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CHAPTER 1 | INTRODUCTION  

1 |  Introduction 

1.1 Background of the study 

In January 2019, the PSR-study ‘SDGs as a compass for the Belgian development cooperation’ was 

assigned to the Research Institute for Labour and Society (HIVA-KU Leuven) and the Institute of 

Development Policy (IOB - University of Antwerp).  

This one year study includes (1) a scoping exercise among different Belgian development actors, 

exploring the state of play of SDG-integration in Belgium; (2) field work in two case study countries, 

Benin and Uganda, to explore the reality of SDG integration on the ground; and (3) the development 

of a conceptual framework that provides practical recommendations and pointers on how different 

development actors can strengthen SDG integration within their respective policies and programmes.  

During the first phase, the scoping exercise (April-July 2019), the study examined the state of play of 

SDG integration among different Belgian development actors, including actors of the governmental 

and non-governmental cooperation, as well as the Belgian Investment Company for Developing 

Countries (BIO). In this initial phase, HIVA and IOB explored how these different actors relate to 

Agenda 2030, how they are working with the underlying principles of the SDG framework, and how 

they are tracking and reporting their contribution towards the SDGs. Challenges and opportunities 

for SDG integration were also documented.  

The scoping phase involved interviews with representatives from the different cooperation channels; 

review of documents from a limited number of information-rich interventions within each channel; 

a review of relevant international literature; selected interviews with key informants at the inter-

national level (e.g. OECD DAC project on the SDGs as a shared framework for results, ...). This 

phase was concluded with validation workshops for the respective cooperation channels to validate 

and when necessary adjust provisional findings.  

As a second phase in the PSR study, HIVA and IOB conducted field work in two case study coun-

tries, Benin and Uganda, in order to explore local current practices and policies related to Agenda 

2030. The main findings from the two case studies are to be presented at the National Restitution 

Workshop that will take place in Brussels on 28 November 2019.  

1.2 Objectives of the case studies 

1.2.1 General objective 

The overall objective of the field study is to provide insight on the integration practices and processes 

of the Agenda 2030, complementing the findings of the scoping phase to aid the process of using 

SDGs as a compass for the Belgian development cooperation. 
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1.2.2 Specific objectives  

The field research explored the current practices, challenges and opportunities related to SDG inte-

gration among different actors of the Belgian development cooperation in Benin and Uganda. More 

specifically, the research aimed to: 

1. Explore the current state of play with regard to SDG integration within the programmes of dif-

ferent Belgian development actors (bilateral, non-governmental, multilateral) in Benin and 

Uganda, as well as these recipient countries’ development policy and action plans; 

2. Identify challenges related to SDG integration;  

3. Explore opportunities for strengthening SDG integration in various stages of the programme 

cycle of the Belgian bilateral cooperation (e.g. instruction letter, country strategy, country port-

folio, intervention level) as well as the non-governmental cooperation (e.g. joint strategic frame-

work, programme planning and implementation); 

4. Contribute to the development of conceptual and analytical frameworks that guide Belgian 

development actors in SDG integration in different phases of the policy cycle. 

The analysis took place at strategic (policy) and operational level, thereby focusing on the integration 

of SDG principles1 as well as tracking and reporting on contribution towards the SDGs.  

These aims translated in the following research questions for the field work:  

 

Cluster 1: policy making and strategic choices 

Research question 1 – What policy 
was/is being developed by different 
international and national develop-
ment actors regarding SDG integra-
tion?  

Areas of focus: 

− SDG integration in policy documents  

− Explicit or implicit objectives regarding SDG integration 

− How are (can) policy objectives regarding SDG integration (be) translated into prac-
tice? (aspirational/normative dimension versus actual practice) 

Research question 2 – Which stra-
tegic choices did different interna-
tional and national development 
actors make regarding the approach 
and methods in support of SDG 
integration? 

Areas of focus: 

− Classification of the observed SDG integration strategies: incremental, integrated, 
and transformative 

− Dominant principles in the approach of the respective actors: LNOB, and/or inter-
linkages, and/or multistakeholdership, … 

− The extent to which SDG integration strategies are evolving together with changing 
ideas/insights (cf. adaptive management vs static management)  

Cluster 2: approach and management of SDG integration 

Research question 3 – How are 
policy principles and strategic 
choices regarding SDG integration 
translated into interventions and 
cooperation with the partners? 

Areas of focus: 

− SDG integration in programmes and interventions: explicit/implicit; 
upstream/downstream; hands-on/hands-off 

− Resource provision for SDG integration 

− Mobilization of expertise on SDG integration 

Research question 4 – How is the 
governance of SDG integration 
efforts organized at actor-level and 
between actors? 

Areas of focus: 

− SDG governance at actor level, between actors, within and across sectors 

− Cooperation between different stakeholders (bilateral, multilateral, private, NGOs 
+ interactions with governmental institutes) 

− Provision of resources for SDG integration 

Research question 5 – How is SDG 
integration monitored and evalu-
ated by different international and 
national development actors? 

Areas of focus 

− How do providers plan for, measure and use results information? 

− Roles & responsibilities of different actors 

 

1  SDG principles: indivisibility & interconnectedness, universality & leaving no one behind, inclusiveness, and multistakeholder 

partnerships 
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Cluster 3: indications of emerging effectiveness of SDG integration strategies  

Research question 6 – What initial 
findings are emerging on the effec-
tiveness of different SDG integra-
tion strategies?  

Areas of focus: 

− Evidence of emerging effectiveness in M&E reports and based on expert opinions 

− Collecting perspectives on what works well and what doesn’t (barriers, concerns, 
challenges, lessons learnt) 

Cluster 4: identification of entry points to improve SDG integration  

Research question 7 – What entry 
points can be identified to improve 
SDG integration within different 
cooperation channels and between 
channels? 

Areas of focus: 

− Mapping of specific areas where there is traction and support for SDG integration 

− Identification of entry points for SDG integration within and between actors 

− Political-economy analysis of opportunities for SDG integration 

1.3 Methodology 

The field research encompassed the following key modes of data collection:  

1. A review (desk study) of relevant documents, strategies and development plans of governmental 

and non-governmental development actors, existing studies, analyses and statistics; 

2. Field visits enabling consultations, in-depth interviews, and focus-group-discussions with 

relevant stakeholders in Uganda; 

3. Participant observation: side visits and participation in workshops/meetings. 

For more detailed information on the methodology, we refer to the Field Work Inception Report 

which specifies the methodology and planning of the field visits to Benin and Uganda that respec-

tively took place from September 15th till September 29th and September 30th till October 14th.  

1.4 Outcome 

This case study report starts with an overview of the current SDG context in Uganda, including an 

assessment of the commitment of the Ugandan government to achieve and integrate the SDGs, a 

brief assessment of efforts by the UN as lead agent and a preliminary analysis of the impact of this 

on the Belgian development cooperation in Uganda.  

By combining the input of the interviews, workshops, desk research and participant observation, we 

are able to deduct current practices, challenges, opportunities and some guiding reflections around 

four of the guiding principles of the Agenda 2030: 

- Leaving no one behind and universalism; 

- Indivisibility and integration; 

- Multistakeholder partnerships; 

- SDG integration in programme cycles and result frameworks. 

The main findings from the two case studies are to be presented at the National Restitution Work-

shop that will SDG context in Uganda. 
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2 |  SDG context in Uganda 

2.1 SDG commitment of the Ugandan government: genuine or window dressing? 

2.1.1 Ugandan development policies 

The Government of Uganda ((GoU) set up its Vision 2040 in 2010. Against the background of con-

tinued high poverty levels, the Ugandan Government states to “favor a development strategy aimed 

at successfully harnessing the abundant economic opportunities of the country to generate higher 

economic growth” (GoU, 2010). It aims to transform the country from a predominantly peasant and 

low- income country into a competitive, upper middle-income one by 2032. This long-term vision is 

translated into 5-annual national development plans (NDP). Following its first NDPI (2009-2015), 

the NDPII (2015-2020) is currently in implementation.  

By 2020 it aims to reduced poverty by 14.2% through focusing on 5 priority areas:: three national 

priority growth opportunities – agriculture, tourism, oil and gas – and two development fundamentals – infra-

structure and human capital development, including an education, a health, a skilling and a social 

services component. These are presented as having the best potential for launching Uganda onto a 

sustained path of growth and development (GoU, 2015a, pp. 25-28; WFP, 2017, p. 5).  

In collaboration with several UN agencies, Uganda has made significant efforts to integrate SDGs in 

their institutional planning, implementation, budgeting, communication and evaluation instruments. 

Uganda was one of the first countries to develop its national development plan (2015-2020) in line 

with the SDGs (UNDP, 2019). 

The SDGs were formally incorporated in Chapter 3 of the main planning framework NDP II as part 

of the chapter on development context. The hitherto proposed sub-goals were integrated into the 

NDP II results framework and used as a platform for discussion with various stakeholders to generate 

the set of NDP II monitoring indicators and targets at various levels: National, Sector and Local. The 

Government estimates that 76 per cent of the SDGs targets are reflected in the plan and adapted to 

the national context. The National Planning Authority (NPA) is currently working further with stake-

holders to align Sectoral Development Plans (18 sectors) and Local Government Plans (134 LGs) 

and set corresponding targets. 

Simultaneously with these planning efforts, they also set up an implementation readiness report, that 

was produced as part of the Voluntary National Review at the High-Level Political Forum on Sus-

tainable Development in 2016 (GoU, 2016a). 

Since then, several steps have been taken to measure the progress of these efforts. Through in an 

interim report in 2017, an overview was given of remaining challenges and opportunities (GoU, 

2017a). It complimented the ongoing implementation of the SDG Coordination Framework with the 

objective to ensure a coherent, consistent and seamless implementation process. The Framework 

spells out mandates for planning, reporting, monitoring, resource mobilization, communication, 

advocacy and implementation of the SDGs anchored within existing national coordination structures. 
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Moreover, the report emphasized the continuous progress that Uganda is undertaking in monitoring 

for the SDGs. One key example of preparing for monitoring the progress towards the achievement 

of specific SDGs, is the Strategic Review of SDG 2, coined as “Towards Zero Hunger in Uganda”. 

The aim of the Review was to target national efforts to “end hunger, achieve food security and 

improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture by 2030” (GoU, 2017c). The Review was 

produced by the Economic Policy Research Centre (EPRC), with support from the UN, and entailed 

a localized approach to SDG2, and provided baseline statistics for planning, budgeting and imple-

mentation.  

The National Coordination Policy will guide the coordination framework on SDGs in addition to 

other government programmes. The report proposes an SDGs coordination framework that will 

include an SDGs Policy Coordination Committee to provide policy guidance and direction and 

review implementation; an SDGs Implementation Steering Committee to review progress and make 

recommendations an SDGs National Task Force and five SDGs Technical Working Groups on 

coordination and monitoring, data, planning, communication and advocacy and finance. 

Finally, in 2018, with support of UNDP, a costed multi-year roadmap was launched with more 

specifications on actions and budgeting for all selected SDGs activities: including coordination, M&E 

and reporting; planning and mainstreaming; SDG data; resource mobilization and financing; and 

communication and popularization of SDGs (GoU, 2018a).  

It appears difficult to not get buried in planning documents, implementation reports, budgets reports, 

technical working documents, sectoral and local planning and implementation reports. So, it is inter-

esting to compare commitment with implementation. There have been concerns expressed by stake-

holders in terms of the actual commitment of Uganda towards the SDGs. Is there a genuine effort 

to lead the country towards sustainable development? Or is it solely window-dressing to satisfy or 

comply with donor-sensitivities? There is no clear answer to this question, hence close monitoring of 

government action toward realizing these promises remains an important daily task for all develop-

ment actors. 

2.1.2 Which commitments and which targets are they aiming for? 

Uganda has picked out particular SDGs goals, targets and indicators and has left out others. Below 

we take a look at these choices and we gloss over SDG realization so far.  

According the SDG index, Uganda does not rank very high in terms of goal and target realization, as 

it stands at number 140 out of a total of 162 countries. Compared to other countries in the world 

Uganda is on track on SDG13, almost on track on SDG4, SDG12, SDG15 and SDG17, whereas the 

country still has some way to go on SDG1, SDG2, SDG3, SDG5, SDG6, SDG7, SDG8, SDG9, 

SDG10, SDG11 and SDG16. There is no adequate global data available to monitor the progress on 

SDG14 (Sachs, Schmidt-Traub, Kroll, Lafortune & Fuller, 2019). 
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Figure 1 SDG index Uganda 

 

Source Github.com 

Current projects and budgeting under the NDPII primarily aims to achieve SDG7, SDG8 and SDG9. 
These goals are all closely linked to economic growth, employment and infrastructure and are seen 
as key to achieve the goal of becoming a middle-income country by 2020 (NDPII, GoU, 2015a).  

SDG1- no poverty is barely mentioned and is not taken up as a priority. Moreover, despite the bad 

scores on SDG3 indicators, the trend of diminished funding to the health sector continues.  

GoU also claims to contribute to SDG 2, SDG 3, SDG 4, SDG 5 and SDG 16 through its projects 

(NDPII, GoU, 2015a, pp. 120-129).  

When taking a closer look at the budget allocations to these SDGs, there is a clear priority given to 

growth-enhancing sectors, in particular infrastructure, translated in the Government’s expenditure 

framework (MTEF), in which allocations to those sectors have increased regularly in recent years 

(GoU, 2018a). 

There is also a commitment to adopt a Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA) and to leave no one 

behind. Throughout different policy documents, GoU has shared examples of existing national pro-

grammes and initiatives focused on targeting the vulnerable and tackling inequality. It stressed that 

leaving no one behind requires not only a targeted focus on the most vulnerable but more emphasis 

on participation (GoU, 2016a). 

