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COMMISSION ON POPULATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
Fifty-third session 

 
Future role and organization of the Commission on Population and Development 

 
Note prepared by the Secretariat 

 
I.  INTRODUCTION  
 
This note was prepared at the request of the Bureau of the fifty-third session of the Commission on 
Population and Development (CPD) with a view to initiating an informal reflection among its 
members on the future role and organization of the Commission. This reflection is expected to 
continue under the aegis of the next Bureau, leading to the consideration of this issue at the 
Commission’s fifty-fourth session in 2021.  
 
Questions 
 
The Bureau invites responses to the below questions in writing by no later than 31 July 2020. 
 

1. Given that the Commission is the only intergovernmental forum focused on the 
implementation of the Programme of Action of the 1994 International Conference on 
Population and Development (ICPD) in the United Nations, how can we improve its work to 
better assist Member States and the international community at large in advancing the ICPD 
agenda while contributing to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs)? 
 

2. Population and development issues and trends, including drivers and impacts, have important 
implications for the further implementation of the Programme of Action and the achievement 
of the SDGs. What role can the Commission play in guiding Member States and the 
international community in responding to these issues and trends? 
 

3. In order to address the above questions and issues, would it be desirable or feasible for the 
Commission to adjust its methods of work (organizational aspects, substantive elements, 
outcome)? If so, could the practices and experiences of other subsidiary bodies of the 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) provide any guidance? 

 
Responses to the questions, as well as any other relevant observations, may be sent to the email 
address cpd@un.org indicating “Future role of the CPD” in the subject line. Individual responses will 
be posted on the Commission’s website.1  The Secretariat will prepare a summary of the responses, 
which will serve as a basis for the consideration of this issue during the fifty-fourth session.  

 
1 https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/events/CPD53 
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II.  INTRODUCTION 

The Commission on Population and Development (CPD) is the sole intergovernmental body tasked 
with integrated consideration of population and development issues. In its terms of reference, 
endorsed in ECOSOC resolution 1995/55, the Commission is mandated to arrange for studies on 
population and development related issues, trends and policies as well as to monitor, review and 
assess the implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action at the national, regional and 
international levels and to advice ECOSOC on these issues (see Annex 1). This mandate was 
complemented by ECOSOC resolution 2016/25 requesting the Commission to also contribute to the 
follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
 
In April 2016,2 the Commission conducted a comprehensive review of its working methods, 
providing guidance on various aspects of its work, including streamlining the agenda, rationalizing 
documentation, selecting the annual theme, and highlighting national and regional dimensions in the 
deliberations of the Commission (see Annex 2). The review, informed by a detailed note prepared by 
the Secretariat,3 also addressed the issue of the outcome document, civil society participation and 
communication with Member States, and spelled out the roles of the Population Division of 
UN/DESA and UNFPA in supporting the Bureau and the work of the Commission. 
 
In July 2018,4 the General Assembly requested ECOSOC to review the work of its subsidiary bodies 
to ensure that they (a) produce technical and expert analysis, assessments and policy 
recommendations to inform the integrated view of the Council and inform efforts to implement the 
2030 Agenda, (b) build their work on a solid evidence-based review of progress on the 2030 Agenda 
and of the outcomes of conferences and summits in their respective area, (c) work in an efficient, 
effective, transparent and inclusive manner, and (d) produce annual negotiated outcomes which are 
effective and action oriented. 
 
In September 2019, the UN Secretary-General called on all sectors of society to mobilize for a 
decade of action with a view to achieving the SDGs by 2030. 
 
Within this context, the Bureau of the fifty-third session of the Commission took a number of steps to 
innovate the organization of the 2020 session of the Commission (see Annex 4) and decided to 
initiate a reflection on the methods of work of the Commission.  
 
