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United Nations summits
and other international meetings
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addressing worldwide problems.
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grantees, colleagues, journalists,
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Setting the Stage

World summits have led to new local
and international institutions, pro-
grams, and policy changes. For exam-
ple, a permanent anti-racism unit was
established at the U.N. as a result of
the World Conference Against Racism
in 2001. Within three years of the
Fourth World Conference on Women in
1995, 130 countries had developed
national action plans based on the
Beijing Platform for Action, and 22
countries had enacted new laws on
women’s political participation.

One grant maker described how envi-
ronmental principles established at the
1992 Earth Summit informed state gov-
ernment policies in Brazil’s Western
Amazon to be more concerned with
sustainable forestry practices. In addi-
tion, the “programs of action” produced
by summits are frequently used by
donors and U.N. agencies to guide their
spending in developing countries.

The impact of these conferences
hasn’t been limited to the production
of official consensus documents or
sets of policies jointly approved by
member states. The conferences have
also represented powerful opportuni-
ties for the voluntary, civic, and pub-
lic-interest groups that constitute
“civil society” to bring public, govern-
mental, and media attention to key
social justice and development issues
and to build global coalitions of like-

For brevity’s sake, we use the terms “summits” and “conferences” throughout this guide to refer to international gath-
erings of all kinds. Technically, “summit” describes a meeting of governments — and in the strictest sense, heads of state.
But the word is more loosely used for all sorts of meetings where the purpose is worldwide deliberation on an interna-
tional issue. For most of the purposes of this guide, the definitional distinctions aren’t crucial, so unless specified otherwise,
we use "summit” in the broadest sense.

International summits grew in importance during the 1990s

as a series of United Nations conferences on the environment,

human rights, population, social development, and women

occurred in rapid succession. Many social change activists were

hopeful that these gatherings, with the participation of U.N.

member governments and thousands of non-governmental

actors from around the world, would overcome the constraints of

national borders and become powerful engines for social, eco-

nomic, and political advancement. As a grant maker in environ-

ment and development observed, “Whether you like them or not,

these summits are a moving set of global law and governance

agendas in progress.”



minded actors. For example, a grant
maker working in human rights
reported that the World Conference
Against Racism gave new visibility to
the discrimination experienced by
Afro-Latino communities in South
America, and also provided opportuni-
ties for different communities of 
Afro-descendants to strategize with
one another on a regional level. “We
went to WCAR as black people,” said
one grantee from the region, “and we
came out Afro-descendants.” This
community began to see itself as
rooted in a larger historical and cul-
tural tradition.

The sheer size, expense, and political
and logistical complexity of conferences
raise a host of issues and problems that
come with bringing people from a wide
range of perspectives together to
address social inequities and develop-
ment challenges. This is an ambitious
goal and, not surprisingly, governments,
the U.N., and non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) have expressed frustra-
tion about the process and its outcomes.

By their very nature, summits make
debates about how to address social
inequities available to global audiences
and not everyone is going to agree on
the best solutions. Reaching joint rec-
ommendations for solutions is an
important and challenging task. 

Some countries are reluctant to host
the meetings because of the time and
resources needed and the risk involved
in airing internal policy issues in an
unpredictable intergovernmental forum.
Some NGOs have questioned whether
summits are the best use of their staff
time and finances, and some are ask-
ing how to integrate more grass roots
organizations into the summit process.

While the pace of U.N. conferences has
slowed down, follow-up work from the
summits still needs to be done if the
goals and objectives laid forth are to be
achieved. Civil society continues to use
the summits as a base to work across

There are four general types of
international gatherings, each of
which is described in more detail
elsewhere in this guide. In brief
terms, these are the categories:

■ An official U.N. summit is typi-
cally an official meeting of gov-
ernments convened by the United
Nations to address a vital social
and economic issue affecting all
countries, for example sustainable
development, the status of
women, or racism. At a summit,
governments seek to arrive at a
consensus on core norms and
standards that are then codified
in a conference document and
serve as recommendations for
action at the country or interna-
tional level. Non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) need to get
“accredited” to attend (see page
10 for information on what this
entails) and even then they can
only do so as observers unless
governments invite them into del-
egations beforehand. But from the
corridors, NGOs can make an
enormous impact. 

■ An NGO forum is a meeting of
non-governmental organizations

that may run alongside an official
summit — often nearby, and concur-
rent with the summit proceedings.
Its purpose is usually to help the
participating organizations share
ideas, consolidate their points of
agreement, and find ways to inject
their message into a global discus-
sion that includes governments and
the private sector.

■ An international civil society
meeting is also an NGO gathering,
but it tends to focus specifically on
advancing a social movement or
solving a complex problem. It is
usually a main event in itself, not
a side conference to a summit or
other government negotiation.
Some, such as the World Social
Forum or the International AIDS
Conference, are annual or bien-
nial events.

■ Meetings of multilateral institu-
tions like the World Bank or the
World Trade Organization are usu-
ally not open to official participation
by NGOs, but the latter may be able
to participate as observers. These
meetings are regular events, occur-
ring annually or sometimes even
more often.

WHAT FORMS DO INTERNATIONAL SUMMITS
AND CONFERENCES TAKE?

WO RLD S U MM ITS A N D CON F E R E NCE S 3
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Summits almost by definition involve spirited, public discus-

sion of controversial issues. It's not uncommon for debates to

flare. As one grant maker noted, "Summits are volatile. If you

think about it from the point of view of an activist, a summit is

a way to speak to the world." With that reality in mind, grant

makers offered the following advice about deciding to sup-

port activities associated with an international meeting, 

planning for it, and handling conflicts should they occur:

■ Weigh costs and benefits. It’s important, said one grant

maker, to recognize that incidents may take place and

things may be said that are highly offensive to some peo-

ple and even run counter to a foundation's core values.

“When you’re a funder,” he cautioned, “you have the idea

that you’re funding something specific. But in the court of

public opinion, there’s an assumption that if you fund it

you must agree with it. So you need to look at the whole

summit and do a risk analysis.”  

■ Support international meetings as part of longer-term
goals. Although no single activity will solve a major world

problem on its own, summits—even very controversial

ones—can be crucial in moving an issue forward. Said one

previously skeptical grant maker, “At first, I actually

thought the [2001 United Nations General Assembly

Special Session on HIV/AIDS] was going to be an exercise

in futility, but now I’m being proven wrong. The advocates

are holding governments accountable for what they

signed on to do.”

■ Communicate clearly about your support. Whether your

main motivation is advancing global solutions to a prob-

lem, increasing democratic governance, or building the

capacity of grantees, clarity of purpose can help you pre-

pare for the meeting and calmly weather any strife 

that occurs.  

■ Identify likely areas of contention. Study the issues

and seek different perspectives to inform yourself, your

colleagues, managers, and board about what might

become sticking points in debates.  Remind everyone in

advance that summits are always much more complex

than depicted in the media. One grant maker advises

monitoring the web sites of meeting organizers and

other key groups “to see what kind of messages they’re

using and what proposals they might be putting forth 

or supporting.”

■ Brief grantees about what to expect. As one grant

maker noted, “We remind grantees, ‘When you’re at the

conference, you’re on a world stage. It’s not like being

back home and talking to your own local constituency.’”

Some funders encourage grantees to prepare for media

attention by developing messages and training spokes-

people in advance.

■ Talk with the summit organizers. Prior to the 2004 World

Social Forum in Mumbai, staff members from one founda-

tion spoke with meeting organizers about how they would

react to bigoted comments or symbols: “What we said

was, ‘It would help us to know that you’ll do something.’”

The organizers subsequently made public statements

“about what they wanted to see happen, what they

thought the World Social Forum stood for, and things they

didn’t want to see.”

■ Have a plan for responding. One grant maker advised

that it’s important to be prepared to react rapidly: “You

might easily have a microphone thrust in your face after a

workshop at which [offensive] things were said. You have

to be prepared for that. If things happen that go against

your values, you’ll need to make a statement.”

■ Try to focus attention on the meeting’s purpose. When

controversy erupts, the media tends to focus on it, often

to the exclusion of more constructive developments tak-

ing place at the event. In the words of one experienced

funder, “We’ve learned that it’s possible to denounce

something or disagree with something that happens

without throwing away the whole summit.”

Acknowledging controversy is not the same as allowing 

it to overshadow the entire conference. 

WORLD CONFERENCES CAN BE CONTROVERSIAL



borders to attain their goals. And, the
various conferences have spawned new
organizations and networks dedicated
to meeting conference goals. 

Yet despite the controversy over the U.N.
summit format, other forms of worldwide
deliberation and social activism have
begun to increase in importance as
organizations see the value of working
across borders to get their voices heard.
For example, non-governmental confer-
ences such as the World Social Forum
have begun to attract the numbers
(more than 75,000 participants in 2004)
and the media attention formerly
reserved for official U.N. summits. In
addition, activists are increasingly seiz-
ing opportunities to organize around
the intergovernmental meetings of mul-
tilateral financial and trade institutions
such as the International Monetary
Fund, the World Trade Organization, or
the World Bank.

Which brings us to this
guide …

Despite their limitations, summits
and world conferences can give
grantees an important opportunity to
contribute ideas to governments and
international agencies, and to link
with counterparts and kindred move-
ments around the globe. 

By giving leaders and organizations
experience with international forums,
issues, and media, participating in
these meetings can help grantees build
crucial skills in advocacy, policy formu-
lation, and communications — skills
that are as useful at home as on a
world stage.