2.1.3 Institutional readiness and political willingness to act on the SDGs 

Despite Uganda’s elaborate alignment of development policies with the SDGs, there is some reason-

able doubt with regard to Uganda’s genuine commitment.  
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To start with, Uganda’s socio-economic and political system has strong neo-patrimonial2 tendencies, 

and this indicates the existence of a large gap between what is formally stated and decided, versus 

what is actually happening on the ground. Fukuyama (2015) has pointed to the huge challenges state 

institutions face overcoming neo-patrimonialism. Bending the formal rules to accommodate particu-

laristic interests is of course closely related to high levels of corruption. Uganda has shown the ability 

to formulate and implement policies and to create an enabling environment for economic growth. At 

the same time however, many policies are not or only partially implemented, and the allocation of 

costs and benefits follows a particularistic (neo-patrimonial) logic. Corruption is systemic, and present 

at all levels. The fight against corruption, proclaimed over and over again, has shown limited success 

and intensity. Tied in with the neopatrimonialism nature of the state, is the widespread tendency to 

reward political loyalty rather than performance, both of which frequently undermine official hierar-

chies and enforcement mechanisms. The structures of public administration tend to be bloated and 

often inefficient. Policy areas in which criticism over poor or inconsistent implementation has been 

particularly prominent include health, education and agriculture, the sectors in which the Belgian 

actors are mainly active (Bertelsmann Stiftung BTI, 2018). 

The role and the power of the President merits some attention. Though depicting himself as the 

major driver of reform, in certain respects the president puts stumbling blocks in the way of progress. 

Despite his focus on modernization, his political style frequently resembles old-school authoritarian 

attitudes. It is also marred by his reluctance to accept the role of a civilian leader, demonstrating 

nostalgia for his days as a freedom fighter. A clear example of how this is hindering was his stance, 

and with it the government’s stance on the threat of population increase. He did not share the idea 

that the rapidly changing demographics could impact economic progress, thus hinder proactive 

engagement in this regard (Bertelsmann Stiftung, BTI, 2018).  

The nature of the Ugandan state contains some institutional barriers for SDG integration. Neo-

patrimonialism thrives in the absence of transparency and accountability. Weak accountability sys-

tems, and weak M&E-capacity are therefore a characteristic of neo-patrimonial states. One institu-

tional weakness tied in with M&E units is that they are often put directly under the Presidency, which 

in fact undermines their autonomy and independence. M&E units should be accountable to parlia-

ment, which allows them to develop a more critical attitude toward government performance. In 

Uganda, the capacity to monitor and measure for progress is indeed limited still. Despite the current 

improvements in national statistical capacity, there are still serious limits, and with the arrival of a 

larger and different set of indicators, this has not become less so (Mo Ibrahim Index, IIAG, 2018). 

Moreover, the SDG data is mainly depending on international measurements. A results matrix for 

tracking progress on the SDGs in Uganda still needs more work to be fully developed. An acute 

absence of baseline data for some indicators, makes target setting very difficult. An assessment of 

data availability has revealed that data is available for only 80 (35 per cent) of the global indicators 

and no data is available for 113 other indicators that are relevant to Uganda. 37 of the global indicators 

have been identified as not applicable for national monitoring. Disaggregation is possible in some 

cases where data is available. This low level of data availability is partly associated with absence of 

internationally accepted methodology for computations of some indicators, limited national capaci-

ties in the management of administrative data and weak civil registration systems. There are efforts 

however, to develop and integrate other indicators that cover all the relevant SDGs targets. 

 

2  Neopatrimonialism refers to a governance system where the formal rational-legal state apparatus co-exists and is supplanted by an 

informal patrimonial system. Patrimonialism is defined as a social and political order where the patrons secure the loyalty and support 

of the clients by bestowing benefits to them from own or state resources. Neopatrimonialism gives rise to a ‘hybrid’ state where real 

decision-making power about state functions, such as resource distribution, lies outside of the formal institutions. Instead, decisions 

about resources are made by powerful politicians and their cronies who are linked by informal, personal and clientelist networks that 

exist outside of the state structure (Cammack, 2007). 
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In collaboration with the UNDP, the Ugandan governmental institutions want to strengthen the 

institutional framework for coordination and monitoring of SDGs. And UN-agencies are providing 

support to collect high quality data. The process of consensus building among all implementing stake-

holders on systems, indicators and targets is painstakingly slow however.  

Another way of looking at the commitment of the Government of Uganda, is to look at its budget 

planning and actual expenditure on SDGs. By comparing what we found to be the country SDG 

priorities and its actual compliance with these commitments, we can identify a clear trend of discrep-

ancy between planning and implementation.  

The Ugandan National Forum made a synopsis of SDG implementation in Uganda analyzing 4 SDGs 

(SDG6, SDG7, SDG11, SDG15) and inclusivity of both women, and disabled people in SDG 

implementation. Presenting several gaps between actual commitment and ambition. For example, for 

SDG 6: “The Water and Environment sector requires 9 times the present annual level of funding 

over the next 12 years to achieve SDG6”.  

That budget planning and actual expenditure are not always aligned, is confirmed by other analysis. 

“Development initiatives” analyzed the budget of 2018/2019 and concluded that especially labor and 

transport sector are being funded, and other priorities are underfunded. It appears that actual alloca-

tions in the annual budgets often differ from what is stated in both the NDPII and its financial 

framework (Oweri, 2018; ESRA, 2019). What effects does this have for the achievement of the 

NDPII objectives and the SDGs? 

- The mismatch in NDP II education sector budget commitments with actual allocations has sig-

nificantly undermined the delivery of relevant and quality education and training targets. 

- The budgetary allocation for essential medicines and health supplies (EMHS) is not consistent with 

the populations’ needs, nor consistent with the target set forward in the NDPII. The availability of 

essential drugs at lower level health facilities, especially in rural areas, is threatened. This has been 

a recurring issue of the past. Another critical illustration of the disparity between NDP II targets 

and the situation on the ground is presented by the state of emergency care in Uganda. Although 

the NDP II envisaged as one of the core projects of its timespan the establishment and countrywide 

operation of a National Ambulance System, with special consideration for hard to reach areas such 

as islands and mountainous areas, this project remains on paper (ESRA, 2019, p. 11-22). 

The Local Partners Development Group commented on this as such: “According to the World Bank’s 

Human Capital Index, a child born in Uganda today will be 38 percent more productive when she grows up if she 

enjoyed complete education and full health. And so, there is need for prioritizing investments in social sectors to reverse 

the stagnating or even declining performance on key human capital indicators. As it is, more than one-fourth of on-

budget spending on health, education and social development comes from development partners. In health, government 

spending is a mere 17 percent of total health spending, which is neither sufficient nor sustainable” (LPDG, 2018, 

p. 2). 

This trend of underfunding the social sectors, is noticeable since a couple of years. While in the past 

(in the 1990s and early 2000s), the Ugandan government heavily relied on donor funding (in particular 

budget support) by Western donors, nowadays the government has become less dependent on aid of 

these traditional donors. So, where Western donors used to have a strong influence on the revenue-

spending bargaining process and the implementation process of the Poverty Eradication Action 

Plans, which had an important social development component, the Ugandan Government is now 

less inclined to accommodate Western donors demands. Ugandan ruling elites have now begun to 

focus more on energy and infrastructure provision, particularly power supply and roads, and 

less on the social sectors (Unicef, 2018, p. 5-6).  
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Several civil society organizations and platforms a have already addressed their concern with this 

trend as well. Local Partners Development Group puts it the following way: We fully appreciate that 

realizing Uganda’s development aspirations involves strict prioritization and difficult trade-offs. But the continuously 

declining budget allocation to social sectors - which is now much lower than the East African countries’ average - is a 

serious concern” (LDPG, 2018, p. 2). This is in contrast with the commitment towards Leaving No One 

Behind as well. 

Throughout the policy documents the underlying principles of leaving no one behind, universalism 

and indivisibility are mentioned, but we have found no real evidence of a strong commitment towards 

these principles.  

Important to notice is that the social sectors are also dependent on international funding. The Local 

Partners Development Group commented on this as such: “As it is, more than one-fourth of on-budget 

spending on health, education and social development comes from development partners. In health, government spending 

is a mere 17 percent of total health spending, which is neither sufficient nor sustainable” (LPDG, 2018, p. 2). 

In conclusion, with the 2019/2020 financial year already underway, middle-income status by 2020 

remains highly elusive and so far, not more than a campaign slogan. There is a clear but patchy 

commitment to integrate the SDGs throughout planning, institutions, implementation, budgeting, 

M&E and reporting. Part of this commitment is surely tied in with the possibility of attracting more 

aid money. Additionally, the creation of a multitude of departments, systems, and positions also 

creates new spaces for (neo-patrimonial) resource allocation. Finally, the mushrooming of SDG-

related activities can also lead to institutional duplication and confusion over mandates, responsi-

bilities, accountability, etc. Donors should be aware of this and refrain, where possible, the funding 

of new parallel units.  

2.2 How does the Ugandan institutional readiness and commitment affect Belgian use 

of SDGs as a compass for its development cooperation in Uganda? 

The Belgian development cooperation has several strengths in working in Uganda: medium to long 

term presence of many actors, positive evaluations of previous programmes, several joint pro-

grammes with other bilateral and multilateral organizations.  

For both the bilateral as non-governmental cooperation new programmes need to be designed in the 

near future, which provide an opportunity to look at how to deal with the changing development 

context in Uganda, and with the SDG integration that has taken place at the Ugandan institutional 

level. 

Enabel in Uganda is currently evaluating its programme in the country within the education and 

health sector. Although both evaluations are not yet finalized, interviews led us to believe that the 

interest and necessity to work in those sectors remains. How can the limitations that come with 

working with this neo-patrimonial state be addressed? Including how can the Belgian development 

cooperation react to the shifting away of social development within government priorities?  

The Agenda 2030 provides us with the opportunity to once again look at critically at our partnerships 

and programmes. Which sectors should be prioritized? How are the principles of universalism, 

leaving no one behind, integration and indivisibility taken into account? For example, the possibility 

of focusing on the sector of tourism and agriculture (private sector) is being discussed f and could be 

interesting to meet a sustainability check.  
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Through the following chapters on the principles of the Agenda 2030, we wish to give some pre-

liminary answers to help solve these questions.  

2.3 UN pushing the SDG agenda in Uganda: leader of the pack or chasing shadows? 

The high-level adopted SDGs are reflected in the planning frameworks of various development part-

ners in Uganda. Not in the least within the different UN agencies.  

The UN is seen as the frontrunner for SDGs. It has set up a significant number of guiding documents 

for its implementing agencies to use for integrating SDGs in their operations. Currently different 

processes are taking place, including an SDG localization exercise to strengthen Local Governments 

in dealing with the SDGs.  

At an operational level, it appears that so far SDGs have had less of an impact and the field visit 

found no real evidence of transformative change. One staff member of UNFPA working on sexual 

reproductive health care for example stated that: “In reality we are not confronted with the SDGs as such. 

Our M&E staff can link up to some of the targets, but this has not impacted the content of our programme”. This 

perception was confirmed by the Belgian Embassy: “Within discussions amongst the different Head of 

Cooperations the SDGs are rarely - if not at all - mentioned”.  

It is obvious that institutions do not change overnight, and silos are hard to break. Is it to be 

expected that this will change in the future?  

UN country representative Rosa Malongo argues that the SDG framework is a flexible framework 

that should incentivize asking the sustainability questions at each level and each intervention. Meaning 

that everyone should try to meet these criteria in the best way. Strategic sustainable development 

relies on ‘backcasting from sustainability principles’ – which represent something we can all agree on: 

if these principles are violated, our global society is un-sustainable.  

In line with this thinking, hereunder the choice was made to focus more on the supported underlying 

principles of the Agenda 2030, rather than to focus on the separate goals in itself. An analytical 

framework was developed to structure the results of the field visit and develop suggestions for both 

continuous reflection within the field of academics, as within the policy field.  

 

 

 





17 

 

CHAPTER 3 | LEAVING NO ONE BEHIND AND UNIVERSALISM  

3 |  Leaving no one behind and universalism  

This part of the report unpacks the meaning of this pledge in Uganda with a specific focus on the 

unique role and added value of development co-operation and official development assistance 

(ODA). It looks at what does commitment to leave no one behind means in practice. Clearly, there 

is no single response to this question. This report uses the latest evidence, data and perspectives on 

LNOB from a range of the Belgian (and other) governmental and non-governmental actors. It looks 

at who is left behind, strategies, readiness and capacity of the different stakeholders to tackle LNOB 

and the concomitant challenges and opportunities for the future.  

 

Defining LNOB 

With the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 193 UN Member States pledged 

to ensure “no in will be left behind” and to “endeavor to reach the furthest behind first”. People get 

left behind when they lack the choices and opportunities to participate in and benefit from develop-

ment progress relative to others in society.  

The ‘leave no one behind’ approach captures three concepts that are critical to improving the welfare 

of societies: (1) ending extreme poverty (in all its forms), (2) reducing inequalities among both indi-

viduals (vertical) and groups (horizontal), and (3) addressing discriminatory barriers, which could arise 

from geography or aspects of social identity. 

Key to LNOB is the prioritization and fast-tracking of actions for the poorest and most marginalized 

people – known as progressive universalism. Putting the furthest behind requires deliberate laws and 

policies. If instead, policy is implemented among better-off groups first and worst-off groups later, 

the existing gap between them is likely to increase.  

LNOB also goes well beyond just being an anti-discrimination agenda; it is a recognition that expec-

tations of trickle-down progress are naïve, and that explicit and pro-active attempts are needed to 

ensure populations at risk of being left behind are included from the start. It means dealing with 

structural constraints and unequal power relations.  

