
 
The UNECE Regional Forum on Sustainable Development (RFSD) 2017 

Civil Society Consultation 

24 April 2017 | Palais des Nations in Geneva  

 
Statement on meaningful participation 

Abigail Ruane, Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) 

 
What can we do to ensure meaningful participation of civil society to realise the transformative 
goals of the 2030 Agenda?  
 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have created the opportunity for transformative 
action to “leave no one behind”1. However, they risk watering this idea down if implementation 
processes do not embody principles that are centred toward people and planet.  
 
Today we face a crisis of meaningful participation, as we can see by looking at the issue of 
gender equality and women’s rights worldwide: Today there are only about 23 per cent of 
women in national parliaments worldwide2; less than half of governments have adopted gender 
budgeting initiatives3; and only 2 per cent of aid on peace and security targets gender equality4. 
Meanwhile, one F-35 fighter jet costs about the same as the budget of the entire global 
women’s movement, and $1.6 trillion arms trade would be a substantial contribution to the 
SDGs5. In the UNECE region, there are 20 per cent of the world population but almost 60 per 
cent of global military expenditure6, a number about 10 times higher than the money they invest 
in development aid, and hugely bloated in comparison to the undervalued care economy.   
 
What can we do to ensure civil society’s meaningful participation for implementation of the 2030 
agenda for transformative impact? 
 
First, we must recognise that meaningful participation requires more than access. Instead, it 
requires a power shift to re-centre work on equality, development, security and peace around 
the voices and rights of women and those most marginalised. Consistent with the Aarhus 
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Convention and Rio Principle 107, meaningful participation requires that local people, including 
women, speak for themselves (rather than being spoken for) in a way that: addresses root 
causes of violence, for justice and human rights, including women’s rights, with impact.  
 
Recognising this, it is critical for civil society to ensure a civil society engagement mechanism 
that allows civil society not only thin participation or access, but meaningful participation with on-
going core support that enables diverse inclusion, and effective human rights impact. 
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