Drawing from grant makers’ experi-
ences and reflections, this guide tries
to convey the sense of opportunity and
promise that summits can offer, along
with some of the dilemmas and con-

troversies that they produce. It also
suggests some ways to decide whether
making grants in connection with
world gatherings will fit your pur-
poses, as well as some of the forms
such grants can take and how they
might be tailored to the various stages
of the summit process. Even if you
decide not to make grants in connec-
tion with a U.N. summit or world con-
ference, the guide offers ideas for
supporting other kinds of large scale
meetings of grantees focusing on new
issues or common interests. 

WO RLD S U MM ITS A N D CON F E R E NCE S 5

WHERE THE INFORMATION IN THIS GUIDE COMES FROM
Grant makers, U.N. officials, and staff of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) shared their experiences for this guide.

While many other important U.N. summits have taken place, most of the experiences on which this guide is based were

associated with the Sustainable Development Summit (Johannesburg, South Africa, 2002), the World Conference

Against Racism (Durban, South Africa, 2001), the Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, China, 1995), the Earth

Summit (Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1992), and the International Conference on Population and Development (Cairo, Egypt,

1994) and their accompanying NGO forums, as well as the 15th International AIDS Conference (Bangkok, Thailand,

2004), the World Social Forum (Mumbai, India, 2004), the World Summit on Social Development (Copenhagen,

Denmark, 1995), and the World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna, Austria, 1993). 

For links to information about these and other U.N. summits and world conferences, see page 15 of this guide. 



6 WO RLD S U MM ITS A N D CON F E R E NCE S

International gatherings are complex,
sometimes unruly events with enor-
mous potential to address global 
problems. Grant makers can make
important contributions by helping
grantees participate, making sure fresh
voices are heard, and bringing infor-
mation exchanged at the meeting to
the attention of wider audiences. They
can support grantees with strong tech-
nical skills in assisting less experienced
participants. 

What results might come out of an
international summit? A successful
summit might be expected to produce
these general outcomes:

■ government commitments to imple-
ment new or reinforced international
standards, to which they can be held
accountable

■ the exchange of new perspectives,
information, and learning, including
how NGOs can wield more influence
in the United Nations and its various
forums and deliberations

■ the creation of new institutions, net-
works, and campaigns to turn early
progress into tangible gains 

■ the broadening and consolidation of
social movements worldwide

The United Nations, governments, and
NGOs usually take part in international
gatherings in the hope of achieving 
one or more of those general outcomes.
Here, the grant makers who contributed
to this guide describe some of the 
specific ways in which funding in 
connection with a summit or conference
helped advance their grantees’ goals:

■ The summit addresses issues vital
to the goals of the donor and

grantees. “It’s like shining a big
global spotlight on the issues that
you’re working on.” Provided that
planning starts well in advance, sum-
mits can help grantees gain and
apply skills, inform constituencies,
form new networks, and influence
government perspectives and actions.

■ The summit may advance interna-
tional standards on those issues. 
As one grant maker noted, “Summits
are unique opportunities to have
universal consequences.” 

The consensus documents emerging
from U.N. summits generally contain
norms and standards, and in some
cases the identification of concrete
benchmarks for success, on which
governments have signed off. They
are also used as working documents
for follow-up sessions on the same
issue, to measure whether goals
have been met.

■ The summit may advance the poli-
cies of particular countries on
those issues. “Over 400 African-
Brazilians participated in the
Conference Against Racism, and
media coverage of the Conference
was extensive. Further, the presence
of members from African-Brazilian
organizations in the Brazilian gov-
ernmental delegation influenced its
opinion concerning the Platform for
Action. Now, after the conference,
new policies in Brazil include:
implementation by the Ministry of
Agrarian Reform of a quota system
to enhance recruitment of black
employees, launch by the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of a scholarship
program for 20 black students per
year to attend the diplomatic school,

Why Fund in Connection with a Summit?

“It’s like shining a big global

spotlight on the issues that

you’re working on.”



implementation of affirmative action
programs for black and indigenous
students at several state universities,
and passage of affirmative action
legislation at the local level.”

In other words, the grantee’s goal
doesn’t have to be exclusively global:
The attention that a summit can
attract nationally can impel individ-
ual governments to listen to new
constituencies and change policy.

■ The summit increases the visibility
of those issues. “The boost that
comes from having the U.N. hold a
world conference around an issue is
incredibly important in legitimizing
the civil society voices that have
been advocating for attention on that
issue. It says, ‘OK, the governments
of the world are taking notice.’ And
even if the conference doesn’t come
up with a solution, it creates a space
for a whole host of things to happen
on the national level that otherwise
may not happen.” For example, the
role of women as environmental
managers, care-takers, and activists
was made visible through the confer-
ence on the environment in Rio.
Summit processes can offer opportu-
nities to educate and even engage
the public — not to mention decision
makers, the media, and even other
NGOs — on formerly invisible or com-
plex issues. In fact, despite the fears
of some donors that summits may
generate an unacceptable level of
controversy, in some sense the old
adage “no publicity is bad publicity”
can hold true for introducing impor-
tant issues to the world stage.

■ The summit can expand grantees’
view of their mission and opportuni-
ties. “We found a greater awareness
of internationalism among people
who went, which is absolutely criti-
cal and has often been missing in
the United States.” Summits can
provide unique opportunities for
grantees to broaden their perspec-
tives and place their agendas in an
international context. They can also
help advance a field itself. For
example, one grant maker in refer-
ence to the Conference on Human
Rights talked about an important
shift in perspective: “The concept 
of women’s rights as human rights
was a main achievement of that
conference and actually shifted the
global frame. This greatly influ-
enced the next Women’s Conference
in 1995.”

■ The summit may help build or
strengthen international social
movements. “During the Conference
Against Racism some 20,000 partic-
ipants, representing oppressed peo-
ples, were able to get together for
the very first time.” Summits can
provide a galvanizing force for
organizing that NGOs are increas-
ingly adept at using. At the
Sustainable Development Summit,
for example, although the NGO
forum itself lacked structural or
logistical coherence, a variety of 
well-planned, well-attended, and
large-scale NGO meetings took
place, such as the Kimberley
Summit of Indigenous Peoples and
the Children’s Earth Summit.

WO RLD S U MM ITS A N D CON F E R E NCE S 7

Summits can provide unique opportunities for grantees to

broaden their perspectives …
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While often perceived as the exclusive domain of govern-

ments, summits and their preparatory and follow-up activi-

ties can involve literally tens of thousands of non-official

actors engaged in a wide range of advocacy, networking,

capacity-building, movement-building, and public education

efforts. Indeed, a large and growing proportion of summit

attendees represent NGOs and other civil society actors from

throughout the world. At the 2001 World Conference Against

Racism, some 4,000 of the nearly 8,000 accredited partici-

pants were NGO representatives.

The main categories of people at international summits are: 

■ Representatives of U.N. member states (the only 

voting category)

■ Staff of the U.N. conference secretariat

■ The U.N. Secretary General and representatives of the

U.N., its  agencies, programmes, and funds

■ Representatives of NGOs and other civil society groups

■ Media representatives

Summit preparations generally take about three years, with

several important steps occurring early in the process. One is

the selection of a host country, which is responsible for most

of the summit costs. Another is the convening of official

regional or sub-regional preparatory meetings. These are

designed to feed into the meetings of the official Preparatory

Committee, where U.N. member states develop an agenda

and program of work, and negotiate working documents that

will be considered for approval at the summit itself. 

Preparatory Committee meetings – often called “PrepComs”

for short – also address rules of access and procedure for the

summit, including rules of access for NGOs. These offer a

crucial early window through which to contribute ideas for

agreements and documents, and to focus public attention on

the summit agenda. Also, a PrepCom’s success in finalizing

the summit document can affect who will attend the summit

itself. In general, the more finalized the document, the more

likely it is that governments will send high-level delegates to

the official meeting. At the summit, member states draw pri-

marily on the PrepCom document to arrive at a final negoti-

ated consensus, but may also refer to statements by

coalitions of governments, NGOs, U.N. agencies, or others.

Summit outcomes typically include a program or platform for

action and a political declaration, committing member states

to a range of measures upon return to their home countries. 

After a summit has ended, the relevant U.N. Commission (such

as the Commission on the Status of Women in the case of the

Beijing Conference) generally takes responsibility at its yearly

session to review progress made on summit commitments. In

some cases, the U.N. General Assembly will convene a Special

Session five years after the summit to assess the overall sta-

tus of implementation. These so-called “plus-five” reviews,

such as the 1999 Cairo+5, following the 1994 Population

Conference, are generally held at U.N. Headquarters in New

York. Ten years or more after a summit, the U.N. sometimes

convenes what amounts to a follow-up summit. For example,

the Sustainable Development Summit in 2002 was convened

as a follow-up to the 1992 Conference on Environment and

Development (better known as the Earth Summit).

WHAT IT IS / WHAT IT DOES

THE OFFICIAL U.N. SUMMIT



Once you have decided to make grants
in connection with a summit process,
contributors to this guide suggest tak-
ing these steps to prepare yourself and
your own organization:

■ Develop long-term goals as early
as possible in the summit process.
“You have to think about what your
goals are, going in. Now, my goals
are often to help grantees spotlight
an issue – to pluralize the voices that
are engaged in these debates, to
bring voices to that debate that
would not have been there without
us. That’s very easy to measure.”
Funders can steer a clearer course
through complex summit processes if
they know what outcomes their
grantees hope to achieve. Many
grant makers recommended explor-
ing these matters quite carefully.
They also suggest that it is helpful to
grantees to inform and enlist the
support of other areas of the grant
maker’s organization.

