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conducted with CSTF members, other civil society
members who were active in preparation of the
HLM, UNAIDS staff, and the HLM focal point in the
PGA’s office. Second, several dozen key documents
were reviewed. Key documents included:

An Evaluation
On 31 May through 2 June 2006, the High Level
Meeting on HIV/AIDS (HLM) convened at the
United Nations General Assembly (GA). The
meeting produced the Political Declaration on HIV/
AIDS (Political Declaration) and attracted Heads
of State/Government, First Ladies, more than 100
national ministers, the UN Secretary-General and
leaders of UN organisations.

• A report of a pre-CSTF meeting of civil society
in Recife (Brazil);
• The General Assembly resolution authorising
the HLM;
• Letters, information notes, and other
communications from the President of the
General Assembly regarding preparations for
the HLM;
• Memoranda, notes and communications (e.g.,
letters, e-mail exchanges) regarding formation
and operation of the CSTF;
• Comments provided by CSTF on various
aspects of HLM planning;
• Matrixes regarding logistical and protocol
issues associated with the HLM;
• Key documents prepared for the HLM,
including the report by the Secretary-General
on progress in implementing the Declaration
of Commitment on HIV/AIDS and the
UNAIDS report on universal access;
• Press releases and media coverage pertaining
to the HLM, including coverage of the release
of the 2006 Report on the global AIDS
epidemic;
• Prepared remarks by various speakers at the
HLM;
• The Political Declaration; and
• The evaluation of the 2001 Special Session of
the UN General Assembly on HIV/AIDS (2001
UNGASS).

One of the HLM’s signal accomplishments was
the extraordinary participation of civil society
– the most ever for an HIV/AIDS meeting at the
UN. More than 1,600 individuals associated with
civil society were accredited to attend the HLM,
and nearly 700 actually attended (not including
members of civil society who participated as
members of national delegations). A representative
of civil society addressed the General Assembly
inplenary, and civil society provided valuable
input into selection of speakers, development
of the programme, and drafting of the Political
Declaration on HIV/AIDS. In one component of
the official programme, civil society was given the
same status as Member States.
The President of the General Assembly (PGA),
who was primarily responsible for organising
the HLM, used a creative vehicle to facilitate the
involvement of civil society. At his direction, and
with the assistance of the Joint United Nations
Programme on AIDS(UNAIDS), a Civil Society Task
Force (CSTF) was established, consisting of civil
society leaders from key constituencies and diverse
regions. The CSTF helped ensure broad awareness
of civil society that the HLM was occurring,
facilitated the registration and active engagement
of civil society, contributed to HLM planning and
development of the HLM programme, organised an
interactive civil society hearing, and suggested civil
society participants for different components of the
programme.

This memorandum describes the results of this
evaluation of the CSTF. After a discussion of
the background and history of the CSTF and of
the broader involvement of civil society in the
HLM, this memorandum sets forth key findings,
conclusions and recommendations.

Background

With funding provided by UNAIDS, the World
AIDS Campaign commissioned an evaluation of the
CSTF. With the aim of informing efforts to involve
civil society in future AIDS reviews, the evaluation
had two purposes: first, to create a record of the
formation, activities and accomplishments of the
CSTF, and second, to identify lessons learned from
the experience.

The 2001 UNGASS, the first-ever special
GA session on a health issue, resulted in the
Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS
(Declaration of Commitment), which for the first
time identified globally agreed benchmarks in the
global AIDS response. Unanimously adopted by
Member States, the Declaration of Commitment
provided for annual reviews by the GA of progress
in implementing the Declaration’s provisions,
with discussions each year to be informed by
a substantive report prepared by the Secretary-

A consultant with a background in HIV/AIDS
policy, UN processes, and the community-based
response to the epidemic undertook two broad
sets of activities in connection with the evaluation.
First, two dozen key informant interviews were
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General. Approximately 300 civil society
representatives received accreditation to attend the
2001 UNGASS, although a UNAIDS-commissioned
evaluation of the 2001 meeting concluded that the
participation of civil society was “limited.” From the
standpoint of civil society, only limited progress was
made in engaging civil society in subsequent AIDS
reviews. There was particular frustration following
the 2005 AIDS review at the UN, where civil
society had few speaking opportunities and where
many civil society attendees felt “tokenised .”
In December 2004, several civil society groups
convened to discuss strategies for monitoring
implementation of the Declaration of Commitment,
resulting in an agreement by six leading civil
society groups to employ the same methodology for
UNGASS monitoring. The following month, more
than 30 civil society organisations made a formal
request to UNAIDS to support national reporting by
civil society. An UNGASS CS Steering Committee
was formed, and civil society continued to advocate
for meaningful civil society participation in national
reporting.