III.  ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION5 
 
This section presents key elements of the Commission’s method of work organized in the following 
three categories: organizational aspects, substantive dimensions, and the outcome. Where relevant 
these methods of work are compared with the Commission on Social Development (CSocD), the 
Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) and the United Nations Statistical Commission 

 
2 Earlier reviews of the Commission’s methods of work took place in 2004, 2005 and in 2006 (see: 
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/commission/resolutions/index.asp). 
3 Note by the Secretariat on the future organization and methods of work of the Commission (E/CN.9/2016/8). 
4 Review of the implementation of GA resolution 68/1 on the strengthening of ECOSOC (A/RES/72/305). 
5 A comprehensive overview of the themes, sessions and working methods of the subsidiary bodies of ECOSOC can 
be found here: https://www.un.org/ecosoc/sites/www.un.org.ecosoc/files/files/en/2020doc/meeting-with-Chairs-of-
fcs_table_of_sessions_and_themes.pdf. 
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(UNSC), three other functional commissions of ECOSOC which have broadly similar working 
methods.6  
 
1.  Organizational aspects 
 
This section discusses the term of office of the Bureau, the multi-year work programme, the duration 
of the annual session, and secretariat support. 
 
a.  Term of office of the Bureau 
 
CPD Bureau members serve on the Bureau for one year, usually from April to March. The length of 
Bureau membership varies from one to two years for the other three functional commissions. 
 
b.  Multi-year work programme7 
 
In decision 2017/260, ECOSOC requested that, starting with the fifty-third session, the Commission 
would adopt a four-year cycle for the review and appraisal of the implementation of the ICPD 
Programme of Action and its contribution to the follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda, as part of 
a multi-year work programme aligned with the Council’s main theme and with the thematic focus of 
the HLPF convened under the auspices of ECOSOC. Other subsidiary bodies of ECOSOC were also 
requested to align their annual themes with the main theme of ECOSOC and the HLPF as well as to 
adopt a multi-year programme. Currently, the CPD maintains its practice of deciding its annual 
theme two years in advance. Similarly, CSW, CSocD and UNSC select their respective annual 
themes two to four years prior to the session.  
 

Þ The Commission may wish to implement a four-year cycle for the review and appraisal of the 
implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action  
 

c.  Duration of sessions8  
 
The Commission holds a one-week long plenary session, with informal consultations starting one 
week prior to the start of the session. The duration of plenary sessions of other functional 
commissions varies from 3.5 days (UNSC) to two weeks (CSW), whereas informal consultations for 
these bodies start during or in one to two weeks in advance of the plenary sessions. 
 
d.  Secretariat support 
 
The Population Division of UN/DESA serves as the substantive secretariat for the Commission. 
UNFPA participates as an observer in the meetings of the Bureau, contributes to the preparation and 
organization of the annual session, provides technical advice related to the ICPD Programme of 

 
6 The latest organization of work are contained in the following documents: E/CN.9/2020/L.1 (CPD), 
E/CN.3/2020/L.1 (UNSC), E/CN.5/2020/1 (CSocD) and E/CN.6/2019/1 (CSW).  Note that the organization of work 
of CSW in 2020 was revised due to the COVID-19 pandemic and that the current draft organization of work of the 
CPD is being adjusted for the same reason. 
7 See also the discussion under Annual theme below.  
8 The duration of meetings is correlated to mandates and meeting entitlements: different types of meetings have 
different services and cost-implications. The number of informal consultations indicated is smaller than in reality 
given that not all informal consultations are listed in the organization of the respective commissions. 
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Action, and prepares two of the four or five9 mandated reports of the Secretary-General. The General 
Assembly and ECOSOC Affairs Division of the United Nations Department for General Assembly 
and Conference Management (DGACM) provides support of a procedural nature to all four 
functional commissions. 

2.  Substantive dimensions 
 
This section discusses the following aspects of the methods of work of the Commission: selection of 
themes, panel discussions (including expert, multi-stakeholder and high-level panels), regional 
dimensions, civil society participation as well as preparatory expert meetings. 
 
a.  Annual theme 
 
Selection of the annual (“special”) theme of the Commission takes place on the basis of progress, 
gaps, recurrent challenges and evolving issues relevant to population and development based on the 
Programme of Action and the key actions to accelerate its further implementation, while also taking 
into account the 2030 Agenda. The review and follow up of both the ICPD Programme of Action and 
the 2030 Agenda are done in an integrated manner as part of the general debate on the special theme. 
CSocD and CSW have, in addition to an annual theme, an “emerging issue” or “review” theme, 
generally focusing on the work of ECOSOC/HLPF. 
 

