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Abstract
The past few years have witnessed a growing interest among scholars and policy-makers 
in the interplay of international bureaucracies with civil society organizations, non-profit 
entities, and the private sector. Authors concerned with global environmental politics 
have made considerable progress in capturing this phenomenon. Nevertheless, we still 
lack in-depth empirical knowledge on the precise nature of such institutional interlinkages 
across governance levels and scales. Building upon the concept of orchestration, this arti-
cle focuses on the relationship between specific types of international bureaucracies and 
actors other than the nation-state. In particular, we investigate how the secretariats of the 
three Rio Conventions reach out to non-state actors in order to exert influence on the out-
come of international environmental negotiations. Our analysis demonstrates that the three 
intergovernmental treaty secretariats utilize various styles of orchestration in their relation 
to non-state actors and seek to push the global responses to the respective transboundary 
environmental problems forward. This article points to a recent trend towards a direct col-
laboration between these secretariats and non-state actors which gives rise to the idea that 
new alliances between these actors are emerging in global environmental governance.
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1 Introduction

Over the past few years, it has become increasingly obvious that the resolution of pressing 
transboundary environmental problems constitutes a great challenge for the existing global 
governance framework (Biermann et al. 2012; Hale et al. 2013). With reference to the con-
cept of planetary boundaries, it can be argued that humanity is at a critical juncture to 
identify new sustainability paths for the twenty-first century and beyond (Rockström et al. 
2009; Steffen et al. 2015). This seems to be most prevalent in the issue-areas of climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and land degradation. Consequently, structural changes in global 
environmental governance are urgently needed both within and outside United Nations 
(UN) institutions, including fully fledged international organizations, specialized bodies 
and programs, as well as secretariats of international environmental agreements.

In this regard, an important process currently underway is that the bureaucracies of 
international institutions have started to reach out to non-state actors in order to pursue 
distinct policy goals. A prominent approach to conceptualize this development is through 
‘orchestration’ (e.g. Abbott and Snidal 2009; Abbott et al. 2015). It can be understood as 
an indirect mode of governance whereby a given actor (e.g. international organizations or 
national governments) mobilizes one or more intermediaries to take influence on a certain 
target group (Hale and Roger 2014). Building upon that concept, the present article con-
ceives of international bureaucracies as orchestrators that interact with non-state actors, 
such as civil society groups, non-profit entities, or the private sector to encourage national 
governments to agree on a more ambitious response to collective action problems in the 
realm of global environmental politics.

In this article, we focus on the institutional interactions between three intergovernmental 
treaty secretariats, namely the secretariats of the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (climate secretariat), the Convention on Biological Diversity (biodiversity 
secretariat), and the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (desertification 
secretariat) and non-state actors. Our analysis demonstrates that all three secretariats seek 
to enhance the overall effectiveness of the global responses to the respective environmental 
problems by coordinating the myriad initiatives launched and carried out by actors other 
than the nation-state. In particular, the secretariats utilize different styles of orchestration 
to initiate and maintain joint initiatives with their non-state partners driven by the goal to 
catalyze international cooperation and augment the global level of ambition to tackle trans-
boundary environmental problems. This finding underlines the general and pervasive trend 
towards the involvement of non-state actors into global policy-making.

Furthermore, the case studies indicate that the relationship between intergovernmental 
treaty secretariats and non-state actors exhibit elements of collaboration without interme-
diation (i.e. direct engagement) as a result of their sustained and matured relationships. All 
three secretariats have considerably invested in digital solutions to create databases and 
networks on issues related to their designated conventions. In this context, staff members 
of the secretariats work closely together with research institutes and business entities to 
create and sustain web portals with relevant data providing a public knowledge basis of 
the underlying environmental problems and available solutions. In this regard, our analysis 
highlights the dynamic interplay between international bureaucracies and their non-state 
counterparts. This gives rise to the idea that new alliances between intergovernmental 
treaty secretariats and non-state actors are emerging in global environmental governance.

The article is structured as follows. In a next step, we summarize insights of the exist-
ing literature on the interplay between international bureaucracies and non-state actors in 
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global environmental governance. Then, we conceptualize intergovernmental treaty secre-
tariats as orchestrators that interact with non-state actors in an attempt to pursue distinct 
policy goals and describe our methods of data collection. After that, we turn to the empiri-
cal analysis and explore how the three secretariats under consideration interact with non-
state actors and what kind of orchestration styles they deploy to accelerate the intergov-
ernmental negotiations on the respective transboundary environmental problem. Finally, 
we draw conclusions about the role and function of international bureaucracies in global 
(environmental) governance and highlight some avenues for further research.

2  The interplay between international bureaucracies and non‑state 
actors

Numerous scholars dealing with global politics have recently devoted increasing attention 
to the inner workings of international organizations and studied the role and function of 
their bureaucracies. Some authors still question whether the administrative bodies of inter-
national regimes and organizations have any significant impact beyond that of technical 
assistance and services to national governments (Drezner 2007). Yet, a growing number 
of authors argue that international bureaucracies matter and exert autonomous influence in 
various domains of global affairs (e.g. Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Bauer 2006; Biermann 
and Siebenhüner 2009; Trondal et  al. 2010; Soonhee et  al. 2014; Bauer and Ege 2016). 
These scholars perceive international bureaucracies as actors with considerable agency and 
contend that they have attained important tasks in contemporary global policy-making.

The field of global environmental governance is of particular interest for analysing 
the evolution of international bureaucracies and their interactions with other actors. This 
domain has been characterized as “one of the institutionally most dynamic areas in world 
politics regarding the number of international institutions and actors that have emerged 
over the past three decades” (Biermann et al. 2009b: 9). The International Environmental 
Agreement Database Project currently comprises almost 1300 multilateral agreements and 
over 2200 bilateral agreements (Mitchell 2018). With the increase in actors operating in 
the environmental domain, we have also witnessed a strong rise in case studies focusing 
on the leverage of different types of bureaucracies on policy outcomes (e.g. Bauer 2006; 
Depledge 2007; Jinnah 2014; Widerberg and van Laerhoven 2014; Jörgens et al. 2016).