■ Learn more about related policy
issues from the perspective of other
countries, regions, and organiza-
tions. It makes sense early on to
confer with other funders, grantees,
policymakers, and scholars to learn
their views on a summit and related
opportunities, and where the issues
to be addressed fall within their
spheres of work. In particular, as one
grant maker observed, “Funder net-
works or affinity groups can be great
vehicles to familiarize funders with a
whole sector.” 

■ Build a network and establish key
contacts with NGOs, private sector
organizations, and government
agencies. Experienced grant makers

recommend devoting some of their
advance information gathering to
setting up relationships with a range
of other actors early in the summit
process. Regular briefings from
grantees and other experts can pro-
vide funders with important informa-
tion and insights, and governmental
and U.N. contacts can keep donors
abreast of the progress of official
planning.

■ Learn the basics of the summit
preparatory process itself. Summits
are highly complex political and
bureaucratic events, in which such
banal details as accreditation dead-
lines can make or break the effective-
ness of a grant. Donors probably
need not become as expert in a sum-
mit process as grantees eventually
need to be. But grant makers should
get an overview of the summit’s
major players at the U.N. and among
governments, the summit timeline,
and its general rules of procedure. 
(A list of helpful links is available on
our web site.)

■ Develop informational networks
and funding partnerships when-
ever possible within and outside
your foundation. In the early days of
summit planning, funders and
grantees can play an important role
in informing colleagues who are less
knowledgeable about summit pro-
cesses. These kinds of activities gen-
erate partnerships that can increase
the impact of any one donor.
Regarding the Beijing Conference, a
China-based funder reported: “We
started a group for donors where we
did a lot of strategizing around key
questions ... What’s the platform
likely to look like? What are the con

WO RLD S U MM ITS A N D CON F E R E NCE S 9

How Some Grant Makers Prepare

KEEP YOUR EXPECTATIONS
REALISTIC

Optimism and idealism can run 

high around an impending summit,

and many funders warn against

inflated expectations:

International summits are one step

in a much longer process. For exam-

ple, in connection with the U.N.

Millennium Summit, held in

September 2000, some 189 coun-

tries pledged to halve the number of

people globally who live on less

than a dollar a day. “We are

nowhere near” reaching those goals,

said one high-ranking U.N. official,

“but we've left the starting block.”

By contrast, funders involved with

annual or biennial meetings like the

International AIDS Conference noted

that people tend to bring more mod-

est expectations to those gather-

ings. Said one, “No one thinks that

the AIDS meeting is going to create

a paradigm shift or a whole new way

of doing things. The issue is that

people come with very different lev-

els of experience and knowledge.

Some of us have been coming for 15

years; others are coming for the first

time. The meeting organizers have

to learn to work with that.”
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tentious areas going to be? What’s the
difference between the agenda of the
governmental meeting and the non-
governmental meeting? What are the
agendas of the groups that we work
with?”

■ Consider hiring a consultant or
adding an intern to your team.
Keeping track of a summit’s progress
can be time-consuming. Depending
on the level of resources available for
summit work, donors may wish to
retain a consultant or fund an intern
to help monitor the summit’s
progress and help with related pro-
gram activities. Networks of funders
and grantees could also use this tac-
tic to keep the whole group informed
at a level that would be beyond the
means of any one member.

■ As the meeting approaches, think
strategically about who should
attend from your organization. “We
studied the program,” recalled one
grant maker whose foundation sent
staff to the World Social Forum, “and
identified workshops where conflict
seemed likely. We wanted to be sure
we had people there so we’d know
what happened.” For more on decid-
ing whether or not to attend an
international meeting, see page 14 
of this guide.

……

WHAT IS ACCREDITATION?

For non-governmental organizations, the term “accreditation” is used in the U.N.

orbit in more than one way. Here is a short breakdown of its various meanings. 

■ ACCREDITATION TO A SUMMIT: This is a credential that allows an NGO to attend

an official U.N. summit as an observer. The summit accreditation process, which is

overseen by the secretariat, governs who may apply to attend and on what terms.

■ ACCREDITATION TO THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COUNCIL (ECOSOC): Also known

as consultative status, this is a credential that entitles an NGO to be invited to all

U.N. summits as an observer. The application process is sometimes lengthy, but it

offers several advantages for NGOs that want to participate regularly in the work-

ings of the U.N. 

■ ACCREDITATION TO THE DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC INFORMATION (DPI): NGOs with

information programs on issues of concern to the United Nations may apply for

association with the U.N. Department of Public Information. The application pro-

cess is less complex than for ECOSOC, and DPI status also allows some access to

U.N. Headquarters. But it does not grant access to U.N. summits. 

■ ACCREDITATION TO OTHER U.N. ENTITIES: Many of the programs, agencies, and

funds under the U.N. umbrella have their own separate mechanisms by which

NGOs can become accredited or otherwise brought into the fold. An NGO in

consultative status with UNICEF, for example, will have rights and privileges

related specifically to that agency, though not to the U.N. as a whole. Still, associ-

ation with a specific U.N. unit can render it easier to obtain accreditation to a

summit specifically germane to that entity’s work (in UNICEF’s case, the U.N.

Special Session on Children, held in May 2002). While NGOs don’t need accredita-

tion to attend the NGO forum that runs parallel to a summit, they must be

registered with the NGO conference organizer.

For links to other web sites that have more information on ECOSOC and DPI accredi-

tation processes, see page 15 of this guide. 



Whether you choose to provide strate-
gic, logistical, or infrastructure support,
the most commonly offered advice 
from grant makers experienced in the
summit process is to engage early in
the process and be prepared to support
organizations interested in implemen-
tation and monitoring.

The early days of a summit process —
up to three years before the official
start date — can provide opportunities
for grantees to participate in substan-
tive agenda-setting at international
and local levels, learn key issues and
positions of governments, undertake
networking, training, and public edu-
cation activities, and plan ahead to
seize openings for strategic action.
(For help in planning ahead for grant
making “points of entry,” see the
Sample Timeline for a U.N. Summit on
pages 26-27.)

Some of the ways that grant makers
have funded grantees in connection
with an international summit include:

STRATEGIC & ISSUE-ORIENTED

■ Work with grantees to facilitate
coalition-building and discussion
around critical issues. A grant
maker who funded groups involved
in the Population Conference in Cairo
recommended early funding for
preparatory work among groups of
NGOs. “Ahead of time we funded
groups that were helping to develop
their country strategies in Egypt and
the Philippines. We put quite a bit of
money into bringing groups together
to strategize and figure out where
some of the trouble spots might be.
For example, how should the

women’s movement engage popula-
tion issues? Differences of opinion
were worked out to reduce the level
of discord when people got to the
conference.” 

■ Support grantee participation in
Preparatory Committee meetings
(PrepComs). Even well before the
summit, NGOs often take advantage
of the critical mass of people attend-
ing an official PrepCom to hold plan-
ning meetings of their own. A U.N.
official remarked regarding NGO par-
ticipation, “It’s better if they can be
there at the beginning, because the
first round is actually shaping what
is the agenda.”  

Much of the platform for action is
written at the PrepCom, and con-
sensus is developed there. Major
areas of dissent are left for the
final summit. Those NGOs who are
prepared to engage official delega-
tions at PrepComs can contribute 
to outcomes.

■ Create or support mechanisms to
strengthen diverse voices. A funder
who worked on the International
Conference on Population and
Development realized early on in the
process that one group of religious
leaders — that wasn’t reflective of
the diversity of opinion on reproduc-
tive and gender issues — was likely
to dominate the discussion. In
response, the grant maker and her
colleagues convened a more diverse
set of religious leaders “to think
through perspectives before the con-
ference. We did not support groups
to hammer out U.N. language. We
brought people together to hammer
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Working with Grantees

A VARIETY OF
APPROACHES

Contributors to this guide describe a

number of approaches to supporting

grantees and other non-governmental

actors in a summit. These grant

making approaches typically fall into

three areas:

■ Strategic & Issue-oriented

support including advance research

work and preparing materials that

enables grantees and others to

advocate for particular policy view-

points and/or shape the substan-

tive agenda of the meetings.

■ Logistical & Navigational

assistance with travel, translation,

electronic communication, 0r 

other activities that help grantees

to understand or navigate the

summit process.

■ Infrastructure & Capacity

Building

support for planning, advocacy

training, or networking opportuni-

ties—activities that build the

capacity of grantees to make the

most of the summit but whose

benefits carry over beyond the

summit itself.

(For additional approaches a grant

maker might consider in working with

the media, see the next chapter.)



out ideas, concepts, and strategies
that, even without the conference,
would have been useful.”

■ Support targeted policy research.
Research on a summit topic, provided
it is undertaken well in advance,
can help to inform advocacy and
media outreach. As an expert on
foreign funding trends observed, for
donors who are trying to address
particularly sensitive topics, or who
support work in difficult environ-
ments, “supporting research can be
a moderate start to bringing up con-
troversial issues.”