(ODI, 2017; UNDP, 2018) 

The results of the field visit show that the LNOB principle is not yet mainstreamed across the inter-

ventions of different development actors. There is also no common understanding of what it means 

or how to address it. In various cases it was referred to as something of an ‘ideal aim’ that is not 

always realistic or feasible to address during the interventions, due to a multitude of constraints such 

as limitations in budgets and human resources, restricted time of interventions, specific terms of 

reference, geographic access, priorities of partner country, lack of data, operational hurdles, … 

At the same time, the results also show that in fact, most development actors do address aspects of 

LNOB in their interventions although they may not be aware of it or they may not explicitly refer to 

it as LNOB. They rather specify that their programmes are trying to ultimately reach vulnerable 

groups. They do this from different angles or perspectives depending on their specific history, expe-

rience and thematic expertise. From their particular background actors make specific choices about 

target groups, intervention strategies and geographic focus.  
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Different actors already use different strategies or ‘levers of change’ to operationalize elements of the 

leave no one behind principle. UNDP (2018)3 refers to three mutually reinforcing ‘‘levers of change’’ 

to act on ‘leaving no one behind’: 1) Examine = strengthening access to disaggregated and people 

driven data and information; 2) Empower = strengthening civic engagement and voice; and 3) Enact 

= strengthening integrated, equity-focused SDG policies, interventions and budgets in order to res-

pond effectively to left behind communities (e.g. access to social protection, schooling, health care, 

land, agricultural inputs, credit, …). The following 3 sub-chapter will tackle the current practices, 

opportunities and challenges for each of these levers of change and where possible provide tentative 

policy recommendations.  

3.1 Examine: understanding who is being left behind and why 

To be able to reach those left behind, it is necessary to integrate ‘leave no one behind assessments’ 

as a starting point for thinking, analysis and action. Through mobilizing different levels of govern-

ment, partners and stakeholders, including marginalized groups and communities, to fill gaps in dis-

aggregated data with improved surveys and registries, complementary new techniques, perception 

surveys, practitioner know-how, community-based and participatory monitoring and feedback mech-

anisms this supports evidence-based decision-making. 

The UNDP focuses mainly on (quantitative disaggregated) ‘data’, we will take a broader interpretation 

and include other, more qualitative tools to examine who is left behind into account as well.  

Departing from strategic choices and operational boundaries, a selection is made with regard to 

beneficiaries and intervention areas. Not taking into account country selection at this moment, within 

a country this selection takes place at 3 co-existing levels: vulnerable regions within countries, vul-

nerable groups, intersectionality of vulnerabilities.  

3.1.1 Vulnerable groups 

Too great a focus often goes to average progress of a country. This has masked major disparities 

within the country. People who are left behind in development are often economically, socially, spa-

tially and/or politically excluded – for example, due to ethnicity, race, gender, age, disability or a 

combination of these, leading to multiple discriminations (UNSDG, 2019). They are disconnected 

from societal institutions and lack information to access those institutions, networks, and economic 

and social support systems to improve their situation. As they are not being consulted by those in 

 

3  https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/poverty-reduction/what-does-it-mean-to-

leave-no-one-behind-.html 
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power, they lack voice. Apart from that they are also often absent in official data and as such invisible 

in the development of policies and programmes.  

As such, there is a lot of complementarity and synergy between the SDG-principle of leaving no one 

behind and the human rights-based approach (HRBA) (UNSDG, 2019). Both approaches include 

the principles of non-discrimination and (gender) equality as key elements and require proactive 

measures to address inequalities and to reach the furthest behind. Both HRBA and LNOB also pro-

mote active and meaningful participation throughout the entire planning and programming process. 

Hence, as a programming tool anchored international norms and standards – HRBA provides a val-

uable methodology to translate the vision of LNOB into action (UNSDG, 2019). 

The field work shows that many Belgian development actors in Uganda include a human rights based-

approach (HRBA) in their interventions strategies or at least integrate human rights as a transversal 

theme in their programmes. This means they look at people as persons with universal and transversal 

rights. Those who cannot enjoy certain rights are then being considered vulnerable or being left 

behind. Depending on their historic background, mission and expertise, development actors may 

refer to the right to food, natural resources, access to water and sanitation, health care, descent work, 

social protection, education, etc., as an attempt to prevent exclusion and to leave no one behind. The 

fieldwork also reveals that apart from including different human rights as transversal themes within 

programme design, different organizations focus on ‘community approaches’ and the principle of 

‘inclusivity’, which – in their own right – have clear links with the principle of LNOB.  

In the Enabel programme descriptions (‘Technical and Financial Files’), we can retrieve the formal 

identification of beneficiaries and identify the recognition of certain ‘vulnerable groups”: 

- The Enabel health projects aim to support the Ministry of Health and private-non-for-profit facil-

ities. Indirectly they aim to reach “the rural population, specifically the poorest and most vulnerable” and 

focus on maternal and childcare as these are one of the most vulnerable subgroups in the health 

sector; 

- The Enabel skilling project aims to impact people who have gone through trainings in BTVET 

institutions and towards the institutions and their staff. They use a human rights-based approach 

and mainstream gender and sexual health and reproductive rights as well; 

- The Enabel teacher training project is aimed at the management of teacher colleges and the Min-

istry. Indirectly it also targets other education institutions and other departments. In its planning it 

includes a brief sub-chapter on social inclusion: where gender-related issues such as harassment 

of female students are mentioned, accessibility for people with disabilities are an attention point as 

well, attention for stigmatized and discriminated people such as orphans and vulnerable children 

(e.g. HIV) are also mentioned. There is no clarification on how this promotion of social inclusion 

should be done during the project implementation. The logical framework states that there is no 

disaggregated data available for access to training for specific vulnerable groups. 

During the interviews and workshops, it was stated by Enabel that there are no tools, formal defini-

tions or exercises used to identify the most vulnerable, nor is there is a clear and quantifiable defini-

tion of vulnerable groups. Through mainstreaming inclusivity, the focus on these two groups: women 

and girls; and youth.  

Despite this focus, there are also limitations to how these groups are included. Staff members con-

firmed the focus on the number of enrollment (by sex and age) in education, rather than strategies 

for enhancing access to education and participation during monitoring and decision-making. Accord-

ing to them, this is also one of the dangers of target-or indicator-based choices, where the number 

of people you reach is more important than reaching those most in need. 
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Although it is clear that the Enabel projects and underlying objectives are not guided by the principle 

of LNOB, the underlying idea is supported as long as there are no unrealistic formal requirements 

made to achieve them. Within their organizational capacity through working mainly with government 

institutions, they seem themselves as working at the level of the system: “enabling the environment, rather 

than individuals”.  

The NGAs have a more diverse and specified definition of vulnerable groups – as part of or in full- 

as their target group, including refugees and local community, small scale entrepreneurs, people with 

disabilities, subsistence farmers and farmers’ groups, street children, youth, women, economically 

disadvantaged, pastoralist farmers, etc.  

The majority of the NGAs confirmed the importance of knowing who the vulnerable groups are, 

this should come out during the project formulation phase. It is clear that organizations who develop 

and implement programmes more directly focusing on the most vulnerable and those most left 

behind have built up specific expertise to reach out and listen to them and to handle data around 

LNOB (e.g. Handicap International and intersectional approach to people with disabilities, Tiers 

Monde in working directly with street kids).  

Some of the NGAs use specific tools during the project formulation to identify vulnerable groups 

within target groups. The box below gives an example of an existing tool developed for inclusion of 

people with disabilities. However, this tool could easily be adapted to include other vulnerable groups. 

 

Example of a tool to identify the most vulnerable - Developed by the Age and Disability Capacity 

Programme (ADCAP), the inclusion standards help organizations respond to crises to successfully 

identify and reach those most at risk, upholding the humanitarian principles by which they all must 

abide. Humanitarian organizations are committed to providing assistance and protection solely based 

on need and without discrimination. Yet older people and people with disabilities are routinely 

excluded from humanitarian responses, despite being among the most vulnerable. The Humanitarian 

inclusion standards for older people and people with disabilities provide guidance across all areas and 

at all stages of emergency response to ensure older people and people with disabilities are not left 

out4.  

3.1.2 Vulnerable regions 

Most of the Belgian development actors have used the Ugandan household surveys (UBOS, 2016) to 

assess the relative vulnerability of certain regions.  

A choice that is made by both NGAs and Enabel is to work mainly in rural areas, due to the large 

discrepancy in poverty levels between rural and urban areas. For example, to get to school, children 

in rural areas depend on inadequate infrastructure that cannot withstand harsh weather and so in the 

rainy season are sometimes forced to miss classes. Because teachers are not motivated, there is a high 

rate of teacher absenteeism, estimated at 12 percent per week. This is in contrast with elite primary 

schools in urban areas, where there is an average of two teachers per class of 40 pupils.  

Poverty in Uganda is predominantly a rural phenomenon and is most pronounced among smallholder 

crop farmers. There is a wide gap between urban and rural areas, even after allowing for higher prices 

 

4  View the report on: 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/handicapinternational/pages/3859/attachments/original/1527777024/Humanitarian_inclusi

on_standards_for_older_people_and_people_with_disabilities.pdf?152777702 

 

http://www.helpage.org/what-we-do/emergencies/adcap-age-and-disability-capacity-building-programme/
http://www.helpage.org/what-we-do/emergencies/adcap-age-and-disability-capacity-building-programme/
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/handicapinternational/pages/3859/attachments/original/1527777024/Humanitarian_inclusion_standards_for_older_people_and_people_with_disabilities.pdf?1527777024
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/handicapinternational/pages/3859/attachments/original/1527777024/Humanitarian_inclusion_standards_for_older_people_and_people_with_disabilities.pdf?1527777024
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of consumer goods in urban areas. The figure below shows spatial disparities in poverty levels over 

the past 25 years (Oxfam, 2016, p. 39).  

Figure 2 Comparative poverty levels in Uganda rural-urban 

 

Geographically, over the recent decades, development has been skewed towards the Central and 

Western regions of the country and towards urban centers. This is clearly reflected in the above table. 

The fact that the Northern region has missed out on much of the economic growth of the 1990s and 

early 2000s due to persistent conflict, has led many organizations to since relative stability in the 

region to move activities to that area, including Enabel (Skilling Uganda project) and several of the 

NGAs (e.g. Trias, VSF, etc.).  

The Eastern region has seen the slowest decline in poverty, with harsh and unpredictable climatic 

conditions and population growth further hampering poverty reduction efforts. Only a limited num-

ber of Belgian actors are active in this region (e.g. VECO/Rikolto).  

Amongst the NGAs we see a wide geographical dispersity, they are spread out to all four regions. 

Through the interviews the participants clarified that the choice of target groups (see above) is a 

deciding factor on choosing a region (focus on the poorest, pastoralists, refugees, etc.). However, it 

was also clear that the choice of intervention areas is not solely steered by a vulnerability assessment. 

Factors such as strategic importance, historical presence, absence or presence of specific actors play 

a crucial role.  

3.1.3 Challenges in examining who is left behind and why 

Examining who is left behind and why holds many challenges, including institutional, conceptual and 

organizational ones. 

3.1.3.1 Institutional challenges 

One of the main challenges given by Belgian development actors, but specifically the NGAs, is that 

donors are focused on quantity over quality. In the sense that they look at total outreach numbers 

and if you want to reach more vulnerable/marginalized groups, this takes more effort, thus more 

financial resources. Even the frameworks, including SDGs focus on quantitative numbers, rather 

than quality. So, there appears to be tension between LNOB and the value for money principle.  
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Another highlighted challenge relates to the lack of available national data or information about 

LNOB groups in the recipient country. This is even more present at disaggregated levels: sub-national 

level and for specific groups (sex, age, ethnicity). These also have a political nature, due to the 

Ugandan sensitivity related to ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation.  

At the same time, ensuring disaggregated data regarding LNOB can be labor intensive, costly and 

time consuming due to various reasons:  

- Household surveys organized from a LNOB perspective may need to be held at individual level 

instead of the household level to learn about intra-household resource transfers and individual 

consumption patterns. This detail may be necessary to find out if specific household members are 

at risk of being left behind e.g. older people, female members or people living with a disability; 

- Extra costs may be incurred to ensure confidentiality and privacy of LNOB groups to avoid the 

risk of discrimination or victimization. 

There also exist considerable cultural barriers and community dynamics that require longer term 

engagement to build the necessary relationship and trust with LNOB groups within particular areas 

of intervention. After all, marginalized groups may not want to be publicly identified for various kinds 

of reasons (e.g. existing discrimination patterns based on gender, ethnicity, etc.). In Uganda for 

example, people living with HIV or LGBTQI populations or groups who are prosecuted may become 

more vulnerable if publicly identified. Furthermore, some interventions were seen to contribute to 

intra-communal tensions as certain community members were perceived to benefit more than others. 

Participants stated that the Ugandan context is particularly sensitive and therefor sense that (commu-

nication on) targeting certain groups is not always in an organization’s best interest. This might hinder 

its workings and limit collaboration opportunities with local government institutions, etc.  

3.1.3.2 Conceptual challenges 

Getting to know who is left behind can be a considerable challenge. This is particularly the case in 

contexts where there is a large number of poor and vulnerable people and where broader forms of 

support may be considered more appropriate (Engen et al. 2019).  

Also, the definition of ‘who is vulnerable’ strongly depends on the parameters used as ‘vulnerability’ 

remains a relative concept. The most vulnerable, from a political point of view, may not be the same 

as the economically vulnerable and if an organization decides to include climate parameters, this may 

yet lead to targeting other segments of society. What probably matters most is that development 

organizations, when developing their expertise and interventions, are able to make their parameters 

explicit and clearly outline the needs of the identified vulnerable groups and the ways in which their 

interventions will respond to the needs of these groups.  

Furthermore, the principle of LNOB also requires a reflection by development organizations on the 

unintentionally though potentially negative impact of supporting certain population groups on other 

(vulnerable) population segments within the recipient society in which they intervene. Although var-

ious respondents in Uganda have mentioned this challenge during interviews, they appear to lack 

concrete instruments to monitor and evaluate these kind of negative spill overs on the ground.  

3.1.3.3 Organizational challenges 

A last group of challenges are of organizational nature. Most of the organizations emphasized the 

value for money argument, referring to: “with limit funds, you have limited outreach.  

Besides lacking the financial resources. They also referred to lacking human capacity to assess vul-

nerabilities and monitor these groups. 
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Although this was recurring, the lack of knowhow to identify vulnerable and marginalized groups 

within an intervention became obvious through the field visit. Currently there is a lack of meth-

odology and structure to approaching LNOB. According to some participants, even mainstreaming 

of transversal themes such as gender appear to still be highly dependent on individual programme 

managers.  