In this policy field, researchers have made considerable progress in understanding the 
relationship between international environmental bureaucracies and their principals, i.e. 
national governments (Hawkins et al. 2006). This strand of research has provided crucial 
insights into the growing importance of international organizations and regimes with their 
bureaucracies. However, the question of how these international public agencies interact 
with actors within the nation-state and transnational institutions has only lately attracted 
wider scholarly interest (e.g. Tallberg et  al. 2013; Steffek 2013; Johnson 2016; Jörgens 
et al. 2017; Littoz-Monne 2017; Hickmann et al. 2019). This knowledge gap is important 
to fill given the increasingly prominent role that non-state actors have come to play in the 
global response to transboundary environmental problems (Pattberg and Stripple 2008; 
Andonova et al. 2009; Abbott 2012; Bulkeley et al. 2014; Green 2014; Andonova 2017; 
Hickmann 2017).

On these grounds, the present article seeks to contribute to bridging this research gap 
in the study of international bureaucracies by focusing on the institutional interlinkages 
between intergovernmental treaty secretariats and non-state actors. In particular, the article 
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builds upon the concept of orchestration and investigates how the climate secretariat, the 
biodiversity secretariat, and the desertification secretariat reach out to intermediary actors 
outside of the official negotiation arenas in order to raise the ambition levels and com-
mitments of national governments to cope with the respective challenges. While it would 
also be interesting to study what this implies for the autonomy and independence of inter-
national bureaucracies vis-à-vis their principals, this is beyond the scope of our article. 
Instead, we concentrate the analysis on how the secretariats use their limited mandates 
in creative ways by interacting with non-state actors in order to advance the intergovern-
mental process using different styles of orchestration. By this means we seek to lay some 
groundwork for future work on this emergent topic. Thus, the main contribution of this 
article is an empirical illumination of the evolving relationship and interactions between 
specific types of international bureaucracies and non-state actors in the burgeoning field of 
global environmental politics.

3  Intergovernmental treaty secretariats as orchestrators

In the past few years, several authors have considerably advanced both the conceptual and 
empirical literature on institutional interactions in global environmental governance. They 
have devoted extensive efforts to study the interplay of international institutions at the same 
level of governance, i.e. linkages between different international environmental regimes or 
their regulatory overlap with other organizations (e.g. Young 1996, 2002; Oberthür and 
Gehring 2006; Oberthür and Stokke 2011; van Asselt 2014). More recently, authors have 
started to examine interactions between institutions and actors at different governance lev-
els and scales (e.g. Green 2014; Betsill et al. 2015; Hickmann 2016; Gordon and Johnson 
2017). These scholars focus on vertical as well as transnational interlinkages between vari-
ous kinds of public and private actors including network-like institutions (Hickmann et al. 
2020). This article adds to this evolving scholarship and takes an explicit focus on such 
interlinkages by examining the interactions between intergovernmental treaty secretariats 
and non-state actors operating in the environmental policy domain.

A prominent approach to capture such interactions is ‘orchestration’, a concept proposed 
in a seminal article by Abbott and Snidal (2009). These two scholars claim that a new gov-
ernance structure has emerged, signalling a shift away from the traditional state-centred 
system towards a more diverse, hybrid, and polycentric institutional landscape in which 
sub-national bodies and non-governmental organizations create innovative transnational 
norms and rules for the regulation of businesses (Abbott and Snidal 2009). In other terms, 
non-state and private standards are changing the global system from traditional modes of 
international governance towards a more heterogeneous system comprising several new 
forms of political authority (Biermann et  al. 2009a; Ostrom 2010; Keohane and Victor 
2011; Green 2014; Abbott et al. 2016; Hickmann 2017). Thus, international organizations 
may use these new actors and institutions to “attain transnational regulatory goals that are 
not achievable through domestic or international Old Governance” (Abbott and Snidal 
2009: 564).

In general terms, orchestration can be understood as “a process whereby states or 
intergovernmental organizations initiate, guide, broaden, and strengthen transnational 
governance by non-state and/or sub-state actors” (Hale and Roger 2014: 60–61). 
Hence, the concept of orchestration moves beyond the classical sender–receiver model 
of conventional governance approaches. Instead, it suggests a so-called O-I-T model, 
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in which an Orchestrator uses an Intermediary to influence a certain Target group 
(Abbott et al. 2015: 6). The respective orchestrator has a wide range of techniques at 
its disposal to influence the intermediary, including assistance, endorsement, or coor-
dination. In theory, orchestrators can choose to manage or bypass their targets. In the 
case of international bureaucracies as orchestrators, they can thus fulfil their policy 
purpose without needing “time-consuming, high-level political approval” (Abbott and 
Snidal 2009: 564).

International bureaucracies rely on soft modes of governance to affect global and 
domestic policy-making due to their lack of coercive power compared to state actors 
that can enforce legally binding rules. In order to exert influence or pursue certain 
policy objectives, the secretariats of international organizations and regimes have to 
use their limited mandates and capacities in creative ways. Putting orchestration theory 
to work, this article conceives of intergovernmental treaty secretariats as orchestra-
tors that interact with non-governmental organizations, non-profit entities, and busi-
nesses for setting a targeted impulse in the intergovernmental negotiations and related 
policy dialogues to promote ambitious outcomes. These bureaucracies seem to secure 
transnational support from various non-state entities that are active in the respective 
area to put pressure on national governments (Jörgens et  al. 2017). With only a few 
studies on secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements around, little is known 
about the way in which these institutions act as orchestraters in global environmental 
governance.

The literature on orchestration has remained largely at a conceptual level hypoth-
esizing on why, how, and under what circumstances international organizations and 
bureaucracies can become facilitative orchestrators and provide material or idea-
tional support, endorse and enhance the legitimacy of existing initiatives, or engage 
in knowledge production and distribution of relevant information (Abbott and Snidal 
2009: 576–577). The concrete roles and functions adopted by international institu-
tions as orchestrators vis-à-vis their intermediaries have thus far not been studied in 
enough detail. Against this backdrop, this article investigates the precise nature of how 
three secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements adopt various orchestration 
styles in their outreach to different kinds of non-state actors. We focus on the climate 
secretariat, the biodiversity secretariat, and the desertification secretariat whose ori-
gins date back to the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Due to their common genesis at this conference, the 
three multilateral environmental agreements are also known as Rio Conventions (Bauer 
et al. 2009).