LOGISTICAL & NAVIGATIONAL

■ Fund travel assistance for partici-
pating grantees. “We tend to think it’s
not very fulfilling to give travel grants.
They’re boring. But if you’re not there,
you’re not a player. That’s the bottom
line.”  Travel assistance for grantees
in connection with preparatory meet-
ings as well as the actual summit can
be critical to the process — provided

the grantees have received accredita-
tion to attend.

■ Ensure that grantees know about
accreditation and how to work
within a U.N. summit process. The
rules of access to U.N. summits and
their PrepComs are complex and can
vary from summit to summit. “Funders
should check with grantees to be
sure they know how to become
accredited to the official conference
and should connect them with other
NGOs who are more experienced with
the U.N.”(For further information on
accreditation, see page 10.)

■ Fund advance orientation activities.
World summits and NGO forums can
seem like international bazaars of
immense proportions, and grantees
can easily become stymied by logisti-
cal obstacles or lose sight of strategic
goals. Grant makers should ensure
that grantees are fully conversant
with the summit process and rules
for NGOs, procedures for participating
in the NGO and government forums,
the layout and logistics of the host
country and city, and how to make
the best use of their time. One donor
remembers, “We worked hard with
our grantees to strategically figure
out where they wanted to be. Did
they want to influence U.N. lan-
guage, or did they want to facilitate
networking of NGOs? This was
important because it was really hard
to do both.”   

■ Provide targeted support to the
summit secretariat. While the host
country and some U.N. member
states assume the lion’s share of a
summit’s costs, in some instances
there may be reasons to support the
summit’s organizing body as the

Taking the summit agenda as a point of departure, an NGO forum generally engages

large numbers of people from non-governmental organizations around the globe. In

conjunction with the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, roughly

30,000 people participated in the NGO forum. In fact, in some circles this one gather-

ing is credited with increasing the visibility and importance of NGO forums overall.

While the main purpose of the forum is to connect with the official proceedings in some

way, many participants attend to form networks, hone their skills in the global arena,

and learn. Forums are usually governed by international NGO committees and run by a

forum secretariat, and they are often the result of complex planning processes.

Important partners in staging a forum can include the U.N. conference secretariat, the

host government, a local host institution, and donors (often primarily private).
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WHAT IT IS / WHAT IT DOES

THE NGO FORUM
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process moves along. For example,
one grant maker recalled such a
grant as the Beijing Conference was
approaching:

“It seemed odd to fund the U.N., but
we realized that the conference
secretariat wasn’t communicating
effectively with the media or NGOs,
and that the conference lead-up
was suffering. Fairly late in the
game, we made a grant to the sec-
retariat specifically to hire public
relations people, which had a big
impact.” 

■ Fund mechanisms for sharing
information and strategies among
grantees and with others.
Newsletters, e-mail listserves, and 
e-mailed or faxed bulletins are just a
few of the ways that grant makers
can help grantees communicate in
advance of summits. Before the
Sustainable Development Summit, for
example, one grant maker funded the
production and e-mail distribution of
update bulletins that helped grantees
and other donors keep track of the
summit’s complex process.
Supporting the translation of key
documents into several languages
and simultaneous translation during
NGO meetings can also help ensure
that grantees can communicate with
counterparts in other countries.

■ Support daily briefings for NGOs.
At the summit itself, daily NGO brief-
ings have proven indispensable in
recapping events of the day before,
highlighting the risks or opportuni-
ties of the day ahead, mustering sup-
port for particular positions on
emerging issues, and providing
opportunities for dialogue with U.N.

and government representatives.
Held on summit premises, daily brief-
ings are generally planned by an
NGO committee. 

■ Support daily bulletins or
newspapers. Like daily briefings,
daily bulletins or newspapers at a
summit can help grantees track
progress in the official negotiations
and where they should concentrate
their attention on any given day.
One funder present at the Beijing
Conference remembers:

“We funded an NGO bulletin that
came out early every morning that
summarized the official discussions
of the day before. Basically, this
grantee tried to have someone in
every meeting. It was a vital record
for NGOs who wanted to follow the
debates. They also put the bulletins
online, so people could follow from
abroad.”  These publications can
also help participants at the NGO
forum to follow the proceedings.

■ Support mechanisms to report sum-
mit developments to groups back
home. “We funded one group to set
up a large Internet site at the NGO
forum. People really appreciated
being able to report back home from
the spot, and many people got
trained on the Internet and e-mail
who didn’t know how to use them
before.”  Several funders pointed to
the importance of on-site hookups (at
both the summit and forum) and
staffed Internet cafés where grantees
can inform global networks of devel-
opments. Internet cafés can also pro-
vide a vital training ground for NGOs
from around the world in Internet
technology. (For the story of a foun-

There may be reasons to

support the summit’s

organizing body as the

process moves along.
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dation that supported and produced
a webcast of the International AIDS
Conference in Bangkok, see page 18
of this guide.)

INFRASTRUCTURE & CAPACITY
BUILDING

■ Fund advocacy training and activi-
ties. PrepComs can provide good
opportunities for grantees to learn
more about effective advocacy —
what works with policy makers and
what doesn’t. The advocacy skills
that grantees acquire can be useful
not only for the summit process but
also in their work back home.
Besides trying to contribute to the
public debate, grantee advocacy can
also encourage governments to
include NGOs in their delegations or
simply buy-in to the summit process
itself. As seen at the Conference
Against Racism, some key govern-
ments’ lack of advance commitment
to a summit can endanger the official
outcomes. Advocacy that encourages
engagement by the host country
government can also be important to
ensure that it is committed to the
success of the NGO forum and other
civil society events that accompany
the summit.

■ Provide planning support for the
NGO forum. NGO forums provide
critical venues for civil society groups
to try to influence summit outcomes,
to attract world attention to their
views, and to meet and build rela-
tionships with one another. Early
support for the nuts and bolts of
forum planning can be crucial. As
one funder recalled, “We gave a
grant to cover women from develop-
ing countries [to serve] on the NGO

SHOULD YOU, AS FUNDER, ATTEND?

“You bring in three NGOs to a grant maker convening and you have three
NGOs. But if you go to a world meeting, you can connect with a much
larger number of people.”

Attending a world summit or its companion NGO forum can be costly for grant

makers both in time and money, and gaining entry to the official summit can

entail the same access travails that NGOs face. Not every grant maker is pre-

pared with either the resources or the skills to be effective at an international

gathering. And it’s true that at some summits, a donor presence can have unin-

tended consequences — if, say, the grant maker is preferred over NGOs for

access to the official meetings. Nonetheless, if the latter factor can be con-

trolled, grant makers who are able to attend a summit or forum often find that

their presence can have surprising benefits. 

Participating grant makers can, for example: 

Hear directly from people who are closest to the issue, who can bring new
perspectives and suggest alternate solutions.
A grant maker who supported microcredit programs for women found that what

she learned at the Beijing Conference caused her to take a broader approach to

advancing women’s well-being. In her words: “A $50 loan to a woman may not

bring about systemic change on its own. What about a health system that func-

tions? What about roads, education, and so on?”  

Play a brokering role for grantees with the U.N., the media, and others.
“It was really a matter of making sure we listened, we asked, we knew what was

going on. We weren’t directors here, we were matchmakers. We also fed journal-

ists. Well, I mean we had all kinds of receptions that we invited different sorts of

people to. Everybody’s hungry, everybody wants to meet people.”  Funders gain

visibility by being at the summit or preparatory meetings, and can use that visi-

bility even beyond the summit itself to help grantees gain access and credibility

with high-ranking officials, the media, and others. While there, they can also

play an important role in forging links among grantees and other groups.

Manage problems, should they arise, in real time. In one case, a U.S. grant

maker was able to react quickly to a press story criticizing certain comments

made during a session: “Because our people had been there, we were in a

much better position to say, ‘you know what, those comments were taken out of

context, and they weren’t said by our grantees.’” If the foundation had waited

until later to respond, he noted, the explanation “would have looked like a

back-handed excuse.”

Early support for the nuts and bolts of 

forum planning can be crucial.



Steering Committees for both the
Population and Women's
Conferences. There was a critique
early on via the international net-
works that this was totally domi-
nated by groups based in New York
and Geneva, so we gave travel
grants for planning meetings and
early prep meetings for grantees
coming from diverse locations.
Funding the infrastructure was
really important.”

■ Help build the capacity of host
country groups, including linkages
with foreign counterparts. There
are many good reasons for support-
ing host country groups. For one
thing, those groups often play a 
central role in planning for the NGO
forum, and can benefit from advance
assistance. For another, the opportu-
nities to build their overall capacity
are too good to miss. Said a grant
maker based in China during the
lead-up to the 1995 Beijing 

Conference on Women, “I very much
looked at the world meeting in terms of
goals for the Chinese women’s move-
ment. I wanted to make sure that they
got the most that they could out of this
international event that was happening
on their soil.”  The same funder talked
about the importance of having
ensured that Chinese women partici-
pated in the regional preparatory meet-
ings leading up to the summit. By the
time the summit started, real relation-
ships were already in place.
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For information about the United Nations and U.N. summits, 

see the web site of the U.N. Non-Governmental Liaison

Service (NLGS) at www.un-ngls.org. The NLGS office helps NGOs

and others learn how to enter and participate in the summit pro-

cess, including implementation and follow-up activities. NLGS

often provides orientation sessions prior to PrepComs. Of partic-

ular interest on the site is a planning document, “Gender on the

Agenda: A Guide to Participating in Beijing+5,” which was pre-

pared to assist NGOs prior to the five-year follow-up to the

Beijing Conference on Women. It contains useful logistical and

strategic information on how NGOs can prepare for any summit.