Recife Meeting

leading to hard feelings among certain members of
civil society. As this memorandum explains below,
these feelings would reverberate throughout the
HLM planning process.

With input from civil society, UNAIDS in
September 2005 convened a meeting of civil
society leaders in Recife (Brazil) to discuss the
involvement of civil society in the 2006 AIDS
review at the GA. (Because the 2006 review would
occur five years after the 2001 UNGASS, it was
assumed that the meeting would have a higher
profile than other post-2001 annual AIDS reviews
at the UN.) Hosted by GESTOS (Brazilian NGO),
the meeting was attended by more than 30 people,
including NGO representatives from Africa, Asia,
Western and Eastern Europe, North America, and
Latin America; NGO umbrella organisations; and
staff from the UN-AIDS Secretariat and the World
Health Organisation.

In late 2005, Alessandra Nilo (Gestos), Marcel Van
Soest (World AIDS Campaign), and Zonibel Woods
(International Women’s Health Coalition) met with
both UNAIDS and the PGA to push for strong
involvement of civil society in the HLM. After a
broader meeting with New York-based NGOs and
UNAIDS Cosponsors took place in January 2006, it
was agreed that the number of civil society working
groups would be reduced from five to three (e.g.,
global HLM preparations, country-level activities,
and communications/media) and that the UNGASS
CS Steering Committee would be dissolved.

In addition to facilitating useful discussions among
civil society colleagues, the Recife meeting resulted
in two important outcomes. First, five working
groups were formed to coordinate and support civil
society monitoring of the AIDS response. Second,
UNAIDS offered to integrate in its UNGASS
reporting (and in its biannual Report on the global
AIDS epidemic) country-specific shadow reports
prepared by civil society.

General Assembly Resolution
Upon assuming office as PGA at the beginning of
the GA’s 60th session in 2005, Ambassador Jan
Eliasson of Sweden began preparing for the HLM.
Negotiations on an authorising resolution were
difficult. Some Member States wanted a full-fledged
AIDS summit, while others argued for a lowerprofile event. The involvement of civil society and
the degree to which the HLM programme would
move beyond the scripted exchanges typical of
large UN gatherings were also points of contention.

The primary HIV-related umbrella group for
businesses – the Global Business Coalition on
HIV/AIDS (GBC) – had been invited by UNAIDS
to attend the Recife meeting. It declined to do so,
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Among some civil society representatives,
the emergence of universal access as a key
organising issue for the HLM was something of
a disappointment. According to this perspective,
focusing on universal access reduced the
HLM’s success as a forum to review progress
and hold governments accountable. Under the
GA resolution, the PGA was to draw up by 15
February a list of civil society participants in the
HLM, with the final list to be approved by the
General Assembly. The resolution noted that the
arrangements for the participation of civil society in
the High Level Meeting would not be considered a
precedent for other similar events.

On 23 December 2005, the General Assembly
adopted a resolution (60/224) authorising the
High Level Meeting. The resolution reaffirmed the
General Assembly’s endorsement of the Declaration
of Commitment on HIV/AIDS and mandated a
comprehensive review on 31 May and 1 June 2006
of progress achieved in realising the targets in
the Declaration. The resolution designated 2 June
2006 as the date for “a high-level meeting aimed
at continuing the engagement of world leaders in a
comprehensive global response to HIV/AIDS.”
The resolution provided that the meeting would
consist of plenary sessions, an informal interactive
hearing with civil society, panel discussions,
and roundtables. The PGA, with assistance from
UNAIDS, was authorised to select speakers and
make other organisational arrangements for the
HLM.

