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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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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 poor-
est could be living in fragile contexts 
by 2030.2

In Afghanistan, long-lasting armed 
conflict has weakened government 
institutions and economic perfor-
mance, with 55 per cent of the pop-
ulation now living under the poverty 
line. While development progress 
has significantly slowed since 2014, 
the country is deeply committed to 
the 2030 Agenda.

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 in-
clude the SDG targets and indica-
tors in their development strategies 
and policies. The MoEc is the desig-
nated SDG focal point and man-
dated to lead national coordination, 
planning, monitoring and reporting 
on SDG implementation.

2 http://www.oecd.org/publications/states-of-fragility-2018-9789264302075-en.htm

“You need to convey that the SDGs 

are not a plan, but a framework 

that has something for everyone.”
 

NABI SROOSH

To nationalise the SDGs, the 
MoEc’s SDG Secretariat con-
ducted comprehensive consulta-
tions to develop targets and 
indicators suited to the country’s 
special context and circumstanc-
es. The consultations involved 
stakeholders as diverse as govern-
ment agencies, civil society 
organisations, the private sector, 
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academia, international develop-
ment 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 develop-
ment 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 docu-
ment 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 opportu-
nity 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 suc-
cesses. The strong engagement of 
stakeholders in the process led to 
vibrant awareness-raising campaigns 
throughout the country, mobilis-
ing and building partnerships with 
different groups and bringing all 
sectors of society together. Further-
more, donors have aligned their pro-
grammes 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 eco-
nomic model is under development 

and it will be based on the SDGs of 
Afghanistan. The Strategic Frame-
work 2021-2030 for implementa-
tion of the Agenda, which will align 
all the programmes and projects in 
the country, is currently under con-
sultation. 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 coun-
tries, 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 build-
ing 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.

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

©
 S

DG
s 

Af
gh

an
is

ta
n 

20
19



25

CO
N
FL

IC
T-

AF
FE

CT
ED

 C
OU

N
TR

Y

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.

Another challenge relates to weak 
private-sector participation. “We are 
good at engaging all government enti-
ties. 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 involve-
ment of academia in the process: 
“to numerous events held in Afghan-
istan to build awareness and engage 
stakeholders, academia is becoming 
increasingly engaged in the SDG 
process”, they explain.

Furthermore, there are capacity defi-
cits and a need for more technical 
know-how. Capacity development is 
critical to ensuring effective poli-
cy-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 

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 set-
tings focus on communication and 
promote multi-stakeholder engage-
ment. “What we’ve learned from the 
entire process is how much commu-
nication 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 presenta-
tions, it was easier to gain stakehold-
er 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 frame-
work 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.

“We adapted the Agenda to the language and 

needs of the people, especially at the local level.”
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THIS MIGHT ALSO BE INTERESTING FOR YOU

from such diverse organisations 
was a new experience. In the past, 
the PSA had worked mainly with 
government and selected business 
data. Now the boundaries of the 
new data ecosystem were extended 
to explore data from all kinds of 
sources – and quality became a con-
cern that required special attention. 
For instance, most of the CGD were 
found to be generated only once as 
part of project outputs of the CSOs. 
In order for these CGD to be useful 
for SDG monitoring and to perhaps 
complement data generated from of-
ficial statistics, however, CGD must 
be released on a periodic basis (e.g. 
annually or biennially) and should 
provide data on specific sectoral 
groups or at sub-national level. 

One issue involved the questionnaire 
itself. Although great effort had gone 
into developing an easily under-
standable form, the replies revealed 
some misunderstandings about the 
statistical concepts used. This made 
follow-up necessary to validate and 
complement the information. The 
other issue concerned the diversity 
of methods and tools that CSOs 
apply. Assessing each of the data 
holdings showed that the organisa-
tions use a variety of approaches to 
collect and process data. A special 
task force was established to address 
these issues.

AN INNOVATIVE TASK FORCE TO 
DEFINE THE QUALITY ASSUR-
ANCE FRAMEWORK

The mandate of the interagency Task 
Force (TF) on CGD for Official 
Reporting is to discuss and agree on 
the CGD quality assurance frame-
work and help institutionalise the 
efforts and recommendations of 
the PSA-PARIS21 project. The TF 

includes represent-
atives from three 
government agen-
cies and the Univer-
sity of the Philip-
pines. Unusually, 
apart from these 
four entities, the 
majority of mem-
bers are CSOs. As 
San Buenaventura 
explains, “This is a 
landmark committee, 
because it is the first 
time that the Philip-
pines has an interagency TF composed 
mainly of CSOs.” The quality assur-
ance framework was used to assess 
CSO data holdings in terms of (a) 
relevance of the data, (b) credibility 
of the source, (c) timeliness and 
punctuality of releases, (d) docu-
mentation of methods used and (e) 
accessibility of aggregate data. Based 
on this analysis, a score allocation 
matrix was subsequently applied to 
identify which CSO data holdings 
have the potential to be used as 
inputs for SDG monitoring.