Within the United Nations' web site, the Economic and Social

Council (ECOSOC) provides listings of past and upcoming U.N

conferences and General Assembly special sessions at

www.un.org/docs/ecosoc/. Information on a particular summit

can generally be found via links to the functional U.N. commis-

sions at www.un.org/esa/. The ECOSOC site also provides 

a section on NGO participation, with directions on how to obtain

consultative status.

The Non-Governmental Organizations Section of the U.N.'s

Department of Public Information (DPI) also offers programs

and information for NGOs, including briefings, orientations, and

an annual conference. To find out more about their resources,

see ww.un.org/dpi/ngosection/. 

Another organization that supports participation by civil society

organizations in U.N. summits is the Conference of Non-

Governmental Organizations in Consultative Relationship

with the United Nations (CONGO). For information and links,

see www.ngocongo.org.

There is no central clearinghouse for information about interna-

tional conferences and meetings that take place outside the

umbrella of the United Nations. For information on the biennial

International AIDS Conferences and related meetings, 

see the web site of the International AIDS Society at 

www.iasociety.org. To learn more about the World Social 

Forum, how it is organized, and how to participate, see 

www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/. 

The major multilateral financial institutions offer some informa-

tion on upcoming meetings. See the web sites of the World

Bank, at www.worldbank.org; the International Monetary Fund,

at www.imf.org; and the World Trade Organization, at

www.wto.org.

To Learn More
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Good press is a vital but uncertain com-
modity that can shape the public’s per-
ception of a summit and its outcomes.
Don’t assume that journalists have a
deep knowledge of the topic, the pro-
cesses that govern the meeting, or the
groups represented there. The journal-
ist’s job is simply to find a good story
and report it in an interesting way.

A grant maker who has attended
numerous meetings noted, “I know for
a fact that journalists have a very diffi-
cult time trying to figure out how to
report on these gatherings. The World
Social Forum, for example, often gets
reported as a festival of ideas, or this
sort of chaotic fairground. The analogy
has very little to do with the substance
of what’s actually going on and more
to do with the setting itself.” Another
funder asked, “How do we find better
ways to tell the individual stories that
are heard at an international summit?”

The challenge of finding a story is one
reason why journalists sometimes limit
their coverage to sensational events.

One of the better known cases of this
was when reporting on the 2001
Conference Against Racism became
focused on the walk-out of government
delegates from the U.S., Israel, and
India after some of the conference del-
egates proposed controversial confer-
ence resolutions. Many valuable
activities took place at the conference
before and after this event, but they
were never reported because the con-
flict dominated the press.

So what can be done to improve
media coverage?

■ Provide support to grantees that
already work well with media, and

make training and technical assis-
tance available to those who need
it. One grant maker who was heavily
involved with the Earth Summit said:
“Everyone knows who their grantees
are who work well with the media.
Those who are good all year will be
good at the summit. We did a bunch
of high-level briefings for the press,
including social events with well-
known journalists as guest speakers.”
Grantees who have less media
experience can either receive train-
ing by media specialists or link with
more experienced counterparts.

A media specialist recommended:
“You want to bring someone on
board who can work with the
grantees, help refine strategy, and
coordinate the necessary technical
assistance. Such a person could
work with clusters of grantees to
identify spokespeople and training
needs, and help them get everyone
on board” 

■ Help grantees to reach out to jour-
nalists early in the preparation
stage. In the words of one reporter,
“A lot of reporters do not know what
these issues are. NGOs can provide
one sheet of paper saying, ‘Here are
the issues, here are the contacts
and how to reach them for the next
two weeks during this PrepCom.’
The best press kit has the informa-
tion you need to know. Statistics are
helpful; life is too short to look it all
up.”  But even in advance of a
PrepCom or summit, as one funder
observed, “We should really be sup-
porting grantees overseas to reach
out to journalists, columnists, and
editorial boards from their regions,
to help brief them in advance on the

Engaging the Media

“I know for a fact that

journalists have a very

difficult time trying to 

figure out how to report

on these gatherings.”



conference so that they’ll have a
peg to make stories relevant to 
their readers.” 

■ Find out which elements of the
press corps will be attending, and
help grantees to reach out to
diverse media representatives. A
media specialist observed, “It’s easy
to find out who will be covering the
conference, because they have to
register, and there’s an official list.
So you can easily try to get in touch
with these folks in advance and try
to involve them in pre-conference
briefings.”  A funder suggested it is
useful to help grantees reach out to
mainstream and alternative press.
Another grant maker suggested,
“Wherever the conference is taking
place, you should work with the for-
eign correspondents based there,
because they will be asked by their
papers to be writing about this.”

■ Support programs to train journal-
ists on key issues. Without basic
background information on a con-
tentious topic, even well-meaning
journalists can produce misleading or
incomplete reports. Sometimes,
reporters learn more from one
another, or from organizations where
they already receive training, than
from advocates or other sources. One
funder experienced in working with
international summits has made
some grants directly to a journalists’
organization to help raise the level of
reporting on summit matters: “Our
foundation is funding a group that is
training journalists of South Africa on
gender violence — what it is, and
how it manifests itself, and ways in
which it needs to be analyzed. This

group is a group of former journalists
training other journalists.” 

■ Contract with a freelance writer to
provide broad coverage. A founda-
tion-based media specialist sug-
gested, “You can get a freelance
writer to go and cover the confer-
ence and write stories, and try to
sell those stories to various media
outlets. You have some control in
that way, because you can choose a
writer who you feel understands
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International civil society meetings come in all sizes and shapes, but some can seem

positively summit-like in their numbers of participants. Annual or biennial confer-

ences such as the World Social Forum and the Montreal International Forum, as well

as the periodic gatherings of such international membership associations as CIVICUS

and the Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID), can be sizeable

indeed. While most meetings probably hover in the range of a thousand to several

thousand participants, the 2004 World Social Forum hosted more than 75,000 repre-

sentatives of 2,660 organizations from 130 countries — making it a kind of worldwide

congress of civil society. 

In the case of civil society meetings, the focus tends to be on the goals of a social

movement, rather than affecting the outcome of official government negotiations.

AWID, for example, focused on advancing the status of women, and the World Social

Forum concentrated on finding alternatives to current patterns of globalization. A

donor wishing to strengthen a movement and its actors (as opposed to trying to elicit

particular commitments from governments) might support such a meeting in the hope

of generating international or national campaigns for action. Procedural and logistical

issues can be much easier than at official U.N. summits. Because civil society meet-

ings are not bound by the complexities of the intergovernmental system, donors do

not have to enter the process as early or be as concerned about whether or not their

grantees are going to be allowed to attend. Civil society representatives — generally

NGOs — are the main actors. Grants can be smaller and less complicated, supporting

basic necessities like the organization of the meeting or participant travel. Another

consideration is that such gatherings can attract surprisingly strong interest from

local media and policymakers, which may be useful for donors who want to advance

program goals in the meeting’s host country.

WHAT IT IS / WHAT IT DOES

THE INTERNATIONAL CIVIL SOCIETY MEETING

“It’s easy to find out who will be covering the conference …

and try to involve them in pre-conference briefings.”
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your issues and has access to the
right people.”

■ Be creative in thinking about 
grassroots communications 
strategies suitable for the host
country. “In China you can’t paint
anything or put posters up anywhere,
so we came up with an idea. We had
thousands of beautiful stickers made
that were black and red, and we put
them on the taxis [at the time of the

Women’s Conference]. They said
“Unity is Strength” in Chinese, a
revolutionary slogan which every-
one understands. And it became the
NGO slogan. First of all, it connected 
with the Chinese Government’s 
own revolutionary past, though they
hadn’t actually ever used it in terms
of the women’s movement. But it
worked, and they didn’t go stripping
it off everywhere. They became
proud of it.”

Be creative in thinking about communications strategies …

When the fifteenth International AIDS Conference was held in

Bangkok, Thailand, in July 2004, people around the world were

able to watch the proceedings on Kaisernetwork.org, a web site

and online multimedia unit of the Kaiser Family Foundation. Each

day, Kaisernetwork staff produced, edited, and posted videos and

transcripts of the major conference sessions, along with sum-

maries of the day’s events, science and policy features, interviews

with prominent attendees, and publications and other resources.

“We did our first webcast of an International AIDS Conference in

Barcelona in 2002,” recalls Larry Levitt, editor-in-chief of

Kaisernetwork. “Bangkok was our second, and the first one at

which we were the ‘official webcaster.’” What that meant, he

explains, was closer involvement in planning and problem solving,

both before and during the event: “We helped develop the com-

munications strategy, organize the media center, and promote the

conference to journalists. During the meeting, we helped with all

kinds of day-to-day stuff. And our material was featured promi-

nently on the conference web site.”  

According to Levitt, Kaisernetwork’s Bangkok work had three

objectives: “First, we saw an opportunity to take a global AIDS

event and bring it to a grassroots level by making it available to

people who couldn’t attend. Second, we wanted to produce a per-

manent record of the conference. And third, we wanted to assist

the broadcast media by setting ourselves up as a resource. For

example, we had the biggest tape library at the conference, and

we made it available to everyone. When CNN wanted a tape of

Kofi Annan speaking, we gave it to them. Our interview with [U.S.