Selection of Task Force Members
The process for selection of the CSTF members was
not wholly transparent. UNAIDS consulted with
a number of stakeholders, most notably the NGO
members of the UNAIDS Programme Coordinating
Board, but criteria for selection by UNAIDS were
unclear. In early March 2006, UNAIDS announced
that 12 members had been named to the CSTF.
(A roster of CSTF members is attached as Annex
__.) These included two people living with HIV,
two representatives of the disbanded UNGASS
CS Steering Committee, two NGO members of
the UNAIDS Programme Coordinating Board,
a representative from the UNAIDS Universal
Access Global Steering Committee, and individual
representatives for labour, business, women, youth
and faith-based organisations.

The GA resolution requested the Secretary-General
to submit at least six weeks prior to the meeting a
comprehensive and analytical report on progress
achieved and remaining challenges in the global
AIDS response. Countries were encouraged to
submit reports on national progress to help inform
the Secretary-General’s report. The resolution asked
UNAIDS to help facilitate inclusive country-driven
processes to discuss strategies for coming as close
to possible by 2010 to universal access to HIV
prevention, treatment, care and support. UNAIDS
was requested to submit a report on the outcome
of these national efforts, including an analysis of
common obstacles to scale-up. The resolution also
invited Member States to consider adoption of a
short declaration of commitment at the High Level
Meeting.

Civil Society Task Force for the 2006 High Level Meeting on HIV/AIDS
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disadvantage in comparison to members from
Europe and North America, given the longer
geographical distance from New York and the
comparatively fewer organisational resources for
NGOs in the global South.

UNAIDS first proposed that it would lead the CSTF.
Members of the CSTF resisted, insisting that the
process needed to be owned and managed by civil
society itself. It was eventually agreed that Zonibel
Woods and Andy Seale (UNAIDS Partnership Unit)
would co-chair the CSTF. While other UNAIDS
staff members would participate in CSTF meetings
and assist the group in other ways, Seale served as
the principal focal point for the CSTF within the
UNAIDS Secretariat.

The participation of business in the CSTF was a
source of some contention in the group that was
never fully addressed. UNAIDS felt strongly that
business is a critical part of civil society, while
some CSTF members believed that industry is
intrinsically distinct from NGOs, labour unions,
and faith-based groups. Georgia Arnold of MTV
Networks International, representing business and
industry, often felt she was unwelcome in the CSTF,
and she was surprised at the level of discomfort she
encountered. The dissonance was never expressly
addressed, but simmered as an issue throughout the
HLM planning process.

Task Force Operations
The express duties of the CSTF at the outset
were significantly more limited than the range
of activities the group would actually become
involved in due to the exigencies associated with
HLM planning. As originally conceptualised,
the CSTF was to shape the civil society hearings
on the first day of the 2006 AIDS review, advise
civil society on participation in the roundtables,
help identify civil society speakers for the various
components of the HLM programme, facilitate
communications to civil society, and prepare and
brief civil society participants and speakers. As the
remaining discussion explains, the CSTF in fact
was forced to spend extensive time on a whole host
of issues, including controversies associated with
civil society accreditation, helping navigate U.S.
visa rules for civil society participants, and helping
facilitate information-sharing on civil society efforts
to influence the Political Declaration on HIV/AIDS.

Arnold was understandably unprepared to speak
on behalf of the pharmaceutical industry and
other nonmedia companies. Indeed, discomfort
over issues of “representation” was widely shared
by CSTF members, who sometimes felt they were
expected to speak authoritatively on behalf of
broadly diverse constituencies and regions. Several
CSTF members were disappointed that GBC, as an
umbrella group for business, had not sought a place
on the CSTF.
The CSTF’s relations with the PGA’s office were
generally excellent. In addition to the previously
mentioned meetings with the PGA himself, the
CSTF communicated on a regular basis with Steven
Sabey, the PGA’s focal point for HLM planning.
UNAIDS provided extensive administrative
and financial support to the CSTF. A temporary
full-time staff person, hired by the UNAIDS
Secretariat, was based in New York to assist with
civil society engagement in the run-up to the
HLM. In addition to financing the ongoing work of
the CSTF, including travel to and from the faceto-face meetings, UNAIDS agreed to additional
contributions, including support for preparation of a
video for the civil society hearing and rent for space
used for civil society briefing sessions.