To identify and work with LNOB and intersectionality between the multiple dimensions to vulner-

ability, guidance is requested.  

3.1.4 Preliminary recommendations on how to operationalize LNOB 

In order for Belgian actors to ensure that no one is left behind, they need to embrace the complexity 

and intersectionality by understanding that people, groups, countries and places can be left behind 

due to several intersecting disadvantages with multiple drivers which require context-specific strate-

gies and responses. How can this be operationalized? 

- More explicit TOC on LNOB: Operationalizing the LNOB principle in development coopera-

tion programmes will require a more explicit elaboration in the programme’s theory of change of 

how the intervention affects the most excluded. This will require programmes to be able to identify 

groups left behind and their specific needs, understanding the drivers of their exclusion and con-

sidering these factors in the intervention’s design, monitoring and adaptive management. Besides 

specifying the positive impact, the intervention hopes to contribute to for the LNOB groups, it 

should also reflect on any potential negative impact and LNOB groups that may be left out by the 

intervention or who could be affected negatively. Measures to address these negative trade-offs 

could then also be highlighted (no harm principle). DGD in dialogue with other development 

actors could support the development of a practical guide5 to make a programme’s TOC more 

LNOB proof. 

- Strengthening in-country statistics and data management systems: To address the challenge 

limited locally available LNOB data in more structural and sustainable way, it would be advisable 

to explore opportunities to strengthen national and local statistics and data management systems 

to be able to identify who is at risk of being left behind. Data disaggregation is the main approach 

suggested in the 2030 Agenda to monitor unequal progress for different population groups. The 

2030 Agenda includes a specific target (17.18) to, by 2020, enhance capacity building and signifi-

cantly increase the availability of high-quality, timely and reliable data disaggregated by income, 

gender, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability, geographic location and other characteristics 

relevant in national contexts.  

- Broadening the LNOB toolbox of Belgian Development actors: While Belgian development 

actors may have interesting experience in working with vulnerable groups, it was rather difficult 

during the field visit to find examples of tools or methodologies (e.g. for data collection, outreach, 

analysis of drivers of vulnerability, …) that are specifically adapted for LNOB groups. International 

research and experience show however that innovative methodologies (e.g. mobile survey tech-

nology, remote sensing in combination with household surveys, …) can play a role in overcoming 

some of the technical challenges mentioned above.  

 

5  See for example the Guide on Leave No One Behind from the Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC, 2018) 

https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Poverty-Wellbeing/addressingpovertyinpractice/Documents/sdc-guidance-leave-no-one-

behind_EN.pdf 

https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Poverty-Wellbeing/addressingpovertyinpractice/Documents/sdc-guidance-leave-no-one-behind_EN.pdf
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Poverty-Wellbeing/addressingpovertyinpractice/Documents/sdc-guidance-leave-no-one-behind_EN.pdf
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 Ongoing discussion: What about matching private sector development with LNOB? A large 

point of discussion is how the PSD focus that will most likely be asked in the next Belgian-

Ugandan programme fit with the Agenda 2030 paradigm and includes LNOB – How can 

collaboration with private sector ensure that no one is left behind? What role could private sector 

development play in the Belgian bilateral programme? What processes should be followed to 

ensure integration of LNOB? Can LNOB be a guiding principle in making programmatic choices 

when it comes to PSD?  

3.2 Empower: strengthening civic engagement and voice  

To fully understand and effectively address the various factors contributing to vulnerability and being 

left behind there is need for direct and on-going feedback from and engagement from (or with?) 

vulnerable and marginalized populations. Hence, agenda 2030 calls for efforts to strengthen the voice 

and capacities of left behind communities and people but also strengthen the capacities of local civil 

society, relevant institutions, associations and community networks to engage decision makers and 

to build consensus on the policies required in favor of LNOB (UNDP, 2018). This will also involve 

building capacities of national and local authorities to be inclusive, responsive and accountable to 

their populations, with a special focus on vulnerable people left behind (UNDG, 2016). 

This line of action is closely linked with a rights-based approach which is already taken up by various 

actors within the Belgian development cooperation. The results of the field visit show for example 

that some kind of advocacy work towards duty bearers, involving a variety of strategies, forms an 

important aspect of a majority of the interventions of different actors. Different actors also have 

specific expertise or experience to do this advocacy work at different societal levels. For example, 

Enabel and the Belgian Embassy are sometimes better placed to engage directly with duty bearers at 

a national but also at a more decentralized level in those areas where the Belgian cooperation is active. 

Certain NGAs together with their partner organizations on the other hand have closer access to local 

communities as well as well as policy makers and public service providers at a local level. 

Trias programme “Farmers’ Voice – East African farmers call on governments to act on food 

security: 

The EU-funded programme aimed to contribute to the empowerment of smallholders’ participation 

in food security related policy processes in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. It had a strong capacity 

building focus and used the “learning by doing” approach and the Farmers’ Advocacy Consultation 

Tool (FACT) method. The main theme of the programme was food security and their related policies.  

Even though smallholder farmers constitute over 70% of the population, in these countries their 

voices have often not been taken into consideration when forming food security polies. Yet they are 

the ones most affected. Therefore, the programme wanted to promote more bottom-up policy for-

mulation and more consultation between farmers, farmers’ organizations and policy makers. The 

programme resulted in a total of 13 policy proposals, presented at sub-national and national level.  

3.2.1 Challenges in empowering – giving everyone a voice 

Many of the structural, organizational and conceptual challenges mentioned in the previous subchap-

ters are still relevant here. 

Additional to the previously mentioned challenges to know who is left behind, empowerment is par-

ticularly difficult with regard to the cultural barriers mentioned.  
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The general aim is to be inclusive through people-centered approaches that include the voices and 

needs of countries, people and groups that are left behind or at risk of being left behind. ‘The vul-

nerable’ however is not a homogenous group, and interests can be conflicting amongst groups. 

Finally, it is important to notice that there is a still a distance between policies and practice, espe-

cially in relation to participation of these vulnerable groups in monitoring and evaluation. Often 

inclusion of vulnerable groups is limited to participation in activities/trainings. Within monitoring, 

evaluation and learning, there is often no involvement nor collection of disaggregated data. As an 

example of this, we see that inclusivity is measured by several organizations through output indicators 

such as: % of women that participated in trainings, rather than % increase in income (livelihoods).  

3.2.2 Opportunities in empowering – give everyone a voice 

The digital era provides us with several opportunities for strengthening the voice of the most vulner-

able. Due to the increase of technology, even in rural areas, it becomes more and more feasible to 

include the most vulnerable in decision-making and planning (e.g. mobile survey technology, remote 

sensing in combination with household surveys, …). 

The JSF meetings could be a place where agreement on advocacy activities for the most vulnerable 

could be agreed. 

3.3 Enact: strengthening integrated, equity-focused SDG policies, interventions and 

budgets 

In relation to operationalizing the LNOB principle, the 2030 agenda stresses the importance of mov-

ing out of the traditional thematic silos and engaging with a wide variety of relevant stakeholders. A 

stronger systemic (and integrated) approach is seen as prerequisite for being able to deal with the 

multiple factors contributing to vulnerability and the risk of being left behind. An important charac-

teristic of such systems approach is to move out of the traditional thematic silos and engage with a 

wide variety of relevant stakeholders (UNDP, 2018).  

Although this is not only the responsibility of the development sector, there is potential for improving 

the systemic approach of the Ugandan-Belgian cooperation. While there are still many hurdles and 

challenges to be tackled before such systemic approach could become more mainstreamed among 

Belgian development actors there are some interesting windows of opportunity in that direction for 

new programmes to consider the SDGs more strongly in the programme design.  

3.3.1 Challenges in enacting policies and programmes 

- Break loose from silos/Institutional structures; 

- Translation of policy into financial flows and implementation: Many factors affect whether 

funding for services and infrastructure translates into frontline providers doing their jobs in ways 

that ensure inclusion. At every link in the chain there is a danger that processes will be taken over 

by groups with interests not fully aligned with the idea of leaving no one behind. 

3.3.2 Opportunities in enacting policies and programmes 

Future policy strategies and projects should consider vulnerable groups and improve accountability 

for inclusive development cooperation by improving knowledge management systems.  
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Generating and sharing lessons learnt and best practices will benefit the realization of the rights of 

the vulnerable groups. It is necessary to record and scale up lessons learned from concrete projects. 

How can project level learning be translated at a higher level (sector, regions, ...) in order for them to 

serve the organization at large? 

Through sensitization of Belgian development cooperation staff and implementing organizations 

to inclusion aspects, implementation of policies can be improved.  

3.3.3 Recommendations on enacting equity-focused policies and programmes 

- By being coherent through integrated programmes, that get out of the policy and sectoral silos, the 

Belgian development actors can support the achievement of the SDGs for all as an interconnected 

and indivisible package; 

- Belgian development cooperation needs to look at which role they can play in supporting evidence-

based programming through context specific multidimensional analyses, measurements and indi-

cators of poverty, inequality and well-being beyond national averages, powered by investments in 

data and statistical systems to fill data gaps about vulnerable people; 

- Recognizing and maximizing the macro-micro interlinkages that connect policy-, legislative, struc-

tural and institutional enabling environments on the macro level with investments on the micro 

level through long-term, context-specific and flexible mechanisms.  

3.4 Final remarks on LNOB 

The principle of ‘LNOB’ is non-determining in choice of projects and goals for Enabel. For the 

NGAs beneficiaries are closely interlinked with the core focus of the organization, leading them to 

have a larger focus on ‘a specific vulnerable group’. They showcase different levels of expertise in 

identifying the most vulnerable. To some extend there is also an ongoing discussion amongst the 

actors on how to match inclusivity and intersectionality with value for money and a focus on data. 

Some important institutional, conceptual and organizational challenges were identified, that are 

strongly dependent on the local context. So, moving further along with the LNOB will have to take 

context specificity into account. 

To operationalize LNOB at the local level, there is a need to learn from existing practices and to 

improve (the use of) vulnerability assessments/tools. 

There is a clear need to learn from existing practices, including inclusivity tools and vulnerability 

assessments. Besides collecting good practices on how to deal with technical challenges, it would also 

be useful to harvest good practices and approaches on how to deal with some of the political chal-

lenges linked to working with LNOB. 

Secondly, improving (the use of) vulnerability assessments, can inform organizations better on who 

is being left behind, keeping into account intersectionality (e.g. Vulnerable groups within target 

groups). They can play an important role in the context analysis preceding programmatic choices.  

It will be important that any learning trajectory set up to support development actors in strengthening 

their work related to LNOB (e.g. strengthening TOCs in view of LNOB) will need to involve capacity 

development on innovative methods and tools.  
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4 |  Indivisibility/interlinkages and integration 

4.1 Working definition  

The SDGs are represented by a high number of interlinked goals, targets, and indicators. The inter-

connectedness between different development objectives is something that is recognized in the 

development sector. By emphasizing the indivisibility of several development objectives, the SDG 

framework supports the drive for more aid effectiveness and a comprehensive approach.  

A growing number of recent research initiatives have tried to map these synergies and trade-offs 

between the different goals and indicators, relying on different methodologies and approaches. This 

work has shown the high degree of interdependencies between the SDGs. While positive interactions 

have been found to be more numerous than negative ones, the latter point towards the difficulty of 

achieving policy coherence. For example, it has been shown that in no simulation are all the SDGs 

reached (Breuer et al, 2019, Nilsson et al, 2016).  

Moreover, it has been strongly underlined how, in practice, the links between indicators are 

context specific and depend on a number of factors, such as geography, governance, or the 

socio-economic situation (Breuer et al., 2019). So, the interconnectedness is not a one-size-fits-all 

and taking interconnectedness into account needs a context-specific approach. This will be taken up 

further in the subchapter on opportunities. The next parts will first give an overview of how the 

Belgian-Ugandan interventions interconnect with other objectives, and how actors attempt to inter-

nalize these interlinkages.  

4.2 Current interpretations, practices and reflections 

For each of the sectors included in the case study, there are several recognized interconnections. The 

degree in which these are formalized in projects differed, however.  

Because of the interest of all participants in creating a better understanding of interconnectedness of 

their own projects with SDG targets and indicators, you will find a preliminary list of examples per 

sector included in the following parts.  

4.2.1  Interlinkages within the health sector in Uganda 

According to the staff, the Enabel health programme has contributed with their current programmes 

to SDG3, more specifically to target: 3.1 reduce maternal mortality ratio – indicators: maternal health 

(indicator 3.1.1) and provision of health services (indicator 3.1.2). 

There is already a reconnection by staff members of the interconnectedness with agriculture, food 

security, refugees, gender and education. However, these linkages are not institutionalized within the 

interventions of the Belgian actors. 

Despite, there being a relatively strong scientific agreement on the multiple interactions between 

health targets and other targets in the 2030 Agenda. Healthy lives depend critically on other SDGs, 
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including nutritious food, end hunger, water and sanitation, gender equality, clean water and air, and 

education; And healthy lives in return have an impact on reducing poverty and improving education 

(Nilsson et al., 2016; ICSU, 2017). 

Relevant interconnected SDG indicators to target 3.1 that were identified through a preliminary 

analysis were: 

- SDG 1 – reducing poverty: Indicator 1.4.1 access to basic services + 1.a.2 government spending 

on social services; 

- SDG 2 – end hunger: Indicator 2.2.1 – prevalence of stunting; 

- SDG 4 – improving education: Target 4.2: early childhood development: Indicator health of chil-

dren under 5 years; 

- SDG 5 – gender equality: Indicator 5.6.1 choice in reproductive health care. 

Obviously, this is not an exclusive list, more interactions are identifiable. For example, many health 

disparities between people with different socioeconomic status are compounded by gaps in good 

governance. For instance, corruption makes access to health services, medication and information 

much more difficult for the vulnerable. 

