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About »:

Forus

Forus is a growing and dynamic global network, founded as
an informal alliance of national NGO platforms and regional
coalitions in 2008.

Today, Forus represents 66 National Platforms (NPFs) and 7 Regional Coalitions
(RCs). The national platforms are mandated by their diverse memberships to represent
them, and to act as key interlocutors with national governments. The regional
coalitions cover West Africa, Southern Africa, Central Africa, Latin America, Asia, Europe
and the Pacific, and provide national platforms with a space to collaborate at regional
and international levels. Through working together, Forus members, partners and
allies have enabled the network to become recognized and influential internationally in
promoting inclusive governance and championing sustainable development policies to
benefit the planet and its people.




INTRODUCTION .

Much of the progress made over
recent years towards achieving the
2030 Agenda’s goals and targets,
adopted by all countries in 2015,
has stalled or been reversed lately,
in part due to the impacts of the
Covid-19 pandemic.

In response to these trends, it is essential
that the implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) is accelerated,
along with the participation of all
stakeholders in the process. Only if everyone
joins forces will the world have a chance to
address the delays and backsliding and
ensure that efforts to fulfill the SDGs by 2030
will be successful. This will mean that during
the so-called “Decade of Action” (2020-30),
the international community, governments
in particular, will need to mobilize
enhanced means of implementation,
stronger political will and cultivate
deeper partnerships with different
stakeholder groups, including with civil
society.

Compared to other stakeholders, Civil
Society Organizations (CSOs) face greater
difficulties in engaging deeply in the
monitoring and implementation of the SDGs
and in developing their capacities to do so,
whether this is due to repressive
environments, excessive administrative
burdens or limited budgets. The systems
for funding relevant initiatives are too
often designed in a complex and top-
down manner, making it challenging for
CSOs, especially at national and local levels,
to access such funding.

The support for the capacity development of
civil society is intimately linked to the
possibility for civil society to operate and
contribute meaningfully to the achievement
of the Agenda 2030. Promoting capacity
development and recognising the pre-
existing capacities in CSOs is the first step
in shifting power relations by giving more
space to civil society to act, learn and
influence.

AIMS OF THIS PAPER

This policy brief aims to provide an
overview of the progress made by the UN
Member States in promoting the capacity
development, in particular of civil society,
in line with the commitments made
under SDG 17 which focuses on the Global
Partnership and Means of Implementation.
Forus has published similar assessments
each year since 2017, analyzing the way
governments reference and include (or lack
thereof) the capacity development of civil
society. This analysis is carried out based on
the content of the Voluntary National
Reviews (VNRs) submitted to the UN High-
Level Political Forum (HLPF) by the various
Member States each year. It should be noted
that this report makes comparisons between
the overall capacity development outcomes
of each year's UN HLPF in order to identify
trends, even though different governments
present their VNRs every year.



m Positive trend in reporting
on capacity development.

Capacity development (though not
necessarily specifically for CSOs)
was mentioned by 36 out of 42
reporting governments in the 2021
VNRs submitted to the UN HLPF. 6
countries (14% of the VNRs
submitted) did not mention capacity
development at all. According to the
assessments carried out by Forus
over the past 5-year period, this
trend towards reporting on capacity
development efforts at the national
level has been moving in a positive
direction for at least 2 years now:
capacity development was
mentioned by 72% of the VNRs in
2019, 82% in 2020 and 86% in 2021.

No evidence of a strategic
approach to CSO capacity
development for SDGs.

Despite the fact that SDG 17 is
reviewed by the HLPF every year,
and that this goal underlines the
importance of capacity development
as a key means of implementation of
the SDG agenda, there is still no
sign that the majority of countries
are serious about addressing the
issue of capacity development,
particularly aimed at civil society.
As noted in previous Forus reports
on this topic, there is still no
evidence of systematic and long-
term efforts by governments to
strengthen the capacities of civil
society linked to the implementation
of the 2030 Agenda. The data from
the 2021 VNRs does not indicate any
change in this regard.