For the empirical analysis, we build upon the method of structured, focused com-
parison which is well suited for the present study due to the similar mandates of the 
three secretariats, their largely identical organizational structures, and shared institu-
tional contexts within the UN system (George and Bennett 2004). Using the strategy of 
triangulation, we employed three methods of data collection (Rothbauer 2008). First, 
we did an extensive desk study of the existing scholarly work on the three intergovern-
mental treaty secretariats including a mapping of initiatives in which they interact with 
non-state actors. Second, we carried out a systematic content analysis of more than 40 
official documents and reports plus online material and ‘grey’ literature released by the 
secretariats as well as their non-state partners. Finally, we identified key persons for 
each case study and conducted ten semi-structured interviews and expert talks with staff 
members of the secretariats and representatives of non-governmental organizations to 
trace the evolution of the different initiatives (see “Appendix”).
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4  Intergovernmental treaty secretariats and non‑state actors

For a long time, the secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements have not been 
regarded as relevant actors. This has much to do with their limited resources as well as 
with the specific problem structure of the environmental policy domain. More precisely, 
powerful national governments fear that far-reaching international environmental agree-
ments will have negative consequences on their economies. For that reason, they have 
endowed intergovernmental treaty secretariats with relatively narrow mandates (Bauer 
et al. 2009). Nevertheless, in the past few years, it has become obvious that the secre-
tariats analyzed in this study have acquired a more active role in global policy-making 
and considerably enhanced their interlinkages with non-state actors.

The following analysis explores several initiatives in which these international 
bureaucracies interact with non-state actors. After an initial screening and mapping 
exercise of existing interactions, we selected the most prominent initiatives allowing us 
to conduct three in-depth empirical case studies. By means of this selection, we have 
come to assess instances in which the secretariats of the Rio Conventions play diverse 
roles in relation to non-state actors. While some initiatives in which the secretariats 
are involved and work together with non-state actors can be traced back to decisions 
taken by national delegations in intergovernmental negotiations, others have been cre-
ated by institutions active within the broader periphery of the Rio Conventions, and 
still others have been co-facilitated with non-state partners or even launched by the sec-
retariats themselves. In this way, we have been able to identify and carve out different 
styles of orchestration employed by the three secretariats of multilateral environmental 
agreements.

4.1  The climate secretariat: facilitating a groundswell of action

Since the first Conference of the Parties (COP) to the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1995, the climate secretariat’s main purpose has been 
the facilitation of the intergovernmental climate negotiations, the provision of techni-
cal expertise and assistance, the organization of (intergovernmental) sessions and con-
ferences, as well as general support concerning the implementation process of interna-
tionally agreed goals and targets (United Nations 1992b). Non-party stakeholders have 
generally been granted an observer status, thus they have no formal voting rights in the 
intergovernmental negotiations.

The climate secretariat has been mandated to coordinate the participation of the con-
stantly growing number of observers in such negotiations (Schroeder and Lovell 2012). 
Amongst other things, it has taken responsibility of the administration of side-events 
conducted by all kinds of actors in this context. By this means, the climate secretar-
iat has created an open forum and facilitated the informal exchange between different 
stakeholders, thereby providing input to the intergovernmental negotiations, integrating 
non-state actors into the work of the Convention, and stimulating debates on a great 
variety of climate-related issues. While these activities can be considered as a rather 
technical enterprise, in the following paragraphs we examine a number of initiatives in 
which the climate secretariat has more recently also been involved that seek to incorpo-
rate non-state actors more directly into a policy dialogue.
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4.1.1  The secretariat as spearheading actor

A prominent example of such an initiative launched by the climate secretariat is the 
Momentum for Change Initiative which was officially presented to the public in 2011 
(UNFCCC 2011). As envisioned by the by-then Executive Secretary Christina Figueres, 
the proclaimed goal of this initiative is “to shine a light on the enormous groundswell 
of activities underway across the globe that are moving the world towards a highly resil-
ient, low-carbon future” (UNFCCC 2017b). To achieve this aim, the initiative recog-
nizes so-called Lighthouse Activities that are described as innovative and transforma-
tive solutions addressing both climate-related aspects as well as wider economic, social, 
and environmental challenges in a given geographical area. According to the initiative’s 
webpage, these particular activities are practical, scalable, and replicable examples of 
what societal actors are doing to cope with the problem of climate change (UNFCCC 
2017b).

Interestingly, the Momentum for Change Initiative is not funded through the secre-
tariat’s regular budget as such activities would not have been covered by its mandate. 
Instead, the climate secretariat has established close contacts with private actors to 
gather financial support for the initiative. As a result, national governments could not 
easily object to the campaign as a staff member of the climate secretariat stated in a 
personal conversation (Interview 1). Since 2012, the initiative has been conferring the 
Momentum for Change Awards to particularly successful projects conducted by business 
and civil society actors from around the world. In the past few years, the secretariat has 
put considerable efforts into the further development of this initiative and established 
numerous partnerships with the private sector to raise public awareness on related bot-
tom-up climate activities (UNFCCC 2014a, 2015, 2017c).

4.1.2  The secretariat as co‑leading institution

Another example of the climate secretariat’s interaction with non-state actors is the 
Lima-Paris Action Agenda (LPAA) that was launched in 2014. Its primary goal was 
to boost the positive dynamic created by various events which were organized by the 
UN Secretary General’s Office throughout 2014 and involved numerous sub-national 
governments, non-governmental organizations, and private companies. The LPAA was 
jointly released by the Peruvian and French COP Presidencies, the Executive Office 
of the UN Secretary-General, and the climate secretariat (United Nations 2015a). The 
intention of this consortium of actors was to highlight the climate engagement spanning 
all parts of society and to build concrete, ambitious, and lasting initiatives to decrease 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and promote measures to better adapt to climate 
change (Widerberg 2017).