Several CSTF members said they were not prepared
for the extraordinary amount of work involved in
participating on the group. The CSTF held three
multi-day, face-to-face meetings in New York (in
March, April and May). In addition, numerous
conference calls also took place, as well as
countless e-mail exchanges. The business of the
CSTF was conducted exclusively in English.
The planning process for civil society participation
was extraordinarily rushed. The five-month gap
between the authorising resolution and the
beginning of the High Level Meeting was nearly
four months shorter than the comparable interval
for the 2001 Special Session. The CSTF convened
for its first face-to-face meeting only 10 weeks prior
to the meeting.

Although technically distinct from the HLM, the
2006 Report on the global AIDS epidemic by
UNAIDS was launched immediately prior to the
HLM, significantly increasing awareness of the
HLM. The largest UN-AIDS report ever at 600
pages, it included up-to-date information on
coverage for key interventions and on national
progress in implementing the provisions of the
Declaration of Commitment. Civil society “shadow”
reports on progress in 30 countries.

Few members of the CSTF had extensive experience
with UN processes. From the standpoint of CSTF
members, much of the group’s early work involved
becoming oriented to the UN and getting to know
one another. CSTF members from developing
countries felt that they were often at a particular
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treatment access and programmes for sex workers.
The CSTF immediately switched into high gear,
advocating for the governments to include the
groups on their national delegations and helping
organise a letter-writing campaign to protest the
exclusions. Records of the CSTF reveal more than
80 e-mail messages regarding efforts to resolve the
problem.

Civil Society Attendance
Civil society representatives could participate in
the High Level Meeting in one of three ways. First,
600 individuals associated with non-governmental
organisations with official accredited status with
the UN Economic and Social pre-registered for
the High Level Meeting. Second, NGOs that
lacked ECOSOC accreditation could seek special
accreditation from the GA. Finally, civil society
representatives could participate as a member of
their national delegation if so invited. (Numerous
countries, including more than a dozen in Africa
alone, included civil society representatives in their
formal national delegations to the HLM.)

A different controversy arose with respect to the
participation of GBC in the HLM. After GBC failed
to apply for special accreditation by the deadlines
imposed by the PGA, it sought a dispensation
to allow it to participate. Neither the CSTF nor
the PGA felt it would be appropriate to make an
exception for a single organisation.

CSTF members said UNAIDS was late in sending
out the announcement of civil society in early
2006 on procedures and deadlines for applying
to participate in the HLM. By the time the
announcement was posted on the UNAIDS web
site, civil society representatives only had a few
weeks to apply.

U.S. law, which normally bars entry to visitors who
are HIV-positive, also served as a major barrier
to the participation of civil society. Because the
process of obtaining an individual waiver to the
HIV rule is frequently onerous and time-consuming,
UNAIDS Executive Director Peter Piot formally
asked the U.S. government in January 2006 for a
blanket waiver for HLM attendees. Although the
UNAIDS Washington expended considerable time
and energy following up on the Executive Director’s
request for a blanket waiver, such a waiver was not
forthcoming until 27 April, by which time some
people living with HIV had given up on attending
the HLM. More than 30 individuals were denied a
visa on “economic” grounds, even though UNAIDS
was providing financial support to cover the costs
of their participation in the HLM. Even with the
waiver in place, several individuals were refused a
visa on health grounds.

CSTF members used their own, and their individual
constituencies’, list-serves to increase awareness of
the HLM and to encourage groups to apply. Several
especially well-organised sectors – such as women,
faith-based groups, and youth – led the way in
disseminating information on the HLM to civil
society groups. Regional partners, such as an ad
hoc civil society coalition in Africa, also spread the
word about the HLM in early 2006 and encouraged
civil society to seek inclusion in their national
delegations. UNAIDS Country Coordinators
and country-level Cosponsor staff also helped
encourage civil society to participate in the HLM.

There is little ongoing HIV-related civil society
presence at the UN, which differentiates the
AIDS movement from many other international
causes. The CSTF provided suggestions on the
development of an information note to civil society
that described the procedures for registering and
obtaining passes to particular events, set forth
the ground rules for civil society participation in
the event, and described other resources for civil
society in New York. To help educate civil society
participants, the CSTF convened a briefing and
orientation for civil society participants immediately
prior to the meeting. The CSTF also held daily
briefings for civil society during the HLM.