0)k] No capacity development
provided to support the
development of alternative
civil society reports (so-
called “shadow” or
“spotlight” reports).

Although many of the 2021 VNRs
highlighted the key role of CSOs in
both the implementation of the 2030
Agenda, and in government
consultations prior to the HLPF, the
reporting on actual efforts to
strengthen CSOs and their

capacities was much less frequent.

Very few of the 2021 VNRs had
paragraphs which were reserved for
civil society inputs. On the contrary,
specific inputs from CSOs were often
made available only in alternative
civil society reports which are
produced independently at the
initiative of civil society organizations
who ensure resourcing and data
collection and coordinate the
contributions of several CSOs to the
content of the report. While these
CSO shadow (or spotlight) reports
are not part of the official VNRs, they
play an important role in providing a
counterbalance to the official claims
being made in VNRs about the pace
and success of national efforts to
achieve the effective implementation
of the SDGs and provide more
critical analysis of the available data.
Despite their importance, such
reports produced by CSOs were only
available for 17 countries (out of 42)
which presented VNRs in 2021. And
despite the scope, complexity and
importance of many CSO shadow
reports, there is no data on official
capacity development support
provided for the production of these
valuable reports.

m Despite international

engagements, donor
countries do not meet their
official Development
Assistance (ODA) targets and
datais lacking on the share
flowing to €SO capacity
development.

The best known target in
international development aid is
having ODA representing 0.7% of
donor countries' gross national
income (GNI). However, in 2021, the
total ODA for all OECD DAC
member countries combined as a
percent of GNI stood at 0.33%. In
addition, several countries,
sometimes reclassified in terms of
their income status, exposed the
worsening levels of international aid
received,? despite the remaining
challenges and high inequalities they
still have to face. The dependency on
donor countries, including for
funding capacity development,
creates a power imbalance to the
detriment of the aid recipients. An
increase in funding and
disaggregated data is required, and a
change in mindset will be needed to
address power imbalances. Besides,
in order to balance power dynamics
and ensure a diversity of funds for
capacity development, more
triangular and South-South
cooperation on capacity
development could be useful
alternatives. In their respective VNRs,
countries such as China, Malaysia,
Qatar and Azerbaijan mention South-
South cooperation as a key
component of their international aid.
However, these initiatives are mainly
aimed at partner countries and not
at CSOs.

https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/official-development-assistance.htm

This trend has also been identified as a challenge by Forus members. For example, BOCONGO (Forus member in Botswana) claims that
many international NGO funding mechanisms stopped due to the classification of their country as an Upper middle-income country in
2009.


https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/official-development-assistance.htm

m Digitalization: a major
development challenge and
priority, but little evidence
of digital capacity
development programmes
for CSOs.

Digitalization and the need to
increase internet access were
identified as key national planning
priorities by many reporting
governments in the 2021 VNRs. At
the same time, the existing digital
divide, particularly between rural
and urban areas, was identified by
many governments from the Global
South as an obstacle to the

implementation of the 2030 Agenda.

Only 4 countries (9%) presenting
their VNRs in 2021 did not mention
the important role of technology in
the implementation of the 2030
Agenda.

While only a few VNRs provided
concrete examples of the
implementation of national
measures related to digitalisation,
several countries used their VNRs
to call for greater capacity
development assistance in order

to reduce the digital gap and meet

the accelerating digitalization
challenges resulting from the
pandemic.

On the other hand, the 2021 VNRs
suggest that when there were
capacity development programmes
provided by governments related to
digitalization and new digital tools,
they were often linked with
education, e-government, Covid-19
response and transparency (with
digital platforms sharing data and
indicators for example). However,
the 2021 VNRs provide little
description of how internet and
digital services are used to support
the work of CSOs. Moreover, none of
the mentioned programmes were
specifically dedicated to CSOs, even
though the digital civic space is a
major current topic. Unfortunately,
little evidence could be found of
any awareness on the part of
governments of the role
digitalization can play in
facilitating a more enabling
environment for CSOs.




m Major challenge of Covid-19
to effective SDG
implementation and the
capacity development of
different stakeholder
groups.