While the climate secretariat played a relatively small part in the run-up to the 
LPAA, it became a central advocate throughout the following year 2015. Prior to the 
widely celebrated COP-21 to the UNFCCC in Paris, for instance, it published a policy 
paper that called for the initiative’s further evolution (UNFCCC 2017c). Moreover, the 
secretariat supervised the initiative and occupied two seats in the steering committee 
responsible for the initiative’s strategic development and implementation. The LPAA 
allowed the climate secretariat to explore new territory, as it involved a diverse set of 
actors, including cities and regions, indigenous peoples, academic institutions, and 
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private investors (Interview 2). This mobilization of sub-national and non-state actors 
aimed at catalyzing climate action especially through demonstration effects towards the 
end of 2015 as well as supporting the intergovernmental negotiations of a new climate 
agreement.

4.1.3  The secretariat as manager and information hub

The most prominent initiative of the climate secretariat to generate support from non-state 
actors for an ambitious negotiation outcome is the so-called Non-State Actor Zone for Cli-
mate Action (NAZCA). The climate secretariat launched this initiative in 2014 under the 
auspices of the COP Presidency of the Peruvian government. It consists of an online plat-
form that coordinates the various climate activities of actors other than nation-states and 
registers their individual commitments to limit GHG emissions (Chan et  al. 2015: 468). 
The basic goal of this initiative is to improve the visibility of climate actions undertaken 
by sub-national bodies and non-governmental organizations (UNFCCC 2017a). In par-
ticular, NAZCA should demonstrate how non-state climate action is rising and showcase 
the “extraordinary range of game-changing actions being undertaken by thousands of cit-
ies, investors and corporations” (UNFCCC 2014b). These efforts comprise GHG emission 
reduction pledges, renewable energy projects, internal carbon prices, and investments in 
green bonds.

In addition to maintaining the NAZCA platform, staff members of the climate secretar-
iat regularly carry out consultations with different stakeholders on potential improvements 
of the database (Interview 3). After the initial launch of the online platform, the climate 
secretariat has considerably increased its efforts to create a reliable knowledge basis on 
existing non-state climate initiatives. As a former senior official at the secretariat noted, 
without the input and the expertise from research-based think tanks, such an endeavour 
would not be possible due to the limited resources of the climate secretariat (Interview 4). 
Over the time of the establishment and further development of the NAZCA platform, this 
indicates that the climate secretariat has started to work with non-state actors in a more 
direct manner. In certain fields, this has hence led to collaboration on equal footing in the 
pursuit of the overarching aim to enhance the global level of ambition to address climate 
change.

4.2  The biodiversity secretariat: fostering reliable business tools

With the adoption of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 1992, a permanent 
secretariat was established to support its principal goals. The Parties mandated the bio-
diversity secretariat to primarily prepare and service the meetings under the CBD, offer 
administrative support and produce reports for the different bodies, coordinate with rel-
evant international institutions, and provide assistance in the implementation of the CBD 
(United Nations 1992a). Largely identical to the UNFCCC, non-governmental organiza-
tions have been granted merely observer status in the intergovernmental biodiversity nego-
tiations. Nonetheless, non-state participation is of increasing importance in a “new era of 
enhanced implementation”, as the secretariat recognizes the importance of “additional 
efforts as well as enhanced international cooperation and inter-agency collaboration on 
the scale necessary to translate the […] objectives of the Convention into reality” (CBD 
2017c).
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Next to their formal involvement in the intergovernmental process, the biodiversity 
secretariat has therefore lately expanded its outreach to actors below the level of national 
governments and sought to incorporate sub-national bodies, civil society groups, and pri-
vate companies actively into the global response to biodiversity loss (Rosendal 2000). In 
particular, the secretariat organizes special events for non-state actors, provides platforms 
for the exchange of information among them, and confers awards to those actors that offer 
promising solutions for biodiversity conservation. In the following paragraphs, we analyze 
several initiatives in which the biodiversity secretariat interacts with non-state actors in a 
way that goes to some extent beyond their treatment and facilitation as observers in the 
intergovernmental process.

4.2.1  The secretariat as a convening body

The biodiversity secretariat has established a specifically strong relationship to the private 
sector and maintains close interactions with businesses through the organization of inter-
national, regional, and national workshops (Jörgens et al. 2017: 87). The starting point for 
this relationship goes back to a decision taken at COP-6 to the CBD when member states 
announced to intensify cooperation with “key actors and stakeholders, including the private 
sector” (CBD 2002). The biodiversity secretariat took this opportunity and issued a state-
ment calling for further involvement of industries and businesses into the implementation 
of the Convention (CBD 2005). In subsequent years, the biodiversity secretariat organized 
the so-called Business and the 2010 Biodiversity Challenge, an event series which encom-
passed three consecutive meetings from 2005 to 2009. It started as a “small brainstorming 
meeting” (CBD 2018a) primarily for a small group of selected business actors and com-
panies at the first meeting in early 2005, but steadily grew into a momentous, large-scale 
partnership with over 200 participants at the third meeting in 2009 (Interview 5).

Beyond the Business and the 2010 Biodiversity Challenge, the biodiversity secretariat 
has hosted several other events. Most prominently, it established the so-called Business and 
Biodiversity Forum, a platform which was established in 2014 as a parallel event to the 
COPs to the CBD. It brings together state representatives, businesses, civil society groups, 
and other stakeholders. The main purpose of the platform is to initiate and foster debates 
on the question how the business sector can contribute and benefit from the implementa-
tion of the targets stipulated under the CBD (CBD 2018d). Other meetings in which the 
biodiversity secretariat played a supporting role include the Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Finance conference that aimed to bring together industry experts and financial institutions 
as well as an International Expert Workshop on Mainstreaming Biodiversity in the Sectors 
of Energy and Mining, Infrastructure and Manufacturing and Processing taking place in 
2018 (Biodiversity & Ecosystem Finance 2008; CBD 2018b). To support these events, the 
biodiversity secretariat has been publishing a Business Newsletter featuring certain case 
studies on issues related to the nexus between biodiversity and the private sector at irregu-
lar intervals (CBD 2018c).

