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NETHERLANDS: 

A Structured Approach to  
Involving Multiple Stakeholders  
in SDG Reporting
THE NETHERLANDS HAS INTEGRATED SDG REVIEW INTO THE POLICY CYCLE THROUGH REGU-
LAR MEASURING, CONSULTING AND REPORTING ON PROGRESS. STRONG PARTNERSHIPS WITH 
RELEVANT STAKEHOLDERS HAVE MADE THIS PROCESS A TRULY COLLABORATIVE EFFORT.

A principle of the Dutch SDG 
process is to build on exist-
ing policies, institutions and 

bottom-up initiatives. A broad range 
of governmental and non-govern-
mental actors are involved in the 
implementation, follow-up and 
review of the universal goals. The 
annual process of reporting on SDG 
progress provides an excellent frame-
work for this.

The Minister for Foreign Trade and 
Development Cooperation is the 
Cabinet member responsible for 
coordinating overall SDG imple-
mentation both at the national level 
and in terms of Dutch contributions 
to achieving the SDGs in other 
countries. A National SDG Coor-
dinator chairs an inter-ministerial 
SDG network of focal points, which 
is composed of representatives from 
line ministries and tasked to for-
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33Tracking Progress Together

mulate and stimulate government 
action. In addition, the government 
works with five umbrella organ-
isations – for the private sector, 
academia, youth, local governments 
and NGOs – that serve as points 
of contact for assessing needs and 
coordinating the related consultation 
processes.

In 2016, the Minister for Foreign 
Trade and Development Coopera-
tion sent two letters to Parliament, 
outlining policy initiatives and im-
plementation approaches for every 
SDG. One of the actions proposed 
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was to report annually to Parliament 
on progress made towards achieving 
the SDGs.

The first national SDG report, 
signed by eight ministers, was issued 
in 2017. The report provides an 

overview of policies and activities 
by governmental and non-govern-
mental stakeholders, illustrating the 
collective nature of SDG implemen-
tation in the Netherlands. The five 
umbrella organisations each contrib-
uted one chapter to the report.

The report derives data from the 
Dutch National Statistical Office 
(CBS). In 2016, CBS was the first 
national statistical office in the 
world to provide statistical meas-
urements on SDG indicators. For 
the subsequent report, which was 
published in March 2018, CBS used 

additional data sets maintained by 
ministries and stakeholder organisa-
tions to boost data availability. This 
way, CBS was able to increase data 
coverage from 37% of SDG indica-
tors to 51% of indicators within just 
one year. 

The national SDG report served as 
one of the inputs for the VNR of 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
which was submitted and present-
ed to the UN High-level Political 
Forum in 2017. 

Partnerships are key 

Machiel van Stralen, SDG Team 
Leader at the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, highlights the importance 
of partnerships to promote SDG 
implementation. ‘Historically, we 
have a strong tradition of forming 
partnerships in the Netherlands, 
which originates from fighting sea 
water levels. This fits nicely with the 
2030 Agenda message that no single 
actor can achieve these goals alone – 
which is exactly what we had to learn 
the hard way in the Netherlands,’ he 
explains. 

Civil society is a strong force in the 
Netherlands that has only grown 
stronger under the scope of the 
2030 Agenda. The SDG Char-
ter, for example, which is today a 
multi-stakeholder platform with 
over 150 Dutch companies, 
NGOs, knowledge institu-
tions and philanthropists, 
originated in 2014 as a joint >>
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initiative by a Dutch 
multinational company 
and a social enterprise. 
The SDG Gateway is 

an online community of stakehold-
ers across sectors, where partners can 
create profiles and showcase their 
SDG work. And a national SDG 
summit in 2017 became the start of 
the ‘Adopt an SDG’ campaign, in 
which 25 members of parliament 
each adopted one or several SDGs. 

Starting in 2019, the national SDG 
review will also be integrated with 
the yearly Monitor on Well-being, 
which in turn was the outcome of 
a 2015 parliamentary initiative to 
assess well-being beyond gross do-
mestic product (GDP), taking into 
account indicators such as environ-
ment, health, education, labour, 
security, trust and inequality. 