Þ The Commission may wish to introduce an “emerging issue” or “review” theme, alongside its 
annual theme, focusing on the work of ECOSOC/HLPF.  

 
b.  Panel discussions 
 
In recent years, the annual session of the Commission included one or two expert panels. This year, 
the Bureau was planning to hold two interactive, multi-stakeholder panels and two expert panels. The 
Commission held a high-level panel once, in 2019, on the regional reviews of the ICPD Programme 
of Action. CSW and CSocD convene high-level and expert panels on an annual basis. 
 

Þ The Commission may wish to hold a combination of high-level, multi-stakeholder and expert 
panels each year.  

 
c.  Regional dimensions 
 
The Commission has an established practice of inviting the United Nations regional economic 
commissions to contribute to monitoring, reviewing and assessing the implementation of the ICPD 
Programme of Action at the regional level. Moreover, Member States are encouraged to emphasize 
national and regional experiences, achievements, challenges and lessons learned in their 
contributions to the general debate. Regional dimensions are also considered, either implicitly or 
explicitly, by CSocD, CSW and UNSC.  
 

Þ The Commission may wish to give due consideration to the regional dimensions in its annual 
sessions.  

 
d.  Civil society participation 

 
9  Four reports of the Secretary-General are prepared annually, whereas one report is produced every other year. 
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Whereas ECOSOC-accredited non-governmental organizations (NGOs) participate in the 
Commission’s annual session and experts from civil society regularly contribute to multi-stakeholder 
panels, the Commission has yet to hold a dedicated civil society event. This year, the Bureau was 
planning to hold a civil society briefing on the Friday prior to the session. CSW and CSocD organize 
a civil society briefing or multi-stakeholder event prior to and (or) during their annual session. 
 

Þ The Commission may wish to give due consideration to the role of civil society in organizing 
its annual sessions.  

 
e.  Preparatory expert meeting 
 
The Secretariat, in collaboration with UNFPA, holds an expert group meeting on the special theme in 
advance of each annual session of the Commission. These expert meetings inform the preparation of 
the annual session of the Commission, in particular the reports of the Secretary-General on the 
theme. Similarly, the other three functional commissions considered here organize expert meetings 
and consultations prior to the annual session.  
 

Þ The Secretariat may wish to continue convening expert meetings and informal technical 
briefings on the annual theme.  
 

3.  Outcome 
 
The consideration of the annual theme by the Commission takes the form of a resolution, negotiated 
by all Member States. Traditionally, the CPD has adopted the resolution by consensus. In view of 
having had no outcome document in 2015, 2017 and 2018, consideration may be given to alternative 
methods of adoption, in accordance with the Rules of procedure of the functional commissions of 
ECOSOC. These methods include (a) Member States, including Members and non-Members of the 
Commission, making general statements, including statements expressing reservations on elements 
of a draft resolution that has been adopted by consensus, either before or after action is taken, (b), 
Members of the Commission that are not sponsors of a draft resolution making statements explaining 
their position before or after adoption, which will be indicated in the report of the session., and (c) 
the Commission voting on selected paragraphs without requesting a vote on the resolution as a whole 
or on the resolution as a whole. 
 

Þ The Commission may wish to consider alternative methods of adoption when taking action 
on the draft resolution on the annual theme.  
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Annex 1. Terms of reference of the Commission on Population and Development10 
 
 
In resolution 1995/55, the Economic and Social Council endorsed the terms of reference proposed by 
the Commission in its report on the twenty-eighth session held earlier that year and added one 
amendment. The amended version reads as follows: 
 
The Commission on Population and Development shall assist the Council by: 
 

1. Arranging for studies and advising the Council on: 
a. Population issues and trends, including determinants and consequences; 
b. Integrating population and development strategies; 
c. Population and related development policies and programmes; 

Provision of population assistance, upon request, to developing countries […]; 
d. Any other population and development questions on which either the principal or the 

subsidiary organs of the United Nations or the specialized agencies may seek advice; 
 

2. Monitoring, reviewing and assessing the implementation of the Programme of Action of the 
International Conference on Population and Development at the national, regional and global 
levels, identifying reasons for success and failure, and advising the Council thereon; 
 

3. Providing appropriate recommendations to the Council, on the basis of an integrated 
consideration of the reports and issues related to the implementation of the Programme of 
Action; 

 
4. Review[ing] the findings of research and analysis pertaining to the interrelationship between 

population and development at the national, regional and global levels and advis[ing] the 
Council thereon. 