Global AIDS Coordinator] Randall Tobias was broadcast in the

media center, and anyone who wanted to could just grab it and use

it.”  Kaisernetwork also coordinated with other units of the foun-

dation. “Kaiser organized several special sessions,” says Levitt,

“and we covered those. We also did a lot of work with [actor and

AIDS activist] Richard Gere, who came to announce a program

we’re collaborating on in India. He ended up being a star of 

the conference.”

Reflecting on Kaisernetwork’s ability to work closely with confer-

ence organizers, grant makers, and journalists, Levitt explains

that he and his colleagues have  “worked hard to establish our

identity as an information organization. We’re not press. Our

unique role is to bring technical expertise in broadcasting and

online communications together with substantive expertise in the

topics we cover.”

How would he advise a grant maker who wanted to support some-

thing similar? The Bangkok operation came in at around $100,000,

he reports, including the “not inconsiderable” cost of transporta-

tion. “But that’s true,” he adds, “because we already had techni-

cal, editorial, and production staff on board. The communications

apparatus, such as web site and video streaming server, was

already in place. And we already owned much of the equipment.”

Without that infrastructure, he cautions, “the cost would be many

times what we spent. But it’s possible to contract with production

companies for much of the work, so it could be done.”

The “Official Webcaster” of the Bangkok AIDS Conference: A Mini-Case
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Beyond the Summit

“One of the things that we foundations
are criticized for, and rightly, is making
a big pot of money available for civil
society to be able to participate in
global meetings, and then congratulat-
ing ourselves and walking away.”

It can be tempting, when a summit
ends, for a grant maker to walk away
with a sigh of relief. Nonetheless, such
a move can waste any real potential
that a summit process — and its NGO
actors — has to effect change down
the road. There are a range of follow-
up activities that a donor might want
to consider, some free-standing or
one-time events, and others more
long-term. While grants for the first
category, such as for feedback forums
or even for follow-up media activities,
are generally fairly straightforward,
those for the second can be harder 
to frame.

A core issue for many grant makers is
what kind of impact a summit, includ-
ing both its official and non-official
outcomes, should or can have on their
plans for grant making. For example:
Would support for a summit on race,
with the expected outcome of a
strengthened international movement
against racism, suggest making fewer
grants for national-level work in the
future, and more for international col-
laboration and networking? Does a
strong platform for action advancing
the status of women change the way
that local women’s rights advocates
should be funded to do their jobs? 

The answers to questions like these are
going to vary greatly from summit to
summit, and from donor to donor. This
guide can’t provide answers to suit
every reader, but the following sugges-

tions represent ways for funders to
begin thinking about follow-up, as they
grapple with a summit’s longer-term
implications for their work:

■ Facilitate and support various
forms of debriefing with and
among grantees. “The real action
was on the NGO side for the Chinese
women’s movement. It was extraor-
dinary to hear about, and very
important to debrief. I hosted several
banquets for the leadership of the All
China Women’s Federation afterward,
just to hear their reactions and to
know what difference it would make
in their work.” Debriefings can help
funders understand what grantees
have gotten out of the experience,
and what this might mean for their
future work. Debriefings, or feedback
forums, can also be good ways for
grantees “who have participated in a
summit to share what they’ve
learned with communities back
home.” One caveat: Grant makers
should prepare grantees in advance
of the summit to expect and plan for
these kinds of follow-up activities.

■ Fund other ways to disseminate
information and learning in con-
nection with the summit. An inter-
national grant maker described
dissemination as an ethical require-
ment, “a way of mitigating against
the problem of a few activists build-
ing their own knowledge base and
nobody else’s.” Funders have experi-
mented with a whole variety of ways
beyond debriefings to bring a summit
home. “We made a point of translat-
ing the Platform of Action into read-
able Chinese. And that really
mattered, so that people had the

Find ways for grantees “who

have participated in a summit

to share what they’ve learned

back home.”



actual text and knew what they
were talking about.” Using a less tra-
ditional approach, another grant
maker reported that “we funded a
grantee to put together a one-
woman show in which she assumed
different identities to tell the stories
of women in countries around the
world. It was a very creative way to
convey some of the key information
in reports that came out of the
Women’s Conference.”

■ Continue working on media
strategies. In the words of one fun-
der, “Media work needs to extend
well after the event. At the
Sustainable Development Summit,
all the big media outlets did their
summary coverage a few days
before the conference even ended.
And after that, nothing.” In thinking
through follow-up media activities,

it can be vital to review the impact
of earlier strategies. As a media spe-
cialist observed, “I really think we
should insist that some assessment
of communications and media work
be done after the conference. Just
what did it yield? Was it successful?
What worked, what didn’t? Have
any of our grantees succeeded in
positioning themselves as resources
to media to cover these kinds of
issues? And then we should encour-
age grantees to take the list of jour-
nalists who wrote about this and
follow up with them.” 

■ Fund networks of organizations
that will monitor the implementa-
tion of summit agreements. “You
have to fund organizations who will
press governments to honor the doc-
uments. That is a whole agenda in
itself. How do you keep the issues in
the public limelight?” For example,
following the Summit on Social
Development, an international civil
society coalition formed to monitor
and publicize whether governments
have fulfilled their commitments to
eradicate poverty and achieve gen-
der equity. With yearly, widely-dis-
seminated publications that update
government action or inaction at the
country level, in the words of one
funder, “This is the most thorough
follow-up activity to a U.N. summit
that I’ve ever experienced.”  

■ Support new networks or organi-
zations to continue work on sum-
mit goals. A grant maker
remembered, “One outcome of the
Rio conference [on the environment]
in 1992 was the creation of a
progressive big-business outfit. It
was created as the business arm to

These large international meetings of special purpose institutions like the World Bank

or World Trade Organization can seem summit-like. As with summits, civil society rep-

resentatives may attend these meetings as observers, but with many of the same con-

straints imposed on access and participation as may be found at official U.N. summits,

if not more.

Like summits, the meetings of multilateral financial institutions are convened for the

purpose of reaching agreement on a specific topic through intergovernmental negoti-

ations. So a donor might wish to fund NGO participation in such a meeting for much

the same reason as for a summit: to monitor and try to influence governmental posi-

tions and the outcome of the negotiations. Since each multilateral financial institution

tends to hold its meeting on an annual or periodic basis, grant makers might fund

NGOs to attend more than one meeting, and, as with summits, track the actions of

governments and the institution itself during the interim. Also, in addition to support-

ing grantees to try to connect with and contribute to the negotiation of specific agree-

ments, donors may wish to support grantee efforts to try to improve the overall

transparency of these processes. 
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MEETINGS OF MULTILATERAL INSTITUTIONS

“How do you keep the issues in the public limelight?”
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feed into Rio, and in the last ten
years after Rio it has remained
viable and active.”  Funders can
affect a field well beyond the sum-
mit if they identify and support
coalitions, networks and organiza-
tions that reach a broad base of
members and have credibility with
diverse constituencies. 

■ Support new relationships that
emerge from the summit. “At the
Sustainable Development Summit,”
one grant maker recalls, “garbage
collectors from the Zebaleen com-
munity of Cairo met with members
of the South African Orange Farm
township community, which is over-
run by garbage and solid waste, to
advise them on ways to develop a
self-managed garbage collection
and recycling system. Now an
exchange visit is planned for
Soweto residents to learn from these
Egyptian experts.”  As in this fun-
der’s story, one of the most positive
outcomes of a summit can also be
one of the least predictable: the
relationships that NGOs forge with
counterparts from other countries or
sectors. Funders should be alert to
these opportunities, and be pre-
pared to support the openings that
can arise from them.

■ Fund grantees to monitor the field
over the long term to identify
opportunities or needs that

emerged from the summit. As a
veteran international grant maker
put it, “We should really be thinking
about: OK, what came out of this
global meeting, now that some time
has passed? What are we hearing,
from the groups that we supported
on the national level, that they need
now?” In the years to follow a sum-
mit, grant makers should be sure
that key grantees are in place to
monitor the global picture and iden-
tify opportunities for follow-up
action, particularly in connection
with periodic U.N.-based reviews. 

■ Encourage grantees to take
strategic advantage of follow-up
meetings. As an example, one fun-
der described how a grantee is
using the “plus five” and “plus ten”
review processes to hold govern-
ments accountable for commitments
they made in Beijing in 1995:
“Equality Now put out a publication
that compiles all the laws that dis-
criminate against women and took
it to Beijing Plus Five (in 2000). It
included the actual language of the
laws and an analysis of the lan-
guage. By taking that publication to
a global meeting and putting people
on the spot in front of their col-
leagues, they were able to shift leg-
islation in some of the countries
they highlighted. It was very simple
and very strategic.”



The Debate about Summits

At one time or other, almost
every government has proven
less than eager to have its
deliberations influenced, or

even witnessed, by non-governmental organi-
zations. This reticence can contribute to limita-
tions on the number of NGOs allowed entry to
the official summit, and to barriers on NGO
access to important sessions within the sum-
mit. Logistical and security issues or adminis-
trative confusion can further hinder NGO
participation. One grant maker involved with
the Sustainable Development Summit, for
example, recalled that “civil society participa-
tion was severely curtailed by the limitations in
space at the official summit, and by the dis-
tance between this and the Global People’s
Forum and other civil society events. Entry to
the official conference facility for civil society
participants was restricted to 1,300 per day.
Seventeen thousand were officially registered!”