In late March 2006, the GA approved special
accreditation for more than 800 civil society
groups. The lateness of the General Assembly’s
certification complicated efforts by many NGOs to
attend the HLM, especially where funds needed to
be mobilised to cover travel costs. UNAIDS raised
approximately U.S.$700,000 to support costs
associated with civil society travel and attendance,
eventually covering the costs of about 200 civil
society representatives.
When the GA released its list of specially
accredited civil society organisations, the names of
six NGOs (from Belarus, Namibia and South Africa)
were omitted. The CSTF urgently asked UNAIDS to
investigate and was told that these Member States
had objected to certain of their national NGOs.
Activists were particularly concerned about five
prominent civil society groups in Namibia and
South Africa that were leaders on such issues as

Civil Society Task Force for the 2006 High Level Meeting on HIV/AIDS

At the meeting itself, civil society had access to
various resources. A number of side events were
held, offering possibilities to strategise, network
and share information regarding particular regions,
populations or topics. A room was available for the
rest and enjoyment of people living with HIV, and
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found the roundtable discussions to be somewhat
stilted and the least successful of the programme
components.

volunteers from the UN staff association of people
living with HIV (UN+) were available to address the
needs of HIV-positive participants.

Five panel discussions focused on issues crystallised
in the more than 100 country-led processes on
universal access that UNAIDS facilitated and
supported in the months prior to the High Level
Meeting. Civil society participated as equal partners
in the panel discussions, having comparable
opportunities to speak as Member States. The
five panels focused on HIV prevention, capacity
building, feminisation of AIDS, sustainable and
predictable financing, overcoming stigma and
discrimination, with summary reports provided
in plenary. A young person was on each panel.
Cosponsors took the lead in preparation of
background papers for each panel; no single format
was used for these background papers, as some
posed a series of questions, while others merely
outlined key issues. All panels were asked to
consider cross-cutting issues of national leadership
for scaling up toward universal access, including
gender and the greater involvement of people living
with HIV.

Development of Programme for
High Level Meeting
The CSTF provided extensive feedback on the shape
and procedures of the various components of the
HLM programme. This input was reflected in the
PGA’s information notes to delegates and the formal
programme. Responding to criticism of earlier AIDS
reviews, UNAIDS and the PGA sought to make
the discussions as the HLM as compelling and
unscripted as possible.
Five roundtables examined progress toward the
targets in the Declaration of Commitment. The
same background paper, assessing global targets
and posing a series of questions on strategies
to accelerate scale-up, formed the basis for
discussions in each roundtable. Roundtables were
led by ambassadors and/or ministers from different
regions and were limited to 40-45 participants,
including 5-10 civil society representatives.
Regional diversity was taken into account in
selecting participants for each roundtable. The
sessions were intended to be interactive, with
interventions limited to three minutes and written
statements strongly discouraged. Some observers

The idea for an interactive civil society hearing
came from the 2005 review of progress toward
achievement of the Millennium Development
Goals. Twenty civil society representatives spoke
at the civil society hearing, and the overwhelming
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by the global community. Still others worried that
there was a real risk that a political document that
was weaker than the Declaration of Commitment
could emerge from the 2006 AIDS review. In the
end, the authorising resolution invited, but did not
require, Member States to adopt a “brief” political
declaration.

opinion was that civil society participations were
informed, articulate, passionate and moving.
The Secretary-General and many Member State
representatives attended the three-hour event,
which also included the screening of a brief video
profiling people living with HIV in Russia, South
Africa and Thailand. Contributions by UNAIDS and
the World AIDS Campaign underwrote production
of the video.

The perspective of civil society differed more
sharply from UNAIDS on the political declaration
than on any other aspect of the HLM. While civil
society generally hoped for aggregated global
targets, UNAIDS felt adoption of global targets
in the Political Declaration would be duplicative
of the targets in the Declaration of Commitment.
UNAIDS also saw country-specific targets as a
higher priority than global milestones, having
invested substantial organisational resources to
facilitate country-driven processes on universal
access in more than 100 countries.

One of the key functions of the CSTF was to
propose civil society speakers for the various parts
of the HLM programme, with the PGA having
ultimate authority to select speakers. In addition to
speakers for roundtables, panel discussions, and the
civil society hearing, a civil society representative
addressed a plenary session of the HLM, a radical
break with the tradition of the GA. The CSTF
extensively communicated with civil society in all
regions to seek nominations for speakers. UNAIDS
assisted these efforts – through information
provided on the UNAIDS web site and through the
efforts of UNAIDS country staff to identify suitable
civil society speakers. The CSTF took responsibility
for briefing civil society speakers.