4.2.2  The secretariat as a distributor of good practices

Following the initial integration of the business sector into the global response to biodiver-
sity loss, member states commissioned the biodiversity secretariat in 2010 to establish “a 
forum of dialogue among Parties and other governments, business, and other stakeholders” 
(CBD 2010: 4). This was the signal for the biodiversity secretariat to set up the Global 
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Partnership for Business and Biodiversity (Bhutani 2016: 40). In general terms, this part-
nership promotes the exchange of information among businesses and aims to engage the 
private sector with biological conservation (CBD 2017a). The different activities under the 
partnership are coordinated by the biodiversity secretariat. A key component is the Global 
Platform for Business and Biodiversity, which entails a webpage with a database and vari-
ous online tools for businesses to address biodiversity loss. This platform provides various 
examples of good practices that intend to assist private companies mitigate their impact on 
biodiversity loss (CBD 2018e). In this endeavour, the biodiversity secretariat has directly 
worked together with companies to showcase biodiversity-friendly behaviour and in this 
way “catalyzed” their involvement into biological conservation (Interview 5).

In addition, the secretariat has recently put growing efforts into the compilation of list-
ings and reports from civil society groups and business associations dealing with biodiver-
sity at the national level (CBD 2017b). The aim of this is to support knowledge exchange 
processes and inform existing initiatives about potential biological conservation activities. 
In this context, the biodiversity secretariat seeks to create a regulatory environment by set-
ting boundaries for what companies may or may not do and establishes conditions that 
assist businesses in their efforts to become biodiversity-friendly. In particular, the secre-
tariat highlights those projects that commit themselves to recognized standards, thereby 
supporting the mainstreaming and harmonization of effective measures to protect and 
conserve biodiversity (Interview 6). To advance these processes, the secretariat maps and 
advances relevant standards with the help of researchers and practitioners to avoid confu-
sion and gaps in knowledge (CBD 2017a). This suggests that the biodiversity secretariat 
has been trying to build up a pool of reliable business tools to deal with the problem of 
biodiversity loss in recent years.

4.2.3  The secretariat as a co‑hosting and award‑giving institution

Another initiative of the biodiversity secretariat is the Midori Prize for Biodiversity. 
Together with the AEON Environmental Foundation, the secretariat organizes this bian-
nual event in order to award three individuals who have made “outstanding contributions 
to conservation and sustainable use at local and global levels, and who have influenced and 
strengthened various biodiversity-related efforts, as well as raised awareness about biodi-
versity” (CBD 2018f). Established in 2010 at the occasion of the 20th anniversary of the 
AEON Environmental Foundation (AEON) and during the UN International Year of Bio-
diversity, the prize is funded by AEON and supported by the Ministry of Environment of 
Japan (Interview 5 and 7). The nominees of the award are selected under criteria based on 
their global contribution to safeguarding biodiversity, individual long-term viewpoints on 
this matter, and input to conservation and sustainable practices. The price winners receive 
a monetary reward of US-Dollar 100,000 dedicated to the further support of their work.

Some of the previous Midori Prize winners include Angela Merkel in her capacity as 
Germany’s Federal Environment Minister from 1994 to 1998; Rodrigo Gámez-Lobo, Pres-
ident of the Instituto Nactional de Biodiversidad in Costa Rica; and Yury Darman, Director 
of the Amur Ecoregion Program under the World Wide Fund for Nature in Russia (CBD 
2018f). The former Executive Secretary of the CBD, Braulio Ferreira de Souza Dias, stated 
at the second award ceremony in 2012 that “[t]he Secretariat is pleased to be a partner in 
the foundation and granting of the MIDORI Prize, an effective instrument that not only 
promotes public awareness but also encourages activities in support of the conservation 
and sustainable use of biodiversity” (CBD 2012). Besides the secretariat’s representative 
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function and its role in supporting the organization of the award, staff members of the bio-
diversity secretariat take part in the steering committee, with the Executive Secretary act-
ing as one of the main judges for the award (AEON 2018).

4.3  The desertification secretariat: raising awareness of different stakeholders

After the adoption of the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) in 1992, the 
desertification secretariat was formally established and took responsibility of the support 
of the COPs to the UNCCD and the related subsidiary bodies. The secretariat’s respon-
sibilities include, amongst others, arranging sessions and meetings under the UNCCD, 
compiling and transmitting relevant information and facilitating assistance with a special 
focus on affected developing country Parties, and coordinating with the administrations of 
other relevant international institutions (United Nations 1996). To advance the implemen-
tation of the UNCCD, the desertification secretariat’s mandate also comprises the active 
promotion of the UNCCD by building successful links between science and policy; align-
ing and assisting with national/regional level efforts to achieve land degradation neutrality 
with global targets; and improving access to information, up-scaling of good practices and 
capacity-building (UNCCD 2020).

Similar to the other two Rio Conventions discussed above, the different groups of non-
governmental organizations have no decision-making authority within the intergovern-
mental negotiations taking place under the auspices of the UNCCD—but have only been 
granted an observer status (UNCCD 2019). Yet and also in line with the other cases studied 
in this article, the desertification secretariat has considerably enhanced its engagement with 
different types of sub-national bodies and non-governmental organizations in the past few 
years in order to cope with the problems of desertification, land degradation, and asso-
ciated issues. According to its own account, the desertification secretariat thereby aims 
to “build and further strengthen partnerships with programmes and institutions that have 
proven capacities in the areas covered by the UNCCD” (UNCCD 2020). We explore differ-
ent initiatives in which the desertification secretariat and non-state actors work together in 
the following paragraphs.

4.3.1  The secretariat as an awareness raising body

In its outreach to non-state actors, the desertification secretariat has placed special empha-
sis on capacity building and knowledge provision. In particular, the secretariat has cre-
ated a so-called Knowledge Hub, an overarching platform under which it has launched dif-
ferent campaigns, initiatives, and tools to direct the attention of different sub-groups of 
non-governmental organizations to issues, such as land degradation neutrality, sustainable 
land management, and coping strategies with drought (UNCCD 2018a). The origins of this 
platform can be traced back to COP-9 to the UNCCD and a formal request towards the 
UNCCD’s Committee on Science and Technology (CST) to implement a “knowledge man-
agement system” that entails both “traditional knowledge […] of the Convention text, best 
practices and success stories on combating desertification, land degradation and drought 
issues” (UNCCD 2009: 119). As a result, the CST forwarded this task to the desertification 
secretariat, which developed the preliminary architecture of the knowledge management 
system on the basis of a comprehensive survey.