Of the 42 VNRs presented in 2021,
only 3 VNRs did not include Covid-19
reporting. Of the 39 VNRs that did
include such reporting, 16
dedicated an entire chapter to this
topic. The Covid-19 global pandemic
led to the cancellation or
postponement of many major
regional or international events. At
the national or local level, SDG-
related events were canceled or
organized digitally, including capacity
development workshops involving
State and civil society
representatives, resulting in effective
multi-stakeholder engagement
becoming much more difficult to
achieve.

Little emphasis on the
capacity development of
women’s rights
organizations.

While most 2021 VNRs presented
data, government actions and
national policies implemented for
gender equality, capacity
development programs aimed at
developing the individual skills of
women or organizational skills of
women'’s collectives are not
systematically detailed. As noted in
last year's Forus report on this topic,
the capacity development programs
for women are typically linked to
microcredit management, vocational
training or political participation.
Only a few 2021 VNRs presented
actions taken by governments to
develop the capacities of women's
rights organizations.




WHENEVER THERE IS SOMETHING ON CAPACITY FROM THE GOVERNMENT
SIDE, THEY USE CAPACITY BUILDING. IT'S ALWAYS BUILDING IT'S NEVER
DEVELOPMENT. AND | FIND THAT ODD. FOR ME BUILDING, MEANS
THERE'S NOTHING THERE, WE'RE GOING TO BUILD FROM SCRATCH, SO
THERE IS NO RECOGNITION OF ALL THE EXPERTISE, ALL THE CAPACITY,
EVERYTHING THAT ALREADY EXISTS.

- ANA DE OLIVEIRA - COOPERATION CANADA

-




KEY PRINCIPLES
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DEVELOPMENT

FORUS’ APPROACH
TO ITS CAPACITY
DEVELOPMENT
ACTIVITIES

Forus’ concrete actions to support the
strengthening of national NGO platforms
take multiple forms such as Leadership
Development Programs, the development
of participatory guides, toolkits and
publications based on members’
contributions, online or face-to-face
workshops, spaces for peer to peer
exchanges such as working groups,
virtual coaching, access to expertise
provided by consultants, support for
content dissemination, etc. Forus also
supports the capacity development of its
members via a financial support
mechanism. Below you will find more
information about this mechanism, which
details several aspects of Forus’ approach to
capacity development.

This support is provided to capacity
development projects led and implemented
by Forus’ members, which are aligned with
their specific needs and the needs of their
own members.

This helps to identify innovative practices in
the network, fosters peer exchange and
learning, ensures ownership and impact, and
provides safe spaces to build collaboration
in the network.

Between 2017 and 2022, Forus supported
its national members to lead 62 capacity
development projects.

The overarching aim of this support is to
contribute to the production of knowledge
by civil society by providing the means and
the space for civil society networks in
different countries to work on a wide range
of thematics. The entire Forus network, and
beyond, learns from the collective
intelligence that emerges from these
projects. Sharing these multiple experiences
from different contexts establishes synergies
in the Forus' network and strengthens the
network’s common vision for social change.
Exchanging information and mutual
learning also ultimately increases the
collective impact of the network.




0
A supportive secretariat:

Members appreciated the guidance
they received from the Forus’
secretariat throughout the project
implementation and reporting
processes, which included regular

calls, debriefing sessions and
feedback, as well as support in the
preparation of financial reports.