The PGA named the Ambassadors of Barbados
and Thailand as co-facilitators of the process for
developing the Political Declaration. The CSTF met
with the co-facilitators.The first formal meeting to
discuss the Political Declaration occurred in April
2006. Between mid-April and mid-May, progress
stalled on reaching consensus on certain key
issues, such as financing targets, enumeration of
vulnerable populations, and trade policy.

While the high quality and diversity of the civil
society speakers ultimately selected attest to the
fine job done by the CSTF, the group took a rather
“low-tech” approach to the speaker selection
process. Because no computer software was used
to facilitate tracking of speaker nominees according
to region, population or other characteristics, it was
challenging to assess the balance of speaker lists.

Negotiations for the Political Declaration were
heavily influenced by the broader political
climate at the UN. Proposals to reform the UN
had triggered something of a backlash in the GA,
where many members perceived key UN reform
proposals as efforts to dilute the power of the GA.
In addition, ill feelings persisted from the bruising
UN debates prior to the war in Iraq and as a result
the unilateralist bent of the Bush administration.
Global trade talks had reached an impasse, as well,
further exacerbating the sense of grievance among
many developing countries. The peculiar political
climate at the UN made agreement on an AIDS
declaration difficult, even though the underlying
disagreements among Member States had nothing
to do with HIV/AIDS.

Political Declaration
Although the Political Declaration was not
technically a primary focus of the CSTF, efforts
to influence the final document nevertheless
consumed a substantial portion of the CSTF’s
energy due to the high priority that civil society
placed on the document.
As negotiations on the wording of an authorising
resolution for the HLM were taking place at the UN
in late 2005, there was no universal agreement on
the advisability of a political declaration or on the
shape such a document should take. Some argued
that the Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS
from the 2001 UNGASS had already set forth the
basic framework of a global response, obviating
the need for yet another resolution. Others thought
developments subsequent to the 2001 UNGASS –
such as the push towards universal access and more
refined and evidence-based estimates of future
resource needs – needed to be formally endorsed

Civil Society Task Force for the 2006 High Level Meeting on HIV/AIDS

With the involvement of CSTF members, more
than 100 civil society groups provided extensive
proposed language for the Political Declaration.
Among its many aims for the Political Declaration,
civil society desired an explicit mention of
vulnerable populations, a stronger emphasis on
treatment access, undiluted language on harm
reduction, enumeration of global as well as
country-level targets, and a call for radical changes
to global trade and monetary policy.
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Two members of the CSTF were present at
registration desks during the HLM registration
process. The CSTF addressed credentialing
questions, including making sure that civil society
speakers and designated participants obtained
appropriate credentials for entry in roundtables
and other events. (Entry to roundtables required
a special pass.) CSTF members were also present
at the entry point for the roundtables and helped
ensure that credentialed civil society representatives
were admitted.

Like the UN itself, the negotiation of the
Political Declaration was fundamentally an
inter-governmental process. Civil society members
of official national delegations were permitted to
attend negotiating sessions, but participants not
formally affiliated with a Member State at the HLM
were excluded. Presumably at the request of one or
more governments, UNAIDS asked one member of
the CSTF to leave the negotiating sessions because
she was not part of a national delegation.
Because of the exclusionary nature of the
negotiations – and because late negotiations
seemed to be going poorly from the perspective of
civil society – some civil society groups threatened
to pull out of the HLM. The PGA swiftly intervened,
meeting with civil society leaders and submitting
that a pull-out would have negative consequences
for the broader effort to better incorporate civil
society in UN proceedings. Civil society remained
engaged at the HLM, although many civil society
representatives viewed the negotiations as a
baseless exercise.

CSTF members briefed speakers prior to their
presentations to the HLM. To ensure that no civil
society slot in the programme was left unoccupied,
the CSTF designated alternative speakers or
roundtable participants in case the original speaker
did not arrive.
During the HLM, the CSTF convened a civil society
caucus each morning. The meetings were open to
all civil society participants, and roughly 100 civil
society representatives attended each meeting. The
CSTF used the caucus to pass along key information
regarding the HLM programme, and the meetings
also facilitate exchange of views and information
on negotiations for the Political Declaration.