In addition, factors such as ethnicity, gender and disability can further exacerbate these health dispar-

ities. Hence, tracking indicators that measure the health of vulnerable groups are essential. Monitor-

ing the status of equitable access to health care could also shed light on the status of human rights 

and social equality within states. Those people not receiving adequate health services are probably 

also disadvantaged in other social aspects.  

4.2.2 Interlinkages within the education sector in Uganda 

The Enabel Education programme:  

- The skilling project (SSU) focus on SDG 4 – Target 4.3: equal access to affordable and quality 

technical, vocational and tertiary education – Indicator 4.3.1 participation (disaggregated by sex); 

- And the Teacher training (TTE) project focus on SDG4 – targets 4.1 completion of quality primary 

and secondary education: Indicator 4.1.1 proportion of children and youth that have minimum 

proficiency in reading and math (disaggregated by sex) and target 4.C qualified teachers: Indica-

tor 4.C.1 amount of teachers that have received minimal organized teacher training. 

Access to quality education is an avenue for social mobility and reducing inequalities. Education is 

essential for building the knowledge base we need to tackle critical challenges like climate change. 

Education will help youth prepare for employment in the high-skill jobs of the fourth industrial 

revolution. And education is a foundation for peaceful societies and effective institutions. Education 

is essential for sustainable development, but investments in education that are not accompanied by 

concurrent progress in other aspects of human wellbeing will fall short of enabling all people to 

realize their full potential in life.  

Good child health and nutrition are essential for securing learning outcomes – not only in terms of 

increased class attendance, but also for improving educational achievements. Similarly, ending pov-

erty, thereby reducing pressures to put children to work, may be essential to universal school enrol-

ment. Such considerations may be especially relevant for vulnerable groups that tend to suffer from 

multiple deprivations and are therefore critical to realizing the overall objective of ‘leaving no one 

behind’.  
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So, despite education often being formulated as a stand-alone goal (SDG4), there are definitely a 

number of education-related targets and/or indicators in other sustainable development goals that 

are relevant for the Belgian development actors working towards the achievement of SDG 4:  

- SDG 1 – reducing poverty: Indicator 1.a.2: government spending on social services; 

- SDG 3 – health: Target 3.7 universal access to education on reproductive health/family planning; 

- SDG 5 – gender equality: Indicator 5.6.2 full and equal access to Sexual Reproductive Health Care, 

and information and education; 

- SDG 8 – employment/decent work: Target 8.6/indicator 8.6.1: reduce the proportion of youth not 

in employment, education of training; 

- SDG 12 – responsible consumption and growth: Target 12.8 awareness for sustainable develop-

ment and lifestyles in harmony with nature; 

- SDG 13 – climate change mitigation: Target 13.3 Improve education, awareness-raising and human 

and institutional capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and early 

warning; 

- SDG 16 – governance: Indicator: 16.6.1 government expenditure in proportion of original 

approved budget. 

Again, this is not an exclusive list of interconnections, but rather to give an idea of relevant inter-

linkages.  

4.2.3 Interlinkages within the agricultural sector in Uganda 

As the prime connection between people and the planet, sustainable food and agriculture have great 

potential to address many of our challenges, serving up affordable, nutritious food, strengthening 

livelihoods, revitalizing rural and urban landscapes, delivering inclusive national growth and driving 

positive change across the 2030 Agenda. 

Due to the limits of this research project, there was no sufficient time to analyze all the programme 

documents of the selected NGAs. Based on the interviews however, we can state that for many of 

the NGAs active in the agricultural sector, they link up most with SDG 2, SDG 5, SDG 8 and 

SDG 10. 

For example, SDG 8 on promoting sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, can only 

be achieved if agricultural growth is promoted including smallholder farmers. Agriculture is central 

to achieving SDG 5 on gender equality, as majority of women in Uganda are in agriculture. Goal 10 

on reducing inequality can be achieved only if rural-urban disparities, and agriculture-

service/manufacturing disparities are addressed.  

SDG2 – towards zero hunger and achieving food security, is seen as a priority in Uganda. However, 

SDG 3; SDG 4, SDG5, SDG8, SDG10, SDG12, SDG13, SDG14, SDG15 are also indirectly linked 

to agriculture.  

Participants of the workshop on agriculture, agree that integrating interconnectedness needs to hap-

pen at the high level of planning (multi annual programme) and at the beginning of the cycle. At an 

operational level this is too late. There is an interest by all actors to integrate interlinkages in future 

strategic thinking on livelihoods and agriculture, to arrive at a more integrated approach that links up 

with multistakeholder partnerships as well.  

They also identify opportunities in planning, documentation, mapping, learning-oriented research, 

monitoring and evaluation.  
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So, although interconnectedness is not formalized by the Belgian development actors in neither of 

the sectors, other approaches such as comprehensive approach and the creation of a logical frame-

work, also bring about recognition of linkages between different goals and objectives, even outside 

the ‘own sector’. Integrating interconnectedness further is therefore not a completely new approach.  

Workshop participants also found it important to make a clear link between multistakeholder part-

nership and indivisibility. One participant stated: “An individual actor cannot have the expertise on everything, 

so through partnerships (identified through stakeholder analysis) an organization can also integrate indivisibility in 

their activities.”  

4.3 Challenges to work with interlinkages 

One of the main challenges to integrate indivisibility and interlinkages is the sheer complexity of 

development issues. This has led to several initiatives that are more about labelling and marketing 

than about actual learning.  

The perception of ‘indivisibility’ amongst many of the actors is that it is merely a political agreed 

concept, that stands too far from reality. More so, it forgets the reality on the ground in which devel-

opment actors need to be accountable to their donors on a short term and impact on many of the 

sustainable development goals will probably only be seen in the long term. So, this pressures organi-

zations into labelling of activities and projects in a non-substantiated way. 

Institutional barriers such as the siloed manner of how policy is organized in Uganda (and other 

countries) is obviously a challenge as well. At the (national) political level interconnected issues almost 

invariably fall under different ministries and agencies.  

Despite several attempts to map interlinkages in a generic way, or per sector, these are still not the 

easily applicable tools that they should be, and even UN agencies seem to struggle on how to exactly 

implement them. This remains one of the challenges to be able to provide a simple enough tool, that 

captures the complexity of systemic thinking over linear thinking.  

Specifically for Uganda, none of the actors have needed to formalize SDGs in their project proposals. 

The bilateral programme was initiated before the arrival of the Agenda 2030 and the NGO pro-

grammes 2017-2021 were not required by DGD to link up to the SDGs, let alone clarify interlinkages.  

In this regard it is important to emphasize that indivisibility does not mean that an individual organ-

ization needs to be able to proof that they work on all 17 SDGs. This would be contra productive 

and lead towards a pure labelling exercise. 

4.4 Opportunities: to work with interlinkages6 

Overall the concept of indivisibility can support a better understanding of the development context 

and the impact of the interventions, strengthen partnerships and support the shift to a more com-

prehensive and integrated approach.  

 

6  REMARK – Several actors commented that they were interested in further developing this section. There is a need for more guidance 

on operationalization of interlinkages for the specific actors. The research team has taken this up and will work towards practical 

guides within its second year of the project (2020). Moreover, these practical guides should be developed per actor 
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Breuer et al. (2019) provide us with a five-step plan to work with interlinkages. When slightly adapting 

this framework, it can be useful to guide us through the opportunities for the Belgian development 

cooperation.  

4.4.1 Identifying issue-based entry point 

When identifying the problem situation, define an issue-based entry point (aspired output to 

achieve change for a specific SDG across policy sectors) and delineate the geographical reference 

points within which the output is to be achieved. 

The Belgian Embassy in Uganda is currently re-evaluating its sectoral activities in Uganda. Through 

coordinating a participative, systemized and country-specific approach, they are looking for infor-

mation to prepare for the next Belgian-Ugandan cooperation portfolio out the root causes of poverty, 

inequality in Uganda, and might find support in making strategic choices when writing its new 

instruction letter.  

With regard to the bilateral cooperation, an interesting strategy in this could be to take into account 

the principle of indivisibility and interconnectedness to create internal coherence at the level of pro-

grammes by clearly linking the different segments within one programme and/or between different 

programme. 

At programme and project level an entry-point focus should be made during a first step to be able to 

commence with identifying interlinkages.  

4.4.2 Identifying the input needed, stakeholders involved and external risks  

In a second phase, it should become clear what information is needed to make informed decisions 

on interconnectedness. Therefore, a selection of input needed, stakeholders to involve and consult 

and external risks that might affect the output need to be made.  

The Embassy should identify the input they need to make these strategic decisions, which stake-

holders need to be involved and make an assessment of external risks. 

Through consulting with all stakeholders, an awareness on indivisibility should be created, which 

should support the third step of identifying synergies and trade-offs.  

An individual organization needs to have a proper stakeholder mapping, awareness of available data 

and an idea on risks involved.  

4.4.3 Analysis of synergies and trade-offs 

Once the initial input is collected, an analysis of the scale of direct and indirect synergies and trade-

offs between the aspired output and all other goals and targets can be made.  

None of the Belgian actors had knowledge so far on useful tools to deal with indivisibility or inter-

linkages amongst the SDG goals, targets and indicators.  

Many studies have already discussed the inter-connection between the various goals and targets 

(UNDESA, 2018, Nilsson et al. 2016). As described in figure 1 these relationships can range on a 

continuum from being indivisible, or in other words progress on one target automatically delivers 

progress on another, all the way to cancelling, implying that progress on one target automatically 
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leads to negative impact on another. Therefore, programmes targeting one or more SDGs, also need 

to take into consideration the impact on other SDGs, working as much as possible towards positive 

synergetic results.  

Figure 3-7 Pointed scale to mark interlinkages 

  

Source Nilsson et al., 2016 

At a project formulation phase, all actors could make the exercise of analyzing synergies and trade-

offs between the aspired output and outcomes. Several international tools have been created that 

could provide support. An overview of existing tools for Understanding Linkages and Developing 

Strategies for Policy Coherence is also provided by the SDG knowledge hub of IISD (such as the 

iSDG) (2016). 

Understanding that these exercises are discouraging tasks and there are no easy applicable tools to do 

this. It is our recommendation that DGD could provide support, by setting up a process to develop 

capacity among development actors to be able to carry out such forms of analysis at different levels 

in the programming cycle. This could involve the development of practical guidelines with associated 

tools (drawing from a growing body of literature and experiences with various tools and approaches 

to map and analyze interlinkages and potential trade-offs).  
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A number of dimensions can be used to contextualize the assessment of specific synergies and trade-

offs, providing deeper insights into elements and areas that the SDG and target-level interactions 

depend on. These include directionality, place-specific context dependencies, governance, technology 

and timeframe. A brief explanation of these dimensions follows below (Nilsson et al., 2016, p. 5): 

- Directionality: Interaction between two SDGs or targets can be unidirectional, bidirectional, circu-

lar or multiple. A unidirectional relationship means that objective A affects B, but B does not affect 

A. For example, electricity access (target 7.1) is needed for powering clinics and hospitals for the 

delivery of essential health care services (target 3.8), but health care services in clinics and hospitals 

are not needed for providing electricity access. On the other hand, a bidirectional relationship 

means that A affects B, and B affects A. For example, providing more access to transport today 

(target 11.2) is likely to lead to higher greenhouse gas emissions (target 13.2), thus exacerbating 

climate change, while measures taken to reduce greenhouse gas emissions can constrain transport 

access. In the case of bidirectionality, interactions can also be symmetrical (where the impact is 

similar in type and strength) or, more commonly, asymmetrical, where A affects B more, or in 

different ways, compared to how B affects A. In a circular relationship A affects B, which affects 

C, which in turn affects A. In a multiple relationship A affects B, C, D, etc. A comprehensive 

approach that takes into account directionality can be pursued whereby SDG targets are presented 

in a matrix and juxtaposed, and all potential interactions are analyzed and scored, including A to B 

and B to A.  

- Place-specific context dependency: What constitutes a positive interaction and a negative inter-

action can differ from one context to another and from one scale to the next. Hence scientific 

evidence in one area that does not hold for a different scale or target area may appear highly con-

tradictory at first glance. But using the SDGs as a knowledge management grid could help to clarify 

what evidence refers to what context, and how knowledge can be generalized.  

- Governance dependency: In some cases, the negative nature of a relationship can be the result of 

poor governance. For example, industrialization (target 9.2) has sometimes been associated with 

infringement of rights (target 1.4), where commercial actors have taken over lands used by local 

communities without consultation or compensation and with the exclusion of those communities 

from work opportunities. However, this negative interaction is not necessarily intrinsic to the 

industrial activity itself, but rather derives from inadequate governance. Negative impacts on local 

communities are more likely to occur, or tend to be stronger, when institutions and rights are weak.  

- Technology dependency: In some cases, while a strong trade-off may exist, there may be tech-

nologies that, when deployed, will significantly mitigate this trade-off, or even remove it. One 

example is growth in mobility (namely personal motorized transport) which, at present, conflicts 

with climate change mitigation efforts. In the future, however, the transition towards zero-emission 

cars fueled by renewable electricity could largely remove this trade-off. However personal vehicle 

impact on land-use change will remain.  

- Time-frame dependency: Some interactions develop in real time, while others show significant time 

lags. For example, increases in fertilizer use will boost agricultural productivity that season (tar-

get 2.4), thereby increasing food availability and contributing to food security over the short term. 

Similarly, harvesting remaining fish stocks can have important food security (target 2.1), nutrition 

(target 2.2) and poverty alleviation (target 1.1) benefits in the short term, possibly to 2030. However, 

these practices might well have longer term adverse impacts on several SDGs, ranging from SDG14 

on the sustainable use of oceans to SDG2, SDG15 and SDG1, among others. Moreover, some 

interactions may be restricted in time to the actual period of intervention (i.e. when the intervention 

ceases, the interaction stops), while others are irreversible or take a very long time to dissipate (i.e. 
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until the affected systems recover). Irreversible impacts are well known in land and ocean eco-

systems, such as species extinction, collapsed fisheries or eutrophication. 