In 2021, Forus contracted external evaluators from the
Organisation Development Support (ODS) to undertake
a member-led assessment of this support. A total of 32
members contributed to the process, including
members who received the support and some that did
not .
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Facilitation of peer exchange and
learning:

Peer exchange and learning are
seen by members as key to Forus’
added value. They highlighted the
potential opportunities for peer
learning and exchange as well as
the important role that the Forus’
Peer Committee provided in
analyzing capacity development
proposals submitted by members.
Those who have proposed and
implemented joint projects with
other Forus members valued the
learning curve this opportunity
presented.



https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/official-development-assistance.htm

Recognizing diversity

The wide diversity of civil society
organizations, the variety of contexts
in which they operate and the
different capacities which exist
amongst them need to be
recognized where capacity
development is concerned. Capacity
development programs for CSOs
should be context-specific.
Recognizing diversity also involves
recognizing the differences in levels
of access to resourcing between
CSOs.

ownership and local leadership

When it comes to the capacity
development needs of CSOs, CSOs
themselves should have the power
to determine all steps of the
process, both during the
identification and mapping of these
needs as well as when it comes to
the decisions to determine how
those needs will be addressed,
shaping the activities to be
implemented. External partners can
support capacity development
processes and help to provide
flexible processes that are conducive
to learning. For instance, Forus
dialogues with its own donors so
that the support for its members
does not pre-determine a set of
capacity development activities to be
implemented. Instead, Forus
commits to a participatory process
for the determination of these needs
by members.




Horizontality and recognition of
existing knowledge

Any initiative aiming at learning can
benefit from a horizontal approach,
leaving hierarchical relationships
outside the door, while openly
recognizing the power dynamics that
can exist during the different
activities. Recognizing that everyone
has something to teach and
everyone has something to learn in
an exchange can contribute to more
horizontal and deep exchanges,
bringing the root causes and
challenges to the surface and
addressing them.

Multi-stakeholders

Capacity development activities can
benefit from the presence of
different stakeholders in a
horizontal dialogue. These
stakeholders can include academia,
public entities, private actors, or
other groups, as appropriate.
However, the horizontal nature of
such exchanges is crucial to their
success, and particular attention
should be paid to possible power
dynamics, which need to be
acknowledged and addressed.
Opportunities for peer-exchange in a
multi-stakeholder setting can
promote the recognition of the
knowledge held by civil society.

Adaptability

Capacity development initiatives
should have the flexibility to adapt
to unforeseen aspects or emerging
needs during their
implementation. It is simply not
possible to fully determine in
advance how a learning process will
take place. The adaptability to allow
the participants to determine the
way forward is key for a process that
is truly owned by participants. In
addition, several external factors
may arise, such as the Covid-19
pandemic which forced many CSOs
to quickly adapt their capacity
development priorities. This new
context not only led to a shift of
activities to online formats but also
to the creation of new capacity
development resources or training,
for instance on how to use online
softwares. Where possible, CSOs also
adapted their offline activities. For
instance in some places, CSOs used
different means of communication,
such as radios or sound trucks, to
convey their messages.

A variety of methodologies much
broader than training

Even though sometimes used
interchangeably, capacity
development encompasses a wide
range of activities much broader
than training. Other capacities that
CSOs should have access to are
innovative tools and practices,
spaces created for meaningful CSO
participation and learning,
foreseeable and sustainable support
allowing for long-term planning and
investment in human capital, as well
as access to relevant information
that is easily accessible in terms of
content, language and format.




WE ARE TOTALLY PERSUADED THAT DEVELOPMENT CANNOT ONLY
BE FUNDED BY THE NORTH, IT CANNOT BE A SORT OF "CHARITY".
PEOPLE IN THE SOUTH NEED TO BE ABLE TO TAKE CARE OF THIS.

- MOSES ISOOBA - UNNFGO




CONCLUSIONS &
RECOMMENDATIONS

Forus and its members believe
that there is an urgent need e
for systemic global reform of
the way in which capacity
development is resourced and
provided to key stakeholders
for SDG monitoring and
implementation, including civil
society organizations
everywhere.

......



The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is the major international policy framework
promoting sustainable development. It is an ambitious, integrated and comprehensive agenda.
SDG 17 includes clear commitments to support multi-stakeholder partnerships (with civil society
identified as an important stakeholder group) as a key means of implementing the agenda.
Most UN Member States are signatories and have committed to the achievement of the SDGs by
2030.