Agreement on a final Political Declaration was
not reached until around 3:30 a.m. on the last
day of the HLM. Many of the written suggestions
of civil society were incorporated in the Political
Declaration, although the last-minute decision by
the GA to avoid explicit mention of vulnerable
populations created a firestorm of protest. UNAIDS
and the PGA appeared to have no coherent strategy
for launching the Political Declaration, and civil
society members were among the first to reach
many of the leading reporters, contributing to
media coverage that often depicted the Political
Declaration as a sign of political cowardice and a
step backward in the global response.

The CSTF also remained in close contact with
the PGA’s office during the HLM. This close
communication contributed to quick resolution of
a dispute that arose regarding protests by several
civil society participants, who had their credentials
confiscated by security officers. Following the PGA’s
intervention, the credentials were swiftly returned,
and the civil society participants in question were
able to continue their attendance at the HLM.

Key Findings, Conclusions
and Recommendations

High Level Meeting
A number of interventions by the CSTF contributed
to the success and smooth operation of the
HLM. Shortly prior to the HLM, a subgroup
the CSTF met with UN security personnel to
avoid misunderstandings with regard to civil
society participation in the meeting. With the
aim of preventing the exclusion of civil society
participants, the CSTF discussed potential scenarios
with security officials and suggested strategies for
avoiding coercive or confrontational measures with
civil society participants.

• The CSTF proved to be a useful vehicle that
should be used in future AIDS reviews to
support civil society engagement.
In a remarkably short period of time, civil
society from around the world organised
itself to participate in the HLM. The CSTF
was especially helpful to the PGA and to
UNAIDS, providing a credible mechanism
to communicate with civil society and to
integrate civil society perspectives into the
planning of the meeting.
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• The CSTF performed its job well. The
CSTF selected a roster of compelling and
knowledgeable speakers, helped develop a
programme that was much more dynamic
than earlier AIDS reviews, facilitated clear
and concise communication with civil society
about the HLM, and stepped in to “troubleshoot” when problems arose. The seriousness
with which CSTF members undertook their
work is admirable.

• Clearer terms of reference for the CSTF are
needed to ensure that individuals nominated
to serve on the group are fully apprised of the
time commitment involved. CSTF members
performed their many tasks associated with
HLM planning while simultaneously holding
full-time jobs, and some CSTF members said
they were unaware the position would be so
time-consuming when they agreed to serve.
In practice, the duties of the CSTF proved
difficult to limit; as problems and new issues
arose, the CSTF was required to take action.
As noted above, for example, efforts to resolve
objections to participation of five NGOs in
Namibia and South Africa wound up being
extremely time-consuming.

• While civil society was generally
disappointed in various aspects of the Political
Declaration, it appeared that most civil
society representatives were pleased with
their participation in the HLM. In general,
civil society groups recognised the distance
traveled by the UN in strengthening civil
society participation. It was the opinion of the
PGA that the HLM was a historic event from
the standpoint of civil society participation in
UN proceedings.

• The relationship of the CSTF to UNAIDS
should be clarified for future AIDS reviews.
Although the CSTF functioned with integrity,
pursuing solely what it perceived to be the
interests of civil society, some observers
regarded the CSTF as a tool of UNAIDS. In
this regard, the insistence of civil society that
Zonibel Woods serve as co-chair with Andy
Seale proved to be not only a statement of
principle but also a deft political move. Given
that the burden of preparing for AIDS reviews
falls largely on the shoulders of UNAIDS, it
is perhaps unrealistic to expect that UNAIDS
would sanction a wholly independent body
to work with the PGA. Still, efforts to shore
up the independence of the CSTF within such
constraints would contribute to broader civil
society ownership of the group and redound
to the benefit of both the CSTF and UNAIDS.

• The strong support of the PGA was critical to
the high level of civil society engagement in
the HLM. While Peter Piot, the Partnership
Unit of the UNAIDS Secretariat, and others
fought for the ability of civil society to
meaningfully participate in the HLM, the
personal commitment of Ambassador Eliasson
was a critical factor. Although it is hoped
that strong involvement of civil society in
the HLM will serve as a precedent for future
AIDS reviews, it is worrying that the GA’s
authorising resolution expressly provides that
no such precedent exists. For the 2008 and
2011 reviews, it will be important for civil
society to call on relevant partners, including
UNAIDS and favourable Member States, to
educate the PGA on the centrality of civil
society to an effective AIDS response.