In the further development of this initiative, the desertification secretariat extended 
the function of the system beyond its initially intended use as an internal working tool for 
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the CST and other UNCCD bodies (Interview 8). In particular, it proposed an additional, 
external “integrated database on UNCCD-related information, including components on 
scientific and technical information, reporting and review of implementation, awareness 
raising and areas of synergy” (UNCCD 2010: 3). In this respect, the desertification secre-
tariat presented a digital structure and format, which offered “an organized pathway to fur-
ther information relating to desertification, land degradation and drought” [which] “could 
also serve as a forum for electronic exchanges, networking and even training” (UNCCD 
2010: 3). This section was designed to integrate external stakeholders to foster synergies, 
broker scientific knowledge, and enable reporting activities (UNCCD 2011). At COP-10 
to the UNCCD, the Parties welcomed the upgrade of the knowledge management system 
(UNCCD 2012: 102). With financial contributions from various national governments, this 
led to the launch of the Scientific Knowledge Brokering Portal in 2014, which then evolved 
into the Knowledge Hub as an improved version of the initial pilot portal (UNCCD 2015a, 
2015b).

At its core, the Knowledge Hub aims at gathering, registering, and disseminating infor-
mation to “support and enhance the capacity of every stakeholder” concerned with the 
UNCCD (UNCCD 2018d). By collaborating with different non-state partners, the platform 
features a number of essential “products and pillars”, such as the Capacity-Building Mar-
ketplace, a so-called one-stop shop to serve all matters with regard to capacity building 
in the view of the implementation of the UNCCD and its different associated agreements 
(UNCCD 2018d) or the Great Green Wall campaign aimed at enhancing awareness in 
public spheres, in international, national and local policy debates, as well as in the media 
and cultural sectors in order to inspire long-term public and private investment (UNCCD 
2018b). Beyond that, the Knowledge Hub links further important initiatives to the UNCCD 
process, such as the Land Degradation Neutrality Target Setting Programme, the Global 
Land Outlook, and the UNCCD eLibrary (UNCCD 2018d).

4.3.2  The secretariat as a knowledge broker

A further initiative launched by the desertification secretariat that involves non-state actors 
is the Soil Leadership Academy. It is a public–private partnership that seeks to equip deci-
sion-makers with comprehensive tools to guide policy processes and frameworks at both 
the national and regional level and achieve one essential goal of the UNCCD: land degra-
dation neutrality. In line with one of the key outcome statements of the Rio+20 conference 
in 2012 “to achieve a land-degradation neutral world in the context of sustainable develop-
ment” and the related sustainable development goal, it came into being as a complemen-
tary means of achieving the UNCCD 10-year Strategic Plan and Framework in early 2014, 
agreed upon at COP-11 to the UNCCD (Wagner 2013). Supported by the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development, the partnership received considerable initial funding 
from governmental bodies as well as Syngenta, a multinational enterprise operating in the 
agricultural sector (Interview 9).

With its first session starting in mid-2014, the program has been designed and struc-
tured as a one-year training course in a workshop format with a curriculum that is guided 
by the special needs and priorities of its participants (UNCCD 2018e). These include, 
inter alia, private companies, research institutions, and intergovernmental organizations. In 
particular, the Soil Leadership Academy targets individuals with decision-making capac-
ity, such as ministers, director generals, other civil servants, and high-level business actors 
(United Nations University 2018). In addition to its main objective, the initiative seeks to 
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establish a network among its participants. Moreover, the general structure of the training 
features a simulation game character, in which participants are encouraged to apply their 
new knowledge at their respective spheres of influence. By this means, the desertification 
secretariat draws on the existing knowledge, available data, and various best practices of its 
institutional partners, and functions as a knowledge-broking body by providing concrete 
insights on ways to achieve land degradation neutrality and offering opportunities for direct 
cooperation among relevant actors in regions prone to desertification (UNCCD 2018c).

4.3.3  The secretariat as a bridge builder between stakeholders

Another initiative launched by the desertification secretariat that involves non-state actors 
is the Global Land Outlook. Designed as a strategic communication platform, it brings 
together international experts and various partner organizations. The initiative was estab-
lished at COP-13 to the UNCCD in relation to sustainable development goal 15, which pro-
motes “life on land” and aims at reversing land degradation (United Nations 2015b). The 
Global Land Outlook has a two-fold objective: on the one hand, the platform intends to 
assess current trends on topics such as land conservation or degradation and loss, as well as 
to identify opportunities for sustainable land management policies at both the international 
and national level. On the other hand, it adopts a wider focus on issues interrelated with 
the Convention by bringing together diverse experts in the fields of food, water, and energy 
security; climate change and biodiversity conservation; urban and infrastructure develop-
ment; land tenure, governance and gender; and migration, conflict, and human security 
(UNCCD 2018c). In this sense, the initiative aims to “outlook” into possible future sce-
narios of change in relation to land use.

According to the UNCCD website, the Global Land Outlook draws upon the insights 
from its knowledge management system and will therefore have direct linkages to the 
Knowledge Hub. The key publication of this initiative presents knowledge on deserti-
fication and interrelated issues and is accompanied by online reports as well as a work-
ing paper series on best practices for sustainable land management (UNCCD 2017a: 7). 
In cooperation with UNCCD member states and a small expert group, the desertification 
secretariat is currently drafting a long-term framework for the initiative, called the Global 
Land Index, which is meant to be used both as a communication and awareness raising tool 
and a conjoint mechanism connecting other land indices that incorporate bio-physical and 
socio-economic dimensions of sustainable land management (Acosta et al. 2017; UNCCD 
2017b). The initiative is maintained through a website that is formally coordinated by the 
desertification secretariat. Different partners of the secretariat have contributed to the plat-
form—including, amongst others, the Center for Development and Research, EcoAgricul-
ture International, the Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies, and the World Bank 
(Global Land Outlook 2018). At present, the Secretariat advocates for further participation 
of individuals and organizations in this initiative on a regular basis (UNCCD 2018d).