The mobilising effect of  
the SDG process

Van Stralen believes that the key to 
attaining the SDGs is to utilise the 
mobilising effect of the process as it 
creates impact and visibility. For ex-
ample, the government has integrat-
ed the results of the review into its 
trade and official development aid 
policies. ‘This really shows the mobi-
lising role that the SDGs have played 
in putting sustainable development on 
the agenda. The SDGs concern issues 
that people and organisations 
deal with on a daily 
basis, whether it is 
energy pricing or a 
general effort to 
become “green-
er”’. A main 
outcome of 
the review, 
according 

to van Stralen, is 
that stakeholders see 

the connection between their own 
work, the work of the government 
and that of other partners.

A multi-stakeholder effort of this 
dimension obviously comes with 
some challenges too. For exam-
ple, elaborating the VNR with so 
many diverse actors meant dealing 
with different priorities, capacities 
and languages. ‘While NGOs tend 

>>

‘If statements from  

different groups are stream-

lined too much, you lose 

important insights.’

MACHIEL VAN STRALEN
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35Meeting the challenge

to have well-established structures 
and are used to writing reports, the 
youth had to develop a good way 
to coordinate their inputs to such a 
document,’ explains van Stralen. ‘Yet, 
if statements from different groups 
are streamlined too much, you lose 
important insights.’ This is one of the 
reasons why each of the five umbrel-
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la organisations was invited to write 
its own chapter for the report. In 
addition, the groups were not only 
encouraged to describe their own 
perspectives and contributions but 
also to identify areas for further ac-
tion and collaboration. This ensured 
a critical yet constructive approach 
to writing the report. 

Overall, van Stralen is very opti-
mistic: ‘We are now seeing progress 
in a number of fields where we have 
challenges, such as climate impact 
and renewable energy. In the future, 
we need to keep focusing on where 
there is still a distance to achieving 
the goals and then channel our 
resources and capacities into those 
areas.’ 

Against the backdrop of his 
experience, van Stralen stresses 
the importance of translating the 
momentum of the SDG review 
process into action. ‘The real value 
added is that you get the stakeholders 
around the table. They have to form 
a vision and come up with an action 
plan for themselves. The VNR report 
is really a means to an end, not a 
goal in itself,’ he concludes. 
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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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mulate and stimulate government 
action. In addition, the government 
works with five umbrella organ-
isations – for the private sector, 
academia, youth, local governments 
and NGOs – that serve as points 
of contact for assessing needs and 
coordinating the related consultation 
processes.

In 2016, the Minister for Foreign 
Trade and Development Coopera-
tion sent two letters to Parliament, 
outlining policy initiatives and im-
plementation approaches for every 
SDG. One of the actions proposed 
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was to report annually to Parliament 
on progress made towards achieving 
the SDGs.

The first national SDG report, 
signed by eight ministers, was issued 
in 2017. The report provides an 

overview of policies and activities 
by governmental and non-govern-
mental stakeholders, illustrating the 
collective nature of SDG implemen-
tation in the Netherlands. The five 
umbrella organisations each contrib-
uted one chapter to the report.

The report derives data from the 
Dutch National Statistical Office 
(CBS). In 2016, CBS was the first 
national statistical office in the 
world to provide statistical meas-
urements on SDG indicators. For 
the subsequent report, which was 
published in March 2018, CBS used 

additional data sets maintained by 
ministries and stakeholder organisa-
tions to boost data availability. This 
way, CBS was able to increase data 
coverage from 37% of SDG indica-
tors to 51% of indicators within just 
one year. 

The national SDG report served as 
one of the inputs for the VNR of 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
which was submitted and present-
ed to the UN High-level Political 
Forum in 2017. 

Partnerships are key

Machiel van Stralen, SDG Team 
Leader at the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, highlights the importance 
of partnerships to promote SDG 
implementation. ‘Historically, we 
have a strong tradition of forming 
partnerships in the Netherlands, 
which originates from fighting sea 
water levels. This fits nicely with the 
2030 Agenda message that no single 
actor can achieve these goals alone – 
which is exactly what we had to learn 
the hard way in the Netherlands,’ he 
explains. 

Civil society is a strong force in the 
Netherlands that has only grown 
stronger under the scope of the 
2030 Agenda. The SDG Char-
ter, for example, which is today a 
multi-stakeholder platform with 
over 150 Dutch companies, 
NGOs, knowledge institu-
tions and philanthropists, 
originated in 2014 as a joint >>
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2017 VNR Netherlands: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=332&me-
nu=3170
 
The Whole of Government Approach: Initial lessons (P4R, 2019): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/whole-of-government/
 
National SDG Review: data challenges and opportunities (P4R-PARIS21, 2019): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/National-SDG_Re-
view2019_web.pdf

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/

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/
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