• Planning for civil society engagement for
future AIDS reviews would benefit from
additional time. As noted, the interval
between the GA’s authorising resolution
and the HLM was several months shorter
than the comparable planning period for the
2001 UNGASS. The brevity of the planning
period significantly complicated efforts to
ensure coherent planning for civil society
participation, making all of the CSTF’s tasks
appear rushed. Ultimately, of course, only the
GA can ensure a reasonable period to plan
future AIDS reviews. For the 2008 review,
UNAIDS is already meeting with key GA
officials to discuss timing of the meeting,
in part to avoid the rushed atmosphere that
typified planning for the HLM.

• The CSTF received generally good support
from UNAIDS. In addition to selecting the
CSTF members and serving as co-chair,
UNAIDS provided extensive financial,
administrative and logistical assistance to the
CSTF. While reviews of UNAIDS’ performance
in assisting the CSTF were largely positive,
there were some areas of concern. As one
example, some CSTF members believed
UNAIDS did not play an especially useful
role with respect to the controversy involving
GBC’s participation in the HLM. It was also
felt by some informants that UNAIDS was too
slow in alerting civil society to deadlines for
applying for special accreditation.
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the need for a longer, sustainable response
becomes increasingly evident. Moreover,
it is clear that long-term success against
AIDS will depend not only on the successful
scaling up of programmes but on concrete
progress on more intractable problems,
such as gender equality, poverty reduction,
and governance reform. Having an ongoing
monitoring and advocacy presence at the UN
would not enhance the credibility of the AIDS
community on other development debates but
would also help educate the AIDS community
itself about the UN system.

• Greater transparency in the selection process
would facilitate broad-based ownership of the
CSTF by civil society. Even some members
of the CSTF were uncertain as to how they
came to be invited to participate. Outsiders
had similar questions. Clear criteria should be
established for selection of CSTF members,
and an open nominating process should be
established. UNAIDS should invite a small
group of recognised civil society leaders to
participate in the selection of CSTF members.
• Efforts should be made in future AIDS reviews
to improve the representativeness of the CSTF.
It would be impossible for any single working
group to fully reflect the diversity of the
global epidemic. Given the rushed timeline
for HLM preparations, UNAIDS did a good
job of assembling a CSTF that could work
credibly on behalf of civil society throughout
the world. Nevertheless, there were gaps in
the CSTF that should be addressed in future
AIDS reviews. NGO representatives from the
global South should have greater prominence
on future CSTFs, as should people living with
HIV. In addition, the CSTF should include
organisations or individuals that belong to,
or work on behalf of, the populations most
at-risk.

• Intensified civil society advocacy is needed to
increase donor country engagement in future
UN reviews. Even though the Declaration
of Commitment reflects targets embraced
by the entire global community, high-level
representation of donor countries at the HLM
was sparse. A stronger presence of leaders
from high-income countries would enhance
the ability of future AIDS reviews to renew
and strengthen global political resolve on
AIDS. Civil society advocates in Europe and
North America should hold their own leaders
accountable by demanding their active
engagement in future UN reviews.

• The issue of business participation in the
CSTF should be straightforwardly addressed
prior to the next AIDS review. As UNAIDS
has adopted a definition of civil society
that includes the private sector, it should be
assumed that future CSTFs will once again
include a business representative, although
UNAIDS could alternatively look to GBC to
identify private sector speakers and otherwise
work to enhance the engagement of industry
in future AIDS reviews. In any event, these
issues should be openly addressed with civil
society leaders in order to increase working
harmony within the CSTF.
• AIDS civil society should invest in ongoing
monitoring and advocacy at the UN. While
most elements of the broader development
agenda have civil society organisations
that seek to influence UN outcomes and to
educate constituents about UN processes,
the AIDS community is, by comparison,
poorly represented at the UN. In part, this
reflects the emergency nature to date of the
global response, which has naturally led civil
society to prioritise immediate action on
the ground over slower, more bureaucratic
global processes. As the epidemic evolves,
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