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Disclaimer: This essay is meant to be speculative. It is meant to push on the limits of the feasible. It is meant to ignite ideas, and hopefully action. I hope that it will be read and discussed in the spirit that it was written. To help me write this I borrowed a pinch of pixie dust from my 6-year old daughter. I suggest you apply some of the same in reading this!

Writing in 2015, it is difficult to imagine that global public policy networks (GPPNs) were still a subject of intellectual curiosity as recently as 2007. The concept, of course, had been around since the 1990s and the reality preceded the concept by many years. In an era still defined by the vocabulary of ‘globalization,’ no one doubted the potential of such networks. Nor was there much doubt that they could, and did, exist. Yet, there was much concern about the appropriate institutional and organizational steps that defined the alchemy of creating functional networks. What did it take? What needed to give? What resources were required to catalyze change? How could networks be sustained? What would happen to the individual components if they did? 

These and such questions – many of which seem passé today – preoccupied the alchemists of global institutional change. We now know that it did so largely because those who were dreaming of new institutional frameworks were still trapped in the conceptual constructs of old and already outdated realities. As it turned out – and as it happens so often – better answers were not forthcoming until we went back and started asking better questions. At least for one group of institutional alchemists, that process of revisiting one’s questions began at a meeting held at Poets Cove, Pender Island, Canada in September 2007. 

The scenic environs, the eclectic company, and the innovative agenda all had something to do with it. But, ultimately, it was a chance remark by one participant that helped open up a new conceptualizations: “You cannot dig yourself out of a hole by applying the same logic that got you there!”

Cuteness is an underrated value, and in this particular case there was a certain profundity hiding behind this rather cute truism. Triggered by this remark, the meeting moved its attention away from the hackneyed question of ‘What is needed to build global policy networks?’ to the more fundamental question of ‘How are global policy networks different from other types of global institutions?’ The original question tends to divert one’s attention towards the available institutional tools and frameworks. The second question, however, focuses one’s faculties on that which is new and different about networks, especially those that relate to global policy. The ensuing discussion resulted in a number of important realizations. In retrospect, many were obvious points. Some seemed obvious even at that time. Yet, many were largely absent from mainstream discussions on the subject till then. Three realizations were particularly important.

#1. The vitality of networks comes from complementarity, not from aggregation. It is too easy to conceptualize networks as ‘partnerships’ or ‘alliances’ or even ‘mergers’. Each of these seeks strength from aggregation. Networks, on the other hand, seek their strength from complementarity. The airline alliances that are often talked about as the metaphor for thinking about policy networks is, in fact, a good metaphor. But only if one learns to ignore the word ‘alliance.’ In reality, the strength of these arrangements comes not from the fact that when many large airlines decide to work together, they end up with an even larger airline. It comes, instead, from the fact that when many airlines with operations in different parts of the world decide to work together, they end up creating a network that covers more of the world than any one of them could. The best airline networks are defined not as much by their combined size as by their combined coverage. In essence, it is the differences between the airlines and the way they complement each other that is the real source of strength.

#2. Networks are defined by the connections, not by the nodes. It is equally easy to define networks by the component organizations. Such a definition is not incorrect. But it does distract attention from the real essence of ‘networking’, i.e., the connections – the interests, the common vision – that hold these organizations together. The most important question is not ‘who’ is in the network, but ‘why’. A focus on the connections – that which binds the members of a network together – allows us to ask two important questions. First, what is it that these actors can do together that they could not do alone? Second, what is it that each of them gets by hanging out together in this network that they would not otherwise get? These questions are important because they will help determine the sustainability of a network. In and of itself, to belong to a network is a net cost. It makes sense, and will be sustainable, only if cost of being in a network is outweighed by the potential benefits of membership.

