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SOUTH AFRICA IS GOING TO PRESENT ITS FIRST VNR TO THE INTERNATIONAL
COMMUNITY IN 2019. PREPARATIONS ARE WELL ON THEIR WAY, AND THE
SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY IS READYING ITSELF TO PLAY ITS PART IN THE
PROCESS. THE UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA HOSTS THE SOUTH AFRICAN
SDG HUB, A PLATFORM TO HELP POLICY-MAKERS AND RESEARCHERS
ENGAGE IN CONSTRUCTIVE DIALOGUE ON THE SDGS. PROF. WILLEM
FOURIE, COORDINATOR OF THE HUB, EXPLAINS THE APPROACH IN A
PERSONAL INTERVIEW.

Prof. Fourie, how do you see the
role of the scientific community in
the 2030 Agenda process generally?

What tendencies do you observe
internationally regarding the
science-policy dialogue in SDG
processes?

FOURIE: The scientific community
has vast intellectual resources to
contribute to the realisation of the
2030 Agenda. And the bulk of the
research done and the innovations
developed at universities and other
research institutions are already in
one way or another relevant for
governments, companies and CSOs
interested in the implementation
of this Agenda. In my view, the
main challenge lies in the timely
translation of research findings
into formats that are accessible to
policy-makers. In this regard, there
exists a dire need for intermediary
platforms to handle this process of
connection and translation.

Surprisingly, most governments and
national scientific communities find
it challenging to engage in constructive science-policy dialogues.
Typically, several reasons are given
for this, such as the complexity of
the evidence bases, clashing timelines, lack of trust and budgetary
constraints. Despite these barriers,
I still find the difficulty of constructive science-policy dialogues
surprising, as most researchers want
as many people as possible to use
their research, and governments
have a strong interest in accessing
and using the research produced
in their respective national science,
technology and innovation (STI)
systems.
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What motivates scientists to contribute to the VNR process? What
is your own motivation?
The 2030 Agenda’s SDGs encompass a very large array of themes. In
fact, it is not possible for any one
person or actor to have a complete
grasp on all of the SDGs. Reporting
on a country’s progress in realising
the SDGs is therefore necessarily
a process that should involve very
many actors – including researchers.

WHOLE OF SOCIETY
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In my view, researchers’ main
motivation for participating in
VNR preparation processes should
be borne from a sense of societal
responsibility. As researchers, we
are responsible for making a contribution both in our respective fields
of expertise as well as in the society
that gives us a ‘social licence’ to do
our research.

You are the coordinator of the
South African SDG Hub, which is
hosted by the University of Pretoria. What specific challenges do
you intend to solve with this Hub?

I would say the latter is my main
motivation for contributing towards the realisation of the SDGs in
South Africa, but I am also grateful
for having been ‘socialised’ in the
academic field of social ethics – later
specialising in leadership and development – which provides me with
the academic grounding for participating in more technical conversations surrounding the implementation of the SDGs.

We want to create one of the
intermediary platforms needed to
connect researchers and policy-makers. We are doing this by developing a number of interesting digital
technologies, by convening roundtables in collaboration with government partners and by disseminating
relevant information. In addition to
this, we are also working on some
substantive pieces of research on
issues related to coordination.

South Africa is planning to present
its first VNR to the HLPF in 2019.
What can you tell us about this
process from the perspective of
academia?

What has been your experience in
the South African review process
so far? What has worked well and
what have the challenges been?

There is certainly a growing interest
amongst South African researchers
in playing their part in South Africa’s VNR preparation process. As
the South African SDG Hub, we’re
privileged to be playing a role in
bringing together different stakeholders. In our view, an inclusive
VNR preparation process can go a
long way to supporting the realisation of our national and continental
development priorities.

In my reading of other countries’
preparation of their VNRs, coordination of the large number of
government and non-government
actors is tricky. This is certainly the
case in middle-income countries
such as South Africa too. But I view
the process of setting up the most
effective coordination structures as a
strategic opportunity for identifying
duplication and inefficiencies and
improving synergies between all
actors involved.

What recommendations do you
have regarding involvement of the
scientific community in the VNR
process in South Africa?
To me, the most important is to set
up, support and participate in intermediary platforms. This is what
we are trying to do with the South
African SDG Hub. Up to now, we
have received very positive feedback
from actors within government as
well as academia. But one platform
such as the South African SDG
Hub is certainly not enough. There
is a need for theme-specific platforms. Meeting the targets in SDG
3, for example, is dependent on a
different set of actions, actors and
institutions than in the case, say, of
those included in SDG 13. Platforms that cover the needs of specific groupings of societal actors are
also important, notably platforms
that link like-minded companies.

FOR THE MOST RECENT
INFO ON THE STRUCTURE
AND FOCUS AREAS OF
THE SOUTH AFRICAN
SDG HUB, PLEASE SEE:
HTTP://SASDGHUB.ORG/
ABOUT/

Tracking Progress Together
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SDG review as an engine for action:
Promising practices from around the world
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