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Environmental and social justice NGOs have achieved a great deal. They’ve exposed abuses, shifted public 

opinion, won court cases, blocked harmful projects, and kept urgent issues in the public eye. But the 

overall global trajectory on many of the issues they campaign on—climate breakdown, ecological 

destruction, inequality, tax avoidance, labour insecurity, and financial instability—remains deeply 

negative. 

That contrast suggests not that NGO campaigning has been worthless, but that its dominant strategic 

model has reached its limits. Many NGOs still operate as if sufficiently intense protest, lobbying, legal 

action, and public persuasion will eventually force governments to concede. Yet where governments fear 

competitive disadvantage from acting alone, that strategy is not enough. 

The deeper problem is that much NGO campaigning is irrational in its incompleteness. It identifies harms, 

proposes remedies, and mobilises supporters, but often fails to distinguish between two fundamentally 

different kinds of demand: those governments can adopt unilaterally with tolerable risk, and those that 

can only be implemented safely if many governments move together. 

Once that distinction is made, the case for supporting Simpol becomes much stronger. By separating their 

demands into unilateral and simultaneous categories, NGOs could offer the public and politicians a 

strategy that is more complete, more candid, more coherent, and far harder to dismiss. 

The rise and fragility of NGO legitimacy 

The power of NGOs today cannot be understood without recalling the surge of public faith they enjoyed in 

the late 1980s and around 1990. In the UK, Friends of the Earth grew from about 17,000 registered 

supporters in 1980 to 226,000 by 1990, while staff numbers rose from 12 to over 100. Historians 

sometimes describe 1989 as a “green breakthrough,” a period in which environmental organisations 

enjoyed rapidly rising visibility, income, and authority. 

At that time, many citizens understandably came to believe that NGOs were becoming the decisive vehicle 

of social and ecological change. Join, donate, protest, and history would bend. But support became more 

fragile after that peak. Greenpeace USA’s membership reportedly fell from 2.5 million in 1990 to 1.7 



million in 1993, while Greenpeace’s annual contributions fell sharply in the same period. Mid-1990s 

reporting also described Greenpeace’s worldwide supporter base and donations as below their early-

1990s high, while other environmental groups experienced post-1990 drops in membership too. 

This was not simply a fundraising problem. It reflected a deeper loss of confidence that NGOs, for all their 

courage and commitment, were changing the overall direction of events. Historians of the green 

movement note a sharp decline in public interest in environmental issues in the early 1990s, following the 

late-1980s surge. Over time, many people seem to have sensed a painful contradiction: NGOs could win 

local or symbolic victories, but the world system as a whole remained on a worsening path. 

The blind spot in current NGO strategy 

The mainstream NGO repertoire is familiar: document the harm, propose policy responses, mobilise 

supporters, pressure decision-makers, and escalate through protest, litigation, media campaigns, or 

consumer pressure. This can work well where a government can act on its own without paying a major 

competitive penalty, or where the issue is primarily domestic in scope. 

But many of today’s most urgent issues are not like that. On climate policy, taxation, labour standards, 

trade, and financial regulation, governments are often constrained by the fear that moving further or 

faster than their competitors will harm domestic firms, deter investment, or provoke voter backlash tied 

to jobs and prices. Recent analysis of climate diplomacy describes this as a “multipolar trap” in which 

strategic competition repeatedly undermines collective ambition. 

Yet many NGOs still campaign as if the main task were simply to intensify pressure until governments 

relent. In effect, they behave as though moral urgency and public mobilisation can reliably overcome 

structural disadvantage. That is only partly true. When governments can act safely on their own, pressure 

may be enough; when the issue is structurally tied to international competition, the demand for policy 

needs to be matched by a demand for coordination. 

Two categories of demand 

Simpol introduces a distinction that NGOs urgently need: the difference between unilateral and 

simultaneous policies. 