4.4.4 Normative and ethical implications arising from the identified synergies and 

trade-offs 

When identifying synergies and trade-offs, discuss the normative and ethical implications. For exam-

ple, boosting economic growth, can have climate and environmental impacts. Balance these trade-

offs and look for the best options.  

4.4.5 Based on the four previous steps, make programme choices  

By combining all the information from the previous steps, it should be easier to make programme 

choices that integrate the concept of indivisibility.  

This analysis can take place within an institutional and context analysis and support recommendations 

regarding goal prioritization and recommendations regarding the institutional reforms needed to fos-

ter synergies and mediate trade-offs. These can trickle down to project level and other contexts. These 

five steps will create dynamics for each other and may require being pursued in an iterative and 

duplicative process in order to give justice to the complexity of interdependencies. 

Enabel Uganda and its partners the Ministry of health and the Ministry of Education and Sports can 

play a central role in taking the lead in engaging with other Ministries and departments on inter-

connected issues at the national level as well.  

4.5 Conclusion and tentative policy recommendations on indivisibility 

The results of the field visit show that there is only limited knowledge about useful tools to carry out 

a more systematic analysis regarding indivisibility or interlinkages amongst the SDG goals, targets 

and indicators. At the same time the field visit has shown that there are various points in the pro-

gramming cycle where such analysis would be of added value (e.g. during the development of strategy 

notes, instruction letters or during the establishment of joint strategic framework, or during pro-

gramme design). There is therefore a need to set up process to develop capacity among development 

actors to be able to carry out such forms of analysis at different levels in the programming cycle. This 

could involve the development of practical guidelines with associated tools (drawing from a growing 

body of literature and experiences with various tools and approaches to map and analyze interlinkages 

and potential trade-offs).  

The research visit confirmed the need to apply interconnectedness at the local scale, where many 

interactions become tangible. Whilst generic applications and tools can play a role, it is clear that local 

challenges and factors are of crucial importance and cannot be overlooked. Thus, it will be important 

to consider that every analysis of interlinkages calls for a contextualization, keeping into account the 

context of the respective country, the level of development, geographical and other characteristics 

and specific policies which might determine if a given inter-linkage constitutes a trade-off or a syn-

ergy. More holistic approaches are needed as the contextual evaluation of several systems together is 

fundamental.  

The Joint Strategic Framework has looked at the overlap among the Belgian development objectives, 

but not specifically at their interlinkage with other objectives/goals. This is an exercise that could be 

done in the future. Interviewees however are curious about which tools they could use for this, for it 
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to not solely be a theoretical exercise, but moreover a tool for synergy and partnerships. Both Enabel 

staff, as NGAs, have an interest in and curiosity for analytical frameworks to integrate interlinkages 

in future programmes.  

Finally, a collective learning trajectory (or action research) with development actors who want to 

implement these tools would be helpful. This would provide a conducive environment for knowledge 

sharing and exchange of experiences, therefore facilitating the identification and analysis of inter-

linkages and trade-offs. 
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5 |  Multistakeholder partnerships 

Central to the legitimacy and quality of a society-wide agenda is the design of multistakeholder policy 

development and implementation modalities to encourage and facilitate partnerships between 

government and (sub-)nationally stakeholder networks of civil society, universities, think tanks, the 

private sector, workers’ and employers’ organizations, national human rights institutions and other 

development actors (Beisheim, 2012; 2015).  

As was already highlighted earlier, the scale and complexity of the challenges that the SDG framework 

is seeking to address will require a concerted effort of a wide variety of different stakeholders. Multi-

stakeholdership that can promote effective collaborations for contributing towards the SDGs there-

fore constitutes a key principle within the 2030 agenda. Not only does multistakeholdership respond 

to SDG 17 – which advocates a global partnership for development – it also contributes directly or 

indirectly to other principles of the SDG agenda. As indicated in previous chapters, multistakeholder 

approaches can foster a more integrated approach linking different thematic sectors and policy 

domains and can facilitate the operationalization of the LNOB principle. Any renewal of develop-

ment cooperation in line with the SDG framework will therefore need to give a central role to inter-

ventions, policies and structures that integrate multistakeholdership. 

Results from the field visit in Uganda show that there is a general consensus among Belgian devel-

opment actors about the importance of developing synergies and partnerships around shared 

problems where feasible and relevant. There is also a general agreement that the main driver for this 

was not the Agenda 2030, but rather aid effectiveness. Within the current programmes of Belgian 

development actors we see the following trends:  

1. Growing engagement or collaboration with a variety of different stakeholders (incl. NGOs, 

bilateral organizations, multilateral organizations, private sector and foundations) within particu-

lar programmes; 

2. A growing diversity of different types of partnerships (e.g. coordination platforms, multistake-

holder platforms, common strategic frameworks, …). 

By and large, multistakeholdership can be categorized according to intensity: (1) ‘add-on’, (2) inte-

grated, or (3) with an eco-system perspective (see table 5.1). These should not be considered as three 

separate categories, but as approaches that can be plotted on a continuous line (Pollet & Huyse, 

2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



38 

 

CHAPTER 5 | MULTISTAKEHOLDER PARTNERSHIPS 

Figure 4 Different types of multistakeholder partnerships (adapted from Pollet & Huyse, 2019) 

As an add-on A more integrated approach Eco-system perspective7 

Multiple actors (mainly from the 
development cooperation field) work 
alongside each other to address differ-
ent components of a development-
related goal.  

 

Multiple actors (mainly from the 
development cooperation field) work 
in an integrated way to jointly address 
a development-related goal.  

 

Contributing to the strengthening of 
an ecosystem of organizations working 
on a specific theme. Depending on the 
thematic area, the focus might be on 
different combinations of academic, 
business, civil society, and/or govern-
mental institutions. 

The next paragraphs elaborate on how Belgian development actors in Uganda have implemented 

MSPs. Current practices, challenges or questions and tentative policy recommendations around mul-

tistakeholdership are highlighted. 

5.1  Multistakeholdership as an add-on 

A majority of the coordination structures that could be observed during the field visit fall within the 

first category of the typology: multistakeholdership as an add-on. They offer mainly spaces at various 

levels where different stakeholders can meet and exchange information.  

Throughout the field visit many of the actors confirmed engaging and contributing in platforms for 

dialogue and consultation. This happens both at the level of the country, as at level of the Belgian 

actors.  

Example of this is given by VVOB. They are one of the partners of ‘Solutions for Youth Employment 

(S4YE)’. This is a multi-stakeholder coalition among public sector, private sector, civil society actors, 

government officials, foundations, think tanks, and young people that aims to provide leadership and 

resources for catalytic action to increase the number of young people engaged in productive work. 

Another example of this (which to a certain extent could also be partly placed in the more integrated 

approach category) is provided by the Joint Strategic Framework of Uganda (JSF 2016).  

In Uganda, the Joint Strategic Framework (JSF) regroups 15 Belgian non-governmental develop-

ment actors (NGAs) and DGD around seven common strategic targets. According to the respond-

ents, the JSF has encouraged actors to meet each other more often and to share information on 

approaches, strategies, results, challenges, etc., it has not really boosted the development of new com-

mon programmes/projects. The common strategic objectives in the JSF are currently mainly juxta-

positions of different programmes instead of the expression of genuine collaboration or truly com-

mon programmes. It has however stimulated trust and dialogue amongst the NGAs. 

Several barriers to evolve the JSF to a more integrated or ecosystem-oriented framework were given 

during the workshops and interviews.  

First of all, according to the respondents, the JSF was formulated too late: when they were already 

far in the process of programme formulation. This means that the common threads had to be iden-

tified in quite a late stage, while in fact there should have existed an agreement on vision, goals, 

strategies, practical interventions, finances, etc. previous to the formulation of the individual pro-

grammes.  

 

7  REMARK – From the restitution workshop, it became clear that there is a need to further elaborate how this eco-system perspective 

on MSP would unfold in practice. There is a need for an operational and practical guide on improving MSP.  
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Secondly, an integrated approach requires time: organizations need time to get to know one another 

and to get a clear view on each other’s approaches. 

Also, in reality the number of consultations between different actors was often limited and the rele-

vance of the framework was sometimes perceived as artificial. Especially due to the geographical and 

thematic diversity of the different actors. Furthermore, for the synergies to become more effective, 

there is a need for better follow-up and increased capitalization of lessons learnt.  

Finally, the question also arises as to whether is necessary to work with national JSFs or rather with 

thematic JSFs and if focusing the partnership on the Belgian actors might be counterproductive for 

fostering local ownership and linkages with local actors? 

So for the JSF-partnerships to move from an ‘add-on’ approach to a more integrated way of working 

or with an ‘eco-system perspective’, these challenges of timing, ownership (not solely a formality), 

sufficient time to organize consultation and dialogue; and coordination and leadership; still need to 

be overcome. 

5.2 Towards multistakeholdership as a defining element 

The Belgian actors recognize that the availability of spaces for exchanging information is not enough 

and that there is need to move towards higher levels of multistakeholder integration. The need to 

work together during the formulation stage of an intervention was seen as a key contributing factor 

towards more effective collaboration.  

There is already some evidence of Belgian organizations in Uganda moving towards this, particularly 

when it comes to collaborations with the private sector. The development of public private partner-

ships is a major objective of the Belgian and the Uganda government  

Several of the Enabel projects have engaged in public-public collaborations, with indirect cooperation 

with private sector. Whilst other engagements have been piloted to work more directly with private 

sector. 

Enabel’s objective is to move out from unilateral control to more mutual learning approach, where 

decisions are jointly taken and implemented. This is shown in the health project ‘institutional support 

for the PNFPs’. 

Enabel health project: Institutional Support for the private-non-for-profit (PNFP)  

The support to the PNFP health sub-sector to promote universal health coverage in Uganda (2014-

2020, budget: 8mio €) aims to build the capacity of the Ministry of Health to strengthen and effec-

tively implement the partnership with the PNFP sub-sector, supporting its stewardship role and 

enhancing governance of the sub-sector, in addition to improving the funding and disbursement 

mechanisms currently utilized by the GoU to subsidize the PNFP and delivering additional financial 

resources to the sub-sector. 

Enabel Uganda also engaged in and stimulated several public-private partnerships or PPPs by con-

tracting private entities for the provision of certain services, such as trainings.  

For example, the Enabel ‘Skilling Uganda’ (SSU) programme wants to increase the employability 

of youth through better quality of instruction and learning in Skills Development and by making it 

more responsive to labor market needs. For this it engages in PPP (e.g. with a telecom operator 
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(‘MTN’) and encourages PPPs in the project. The project also established a governance/coordination 

mechanism (multi-stakeholders) and stimulates PPP among local actors.  

In the framework of skills development reforms in Uganda, Enabel and World Bank are supporting 

new skills development funding mechanisms. The World Bank-funded Skills Development Facility 

is implemented by the Private Sector Foundation Uganda (PSFU) country-

wide: http://sdfuganda.org/ 

Enabel implements the following skills development funding interventions through the Support to 

Skilling Uganda project: 

In the Albertine-Rwenzori region the Skills Development Fund promotes joint-ventures between 

training providers and the local private sector, against the backdrop of an expected oil-infused eco-

nomic development. This component is funded by the Belgian Government. 

In the refugee hosting districts of Northern Uganda, the Skills Development Fund through instant 

trainings strengthens youth, women and girls from the refugees and their host communities to obtain 

the skills needed to find or to create a job in the settlement economy or in preparation of the economy 

back home. This component is funded by the European Union Trust and part of the Support Pro-

gramme for Refugee Settlements in Northern Uganda (SPRS-NU) aimed at Stability and Addressing 

the Root Causes of Irregular Migration and Displaced Persons in Africa. 

In Karamoja, the Skills Development Fund through instant-trainings promotes income-generating 

and livelihood activities as well as skills relevant for the local labor market. Focus lies with Kara-

mojong, youth, girls and women. This component is funded by Irish Aid. 

Through widening the scoop of call for proposals targeted to private sector as well the Skilling 

Uganda team has opened the door to more involvement. 

So, all and all, we see a rather ad hoc approach to MSPs. Despite the existing Enabel activities, there 

is still some uncertainty both at the side of Enabel as well as Belgian NGOs on how such partnerships 

should be formed (intervention methods, objectives, streamlining of approaches, …). Current part-

nerships are seen to still have limitations, because of the processes and requirements that differ 

strongly between public sector and private sector. Within PPPs, are some form of model contracts 

useful for the future to suppress administrative burden an facilitate learning? 

Within the non-governmental cooperation, the ‘ideological distance’ with the private sector is 

particularly present. Historically, the private sector and civil society have spoken different languages 

and bringing the two together can be challenging. CSO-business cooperation, when moving towards 

an integrated territorial approach, can however provide an operational opportunity to bridge the 

disciplines of governance support, private sector development, sectoral support (e.g. rural develop-

ment) and the political engagement of donors in a country around a common and integrated strategy. 

Despite the fact that NGAs claim to be actively looking for collaborations with other NGAs, univer-

sities and sometimes businesses in their geographic and thematic intervention area. it has proven to 

be difficult to do so. The competition between NGAs for international funds, is a hindering factor. 

They have also stated that the potential of PPP is limited, as local partners seem uninterested and the 

legal constraints related to registering as an NGA or private company differ.  

Despite several initiatives, it was recognized during the interviews that the full potential of multi-

stakeholdership had not yet been realized and that more needed to be done to be able to talk about 

a truly joint programme.  

http://sdfuganda.org/


41 

 

CHAPTER 5 | MULTISTAKEHOLDER PARTNERSHIPS  

Various respondents mentioned the importance of developing of a long-term vision on the strength-

ening of multi-stakeholder approaches. Developing such a vision within DGD (for Enabel, but also 

for the NGAs) is of particular importance because experience in the field shows that these endeavors 

require time and energy to establish, evolve and mature. So, in order for them to flourish, DGD could 

consider establishing positive incentives to motivate development actors to invest in these partner-

ships.  

5.3 Opportunities to move towards an ecosystem perspective 

To move towards an ecosystems perspective, there is a need to engage with a wide variety of different 

societal stakeholders (government, private sector, micro credit institutions, civil society, other donors, 

academic institutions, local service providers, …) across different thematic sectors (agriculture, health 

and education).  