  

 
10 https://undocs.org/en/E/CN.9/2016/8 
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Annex 2. Resolution E/RES/2016/25 on the future organization and methods of work of the 
Commission on Population and Development - Excerpts 
 
The resolution reaffirmed that: 

• the primary mandate of the CPD is to monitor, review and assess the implementation of the 
ICPD Programme of Action as well as coordinating the review and assessment of the key 
actions for the further implementation of the Programme of Action, including addressing 
gaps and challenges, 

• the CPD will contribute to the follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development within its existing mandate and that the contribution of the Commission should 
reflect the integrated nature of the SDGs as well as their interlinkages, 

• civil society should be given the opportunity to actively participate in the Commission’s 
work. 

 
The resolution also: 

• streamlined its agenda and programme of work, 
• rationalized related documentation, 
• requested the Bureau of the Commission to improve its communication with Member States 
• encouraged Member States, in their statements in the general debate, to give emphasis to 

national and regional experiences, achievements, challenges and lessons learned, 
• requested the Secretariat, in collaboration with UNFPA and other relevant stakeholders, to 

continue to convene expert meetings and informal technical briefings on the special theme. 
 
The resolution decided that: 

• the Commission should continue its current practice of selecting one special theme for each 
annual session relevant to population and development as part of a multi-year work 
programme, 

• the special theme should be based on the ICPD Programme of Action and the key actions to 
accelerate its further implementation, while also taking into account the 2030 Agenda,  

• in deciding the annual theme, the Commission should take account of the thematic annual 
focus ECOSOC and of the high-level political forum on sustainable development under the 
auspices of the Council, 

• the item on the general debate should include two sub-items, one focusing on actions for the 
further implementation of the Programme of Action at the global, regional and national 
levels, and one focusing on the special theme of the Commission, 
 

The resolution emphasised that: 
• the resolutions and decisions of the Commission will continue to be negotiated,  
• the outcome of the discussions on the special theme will continue to contain substantive and 

action-oriented recommendations for furthering the implementation of the Programme of 
Action,  

• regional groups should nominate their representatives in the Bureau as early as possible, 
• the UN regional commissions should contribute to the work of the Commission, 
• the roles of the Population Division of UN DESA and UNFPA in supporting the work of the 

Commission are complementary, and 
• the Commission may further review its methods of work in view of the follow-up and review 

process of the 2030 Agenda. 
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Annex 3.  Schematic overview of methods of work of four subsidiary bodies of ECOSOC 
 
 

 Commission on 
Population and 
Development 

(CPD) 

Commission for 
Social 

Development 
(CSocD) 

 

Commission on 
the Status of 

Women 
(CSW) 

 

United 
Nations 

Statistics 
Commission 

(UNSC) 
1. Organizational aspects 

a. Term of 
office of the 
Bureau 

1 year 2 years 2 years 1 year 

b. Multi-year 
work 
programme 

4 year (official), 2 
year (in practice) 

4 year (starting 
from 2022)  

3-4 years 5 year  

c. Duration Plenary: 1 week; 
Informal 
consultations: 
starting 1 week 
prior and 
continuing during 
the sessions 

Plenary: 8 days;  
Informal 
consultations: 
starting 2 weeks 
prior and 
continuing during 
the sessions 

Plenary: 2 weeks; 
Informal 
consultations: 
starting 2 weeks 
prior 

Plenary: 4 
days 

d. Secretariat 
support 

DESA 
(Population 
Division) + 
UNFPA 

DESA (Division 
for Inclusive 
Social 
Development) 

UN-Women DESA 
(Statistics 
Division) 