#3. Networks require common purpose, but not common structure. Most importantly, much of the thinking on networks presupposes (even if it never says so) that networks have to be built amongst like actors. That states need to congregate together in a network of states (e.g., regional or trade pacts). That NGOs need to band together in networks of NGOs. Business in networks of businesses. And so on. The unstated assumption seems to be that organizations from different sectors cannot, or should not, mix. There is virtue seen in various networks (of states, of NGOs, of businesses, etc.) talking to – partnering – with other networks, but for most part the sectoral distinctions are deemed to be sacrosanct. Something that needs to be maintained. However, if the first two points above are correct then it stands to reason that not only can networks include unlike-actors, but that doing so might even be a virtue. 

It was the last point above that became the essence of what has since become known as the ‘Poets Cove Model of Global Policy Networks.’ To be fair, all three points are reflected in this model, but its most obvious distinction was that it actively sought to build networks around a collection of unlike relevant actors (#1), with a common vision and goal (#2), but with complementary skills and resources (#3). 

It was not entirely a coincidence that the Poets Cove meeting came up with this model. It had, after all, been ‘incited’ by the global vision of the (by then) ex-Prime Minister of Canada, Paul Martin for an alternative and innovative forum for world leaders to meet and tackle the most pressing problems of the times. The meeting was, moreover, focused on studying how non-state organizations within the worlds of academia and civil society could help foster such inter-state cooperation. In essence, then, it brought together the vision of an eminent, but now private, person with the ideas of a diverse group of stakeholders, for the purpose of creating a new set of inter-state interactions, catalyzed by civil society energies. 

Going into the meeting, the vision was very much of the three spheres ‘partnering’ and ‘inter-acting’ by creating ‘networks’ of their own and then these respective networks working with each other. What emerged, instead, was a more organic network which was structured not around sectoral lines (governments here, businesses there, private individuals somewhere, and civil society everywhere), but rather around shared visions. This, then, was the essence of the ‘Poets Cove Model’: A network that was defined not by the type of actors it included, but by the common purpose that brought different types of actors together. A model where different actors being different strengths to the network and, thereby, make the network that much more robust.

September 2007 was an opportune moment to build such a network. 

There were a number of key eminent individuals who shared common visions of the global future and who had deep linkages with the other institutions of society (states, civil society, business) who were willing to use their social capital for the purpose of building a different type of network. Brought together by Paul Martin, these included people like Kofi Annan, Al Gore, Angelina Jolie, Bono and others. Now unburdened with the restraints of office, they were willing and able to invest their personal name, resources, and social capital in building a different type of network – one which broke past the normal ways of conceiving and conceptualizing institutions. There was also, thanks to the efforts of Paul Martin when he was Prime Minister, a certain momentum within a key set of states to experiment with a new format of international cooperation. A format that not only brought new issues to the table but also invited new actors. Finally, there was a realization within civil society as well as businesses that they had something to contribute to global governance. Even more important was the realization amongst governments and intergovernmental organizations that civil society and businesses had something to contribute. By 2007 there was a clear realization on the part of all key actors that the great problems confronting the world could no longer be compartmentalized within easy boxes of state, business and civil society. 

This, more than anything else, propelled the creation of the Poets Cove Global Policy Network (PCGPN). Now seen as a model for many other networks, the essential features of the network as it emerged in 2007 were:

· Originally established to provide policy advice and support for the then-soon-to-be-established L14-L20 Summit Mechanism, the PCGPN was set up as an independent group charged to assist the L20 but not directly reporting to the L20. This was done to ensure independence, to encourage creative and innovative ideas, and to facilitate a process whereby the deliberations of the L20 were based on more than just the priorities of the L20 bureaucracies. The PCGPN was clearly not to be an ‘equal’ to the L20, but nor was it to be subservient to it. This was based on a specific understanding of what the best role for networks is and where they can add the most value to initiatives such as the L20.

· Although the primary and original goal of the PCGPN was to support the L20 and its meetings, the network was conceived as a group whose mandate and interest would be broader than simply the immediate agenda of the L20. As a participant at the 2007 Poets Cove meeting had remarked: “This is not supposed to become the secretariat of the L20. It is conceived as its eyes and ears; and maybe as its conscience.” The goal was to create a network that could ‘inform’ the L20 of ideas and priorities that might be missed by their own bureaucracies which were more likely to be focused on national, rather than global, priorities. Moreover, by having a purpose that went beyond the L20 the architects of the PCGPN ensured that it also had a life beyond the L20.