The current debates that are taking place in preparation for the new Belgian-Ugandan cooperation, 

could provide an opportunity in this regard.  

The Belgian Embassy initiated an ‘innovative platform’ to explore the options of engaging with 

the private sector within the Belgian development cooperation. The agricultural sector specifi-

cally was seen as a sector with a lot of opportunities for private sector development, prone to the 

ecosystems perspective (involving different societal stakeholders and. going beyond the silo of agri-

culture, but touching on health, education, etc.). 

The created platform aims to bring together different agricultural actors to set up an exchange of 

information system to trigger coherence and synergy, cooperation and complementarity between 

respective different activities.  

But besides the creation of a digital sharing platform, the platform is mainly a forum for the Belgian 

Development Cooperation to explore new options and possibilities in the view of a new bilateral 

development programme in the coming years. The innovative platform could also evolve in a later 

phase during the new programme implementation towards an oversight and consultative body.  

Most NGAs active in the agricultural sector are participating actively in these discussions, alongside 

other private and public actors. There have been several consultations over the last year and a study 

was developed on the private sector development opportunities in the agricultural sector in Uganda 

(by BIO entrusted to Match Maker Associates Limited). This study was the basis for a high-level field 

visit by BIO, DGD and Enabel to Uganda. 

A high-level workshop, co-organized by the Embassy, BIO and Enabel presented these findings to 

a larger audience to support the debate and decision-making process. Attendance was broad amongst 

the Belgian actors: BIO, Enabel, Belgian NGOs, Belgian and local private sector, financial sector 

participated.  

The set-up of this platform could be a first step towards a more ecosystem perspective on multistake-

holdership. Potential opportunities would be to have joint country analysis and joint programming 

on the issue of PSD in the agricultural sector). 

At the same time, there is also a recognition that the huge diversity of actors and objectives, will make 

this a daunting task. Despite the extended conversations and discussions there is not yet a consensus 

on how the Belgian actors can take private sector up in their future programming, and many questions 
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remain: How to match working with private sector and sustainability? Already in the chapter on 

LNOB concerns were raised about how a focus on strengthening entrepreneurship and private sector 

would reach the most vulnerable. It was raised for example that there is need for clarity on how DGD 

defines the private sector. During the interviews, the concern was raised that small scale farmers who 

usually belong to informal sector might stay under the radar while they make up the large majority of 

farmers in Uganda. The traditional focus has not been on agriculture in the bilateral cooperation; is 

there enough expertise? Are there enough lessons learnt from other actors and contexts to draw 

expertise from? 

5.4  Conclusion and tentative policy recommendations on multistakeholder 

partnerships 

Partnerships and coalitions between civil society and businesses tick all the boxes of what is fashion-

able and promising. Who doesn’t want to find the next collaboration that will bring economic growth, 

employment and social development at the same? The reality for the development community is 

more sobering: many multi-stakeholder partnerships have resulted in disappointing development 

impacts, in part because of the challenges linked to their complex nature (ECDPM, 2016; Karaki, K. 

& Medinilla, 2016). 

The take-off of MSP’s can be difficult because of diverging project cycles and decision-making and 

implementation processes. At this moment, actors are too easily satisfied with their add-on approach 

to MSP.  

Agenda 2030 reinforces the need for higher ambition levels in relation to existing multistakeholder 

approaches. However, to operationalize such higher ambition levels, certain preconditions must be 

met. It will of particular importance to make use of the experiences and lessons learned with past and 

ongoing multistakeholder approaches and initiatives.  

- Future joint strategic frameworks will require a better timing of the whole process. Actors 

must receive sufficient time to undertake consultations with other stakeholders, before the formu-

lation of individual programmes. A bigger timeframe allows actors to strive for a consensus on 

vision, goals, strategies, and to identify opportunities for joint programming, financing arrange-

ments, … The achievement of such a joint vision and mission is realistic, because the current JSF 

has allowed actors to get to know each other better. So, these built up relationships can now be 

capitalized on in the new programming cycle. There are also important opportunities to use the 

SDGs as a guiding framework to inform joint analysis and strategy development in relation to 

interlinkages, LNOB, and following up on contribution towards specific SDG targets. The SDGs 

can also help the reflection on how to address the risk of focusing too much on collaboration 

among Belgian actors and ensuring necessary space for local actors in the discussions. All this will 

require the development of conducive policy guidance from DGD as well as practical guidelines 

and user-friendly tools that can assist development actors in the process of developing an SDG 

proof joint strategic framework. Such guide and toolbox could be developed in close collaboration 

with development actors and tested in the new programme cycle.  

- How to realize strategic and valuable engagement with the private sector? According to 

OECD (2018), increasing the volume of private sector investment in sustainable development is 

critical to achieving the SDGs. It is clear that also Belgium and Uganda strive for strategic engage-

ment with the private sector, given the current focus on establishing Public-Private-Partnerships 

(PPPs). A strong focus has been put on the need to integrate ‘private sector ‘in the next efforts of 



43 

 

CHAPTER 5 | MULTISTAKEHOLDER PARTNERSHIPS  

the Belgian development cooperation in Uganda. The danger exists that involving the private sec-

tors becomes the default-option, which would lead to many ineffective or even artificial relations 

with private sector actors. At all times, involving the private sector should be functional for the 

intervention goals and/or implementation. Function over form, because if the latter becomes 

dominant, this might result in ‘tick the box’ behavior, which has proven to be quite ineffective. 

Development actors are left with many questions. For example, how to provide adequate incentives 

to private corporations for them to fully integrate development investments into their business 

models? Also, in order to step up efforts to stimulate private investment, there is a need for policy 

and guidelines or regulatory framework to facilitate this.  

While multi-stakeholder partnerships and especially CSO-business partnerships are an appealing 

way to engage the private sector in development, donor agencies need to rethink the way they 

promote and support these partnerships to realize their full (developmental and sustainable) 

potential. To make CSO-business partnerships more than a buzzword will need more of a focus 

on the role of donors in partnerships, analyzing their drivers and opportunities, and drawing 

insights that will come to nourish future recommendations for policymakers and link better policy 

to practice. 

Making this shift puts strategy-formulation firmly before funding and may be difficult to digest 

for some task managers who are often under significant pressure to show a coherent sectoral or 

thematic portfolio. Over-reliance on competitive procedures such as calls for proposals can also 

make it difficult for development partners to take up the more proactive role that is asked of them 

and use their means in more strategic ways. A first important step, however, remains taking these 

multi-stakeholder partnerships out of their isolation as a funding priority or simply a sustain-

ability check for private sector development and viewing them as a potential operational 

component of an integrated local development approach (Karaki, K. & Medinilla, 2016). 

- How can we best capitalize on existing experiences of development actors? There is a lot of 

experience with multistakeholdership amongst development actors in the field, but in order to 

move more towards an ecosystem perspective, there is a need for a collective capitalization and 

reflection on existing tools (e.g. on stakeholder mapping, …), lessons learnt, etc. 

- Multi-stakeholder cooperation and particularly CSO-business coalitions also have most potential 

when they feature in a larger – territorial – vision of local development, one that takes into 

account the socio-economic foundations of an area, and most of all the political economy of 

business and politics; who holds power over what, and how settlements are made. An integrated 

territorial approach to (local) development is therefore crucial not only to judge the feasibility of 

a certain partnership or approach, but also to break free from the traditional sectorial silo-

approach of international cooperation and look at all angles of inclusive development (Karaki, 

K. & Medinilla, 2016). ` This also implies that localized multistakeholder partnerships are of 

crucial importance, hence the need to break away from the very limited ‘belgo-belge’ strategic 

thinking. 

- As an approach, CSO-business partnerships can offer major opportunities for economic trans-

formation at the local level. As a modality however, seen through the eyes of the development 

community, support to CSO-business partnerships is often too isolated from societal and politi-

cal realities in which they operate. A purely sectoral or project approach is in most cases unfit to 

deal with the complexity and risks that come with financing and supporting these partnerships, 

including but not limited to the lack of an enabling environment at institutional level (Karaki, K. 

& Medinilla, 2016). 
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6 |  SDG integration in the programme cycle and 

results frameworks 

The SDGs are more of a country framework, than they are a results framework for individual organ-

izations. However, this does not mean that development organizations cannot or should not use this 

framework within its interventions. 

There are several advantages to integrating SDGs in programme cycles and specifically in results 

frameworks.  

Specific selections of SDG target indicators can encourage (even force) development actors to go 

beyond SDG washing of their existing strategies and interventions, but to take specific effort to 

operationalize SDG principles such as interlinkages, potential trade-offs, working towards LNOB. 

They provide an intervention with internationally recognized indicators that provide a tool to track 

and report monitoring information on specific SDG targets. While there are still many questions (see 

further) about how to collect reliable information and to determine the intervention’s contribution, 

having intervention specific monitoring information about a particular SDG target will be an 

important element for carrying out any process of contribution analysis. 

Using similar internationally recognized SDG target indicators within the interventions of different 

development actors will not only facilitate aggregation of information but will also provide opportu-

nities for joint programming and collaborations.  

6.1 Limited SDG integration in results frameworks – an external push necessary? 

Current programmes did not take into account SDGs from the formulation stage, and opportunities 

for integration during implementation were limited. The organizations that did link up their pro-

gramme with SDGs used diverse approaches ranging from redesigning or adapting their Theory of 

Change (e.g. Rode Kruis-Vlaanderen) to adopting their reporting and communication in line with 

SDG rhetoric (e.g. Enabel).  

For the non-governmental cooperation, efforts were limited, as there was no formal demand from 

donors, including DGD to make an official link with the SDG goals, targets or indicators. The actors 

in the field have limited knowledge on opportunities and approaches to link he SDGs to their results 

framework. Several of them clarified that on the ground it is seen at something that can be added-on 

later by head office during reporting stages and has had no effect on project implementation so far.  

Many of the NGAs fear that focusing on the quantified targets in the SDG framework will have 

perverse effects, based on lessons from the past. The example was given of the narrow framing of 

the education targets and indicators in the MDGs which had perverse consequences, stemming from 

the omission of salient aspects of quality, context, and equity (Unterhalter, 2014). In regard to this, 
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the integration of the indivisibility principle can play a reinforcing role in, by selection a mix of SDG 

indicators, limiting the effects of potential negative trade-offs. 

They also emphasized the need to balance the burden with the asset of linking up with the SDG 

targets and indicators. A lot of effort has already been put in strengthening the M&E frameworks 

over the last year. The arrival of the SDGs should not be a step-back, but rather a step forward. It 

will be important to balance the difference options and opportunities to the challenges. This will be 

discussed below. 

The bilateral cooperation has very few links in their result frameworks to SDGs, as the bilateral 

programme in Uganda was based on a concept note of 2012, preceding the SDG era. (For details on 

the identified indicators, we refer you to the chapter on indivisibility.) 

This will be different in the future as Enabel’s management contract now stipulates that it should 

systematically give evidence on how its programme contributes to specific SDG targets referred to 

in the instruction letter of the minister of development cooperation. 

In regard to this, DGD worked out a list of 24 corporate indicators (still work in progress) for specific 

SDG targets that fall under the main priority sectors in which the Belgian development cooperation 

is engaged. DGD expects Enabel to integrate the corporate indicators that are relevant for specific 

interventions. 

Enabel developed a (draft) policy note on ‘Development and Cooperation Result Indicators’ which 

proposes 62 indicators that field teams can chose from when designing the result frameworks of their 

respective interventions (programme portfolios). This list also includes the corporate indicators 

worked out by DGD. An introductory note explains the selection process of these indicators, 

whereby the relevance for Enabel interventions, the robustness of the indicators and the availability 

of data were important criteria. 

The selection and in some cases the reformulation of SDG target indicators as well as the develop-

ment of guidelines on how to use them are strongly aligned with OECD guidelines that structure the 

results framework with SDG indicators according to the following common three levels in the results 

chain:  
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Figure 5 OECD guidelines results framework - results chain 

 

Level 1: Development results: global or national development change to which Belgian ODA con-

tributes (impact and outcomes); 

Level 2: Development Co-operation results: results to which Enabel contributes directly or which 

are attributed to Enabel interventions (outcomes and outputs); 

Level 3: Delivery and performance information of Enabel (outputs, inputs and management infor-

mation). 

Within the Enabel guiding document, corporate indicators are suggested for levels 1 and 2 of the 

results chain.  

Level 1 indicators correspond with SDG-indicators of the Tier 1 type, i.e. indicators which 

 Are sufficiently robust (conceptually clear; based on an internationally established methodology); 

 Measure results at impact-level; 

 For which data are supposedly available at country-level (for at least 50% of the coun-
tries/population in every region where the indicator is relevant); 

 29 such indicators have been selected in the list. 

Level 2 indicators correspond with either (a) Tier 1 type data but in a disaggregated or adapted way, 

(b) Tier 2 or 3 type data (which are less robust, measuring outcomes and outputs respectively, and 

for which data may not be available at country level), (c) ‘corporate’ Enabel indicators that are not 

included in the list of SDG indicators but with a clear link to the targets. The note further adds the 

following explanation: 

 Some of the SDG indicators have been adapted in order to make it feasible to measure them 
every year; 
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 The use of level 2 indicators for projects will require baseline studies to be produced during the 
preparation phase, to be completed by the start of the intervention. Yearly follow-up will need 
to be assured by using disaggregated data provided by the recipient country or an international 
organization, either by proper collection; 

 33 such indicators have been selected; 

 These are comparable to the overall results framework of the Belgian ODA, in which 
22 indicators have been determined for Belgian governmental development cooperation 
(FOD BuZa, 2018).  

Using similar corporate indicators in different bilateral country programmes can facilitate aggregation 

of monitoring information across different countries at the level of Enabel Brussels; which in turn 

can facilitate reporting on specific SDGs towards DGD. 