Civil society around the world will not be effective in SDG implementation unless it has
access to ongoing, high quality, and appropriately contextualized capacity development
in a range of different areas including, for example, data collection and analysis, digital skills,
climate mitigation and adaptation, amongst others. Unfortunately, there is little evidence to date
in the VNRs that have been submitted by governments between 2017 and 2021 that the capacity
development of different stakeholder groups, and in particular civil society, have been
prioritized as an important means of implementation for the achievement of the 2030 Agenda.

RECOMMENDATION:

The progress of governments in providing for the capacity development of different stakeholder
groups, including civil society, should be prioritized as part of the UN HLPF's annual review of
SDG 17. Governments should be strongly encouraged to report on the progress they have
made in providing for the capacity development of civil society and other stakeholder
groups in the VNRs they submit to the UN HLPF.




Forus’ analysis shows that, as in previous years, governments tend to use the term capacity
development as a “catch-all” term to report on activities as wide-ranging as vocational training,
formal education and capacity building of civil society, amongst others.

The lack of a shared or working definition of capacity development used by governments
when preparing their VNRs significantly reduces the possibility of comparing progress
across countries and regions. The fact that many governments lack a clear definition of
capacity development also suggests that they have not developed an understanding of, nor an
approach to, capacity development as an essential element of their country's attempts to
achieve the goals and targets of the SDGs - both domestically and in terms of international
development cooperation. This is unfortunate, and the experience of Forus and its members
suggests that a well-designed approach to capacity development, based on meaningful
consultation with different stakeholder groups including civil society, can be much more
effective in achieving shared development objectives.

RECOMMENDATION:

The UN and its Member States should develop a clear and shared definition of capacity
development for the purposes of VNR reporting. This definition can build in flexibility but
should allow appropriate measurement and comparison between countries and regions of the
SDG-related capacity development initiatives which are targeted at different stakeholder groups,
including civil society organizations.




3.

SDG 17 reporting in the 2021 VNRs suggested that governments who have made some effort to
make progress towards the capacity development targets of SDG 17 have tended to prioritize
capacity development for particular sectors, including government officials and other
institutional actors. All governments should adopt a strategic, long-term, well-thought-out
and properly resourced approach to prioritize the capacity development of civil society
linked to SDG implementation.

RECOMMENDATION:

As SDG 17 of the 2030 Agenda mandates the international community to provide for the
capacity development of different stakeholder groups, including civil society, UN Member
States should set annual national targets for achieving the capacity development of these
stakeholder groups. Targets should be agreed upon consultation with civil society and other
relevant stakeholder groups. Progress in achieving these annual capacity development targets
should be regularly reported on in the VNRs submitted by governments to the UN HLPF.




Most of the data available on CSO capacity development for SDG implementation in the 2021
VNRs was reported by donor-country governments. Capacity development programmes are
often a core element of overall approaches by these governments to international development
cooperation involving partner countries. In their 2021 VNRs, Southern governments
frequently highlighted capacity development as an essential requirement for successful
SDG implementation in their countries and called for additional resources to be urgently
provided to support such programmes.

Furthermore, many CSOs complain that donor countries tend to impose predetermined
objectives and outcomes onto the capacity development of civil society, without adequate
consultation. Civil society organizations should be centrally involved in identifying their own
capacity development needs, and in designing the programmes and activities to meet those
needs. It is possible to argue a case for the decolonization of capacity development approaches,
moving away from the current paradigm. The variety of knowledge and experiences coming
from the Global South should be recognized for the rich array of perspectives it provides,
fostering the creation of new solutions and innovations.

Capacity development processes themselves should be emancipatory and empowering,
enabling CSOs to be part of assessing their own needs and assuming a central role in planning,
designing, implementing and evaluating capacity development programmes and initiatives
which concern them.

RECOMMENDATION:

Civil society organizations everywhere should be fully involved in assessing their own capacity
development needs linked to SDG monitoring and implementation. CSOs should also be part of
agreeing the desired objectives and outcomes of their own capacity development. Donor-
country governments and international and bilateral donors should not be prescriptive in
their funding of CSO capacity development and should create the conditions for much
greater levels of autonomy on the part of CSOs in planning, designing, and evaluating
their own capacity development programmes and initiatives.