· The PCGPN was purposefully designed to disregard sectoral distinctions. Individual leaders from governments, business, civil society and eminent personalities were chosen for their demonstrated commitment to L20 ideals. No ‘formula’ was developed or followed for what the right ‘mix’ of institutional representation should be. Instead, a ‘sector blind’ strategy was adopted that began by identifying the best possible representation and then ‘rounding off’ the group to fill in the group. Nearly half the members of the initial PCGPN were eminent people who added a certain public appeal and ‘heft’ to the group. The remaining had about equal representation of business, civil society and government; all represented at the highest level. Each brought different strengths. Each could speak for and reach out to a different constituency.

· The ‘nodes’ in the PCGPN were about a dozen key individuals – chosen for their personal credibility and dedication to the L20 vision. No attempt was made to select these individuals from L20 member countries. Indeed, it was considered a virtue to have some who were not from L20 countries. While most individuals were leaders of institutions (and those institutions became increasingly involved in PCGPN work) many were not. The commitment was individual and the belief was that if this commitment was real, the individuals would ‘drag in’ their institutions as well as their own personal networks. In retrospect, they did. 

· The individual members of the PCGPN were expected to – and did – self-organize a support structure for the group by building upon the institutional and other resources at the disposal of the group’s members. As a matter of principle two rules about resource generation were established: (a) every member of the PCGPN was to contribute something – in cash, kind or time – to the activities of the group; and (b) no single member of the PCGPN should be disproportionately responsible for raising resources for the group. Special care was taken to ensure that no single government would become the prime funder of the PCGPN (and thereby gaining disproportionate influence on its agenda). In retrospect, raising the resources was the comparatively easiest part of the enterprise. Once the right people were in, the resources also flowed in. The Fields of Dream dictum turned out to be right: ‘If you build it, they will come!’

· The initial work program of the PCGPN was based on (a) regular meetings, (b) a research program on key priorities for the L20, and (c) a publication and dissemination program to build upon the research program. The overarching goal of these activities was two-fold. On the one hand it was to provide the L20 with input into what its key priorities should be and what types of policy options it had within those priorities and on the other it was to reach out to the larger global community on the same issues in order to create an broader consensus on the need for action in those areas. Functionally, at any given point in time, the PCGPN was working on two distinct work programs: an immediate set of activities designed to support the current L20 agenda, and a longer term set of activities designed to identify future priorities for the L20. The membership and work program of the PCGPN were designed to be dynamic so that fresh ideas and approaches could be tapped upon and could feed into the work of the L20. 

This, then, was the blueprint for the Poets Cove Global Policy Network established in 2007. Within a year of its establishment, the first meeting of the L20 was held. The PCGPN was highly visible at this meeting but its greatest achievement was to maintain its independence even as it served as a ‘support network’ for the L20. Bringing together individuals and leaders of the highest global stature, the PCGPN was seen as expanding the base of the L20 and bringing an authentic civil society voice to the L20 summit mechanism. Another major achievement was that by the time the first meeting of the L20 was held, the PCGPN had already outlined a set of priorities for the future. This was greatly instrumental in maintaining and building upon L20 momentum. 

The rest, as they say, is history. Today, in 2015, the PCGPN is seen not only as a new and different type of ‘network’ but as a different and new type of international institution. Instead of creating international bureaucracies as mirror images of national bureaucracies to service international organizations, it presented an alternative model that was able to harness the efficiencies of organization but also the legitimacy of coalitions. Many had been skeptical about whether a ‘network’ could possibly replace ‘secretariats.’ Those present at Poet’s Cove, in creating the PCGPN, had bet that ‘networks’ were, in fact, a better model for global organization than hierarchical bureaucracies. At that point they were, at best, betting on a hope. Looking back 8 years later, even some of them might be surprised at just how big a reality it has become. 
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