FINALISING THE PROJECT AND 
MOVING INTO THE FUTURE

In October 2019, the PSA organized 
the national CGD Dissemination 
Forum and several local forums to 
share the preliminary assessment 
with all CSOs that had returned the 
questionnaire. This gave them the 
opportunity to understand which 
quality dimensions of the delivered 
data require improvement. At the 
same time, the organisations were 
able to comment on and help refine 
the quality assurance framework. 
“The dissemination forum was also a 
way to recognise the CSOs for their in-
puts,” says San Buenaventura. “Their 
active participation was essential for 

us to complete this project.” The final 
project report will be released in the 
first half of 2020.

Looking to the future, all eyes are 
now on ensuring sustainability. After 
obtaining a commitment from the 
National Statistician (the head of the 
PSA) to continue, a roadmap was 
agreed to institutionalise CGD use 
in the Philippines. Some elements of 
this roadmap are:

•  Simplifying the questionnaire to 
make it easier for CSOs to under-
stand the questions and provide 
reliable information.

•  Building on the existing inventory 
of CGD and evaluating further 
high-potential data holdings 
through technical reviews and 
dialogue with CSOs and related 
government agencies.

•  Capacity building of CSOs, with 
customised information on statisti-
cal concepts and procedures. In the 
course of the project, many CSOs 
expressed interest in learning how 
the PSA carries out surveys, uses 
estimation techniques, etc. to ena-
ble them to implement best prac-
tices in their own organisations.
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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 poor-
est could be living in fragile contexts 
by 2030.2

In Afghanistan, long-lasting armed 
conflict has weakened government 
institutions and economic perfor-
mance, with 55 per cent of the pop-
ulation now living under the poverty 
line. While development progress 
has significantly slowed since 2014, 
the country is deeply committed to 
the 2030 Agenda.

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 in-
clude the SDG targets and indica-
tors in their development strategies 
and policies. The MoEc is the desig-
nated SDG focal point and man-
dated to lead national coordination, 
planning, monitoring and reporting 
on SDG implementation.

2 http://www.oecd.org/publications/states-of-fragility-2018-9789264302075-en.htm

“You need to convey that the SDGs 

are not a plan, but a framework 

that has something for everyone.”
 

NABI SROOSH

To nationalise the SDGs, the 
MoEc’s SDG Secretariat con-
ducted comprehensive consulta-
tions to develop targets and 
indicators suited to the country’s 
special context and circumstanc-
es. The consultations involved 
stakeholders as diverse as govern-
ment agencies, civil society 
organisations, the private sector, 
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2017 VNR Afghanistan: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=499&me-
nu=3170 

Afghanistan‘s SDG Website: 
http://sdgs.gov.af/ 

SDGs in Crisis - Lessons Learned in Fragile Settings (UNDP, 2020): 
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/crisis-prevention-and-recove-
ry/sdgs-in-crisis---lessons-learned-in-fragile-settings.html 

The Whole of Government Approach: Initial lessons (P4R, 2019): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/whole-of-government/

P4R The Whole of Society Approach – Levels of engagement and meaningful participa-
tion of different stakeholders (P4R, 2018): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/the-whole-of-society-approach/

National SDG Review: data challenges and opportunities (P4R-PARIS21, 2019): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/national-sdg-review/

Videos:
• Attaining governmental coherence for SDG review
• Engaging multiple stakeholders in SDG review
• Addressing the data challenge in SDG review
https://www.partners-for-review.de/resources/

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=499&menu=3170
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=499&menu=3170
http://sdgs.gov.af/
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/crisis-prevention-and-recovery/sdgs-in-crisis---lessons-learned-in-fragile-settings.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/crisis-prevention-and-recovery/sdgs-in-crisis---lessons-learned-in-fragile-settings.html
https://www.partners-for-review.de/whole-of-government/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/the-whole-of-society-approach/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/national-sdg-review/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/resources/