6.2 Getting inspired to integrate SDGs in the programme cycle (opportunities) 

In order to aid organizations and the Belgian development cooperation in Uganda as a whole, this 

chapter will give a first idea of existing opportunities, challenges and recommendations along the 

different phases of the programme cycle: 

1. programming, where the priorities of Belgian development assistance to a partner country, 

region or decentralized actors are defined; and identification, where the options for an interven-

tion are considered; 

2. formulation or design, where the action is developed in detail on the basis of which funding is 

approved; 

3. implementation, where actions are carried out and monitored; 

4. where the achievements are assessed in depth (evaluation) and lessons learned. 

Some of these opportunities were suggestions that came out of the workshops and interviews during 

the field visit, others came from the preceding literature research and scoping findings. By combining 

these, we start to see a fuller picture of opportunities for SDG integration in programme cycles.  

This is only a summation of some ideas, rather than a list of recommendations. This will come in the 

final report of the project in January. 

6.2.1 Programming and identification 

For organizations to make decisions, priorities of Belgian development assistance to a partner country 

needs to be defined. In the Belgian context this means two things for SDG integration to be success-

ful: 

- A clear commitment to the SDGs at the national political level providing clarity on choices and 

priorities. This includes SDG-aligned strategic notes (‘strategienota’), priorities of the minister, and 

the instruction letter; 

- Prioritization and mainstreaming of SDGs at the Belgian national level (moving away from existing 

silos within DGD). 

With regard to policy priorities of Belgium/Minister: one way to do this is, could be to keep Business 

as Usual and look at existing goals and targets of the Belgian development cooperation and compare 

with the global SDGs and targets. However, an alternative suggestion and our recommendation could 

be to focus on the SDG principles at hand, rather than to pin-point priorities to the existing silos.  
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To aid this process a stocktaking and prioritization exercise can be done to address the root causes 

of underdevelopment in a specific context/country, and choices should be made on prioritization of 

goals or principles, integrating the dynamics of complex contexts, including countries or regions that 

are prone to conflict. All whilst keeping alignment with a country’s priorities into account.  

This prioritization should come bottom-up though and strongly guided by the local actors in the 

field. The Belgian Embassy in Uganda takes up this role before writing its instruction letter.  

There is no longer a formal requirement of Embassies to prepare a concept note in preparation of 

instruction letters, however for the design of the instruction letter (preceding the design and formu-

lation of the new bilateral programme in Uganda) it is our recommendation that a common institu-

tional and context analysis would not only be useful, but also an opportunity to integrate SDGs from 

the beginning of the process.  

It is not necessary to start with a blank page. For example, the common context analysis (CCA) 

exercise performed within the Joint Strategic Framework can serve as a basis, together with pro-

gramme evaluations and consultations. These can then be hung up under the framework of SDG 

principles, guiding the instruction letter. Ideally, future CCAs should be hung up on the SDG frame-

work as well. 

Consultation and dialogue at the local level and between the Belgian level and local level, is crucial at 

this stage and can stimulate collaboration and joint programmes.  

6.2.2  Design and formulation 

During the design and formulation phase of the programme cycle, an organization clarifies in detail 

its intervention. 

As indicated before, during the field visit it became clear that the Belgian actors in Uganda have not 

yet used the SDG framework in formulating their programmes. Theoretical exercises have mainly 

been done at head office but have had limited impact on the ground in Uganda. The Theory of 

Change and logical framework of ‘Rode Kruis Vlaanderen’ for example was linked to some SDG 

targets. Some of these exercises can be interesting to learn from for the future with regard to SDG 

integration in ToC and M&E. 

For the bilateral cooperation the lack of integration was mainly due to the start of the bilateral pro-

gramme before the implementation of the Agenda 2030. For the NGAs, this was because there was 

no formal requirement of DGD to do so.  

For future programmes integration will be required. Enabel’s management contract stipulates that it 

should systematically give evidence on how its programme contributes to specific SDG targets 

referred to in the instruction letter of the minister of development cooperation. 

To this date, there is no clarity of the requirement for NGAs to give evidence on its contribution to 

SDGs in their new programmes 2022-2026, but there is a consensus that to some extend this contri-

bution link will also be demanded by DGD. 

Below we include some interesting tools by which SDG integration can take place during programme 

design and formulation.  
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- Context analysis and leaving no one behind 

Belgian development actors currently examine who is left behind at the initial stage of programme 

design and formulation by identifying their target group/beneficiaries and intervention area.  

Human rights mechanisms might provide qualitative and contextualized information and analysis 

about issues that are hard to capture through statistical data. This information can help guide the re-

evaluation of monitoring frameworks, making marginalized communities more visible to policy-

makers and duty bearers. Also, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 

has defined 6 main components of a human rights-based approach to data, which should guide data 

collection in all circumstances. These are: participation, data-disaggregation, self-identification, trans-

parency, privacy, and accountability (Feiring & Konig-Reis, 2019).  

The UNDP designed a useful guidance note with regard to setting up an SDG proof context analysis 

in, including detailed step-by-step guidance: 

- Step 1 - Define the scope of the analysis; 

- Step 2 - Map out and analyze formal and informal rules and institutions; 

- Step 3 - Stakeholder Analysis: 

- Stakeholder mapping; 

- Understanding stakeholders’ incentives and constraints; 

-  How to engage with different types of stakeholders and foster coalitions for change. 

- Step 4 - Design engagement strategies and assign responsibility for implementation. 

- Stakeholder mapping 

Stakeholder mapping can be a tool to open up the box. Multistakeholdership can be facilitated by 

coordinating institutions, when working together is mutually beneficial for both partners. When 

actors are working in the same district or proximity, collaboration is easier to facilitate. 

Figure 6 Stakeholder mapping matrix 

 
Source ODI, 2009 
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An instrument for stakeholder mapping is the power versus interest grid. The grid shows stakeholders 

on a two-by-two matrix showing the strategies to be employed to engage and manage them. The 

power/interest grid model shows the grouping of the stakeholders based on their level of authority 

(“power”) and their level or concern (“interest”) regarding the project outcomes. Identifying and 

classifying the stakeholders is pivotal as it helps to develop appropriate strategies to effectively engage 

and manage all the stakeholders involved in a particular project. This also provides a clear-cut strategy 

and action-oriented and workable plan to interact with the all the stakeholders in an effective manner 

so as to minimize the resistance and maximize the support. Knowledge or learning partnerships 

sometimes need to also include and target “opponents, or groups that might undermine intervention 

efforts.  

The Belgian actors in Uganda give several reasons for why this is of particular difficulty on the ground: 

existing power dynamics, where an equal partner relationship is difficult to find, formal limitations 

due to contractual limits, and specificity of the local context.  

With the latter, we refer to the disinterest in elaborating the stakeholder mapping to identification of 

“hindering actors” because of possible political persecution – as an NGO you need to be careful not 

to step on anyone’s toes. There is already strict regulation on NGOs in Uganda (NGO law of 2016). 

The 2016 Non-Governmental Organizations Act, imposed “special obligations” on NGOs, for 

example to “not engage in any act that is prejudicial to the interests of Uganda and the dignity of the people of 

Uganda.” Civil-society activists have raised fears that this provision may be used selectively against 

NGOs that engage on political topics and express criticism toward the government. 

- Theory of change 

A theory of change is the basis upon which we design a results chain and logframe. The Theory of 

Change lays out a working hypothesis subject to verification during and after implementation. 

Because it is a way of critical thinking, a Theory of Change can be developed for any level of inter-

vention: a programme, a project, an organization, a policy, or a strategy. 

Instead of heralding something completely new and unrealistic, the SDGs could become a catalyst 

for putting extra effort in implementing these complexity-oriented monitoring and evaluation 

approaches in order to measure and learn about one’s contribution towards specific SDGs.  

It can for example include map interlinkages and facilitate multistakeholder partnerships.  

Innovative Case Example: TOCO 

The ‘Theory of Change’ online tool (TOCO) can be used to help identify the system of interconnec-

tions across the 17 SDGs (UNOSD, 2016). Theory of Change is described as follows: “…a compre-

hensive description and illustration of how and why a desired change is expected to happen in a particular context. It is 

focused in particular on mapping out or “filling in” what has been described as the “missing middle” between 

what a programme or change initiative does (its activities or interventions) and how these lead to 

desired goals being achieved.” Theory of Change is used by development organizations such as 

UNICEF and is also recommended by the UN Development Group in the crafting of UN Develop-

ment Assistance Frameworks (UNDG, 2016). A cloud-based TOCO has been created by the Center 

for Theory of Change to assist development practitioners in mapping outcome frameworks (Center 

for Theory of Change, 2016) and can be used to facilitate multi-stakeholder workshops for mapping 

interconnections among SDGs. 
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- Setting up indicators within your logical framework 

When selecting indicators within your logical framework, there are a lot of options to choose from 

(169 targets and 232 SDG indicators). The indicators have been divided into four categories – ’func-

tional indicators,’ ‘economic indicators,’ ‘environmental indicators,’ and ‘socio-cultural indicators.’ 

But every project is different, so you would need to take caution while determining which targets and 

indicators best suit the scope of your programme and interventions. 

There are different approaches possible: 

- Approach A is for organizations that have already chosen the Sustainable Development Goals they 

want to focus on. They now need tangible and meaningful indicators that show whether their 

decisions actually make a difference. By comparing existing indicators and national statistics with 

the global set of SDG indicators an organization can derive its developing indicators and data col-

lection methods; 

- Approach B is for organizations that want to expand their current approach and work towards a 

more complete sustainability assessment that includes environmental, social and economic indica-

tors. This approach helps organizations avoid overlaps and gaps as much as possible and make sure 

the impact assessment results can be compared.  

Using indicators linked to SDG targets that refer to outcomes to which a development programme 

can contribute, helps to address the challenge of the SDGs being too broad to be measurable. In 

other words, they can bring the task of tracking one’s contribution towards a particular SDG closer 

to the intervention. 

It is also possible that you may not find your exact indicator match, but in that case, you can always 

modify the SDG indicators to fit your programme requirements. Furthermore, before you formulate 

an indicator or adopt one from the SDGs, it is essential to know some key features that make up for 

good indicators. All indicators should be simple, intuitive, measurable, policy-relevant, consensus-

based and able to be disaggregated to track full progress for all relevant groups.  

Disaggregating data is an important tool towards achieving the commitment to ‘leaving no one 

behind’ and tackling inequality and discrimination in the SDGs, this requires disaggregation of data 

by sex, age and other salient socio-economic characteristics, including income/wealth, location, class, 

ethnicity, age, disability status and other relevant characteristics. 

As final remark on indicators, it is important to accept that development programmes often don’t 

have control nor direct influence over the achievement of SDG target indicators (particularly those 

that are part of the list of corporate indicators of DGD and Enabel) who are usually describing 

change at the level of the final beneficiaries of a programme.  

6.2.3 Implementation and monitoring 

Also, during implementation and monitoring, there are aspects to take into account. 

Some of the suggestions during the field visit were to ensure participatory monitoring and data col-

lection, involving citizens directly in the measurement process; and to use online systems for infor-

mation exchange, reporting on key indicators and providing opportunities for both horizontal and 

vertical coordination (UNDG. 



53 

 

CHAPTER 6 | SDG INTEGRATION IN THE PROGRAMME CYCLE AND RESULTS FRAMEWORKS  

Careful reflection of lessons learned during implementation and making timely course corrections 

along the way, are integral to effective follow-up and review. Following elements can be used for this:  

- Adaptive Governance: to provide a general framework for effectively navigating uncertainty, 

change and surprise across all of the guidance areas;  

- Risk analysis and management: for the systematic identification and management of the risks facing 

the implementation of national, sub-national and local plans; 

- Scenario planning and stress testing: to be applied regularly in the development planning and poli-

cymaking process for detecting emerging issues and examining the ability of plans, policies and 

programmes to perform under a range of plausible future conditions; 

- Featured Tool by the UN: Scenarios and Scenario Planning Scenario planning is a multi-stakeholder 

process for envisioning a range of plausible and even desirable futures for purposes of stress testing 

the performance of proposed plans and policies and creating adaptive strategies (UNDG, 2016, 

p. 7). 

6.2.4 Evaluation and learning 

Strengthening monitoring and evaluation capacity of Belgian Development actors: Support 

the development of organizational capacity to use complexity-oriented monitoring and evaluation 

approaches. SDG framework can serve as a catalyst to engage development actors in action learning 

trajectories where they experiment with various approaches and tools to track their contribution to 

specific SDGs in their results frameworks. During the field visit, various development actors also 

indicated to be in favor of more strategic evaluation that go beyond individual interventions in order 

to learn about contribution towards specific SDGs or SDG principles. Also, the need for more col-

lective reflections about these issues was raised.  

6.3 Overarching conclusions and tentative policy recommendations 

Including such analysis in this early stage of the programming cycle could help to provide guidance 

on how to operationalize the SDG principles and to facilitate a more strategic selection of SDG target 

indicators in the results framework. It could also inform the formulation of additional indicators 

(both quantitative and qualitative) that may be necessary to have the necessary information to carry 

out some kind of contribution analysis towards specific SDG targets. The same applies for the NGAs 

whereby the SDGs could be used more strategically as an analytical framework that can guide strategic 

dialogues with DGD and joint processes of context analysis and strategic planning (see GSK/CSC). 

To ensure that the SDGs are used as a compass for the Belgian development cooperation, it will not 

be enough to consider the SDGs during the design stage of an intervention. There are various 

potential entry points for the SDGs in the overall programming cycle which are currently not fully 

exploited (see above). For example, the DGD strategic notes can play an important guiding role in 

developing instruction letters as well as in the design of specific country programmes. Hence there 

seems to be strong potential linking the objectives and priorities outlined in DGD strategic notes to 

the SDGs. And moreover, to provide practical guides per actor/channel on how to operationalize 

this.  

There is a strong consensus that strong M&E frameworks, with feasible data, are of importance to 

achieve the SDGs. The adaptation of this M&E framework to the SDGs should be logical though 

and not artificial. Whatever system is put in place to ensure SDG integration in results frameworks, 

will have to be flexible enough to adopt to all context and project specificities. 
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