AFGHANISTAN

SDG review in a fragile context
The Government of Afghanistan has been actively working on the SDGs since 2016.
It presented its first VNR at the HLPF in New York in July 2017. The Ministry of
Economy (MoEc) is the government’s lead agency on SDGs. Two experts from the
Ministry, Mirwais Baheej, Director General of Planning and Consolidation, and M.
Nabi Sroosh, Director General of Policy & Results-Based Monitoring share some of
their insights and provide recommendations for others.
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CONFLICT-AFFECTED COUNTRY

“You need to convey that the SDGs
are not a plan, but a framework
that has something for everyone.”
THE CONTEXT
Fragility and violent conflict are
increasingly recognised as serious
obstacles to the SDGs. About two
billion people worldwide live in
countries that are affected by these
conditions. The OECD ‘States of
Fragility 2018’ report forecasts that,
if this issue is not addressed, more
than 80 per cent of the world’s poorest could be living in fragile contexts
by 2030.2
In Afghanistan, long-lasting armed
conflict has weakened government
institutions and economic performance, with 55 per cent of the population now living under the poverty
line. While development progress
has significantly slowed since 2014,
the country is deeply committed to
the 2030 Agenda.

NABI SROOSH

SDG NATIONALISATION,
ALIGNMENT AND
IMPLEMENTATION
In 2016, Afghanistan established
an Executive Committee to oversee
SDG nationalisation, alignment and
implementation. The Committee
ensures that all budget entities include the SDG targets and indicators in their development strategies
and policies. The MoEc is the designated SDG focal point and mandated to lead national coordination,
planning, monitoring and reporting
on SDG implementation.

To nationalise the SDGs, the
MoEc’s SDG Secretariat conducted comprehensive consultations to develop targets and
indicators suited to the country’s
special context and circumstances. The consultations involved
stakeholders as diverse as government agencies, civil society
organisations, the private sector,
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2 http://www.oecd.org/publications/states-of-fragility-2018-9789264302075-en.htm
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SDG PHASES IN
AFGHANISTAN
• Nationalisation:
March 2016 – May 2017
• Alignment and Integration:
July 2017 – December 2018
• Localisation and Prioritisation:
January 2019 – September
2020
• Implementation:
January 2021 – 2030
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academia, international development partners, women and youth
groups. As a result of this process,
Afghanistan adopted 110 targets
and 177 indicators for 16 of the 17
global goals.3 Subsequently, and in
close cooperation with the Executive
Committee, the MoEc worked with
government agencies to align
Afghanistan’s SDGs with development programmes and priorities.
Each goal, target and indicator was
assigned to one of eight budgetary
sectors, which form the basis not
only for Afghanistan’s SDG document but for all national and
sectoral strategies. The Ministry
continues to work closely with all
relevant stakeholders to ensure the
successful implementation of the
SDGs.

ACHIEVEMENTS
According to Baheej and Sroosh,
initially it was difficult to convey
the message that the SDGs were not
something external but an opportunity to align national programmes
and plans. “It took quite some time
to convince people that the SDGs are
no different to their daily development
practice. Rather, they are all about the
people, economic development and the
planet,” says Baheej.
Meanwhile, Afghanistan has
achieved some noteworthy successes. The strong engagement of
stakeholders in the process led to
vibrant awareness-raising campaigns
throughout the country, mobilising and building partnerships with
different groups and bringing all
sectors of society together. Furthermore, donors have aligned their programmes with the SDGs and most
of the national development projects
are aligned with the global goals.
“Development plans countrywide
are now very much SDG-oriented,”
explains Sroosh. Afghanistan’s economic model is under development

and it will be based on the SDGs of
Afghanistan. The Strategic Framework 2021-2030 for implementation of the Agenda, which will align
all the programmes and projects in
the country, is currently under consultation. Another success story was
the VNR presentation at the HLPF
in July 2017. “We presented the report
in a unique manner with a video clip,
voices from Parliament, the President’s
adviser and NGOs, followed by a
short presentation and government
statements,” says Sroosh. “This was
very well received by the international
audience at the HLPF.”

CHALLENGES AND THE WAY
AHEAD
As with other conflict-affected countries, Afghanistan faces a number
of challenges that impede progress
on the 2030 Agenda. The first is the
lack of accurate and authentic data
to track progress. Although foreign
partners are helping to address
this issue, a significant amount of
effort still needs to go into building a comprehensive database of
SDG-related information. The lack

3 Being a landlocked country, SDG 14 (Life Below Water) seemed of less immediate relevance for Afghanistan.

Another challenge relates to weak
private-sector participation. “We are
good at engaging all government entities. But a whole-of-society approach
is more difficult,” says Baheej. A key
task for the government will be to
find ways to improve its engagement
with the private sector. “We need to
get ideas from other countries,” Baheej
remarks. However, he and Sroosh
acknowledge the increasing involvement of academia in the process:
“to numerous events held in Afghanistan to build awareness and engage
stakeholders, academia is becoming
increasingly engaged in the SDG
process”, they explain.

Sroosh underline that continued
international support will be crucial
for Afghanistan to implement the
2030 Agenda successfully. “Even if
peace comes to the country, we will
still need support for some time,” says
Sroosh.

LESSONS LEARNED AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
How can the SDG implementation
and review be kept on course? Based
on their experiences, Baheej and
Sroosh recommend that countries in
fragile and conflict-affected settings focus on communication and
promote multi-stakeholder engagement. “What we’ve learned from the
entire process is how much communication matters,” says Baheej. By
visiting the provinces and speaking
with a variety of stakeholders in

2017 and 2018, they realised that
language is particularly important.
“You need to adapt the language to
different stakeholders, for example
CSOs and academia,” he suggests.
By developing tailor-made presentations, it was easier to gain stakeholder buy-in: “We adapted the Agenda
and the SDGs to the language and
needs of the people, especially at the
local level.” Also, it is important to
communicate that the government
is not imposing the Agenda on the
population: “You need to convey that
the SDGs are not a plan, but a framework that has something for everyone,”
says Sroosh. Finally, he suggests
that governments implement an
oversight mechanism that involves
everyone in a meaningful manner
and helps monitor and report on
progress with the Agenda.

CONFLICT-AFFECTED COUNTRY

of data also made it difficult to draft,
structure and present Afghanistan’s
VNR. Government agencies helped
improve the report’s consistency
and validate its accuracy. When
presenting the VNR to the HLPF,
“creativity was our solution,” Sroosh
says proudly.
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Furthermore, there are capacity deficits and a need for more technical
know-how. Capacity development is
critical to ensuring effective policy-making, implementation, data
gathering and analysis. In addition,
mobilising and sustaining resources
for SDG implementation remains
difficult in Afghanistan. After many
years of support, donor funding is
diminishing. When asked about the
role of foreign partners, Baheej and

“We adapted the Agenda to the language and
needs of the people, especially at the local level.”
MIRWAIS BAHEEJ
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are not a plan, but a framework
that has something for everyone.”
THE CONTEXT
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