5  Discussion

The previous analysis underscores that the three intergovernmental treaty secretari-
ats have considerably extended their engagement with non-state actors over the past 
few years. Due to their restrictions in taking active roles in intergovernmental nego-
tiations, the secretariats interact with actors other than nation-states and use them as 
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intermediaries in the pursuit of the overarching goal to catalyze international coopera-
tion on transboundary environmental problems. To this end, they initiate and maintain 
joint initiatives with civil society organizations, non-profit entities, and the private sec-
tor and provide material and ideational support to mobilize, strengthen and steer their 
initiatives. We hence support the premise that these specific types of international 
bureaucracies can no longer be regarded as technocratic bodies that solely offer services 
to national governments (Busch 2009). In particular, the case studies in this article dem-
onstrate that the secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements adopt different 
orchestration styles in their relation to non-state actors (see Table 1).

First, the climate secretariat has actively engaged non-state actors into a policy dia-
logue and had been involved in a number of initiatives which built momentum and 
showcased non-state actor support for COP-21 to the UNFCCC that led to the Paris 
Agreement in 2015. In this sense, the climate secretariat has facilitated a groundswell 
of climate initiatives by acting as a manager and information hub, emerging as a co-
leading institution, and taking on the role of a spearheading actor in its interaction with 
a wide range of non-state actors.

Second, the biodiversity secretariat convened a forum for dialogue between national 
governments and the business community with the aim of integrating companies into 
the implementation of the CBD. To promote this, staff members of the secretariat have 
lately put considerable effort into creating a pool of reliable business tools and good 
practices for biological conservation. In sum, by manifesting itself as a co-hosting and 
award-giving institution, a convening body, as well as a distributer of good practices, 
the biodiversity secretariat has aimed to foster biodiversity-friendly behaviour by the 
private sector to mitigate biodiversity loss.

Finally, the desertification secretariat brought together different societal stakehold-
ers to establish an external knowledge management platform for promoting synergies 
among decision-makers from both the public and private sector. The overall aim thereby 
was to share information and raise awareness of the various issues regarding desertifica-
tion and land degradation. In doing so, the desertification secretariat has become vis-
ible as an awareness raising body, a knowledge broker, and a bridge builder to bring in 
relevant non-state actors into the work of its respective convention. This shows that all 
three secretariats have developed individual orchestration styles that are specifically tai-
lored to the challenges and the particular stages of the global responses to the respective 
transboundary environmental problems.

What is apparent in all three cases is that the interactions between the secretariats 
and non-state actors have steadily amplified in recent years. On the one hand, this is 
related to the ever-increasing number of non-state actors that propose their own solu-
tions for issues such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and desertification since the 
means taken by national governments and the norms and rules prescribed in interna-
tional environmental agreements have so far yielded only limited results. According 
to a staff member of the desertification secretariat, the rise of non-state initiatives has 
led to both coordination and competition amongst them, hence changing the way in 
which non-state actors deal with multilateral environmental agreements. This develop-
ment has made collaboration with secretariats more viable with ideas put forward by 
several non-state actors that are now more “realizable” and better suit the agenda of 
intergovernmental public agencies (Interview 8). This is in line with observations made 
by other scholars who recognize a streamlining of approaches towards more conclusive 
and attainable solutions as well an overall renewed sense of awareness and willingness 
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to tackle transboundary environmental problems with the help of non-state actors (e.g. 
Betsill et al. 2015; Bäckstrand et al. 2017; Hermwille 2018).

On the other hand, many international (environmental) regimes have opened up to other 
kinds of actors below the central state level in order to restore the legitimacy of extant mul-
tilateral institutions (Tallberg et al. 2013; Hale and Held 2017). As our study underscores, 
intergovernmental treaty secretariats aim to contribute to this process and seek to foster 
the inclusion of non-state actors into global environmental policy-making. Thus, we see 
this shift in the modus operandi of the administrative bodies of multilateral environmental 
agreements as a possible reason for the growth in cooperative efforts between the secre-
tariats and the broad array of non-state actors. Direct collaborations with non-state actors 
remain largely restricted within the boundaries of the secretariats’ original mandates. But 
in initiatives marked by potential synergies for the secretariats and their non-state counter-
parts, they increasingly join forces and non-state actors bring in their resources and capa-
bilities without third-party intermediation. Thereby, they engage in multi-actor institutional 
learning processes; share technical expertise; or co-organize events, workshops and train-
ing programs (Abbott et al. 2015: 14–16).

Of particular interest in this regard is that all three secretariats in focus of this article 
have capitalized on modern technology and digital solutions as new means available for 
approaching and interacting with non-state actors. In order to develop overarching, large-
scale networks and databases, the secretariats have started to directly collaborate with a 
number of non-state actors. We recognize such partnerships for the climate secretariat with 
the further evolution of the NAZCA platform to the Global Climate Action Portal launched 
in 2018, the Global Partnership for Business and Biodiversity for the biodiversity secre-
tariat, and the Knowledge Hub for the desertification secretariat. While consultants have 
been working with the secretariats for quite some time, in these initiatives the secretari-
ats largely rely on the input and the expertise from research-based think tanks and other 
non-state actors that provide relevant data, maintain the platforms, and, most importantly, 
take part in these partnerships to raise awareness to the respective environmental problems 
(Interview 4 and 10).

This finding highlights the dynamic interplay between international bureaucracies and 
their non-state counterparts and indicates that this complex relationship cannot fully be 
captured in all its variants by the concept of orchestration. Rather, our analysis shows 
that we apparently witness the emergence of novel forms of direct collaboration between 
the secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements and non-state actors spurred by 
their common goal to accelerate national commitments and actions. We therefore contend 
that the orchestration concept reaches its limits when used as a lens to study the evolving 
interplay between different administrative bodies of international regimes or organizations 
and non-state actors because a clear distinction between the roles of an orchestrator and 
intermediaries becomes increasingly ambiguous. This underlines the set boundaries of the 
orchestration approach in taking instances of direct collaboration between institutions oper-
ating across governance levels and scales into account.

6  Conclusion

This article has explored the institutional interactions between three intergovernmen-
tal treaty secretariats and non-state actors in global environmental governance. Building 
upon the concept of orchestration, the article investigated how the climate secretariat, the 
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biodiversity secretariat, and the desertification secretariat are reaching out to actors outside 
of the official negotiation arena. The analysis stresses several activities undertaken by inter-
governmental treaty secretariats which go beyond their basic duties of providing techni-
cal assistance and services to national governments. In general terms, the case studies in 
this article underscore that the secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements aim 
to incorporate non-state actors in different ways into the global responses to the respective 
transboundary environmental problems.