2. Substantive dimensions 
a. Annual 
theme 

Annual special 
theme based 
primarily on the 
ICPD Programme 
of Action 

Annual priority 
theme and an 
annual emerging 
issue (based on 
HLPF/ECOSOC) 

Annual priority 
theme based on 
Beijing Platform 
for Action and the 
23rd UNGASS 
(2000) and 
possible linkages 
to the 2030 
Agenda, and 
annual review 
theme, and 
emerging issue or 
focus area, as 
necessary 
 

No annual 
theme, but a 
standing 
agenda item 
on follow-up 
to ECOSOC 
resolutions 
and decisions 

b. Panel 
discussions 
(high-level, 
expert and 

Yes (expert and 
multi-stakeholder 
panels; occasional 

Yes (high-level 
panels, expert and 
multi-stakeholder 
panels) 

Yes (ministerial 
segment 
comprised of 
ministerial 

No 
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multi-
stakeholder) 

high-level panels 
(2019) 

roundtables and 
high-level 
interactive 
dialogues; and 
expert panels and 
other interactive 
dialogues) 

c. Regional 
dimensions / 
role of UN 
regional 
economic 
commissions 
(RECs) 

UN RECs invited; 
regional panel in 
2019 

UN RECs 
participate in the 
Commission and 
also invited to the 
Interactive Panel 
with senior 
officials of the UN 
system 

Informal, ad hoc 
regional 
consultations prior 
to the session, as 
applicable 

Considers 
reports of the 
UN RECs on 
a rotating 
basis 

d. Civil society 
participation 

No dedicated civil 
society event 

Civil society 
forum during 
session; Chair of 
NGO Committee 
for Social 
Development 
address opening; 
Daily NGO 
briefings with 
Bureau during the 
session 

NGOs participate 
to maximum 
extent possible; 1-
day multi-
stakeholder forum 
(1 month prior); 
NGO-organized 
consultation day in 
weekend prior to 
session; 
SG Town Hall 

No dedicated 
civil society 
event 

e. Preparatory 
expert meeting 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

3. Outcome 
 Resolution on the 

annual theme 
Annual resolution 
on the priority 
theme; Annual or 
biannual 
resolutions on 
other themes 

Agreed 
conclusions on the 
priority theme. 
Some biennial 
resolutions. 
Chair’s summaries 
of ministerial 
round tables and 
interactive events 
(not negotiated) 

Various 
technical 
decisions 
related to 
work 
programme; 
occasional 
resolutions. 
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Annex 4.  Steps taken by the Bureau to innovate the fifty-third session 

 
Organization 
 

• Two multi-stakeholder panels on the theme, one with a focus on food security and one on 
nutrition, replacing the traditional expert presentation and expert panel.  

• Two new expert panels to discuss the findings of reports of the Secretary-General, replacing 
the traditional presentation of reports by representatives from the UN system.  

• Inclusion of national experts, who are members of national delegations, in one panel. 
• Encouragement of interactive debates in the context of the panels. 

 
Outcome 
 
With a view to maximizing the chances for adopting the resolution on the annual theme by 
consensus, the Chair and the Bureau of the fifty-third session took a number of steps: 
 

• The Chair convened informal briefings with each of the five regional groups. 
• In preparing the zero draft, the Chair and the Bureau were guided by several principles: 

o Concise text with strong focus on the special theme 
o Inclusion of agreed language for most paragraphs 
o Use of the two SG’s reports on the special theme as a source for new language 
o Avoiding language from paragraphs or resolutions that were voted upon 
o Limited reference to cross-cutting issues 
o Consultation with expert UN entities 

 
Participation 
 
The Bureau proposed to hold a dedicated consultation with civil society. 
 
The Bureau actively pursued greater cooperation within the UN system in preparing the fifty-third 
session, in particular with the Rome-based agencies. UN system entities contributed to the 
preparation of the SG’s reports on the special theme and provided inputs to the zero draft of the 
resolution. The programme, as originally planned, was to feature speakers from UN agencies, funds 
and programmes. 
 
Future role and organization of the CPD  
 
The Bureau has proposed that the next session of the Commission include an exchange of views on 
the future role and organization of the Commission and to revise the provisional organization of work 
accordingly. 
 


