Hosting an Event at a UN Meeting

This is a rough guide for hosting an event that is based on experience in hosting
and organizing side events in conjunction with UN meetings of the General As-
sembly, UN Habitat, the Commission on Sustainable Development, and the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change. Therefore, depending on the issues
and structure of the UN meeting where the event is taking place, there may be
some differences in logistics or inclusion in the formal agenda. Accompanying this
document on our website, are selected video clips that are specific examples of
positive and negative actions during the event itself. From all of us to all of you,

continue making a difference and happy organizing!

~ Alas de Rio Project Team

For more information about Alas de Rio, the work that we are doing, and those we

are working with, please visit our website at www.alasderio.org

Please direct any questions or comments to:
contact@alasderio.org
- Or -

nathan@alasderio.org
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Hosting a UN side event

Civil society participation

No single side event is likely to determine the outcome of a UN meeting of gov-
ernment delegations. There are many factors and forces that influence a negoti-
ated outcome such as a “chairman’s text” which may impact or change policy on
issues related to the event. However, a well conceived, executed, and attended
side event can identify possible areas for consensus among governments that also
has the support of civil society major groups, such as youth, NGOs, women, farm-
ers, etc. Such a side event can be conceived to hit the “sweet spot” for potential
consensus if organizers are familiar with the nuances of the debate on “their” is-
sue. A professionally managed side event can provide the rationale and from field,
technical, and scientific evidence for the policy recommendations that the UN
meeting is considering. Members of key government delegations that could lead,
or are already leading on the issue could be participants as event speakers or in
the audience. In this way, a side event that influences the formal debate and po-
tential outcomes is no different from a planned multi-stakeholder dialogue or
round-table in the formal agenda, with a range of perspectives from different re-
gions or different sides of an issue (for example on the dimensions of the “new

green economy” that governments should embrace in their decisions). Finally, it

should be said that event organizers who seek to maximize their impact on the
proceedings of a formal UN meeting cannot merely have a great event and stand
aside afterwards. There is almost always a need for follow up discussions in the
next day or two with key delegations following the event. Thus timing for your
event is important if organized to impact outcomes of a UN meeting. Ideally aim
for scheduling 1-2 days at most before and not after governments are debating
the issues of the event.
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Event strategy and planning

Upon the decision by your project or organization to host an event at a UN Meet-
ing it is imperative to assemble a project team and begin preparations. In this
stage you will define the mission and goals of the event; determine whether to
compete for a formal side event space or plan an informal side event; and identify
the necessary steps and requirements looming between this stage and the event
itself. It is important to realize that your event will essentially be built upon the
foundation that you develop in this early stage. A good event should not stray
from its original mission and goals, and should always be as representative as pos-
sible of the project or organization.

Assemble a project team:

Your project team should be at least two people and no more than seven. Often
times a project team has close to ten people that participate in the build-up to the
event but many are involved only for specific tasks or short periods of time. For an
event team using this toolkit, a four person teamis ideal. It is suggested that each
team member is responsible for leading one of the four stages that are outlined in
this document. After selecting event team members from your project or organi-
zation, your newly constructed event team should feel confident in the following

areas:

Advanced and detailed knowledge of event topics and themes
Advanced knowledge of UN meeting topics and themes

At least one team member with substantial experience in the UN meet-
ing process

At least one team member with networking or campaigning experience
At least one team member with administrative and managerial experi-
ence

Chose the formality of the event:
Determine whether you want your event formally on the UN meeting Program of
Work (accreditation required), or informally alongside the formal activities

(located nearby but outside of the meeting venue, no accreditation required). This
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decision is important as it will result in different considerations for how organiz-
ers frame the event and choose topics. Note that a formal event does not preclude
you from also having an outside event, or vice versa. Many groups plan a formal
event and if they do not win a spot in the formal side event Program of Work they
can aim for an informal venue. The pros and cons of formal and informal locations
for your side event are highlighted in the table on page 6.

Identification of event theme and topics:

Ideally your event will have only one overarching theme that will encompass the
related topics being presented, discussed, or taught. This step requires the event
planners to develop an in depth understanding of the themes, structure, and proc-
esses of the meetings surrounding the event. Planners should take into considera-
tion “risky” positions, understanding that while some topics are relevant to the
project or organization, they may be contentious issues in the setting of the meet-
ings. This is not to dissuade one from pushing the confines and restraints of the
meeting environment, but to advise that contentious topics can affect the event’s
attendance, support, and involvement by necessary stakeholders.

In the end, the theme and topics of your event should be rooted in the mission
and strengths of your project or organization, as well as, the themes and topics of

the meetings that construct the event setting and audience. If this connection

does not occur then this is not the proper time and place to be hosting your event.

Identification of stakeholders:

In the context of this guide, we will use the term stakeholder to encompass both
event participants and targeted attendees. Thorough completion and follow-
through of this step will contribute to the success of your event in several areas,
such as: event promotion and profile, event attendance, event substance, and
post-event involvement. It is good to remember that aside from the project or or-
ganization event team members, the stakeholders should be equally represented
in event participants and targeted attendees.
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Event Participants are a combination of the members of your project or organiza-
tion event hosting team, invited participants from counterpart or partner projects
and organizations, and high-profile representatives. If your event location has

been afforded to you by the meeting’s governing body (i.e. the UN, or UNFCCC)

the inclusion of a representative from this body as a participant may be a good
idea. Invited participants or presenters should mirror the intended audience and
should be a diverse representation of viewpoints and experience related to the
event theme and topics. There will always be audience members that do not
agree with your project or organization’s position, by embracing this through di-
verse a group of invited participants your event becomes stronger.

Targeted Attendees are vital to the success of your event because they often bring
the connections to continued work, new partnerships, and positive opportunities.
High-profile attendees, such as government officials or delegation members and
leading thinkers and actors in civil society, build the profile of your event in the
before, current, and after phases. You can use the confirmed attendance of certain
individuals to lobby the attendance of others. Seeing high-profile attendees in the
audience can legitimize the event in the eyes of others. Knowledge of high-profile
attendees post-event can encourage greater collaboration and involvement or
forge new connections and positive outcomes.

If your project or organization is in need of funding or further financial or in-kind
support, this event is the perfect setting for potential donors to view the strengths
and importance of your project or organization. Because you are planning and
executing the event based on a theme and topics rooted deep within your project
or organization, a successful event will also be a successful pitch to interest fun-
ders showcasing not just the project or organization on paper, but how it interacts
and is successful in its natural setting and with collaborators partners.

Often times it is easy to identify guaranteed attendees, individuals whom have
supported your project or organization in the past or are current partners or col-
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