The capacity development of civil society organizations linked to SDG monitoring and
implementation is inadequately resourced, particularly in the Global South. The access for CSOs
to resources for SDG-related capacity development tends to rely to a large extent on bilateral
and international donors.

A growing body of civic space research highlights the way in which autocratic
governments have exploited national laws and regulations to restrict the access of CSOs
to funding and to weaken the ability of civil society to hold governments to account. 4
Research has also identified the considerable difficulties which social movements, which are
often informal, face in trying to access funding for their work, capacity development, and other
activities, given the many formal requirements they must meet in order to be considered eligible
to receive funding.

Much of the current work being carried out by CSOs globally, including around advocacy for civic
space, calls for much greater access to adequate, predictable, and sustainable civil society
funding which would also contribute to addressing capacity development needs. Innovative and
flexible new CSO funding mechanisms, prioritizing long-term and unrestricted financial support,
need to be urgently developed, to resource capacity development and to ensure that less
formalized forms of civic participation are also eligible to receive funding for capacity
development. Since capacity development is a cross-cutting issue and in order to move
away from top-down funding systems, other solutions can be developed. For example,
capacity development could be supported through pooled funds. This change would allow
multiple donors to participate in capacity development initiatives for civil society. Moreover, as
proposed in a previous Forus report on the topic, a new global fund linked to SDG 17 should be
established to resource the capacity development needs of civil society and other key
stakeholder groups, linked to SDG monitoring and implementation.5

RECOMMENDATION:

A new SDG 17-related global fund should be established to resource the capacity
development needs of civil society and other key stakeholder groups for SDG monitoring
and implementation. The creation of this new global fund would allow overcoming many of
the funding obstacles currently faced by CSOs and particularly in countries where the resourcing
of SDG-related CSO capacity development is inadequate. Civil society and other stakeholders
must be fairly represented in the governance arrangements of the new global fund.
Transparent, effective, and multi-level funding modalities should be agreed by all of the fund’s
stakeholders. The creation of new multi-level funding modalities will ensure that sufficient
capacity development funds are made available to CSOs and other stakeholder groups at
regional, sub-regional, national and local levels, for the purposes of SDG monitoring and
implementation.

4 https://www.forus-international.org/en/pdf-detail/75945-forus-international-scoping-study-of-national-ngo-platforms-experiences-in-
promoting-an-enabling-environment

5 https://www.forus-international.org/pdf-detail/77140-prioritizing-the-capacity-building-of-civil-society-for-effective-sdg-implementation


https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/official-development-assistance.htm

In addition to the establishment of a new global fund to support the SDG-related capacity
development of key stakeholder groups, there is also a need for the international community to
agree on a new global architecture to streamline institutional responsibility for promoting and
monitoring SDG-related capacity development for different stakeholder groups and to promote
better connections between the various actors and processes involved. Given the wide-ranging
and comprehensive nature of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals, and the many different
institutions and service providers involved in capacity development at international, regional,
national and sub-national levels, it will be important for the international community to
streamline institutional responsibility for promoting, ensuring and monitoring SDG-
related capacity development for different stakeholder groups.

RECOMMENDATION:

A new global architecture should be agreed upon to streamline institutional
responsibility for promoting and monitoring SDG-related capacity development for
different stakeholder groups, and to foster greater connections between the various actors and
processes involved. The function of this new global architecture of capacity development
institutions, agencies and actors should, amongst other things, encourage innovation and
experimentation in SDG-related needs-assessment processes for different stakeholder groups,
promote transnational peer-exchange and learning processes, share good practices and identify
new capacity development challenges and opportunities among different stakeholder groups.
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http://forus-international.org/
contact @forus-international.org
@Forus _int

Forus International

Instagram - forusinternational/

Forus is a member-driven network of 66 national
NGO platforms and 7 regional coalitions from all
continents, representing more than 22,000 NGOs
active locally and internationally on development,
human rights and environmental issues.
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