More explicitly, we contend that all three intergovernmental treaty secretariats under 
examination made use of their available resources and developed different kinds of inter-
linkages with actors other than national governments. While the outreach activities of the 
secretariats have to some extent been backed or even initiated by decisions adopted in inter-
governmental negotiations, the staff members apparently avail themselves of their political 
leeway and strategically interact with non-state actors to induce Parties to the Conventions 
to take a more ambitious stance on combating climate change, biodiversity loss, and deser-
tification. In other words, the secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements seek 
to drive the intergovernmental process forward by facilitating exchanges with civil society 
organizations, non-profit entities, and the private sector. In particular, they assist these sub-
groups of non-governmental organizations to comprehend the underlying problems; pro-
vide knowledge and good practices for dealing with the related challenges; endorse, coor-
dinate and strengthen their initiatives; and increasingly collaborate with research institutes 
to establish online material to publicize existing actions on the ground.

These insights challenge conventional approaches to international politics which pre-
sume that national governments are the only relevant actors in global affairs. Our results 
indicate that intergovernmental treaty secretariats have gained some agency through their 
distinct styles of orchestration vis-à-vis their non-state counterparts. In pursuit of exerting 
influence in global environmental policy-making, the secretariats of multilateral environ-
mental agreements have utilized their limited mandates in creative ways (e.g. Abbott et al. 
2015). At the same time, the analysis underscores the dynamic evolution of the relation-
ship between international bureaucracies and non-state actors as it entails several recent 
instances of direct collaboration without the support of intermediaries, thus alluding to a 
bi-directional relationship that may not be captured completely by the concept of orchestra-
tion (Harbrich and Hickmann 2018). This is especially evident in the field of digital solu-
tions and the creation of databases and networks on issues related to the three conventions. 
Such direct forms of interaction seem to be the result of prolonged interactions in areas 
marked by mutual benefits for both parties.

These findings point to promising avenues for future research. First, we warrant more 
in-depth knowledge on the effectiveness of orchestration in respect to the interplay between 
international bureaucracies and non-state actors. While this study set out to identify and 
compare different styles of orchestration employed by specific types of international 
bureaucracies, we recognize the need for both conceptual and empirical work on the ques-
tion of how to evaluate the extent to which the orchestration of non-state actors translates 
into successful strategies that propels global responses to transboundary (environmental) 
problems (Chan et al. 2015). Second, we are confident that our study lays some empiri-
cal groundwork for addressing the question of whether the new functions of international 
bureaucracies may lead to a greater autonomy and independence from state principals 
(Michaelowa and Michaelowa 2017). Future research should take a closer look at the man-
dates of international bureaucracies to investigate where the actions of bureaucracies are 
explicitly backed by a direct injunction of national governments or where bureaucracies act 
on their own initiative by harnessing slack and arbitrary commands, or even going rogue 
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(Cortell and Peterson 2006). Third, we need to better understand the role of modern infor-
mation and communication technology when institutions interact. More specifically, what 
are impacts of the availability of such technologies for the interplay between international 
bureaucracies and non-state actors and the implications for established conceptual and 
empirical literature on institutional interlinkages?

To conclude, intergovernmental treaty secretariats aim to enhance the overall effective-
ness of global environmental governance by initiating and strengthening actions carried 
out by various kinds of non-state actors (van Asselt and Zelli 2014; Chan et al. 2015). This 
interplay between secretariats and non-state actors seems to partly mature towards a divi-
sion of labour (Betsill et al. 2015). Taking the deficiencies of existing global governance 
frameworks into account, this development bears important policy implications. When it 
comes to addressing transboundary environmental problems, international bureaucracies 
can steer the initiatives of non-state actors towards coherence and good practice and at the 
same time benefit from their input and expertise. This is especially relevant for policy areas 
that exhibit collective action dilemmas, wicked problems, and diverging interests amongst 
powerful actors (e.g. Abbott and Hale 2014). International bureaucracies might hence miti-
gate political gridlock by rallying support from transnational and sub-national actors or 
turning to non-state actors in order to mobilize advocacy, create demonstration effects, or 
otherwise nudge national governments towards more ambitious international agreements 
(Abbott 2014). Thus, there is a great potential for the further evolution of such new alli-
ances between international bureaucracies and non-state actors in global (environmental) 
policy-making.
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Appendix 1: List of expert interviews and talks conducted

• Interview 1 with a Programme Officer of the UNFCCC Secretariat responsible for the 
Momentum for Change Initiative, 6 October 2016 in Bonn, Germany.

• Interview 2 with a Programme Officer of the UNFCCC Secretariat in the area of Strat-
egy and Relationship Management, 6 October 2016 in Bonn, Germany.
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• Interview 3 with a Programme Assistant of the UNFCCC Secretariat in the Global Cli-
mate Action Initiative, 5 October 2018 in Berlin, Germany.

• Interview 4 with a former staff member of the UNFCCC Secretariat working in the 
team led by former Executive Secretary Christina Figueres, 7 October 2016 in Bonn, 
Germany.

• Interview 5 with a staff member of the CBD Secretariat in the area of Mainstreaming, 
Cooperation and Outreach Support, 24 September 2018 (via Skype).

• Interview 6 with a research fellow and advisor to the German government working on 
topics related to biodiversity policy-making, 9 October 2018 in Berlin, Germany.

• Interview 7 with a former staff member that used to work at the CBD Secretariat in the 
Implementation Support Division, 5 February 2019 in Berlin, Germany.

• Interview 8 with a staff member of the UNCCD Secretariat in the area of External 
Relations, Policy and Advocacy, 26 October 2018 (via Skype).

• Interview 9 with a staff member of the Dutch Environmental Assessment Agency in the 
department of Climate, Air and Energy, 28 October 2018 (via Skype).

• Interview 10 with a former staff member at the UNFCCC Secretariat in the Non-State 
Actor Zone for Climate Change initiative, 28 October 2018 (via Skype).
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