Unilateral policies are measures a government can adopt on its own without incurring serious 

international competitive harm. Simultaneous policies are those that are desirable but dangerous if 

undertaken by one country alone, including reforms where unilateral action can drive capital, production, 

jobs, or profits elsewhere. 



This distinction changes how campaign strategy should be designed. If a demand is unilateral, NGOs 

should press relentlessly for immediate adoption. But if a demand is simultaneous, then it is strategically 

irrational to demand the policy without also demanding the mechanism that makes coordinated 

implementation possible. 

Why incompleteness is irrational 

A strategy becomes irrational when it repeatedly ignores a known obstacle while continuing to demand 

outcomes blocked by that obstacle. Suppose an organisation demands strong domestic climate action that 

would impose real costs on national producers if done in isolation. If that organisation knows 

governments fear capital flight, industrial relocation, or electoral punishment, then intensifying moral 

pressure does not remove the incentive not to act. 

At that point, one of three positions must be taken. Either the competitive constraint is unreal, or it can be 

overcome by political will alone, or it is real and requires an institutional response that neutralises it. The 

first claim is often implausible, the second has repeatedly disappointed, and the third is the only position 

that fully engages with the structure of the problem. 

This is why NGO campaigns that exclude Simpol, or some comparable simultaneous framework, become 

irrational in their incompleteness. They ask governments for outcomes while declining to address the 

most powerful reason governments resist them. 

What Simpol adds 

Simpol is not a substitute for NGO campaigning. It is a structural complement to it. Its central proposal is 

that policy packages addressing global problems should be implemented by all, or by a sufficient number 

of, countries simultaneously. That removes the danger that any one state will move first and suffer alone. 

It also offers two advantages that NGOs badly need. First, it is multi-issue, allowing climate, taxation, 

trade, and finance to be combined into packages so that what a country accepts in one area can be offset 

by what it gains in another. Second, it is electoral, using citizens’ votes to encourage politicians to support 

simultaneous implementation, which turns cooperation from a moral aspiration into a politically 

advantageous commitment. 

A harder-to-dismiss strategy 

If NGOs adopted the unilateral/simultaneous distinction, their campaigns would become more rigorous. 

For unilateral demands, they could say: this can be done now, and we demand that you do it now. For 



simultaneous demands, they could say: this is necessary too, but it must be implemented through an 

agreed international framework, so we demand that you support Simpol in order to make it possible. 

That would make NGO strategy more logical because it would match the form of the demand to the 

structure of the obstacle: the right tool for the right job. It would also speak directly to the public’s fading 

confidence. Citizens who have grown sceptical of protest politics are not necessarily cynical about change 

itself; they may simply doubt that protest alone can alter a global system whose incentives remain intact. 

A strategy that says “act alone where possible, act together where necessary” is therefore likely to appear 

more serious and credible than one that relies on pressure alone. Moreover, Simpol has demonstrated its 

political effectiveness in the number of Members of Parliament in the UK and elsewhere who support the 

campaign. 

From moral urgency to strategic completeness 

The question for NGOs is not whether protest, litigation, lobbying, and public mobilisation still matter. 

They do. The question is whether those methods, on their own, are enough when the problem is 

international coordination failure. Increasingly, the answer is no. 

That is why support for Simpol should no longer be seen as optional or peripheral. It is the missing 

element that can make many NGO campaigns strategically complete. By separating demands into 

unilateral and simultaneous categories, NGOs would retain the moral force of their current campaigns 

while adding the structural intelligence they now lack. 

The public once placed enormous faith in NGOs because it believed protest and pressure could change the 

direction of history. The partial decline of that faith since 1990 reflects a growing awareness that, despite 

many brave and important victories, the broader system has remained largely intact. To regain strategic 

credibility, NGOs need more than louder demands. They need a more complete theory of change. 

That more complete theory begins with a simple distinction: unilateral action where possible, 

simultaneous action where necessary. 