Frustrations over NGO access are a feature of
virtually every summit. Yet participation in
summits has grown markedly through the
1990s, and more and more countries have
proven willing to include NGO representatives
on official delegations. NGOs have also
become skilled at working with the secre-
tariat early in the summit process to try to
ensure that basic access rules are fair, and
that accurate information on registration pro-
cedures reaches groups around the world.
And somewhat ironically, given the range of
access obstacles, NGOs at a summit or
Preparatory Committee meeting can often
have otherwise unprecedented access to
high-level government officials. For example,
at the Sustainable Development Summit, for-
est community members from Mexico met
with Mexican President Vicente Fox. 

A donor who has made grants
in connection with more than
one summit remarked: “I’ve

found it’s hard to completely get around the
international NGO ‘star system.’ It’s just eas-
ier to get these folks [the big international
players] to world summits, and then for them
to function well once there.”  There is little
question that summits can be tough to
access for community-based groups in
developing countries, and for the “second
tier” of younger leaders within more estab-
lished NGOs. Familiarity with U.N. processes 

is scant, travel resources are scarce, and
mobility may be limited by political or cul-
tural constraints. Further, relatively few NGO
leaders in developing countries speak more
than one U.N. language, and interpretation
for NGOs at summits and NGO forums is gen-
erally inadequate or negligible. The result is
usually far less diverse NGO representation
than is desirable.

This problem is not going to disappear in the
near term, but it does seem slowly to be shrink-
ing. Groups in developing countries are increas

No summit, at least thus far, has ever “solved” a complex social issue. What’s more, they tend to be
messy in planning and execution, are time-consuming and expensive, and generate outcomes that can
be measured only over the long term. Nonetheless, many funders find it worthwhile to engage in sum-
mit-related grant making. What are some of the concerns they face when they decide to go down that
path? Here we offer a point-counterpoint discussion of the issues they mentioned most often: 

True summits (those
convened by governments)
do not treat NGOs as full

partners.

Summits privilege well-
established, northern, or

international NGOs.

22 WO RLD S U MM ITS A N D CON F E R E NCE S



ingly sophisticated about U.N. processes, with a
number of international NGOs channeling informa-
tion and training to people at the community level.
Donors can support developing country networks
to do their own strategic work and initiate links
with other international groups.  Helping to cir-
cumvent the traditional “star” system is also an

area in which donors can make a difference. In
connection with the Conference against Racism,
for example, one funder supported the preliminary
training and then participation of representatives
of the dalits of India, who were able for the first
time to make their case against caste- and
descent-based racism on a world stage.

After all the time and
resources that get poured

into summits, it can seem inconceivable that
they don’t result in a more immediate change
in government action. Part of the reason for
their limited effect might be summit fatigue or
cynicism regarding U.N. processes on the part
of governments — an attitude that in turn can
translate into their sending low-level delega-
tions. But even when that is not the case, and
where summit consensus documents represent
real progress in addressing a complex social
issue, governments seem free to return to busi-
ness as usual in the aftermath, with no inter-
national body having the power to enforce
implementation. According to the views of one
grant maker regarding the Earth Summit: “Rio
was done perfectly. It had tremendous prepara-
tion. There was a very well funded, huge citi-
zen forum. There were also good outcomes:
three international conventions, commitments
on funding climate change, etc. The problem is
that there hasn’t been enough follow up, and
we haven’t met the goals we’d originally set.”
Some worry that future meetings will back-
track on goals already set.

Governments may very well wish to return to
business as usual following a summit, but here
again, funders can make a difference by helping to
equip domestic and international NGOs to hold
governments accountable to their commitments. As
one grant maker observed, “The key to funding
these meetings is not to look at [a summit] as an
event, but as a signpost along the way — part of a
multi-year funding strategy.” NGOs have become
increasingly skillful at monitoring government fol-
low-up to world summits, and at using national
and international stages to publicize government
action or inaction. For example, at the five-year
review of the Beijing Conference on Women, an
NGO committee gathered national “alternative”
reports from all over the world, paralleling those
produced by governments at the request of the
U.N. The reports provided counterpoint information
— in effect, a reality check — on progress made in
implementing the Platform for Action. The commit-
tee presented this compendium to the Chair of the
Special Session and made it available to govern-
ment delegates and the press. Funders can support
this work (of research, and monitoring, and con-
vening) within and outside summits organized to
review progress made on recommendations.

Summits have no teeth.
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In intergovernmental negotia-
tions at a summit, progress
toward consensus can often

seem to take a back seat to other political,
economic, cultural, or diplomatic calcula-
tions. This can be exacerbated by the press,
with intense media focus on contentious
issues actually playing a role in summit
developments. Complicating matters still fur-
ther, summits sometimes end up accentuat-
ing — or even introducing — internal tensions
or fragmentation within NGO sectors or
movements themselves, which can stymie the
establishment of common goals or actions. 

Most summits have provided important road
maps for policy and action. One new grant
maker who participated as a grantee at different
summits commented: “Each represents a global
consensus on issues though there are a few
points of controversy that remain unresolved.”
While it is admittedly hard to control for contro-
versy at a summit, this fact highlights the
unique strength of such gatherings: the diversity

of voices heard, especially those of people who
are usually discriminated against or marginal-
ized. At Beijing, discrimination on the basis of
sexual orientation was discussed in the U.N. for
the first time. As in all good grant making it is
important to be aware of the issues at hand and
to be prepared for political controversy. (See
sidebar on page 4 for special advice.)  These
meetings  “take the lid” off issues that have not
been discussed as publicly before, and there is
potential for a period of sorting out while they
are debated on a global stage, often for the first
time. The Conference on Racism provided a
good example of how such a gathering can
amplify the voices of those who had not previ-
ously been heard on the world stage (for exam-
ple, the dalits, Afro-Brazilians, and the Roma of
Eastern Europe). It was difficult to predict what
would happen when this new mix of players,
some more and some less experienced in this
kind of effort, came together. But one effect was
unquestionably the airing of points of view that
had previously been obscure or silent outside
their own communities.

Summits generate more 
controversy than

consensus.

With grantees often stretched
to capacity in their day-to-
day work, and funders lim-

ited in their own time and resources,
summits can seem like extravagant if not
wasteful exercises. Even given the potential
handle for policy-based advocacy that a
summit can offer, should the majority of
non-governmental organizations, or their
funders, be distracted from their principal
constituencies and activities?  In the words
of one grant maker: “Does perspective
change translate into real change for people
on the ground? It seems as if a very elite
group of people end up controlling these
processes.” 

Summits and NGO forums offer opportunities to
enrich or advance grantee work at the front
lines, provided that participants identify their
goals well in advance of the meeting itself. For
one thing, preparation for a summit, such as
advocacy training, can position grantees to
have more impact with local or national
authorities. And the networking and move-
ment-building potential that summits offer can
be unique. As a grant maker active in the
international peace movement remarked:
“Face-to-face networking is the most important
strategy for building unity. Otherwise it’s too
fractured. You can’t organize via e-mail, you
can only share your rage. You can’t kiss any-
one over e-mail.”

Summits distract from
important work 
on the ground.
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Key Lessons from Grant Makers

■ Get grantees involved as early in
the process as possible. “Many peo-
ple come away from these world
meetings disappointed, as they don't
realize that to shape the policy
agenda you need to be involved the
year before the meeting. If you’re
going to a world meeting to network
or for public education, that’s great.
But if you want to shape the process,
you need to understand the entry
points and begin much earlier.”
Donors should be exploring their pos-
sible interest in a summit, and look-
ing for grant making points of entry,
from the very beginning of a summit
process — typically three years or
more before the opening gavel falls.

■ Consider carefully, on all levels
within the foundation, how your
grantees’ goals and those of the
summit will fit with your short-
and long-term programmatic
goals. Grant makers who contributed
to this guide agree that every
attempt should be made to ensure
that there is a close fit between the
goals of the proposed summit and
the programmatic goals of the foun-
dation and its grantees.

■ Consult with grantees and others
about the summit, and identify
particular substantive or opera-
tional goals that you want to
achieve. “I would recommend fun-

ders identify a couple of objectives.
If, for example, there is an upcoming
conference on the environment and
you are involved in supporting solu-
tions to toxic waste dumping, you
may want to monitor that issue
alone. Find out what everybody is
saying on toxic waste dumping. This
would help you to track the issue
from multiple points of view.”
Working with grantees and indepen-
dent experts can help funders nar-
row the field. Most grant makers do
not have the time or resources to be
engaged in all the substantive
aspects of a summit.

■ Forge partnerships with colleagues
within your foundation and with
other donors wherever possible.
“Being part of this donor delegation is
absolutely going to have an impact
on my funding and the way I see my
programs,” said a grant maker who
attended a summit with a group of
other funders. Partnerships with
other donors can be a very important
way to maximize the resources avail-
able for summit planning and follow-
up. In addition, such partnerships can
also act as tutorials for grant makers
and grantees who are less experi-
enced in international or global pro-
gramming on a particular issue, and
can have a long-term impact on pro-
gram choices and goals.

■ Try to keep media representatives
informed from the beginning —
whether directly or through your
grantees, or both. “The media will
always focus on the most controver-
sial and negative aspect of the con-
ference. It’s important to get out
ahead of the spin. Make sure you
frame the conference positively early
on.”  Many grant makers emphasized
the importance of equipping
grantees to deal effectively with the
media throughout a summit process. 

