
on the ground. The regional level has a special
advantage since a smart pilot project can benefit
several countries and shared challenges in different
regions. The impact could be greater than acting
specifically in one country.
A regional cross-sector vision will benefit the
completion of the SDGs and their targets with real
changes on the ground. And this contributes by
increasing the quality of life of billions of people
around the globe. Moving beyond rhetoric to
action is only achieved by concrete steps to make
a difference on the ground. This is the purpose of
pilot projects.
Each region with all the relevant AFPs and
RegComms should decide on the different pilot
projects with a timeframe to show results that
go well beyond meetings and collaboration in
the abstract. They should be intended to be
practical, to deliver on the ground (e.g. in cases
where regulation is needed for common action).
No matter the priorities, the end result should be
tangible and measurable.

on those experiences, which will sometimes mean
taking a risk. The experts are within the UN, so there
is no need to start from scratch. Rather, there is the
opportunity to build from specific experiences that
already exist within the UN system.
Lessons learned from the SDG Fund and the
Peacebuilding Fund are of special importance. The
Joint SDG Fund says on its website that it “is an interagency, pooled mechanism for integrated policy
support and strategic financing.” It “acts as a bridge
for those taking action to deliver substantive and
efficient results on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.” It states that “People, planet, and
prosperity are the fundamentals, but to transform
our world we need to get the right economic, social
and environmental policies in place. We also need to
secure significant, ongoing resources by brokering
innovative financing solutions.” Moreover, the SDG
Fund considers that its “role is to incite a shift in
the way we ‘do’ development, placing the focus on
policy, investments, financing, and partnerships.
We provide flexible, reliable, and regular support to
development programmes that embody new ways
of thinking. Initiatives are built on context-specific,
scalable, and integrated approaches.”5

One barrier to pilot projects is the way the UN
system seems to be trapped in suboptimal financial
resource mobilization strategies, including with
donors and other multilateral partners. The constant
competition for funding prevents the system from
working together (as we identified in our first report).

Apart from the Joint SDG Fund, the Peacebuilding
Fund also promotes pooling of capacities and
resources to deliver together. The SDGs are
also tools for peacebuilding (with particular
reference to economic, social and environmental
dimensions) and challenges to the consolidation
of peaceful and prosperous nations. In the words
of the Peacebuilding Fund itself, “Peace Promise
is a set of common commitments of humanitarian,
development and peacebuilding actors to
simultaneously deliver humanitarian assistance,
ensure conflict-sensitivity and synergies in
programmes and address the drivers of conflict,
which has been endorsed by more than 30 UN

However, there are some examples within the UN
system that are trying to overcome that situation
and make resources available to motivate different
AFPs to work together. The pilot projects could build

5. jointsdgfund.org/homepage
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entities and non-governmental organizations.”6
Acknowledging the intention of this Fund, we
believe that, with creativity and political will, many
pilot projects could be presented for financing.

Business as usual is no longer the option for
the UN system. Pilot projects are a way to start
to change behavior and hopefully to mainstream
collaboration at all levels.

The SDGs give the whole international system
the unique opportunity to improve governance,
accountability, comprehensive and integrated
action, alignment in planning and policy making,
collaboration and coordination, all under an
ambitious, universal and long-term vision.

6. www.un.org/peacebuilding/policy-issues-and-partnerships
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