■ Work with grantees to follow up on
the achievements of the summit.
“The process is worthless unless it
leads to meaningful follow-up and
implementation of the groundwork
laid in the conference process.”
Follow-up is critical to gauge the
effect of international summits and
the success of funding strategies; to
feed information and insights back
into home communities; and to
ensure that grantees are prepared to
take advantage of emerging opportu-
nities. External evaluations, feedback
forums, and funding for groups to
monitor government actions are all
examples of follow-up activities to
consider.



SAMPLE TIMELINE FOR A U.N. SUMMIT
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“All the member states in a
conference essentially put their
items on the table in the first few
rounds. These inputs come from all
directions. They come from regional
meetings. They come from national
consultations. Some of the agencies
will have done special papers. All of
these things are poured into the
process.” 

This hypothetical timeline gives an idea
of what kinds of strategies funders
could pursue at various stages of the
summit process. A foundation looking to
make a major commitment might take
on funding at all stages, while smaller
or local grant makers might be attracted
to such discrete items as follow-up
feedback forums. In all cases, as the
quote above by a U.N. official suggests,
donors should identify their grant-
making strategies as early as possible. 

Indeed, the preliminary lead-up to a
summit is generally packed with win-
dows of opportunity that may close as
the summit approaches. For example,
the deadline for NGO registration for a
summit may very well fall more than a
year before the meeting dates, with
implications for what grantees will
then be able to attend. Advocacy train-
ing is another item that should take
place well before the summit, ideally
before even the PrepComs. Organizing
space and the necessary technological
infrastructure for an on-site Internet
café can also call for considerable
advance negotiation and preparation.
So, while a summit process suggests
particular grant making strategies at
various points along the way, most of
these should be in the works from the
beginning.

TWO YEARS PRIOR TO THE SUMMIT

The Preparatory Committee holds the first of two or more planning sessions
(PrepComs). The committee meets in conjunction with a regular session of the
relevant functional commission. Among other matters, the committee and sec-
retariat finalize logistical details on issues such as the number of NGOs that
will be permitted to attend the summit, and the accreditation process.

Regional preparatory meetings, generally organized by the U.N. Economic
Commissions (such as the Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean, known as ECLAC) are convened to feed into the PrepCom process.
Intergovernmental groups and/or individual governments also convene their
own planning meetings.

FUNDING SUGGESTIONS:

■ Continue support for earlier strategies, and

■ Support attendance of grantees and others at regional preparatory meetings and

PrepComs, and provide assistance for NGO gatherings in connection with those

meetings.

■ Provide support for the infrastructure of the NGO Forum and/or host institution,

and consider targeted support for the Summit Secretariat on such issues as outreach

to civil society.

THREE YEARS PRIOR TO THE SUMMIT

The United Nations makes the initial decision to hold an international summit
on a specific issue. Among other items accomplished early in the process are
the selection of the host country, the convening of the Preparatory Committee
(consisting of the functional commission most relevant to the summit topic),
the establishment of the secretariat, and the framing of preliminary rules
guiding NGO participation in the process.

FUNDING SUGGESTIONS:

■ Provide support for technical assistance and training to NGOs on such issues as

working with the media, how to participate within summit processes, government

advocacy, and translation services. 

■ Support communications, coalition building, and networking among grantees and

others to hash out positions and strategies in advance of the official sessions.

■ Fund activities to strengthen groups in the host country and to ensure their expo-

sure to counterparts around the world. 



ONE YEAR LATER

Following the summit, govern-
ments return home theoretically to
put in place the vision codified in
summit outcome documents. At the
U.N., responsibility for reviewing
government and, in some cases,
agency actions to implement com-
mitments made at the summit
reverts to the relevant commission
at its yearly session.

FUNDING SUGGESTIONS:

■ Fund debriefing and feedback ses-

sions among grantees and in various

local communities.

■ Provide support for communicating

summit outcomes to home communi-

ties, including translation and distri-

bution of key official documents.

■ Provide assistance to organizations

that will monitor implementation of

summit agreements by governments,

as well as summit follow-up at the

U.N.

■ Fund new organizations or networks

created to continue work on summit

goals.

■ Support mechanisms such as con-

sultancies to monitor the summit’s

impact over time on grantees.
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THE SUMMIT

The summit usually lasts for about two weeks and is a complex and crowded
event. Internal negotiations take uncharted pathways, and at times are closed
to NGOs.

FUNDING SUGGESTIONS:

■ Support briefing and orientation activities at the summit, including the cost of

simultaneous and written translation, as well as on- and off-site meetings on key

issues of interest.

■ Support communications mechanisms to keep summit participants informed, such

as daily NGO bulletins or newspapers, as well as ways for them to stay in touch with

home country communities, such as Internet cafés and related training.

ONE YEAR PRIOR TO THE SUMMIT

The deadline for accreditation passes.

The second PrepCom takes place, commanding more focus than the first, as
negotiations pick up speed closer to the summit. The time allotted for the
PrepCom usually proves insufficient for finalizing preliminary negotiations, so
that the Preparatory Committee both extends the session and plans to reconvene
shortly before the summit.

Logistical details, such as visas, housing, and transportation, begin to assume
more importance. The secretariat needs to facilitate such matters with the
host country on behalf of NGOs.

FUNDING SUGGESTIONS:

■ Continue support for earlier strategies, and

■ Fund work to generate positive media coverage, such as outreach and training for

journalists, and exploration of other non-traditional media strategies.

■ Provide travel assistance.
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■ Accreditation: In this guide, we use the term to refer to the

process by which an NGO gains official permission to enter the

meeting grounds of a particular summit. For details about the

credentialing process, see What is Accreditation? on page 10.

■ Caucus: A group of organizations and individuals interested in

similar issues or regions that come together during a summit

or PrepCom to exchange information, hold briefings, and for-

mulate positions or statements relevant to the proceedings.

■ Commission: There are ten functional commissions of the

United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).

Commissions. Made up of member states, they work to moni-

tor and promote action on key social and economic issues.

Relevant commissions, such as the Commission on the Status

of Women in the case of the 1995 Beijing Conference, are often

appointed by the Preparatory Committee for a particular sum-

mit. In those cases, summit PrepComs then take place in con-

nection with the commission’s regular session, and the

commission is generally assigned responsibility for summit

follow-up. The Commission on Sustainable Development was

actually created as a result of the 1992 Earth Summit, and thus

was already in place for the follow-up Summit on Sustainable

Development a decade later.

■ Host Country: The U.N. member state chosen by the United

Nations to host a summit.

■ Member States: Member governments of the United Nations,

the only voting category at a U.N. summit.

■ NGOs: Non-governmental organizations.

■ PrepCom: While technically shorthand for the official

Preparatory Committee convened by the U.N. to plan a summit,

“PrepCom”  more commonly refers to the committee’s meet-

ings. As many as four PrepComs can take place before the

actual summit, and each can last from one to four weeks.

Negotiations regarding draft declarations and other issues on

the agenda take place at that time.

■ Programmes, Platforms, or Plans of Action: Official summit

outcome documents — often titled differently, depending on

the summit — detailing the assumptions, norms, and stan-

dards on which member states agree. The aim of summit nego-

tiations is to develop outcome documents that all member

states will adopt by consensus but these are not treaties to

which governments become signatories. 

■ Regional Meetings: Official preparatory meetings convened

by the U.N.’s Economic Commissions for Africa, Asia and the

Pacific, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, and Western

Asia to negotiate regional positions in connection with a sum-

mit. Regional preparatory meetings are generally timed in

order to feed into the PrepCom process. They often produce

regional documents which may continue to be used for

regional policy purposes.

■ Secretariat: The U.N. division, agency, fund, or office desig-

nated to plan and convene the summit and to serve as inter-

locutor with member states, the host country, and civil society.

GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
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This guide was written primarily for grant makers and donors

who may be considering funding in connection with a world

summit or conference. It is intended as a first step in helping

them decide whether and how to proceed, and where to go 

for more information. But it may also be useful to distribute

copies to others who can be important to your success. 

For example:

With Your Board — If you are prepared to consider support in

connection with a world summit or conference, board mem-

bers might want some guidance in thinking through the spe-

cial considerations that such activities may raise. You could

offer this guide with questions such as these in mind: 

■ For a given field and our organization, what are the bene-

fits of funding in connection with a world summit or con-

ference? What kind of controversies might come up and

how will we handle them? 

■ Do we have, or want to develop, the resources – time, man-

agement, budget – necessary for success?

With Colleagues and Advisors — You might find it helpful to

discuss this guide with other grant makers with whom you

might collaborate, or with experts who advise you on grant

making, either informally or on a more structured basis.  This

guide could prompt a discussion about:

■ What approaches have others found useful in targeting

world summits or conferences? 

■ What would it be helpful for us to learn, or what technical

advice do we need, to help in formulating our decisions? 

■ What is the potential for collaboration across organiza-

tions and programs?

With Grantees — If you feel ready for an exploratory conversa-

tion with a grantee or grant applicant about whether funding in

connection with a world summit or conference makes sense, this

guide could assist in organizing that conversation. You and the

grantee could use the conversation to consider:

■ What activities would it make sense for the grantee to carry

out before, during, and after the summit? 

■ How would the grantee organization and its field benefit from

involvement in a world summit or conference? 

■ What organizational, management, or fundraising strains

might this work entail, and would the likely benefits be worth

the cost and effort?
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