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THE INVOLVEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS IN THE SDG REVIEW IS NOT JUST A TASK FOR THE 
GOVERNMENT. CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS IN TOGO HAVE ALSO BEEN TAKING THINGS 
INTO THEIR OWN HANDS, SPENDING TIME, EFFORT AND THEIR OWN RESOURCES TO ENABLE 
BROAD PARTICIPATION AND LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND. THE RESULT IS A WIN-WIN SITUATION 
FOR BOTH SIDES, THE IMPACT OF WHICH GOES BEYOND A CIVIL SOCIETY FOOTPRINT ON 
A GOVERNMENT DOCUMENT. PASSION, OWNERSHIP AND PERSEVERANCE ARE AMONG THE 
SUCCESS FACTORS OF THE TOGOLESE CIVIL SOCIETY FORUM.

TOGO: 

Mobilising Civil Society  
for the SDG Review
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21Tracking Progress Together

The 2018 VNR is the third in a 
row that the country has sub-
mitted to the HLPF. Civil soci-

ety organisations (CSOs) have been 
involved from year one, but over 
the years the movement has become 
stronger, and ever more people and 
organisations are joining the process.

At first sight, the VNR preparation 
process in Togo seems quite straight-
forward: the Ministry of Planning 
and Development, which coordi-
nates the overall SDG process, pre-
pares the Terms of Reference (ToR) 
for the VNR and shares them with 
relevant governmental and non-gov-
ernmental stakeholders. Based on 
the validated ToR and a series of 
consultations, the Ministry prepares 
a first draft of the report, which goes 
out to everyone for comments. The 
feedback is incorporated into the 
second draft, which the Ministry 
then sends again out to all stake-
holders. The final VNR is validated 
at a national workshop attended by 
representatives of all stakeholder 
groups.

A coalition to leave  
no one behind

Within this government-led process, 
Togolese CSOs have made great ef-
forts to ensure the broadest possible 

representation of views. The coinci-
dence of two national processes was 
a catalyst for their forming a coali-
tion. Sena Alouka, National Di-
rector of Young Volunteers for the 
Environment and a participant in 
all three reviews, recalls: ‘Two years 
ago, the government invited some 
CSOs to contribute to drafting the 
National Development Plan (NDP). 
They had some initial contacts, but 
various groups were fighting each oth-
er. In this context, we decided to form 
a working group to try and forge our 
own way into the process. We used the 
SDG window to bring all the groups 

 

“It is an unacceptable excuse for any CSO in any 

country to claim that they can’t do anything because 

they don’t have the money. Our process proves how 

much you can achieve without external funds.”
 

   SENA ALOUKA
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together and establish a platform in 
which everyone has the same power. 
Our goal was to reach out to as many 
organisations as possible, to really 
leave no one behind. Luckily, almost 
everyone believed in this process, and 
we ended up creating the Civil Society 
Forum on SDGs.’

According to Alouka, the motiva-
tion for all these groups to partic-
ipate lies in a ‘triangle of benefits’. 
First, the SDG process 
provides a unique opportu-
nity for everyone to come 
together, form a coalition >>
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and overcome the old silos. Sec-
ond, being organised as an open 
forum fosters citizen participation. 
Members reach out to local author-
ities, technicians, students, smaller 
CSOs, vulnerable groups and many 
others all over the country, extend-
ing participation to the broader 
public. Third, working together in-
creases overall civil society influence 
and advocacy in the VNR process. 
For example, the Forum organised a 
one-day internal workshop the day 
before the national VNR validation 
workshop. Members discussed the 
draft VNR, shared information and 
stories and gathered evidence to 
contribute to the report. As a result, 
the Togo VNR contains several 
paragraphs and sentences that were 
drafted by CSOs.

This is an added value for the gov-
ernment too, as some information 
is only available from CSOs. The 
Minister of Planning recognises 
these efforts by supporting partic-
ipation of CSO delegates at the 
HLPF. ‘This increases our visibility 
and helps build our capacities. But 
first and foremost, it helps build a 
strong civil society alliance,’ says 
Alouka.

Identifying resources

But what about resources: who pays 
for all this? In the beginning, the 
Forum tried to avoid fundraising. 
They feared that external funding 
would only resurrect the old demon 
of competition, as it would create a 
need to manage and decide about 
money. So far, most of the work has 
been done on a voluntary basis. For 
example, the 2017 CSO shadow 
report was written in its entirety by 
volunteers. Members also contrib-
ute with existing resources, such 

as offices, internet access, furniture 
and other equipment. This made it 
possible to organise some 40 to 50 
meetings in Lomé and the rest of 
the country, using the premises of 
member organisations. Some people 
also contribute financially from their 
own pocket, especially members of 
the diaspora, which the Forum has 
been able to engage in the process. 
Finally, some organisations have 
ongoing projects or programmes on 
the ground from which they may 
use some resources, thereby gaining 
visibility.

However, some things do require ex-
tra money. For example, the shadow 
report could not be printed because 
of a lack of funds. In addition, the 
Forum would like to organise more 
activities, such as an SDG festival, 
a national campaign or a series of 
training events, but so far fundrais-
ing efforts have not been successful.

Investing in partnerships

Alouka mentions three other chal-
lenges in the process: understanding, 
trust, and time. ‘Knowledge is pow-
er,’ he says. ‘To build a strong CSO 
alliance, you need people to have a good 
understanding.’ But the SDGs are a 
complex package. They need to be 
explained to all members and also be 
framed in ways that the target groups 
understand. With no training and 
little time, this was and remains no 
easy task for the organisers.

Developing trust and the capacity 
to work as a team is another ongo-
ing challenge for this diverse group. 
‘There is no precedence in Togo for 
what we are trying to do. We have a 
history of divisions in our country; 
there is a lot of distrust. Bringing 
people together just like that and 
saying “hey, let’s work together for 
development” is something that just 
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hasn’t happened in the past 20 years. 
It is a learning process – but we are on 
a good path.’

Finally, developing a new working 
relationship with the government 
takes time on both sides. In the past, 
the administration used to work 
with just a few selected organisa-
tions. Now there is the Forum, 
and no organisation walks alone. 
‘Dealing with this huge crowd will 
take time; the government also needs 
to learn,’ says Alouka.

In terms of achievements, the most 
visible results are, of course, the text 
contributions to the official VNR 
and the shadow report. These are 
authentic CSO inputs – and some-
thing unthinkable in the past. How-
ever, less visible, but at least equally 
important, is the fact that many 
organisations feel strengthened 
because of this process. Participa-
tion has given them a new sense of 
identity and belonging. The process 
has helped level the playing field 
between the big and the small. Fur-
thermore, the Togo model has been 
so successful that CSOs from other 
countries – for example, Benin, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo 
and Niger – have approached the 
Togolese Forum for support in their 
own processes, which members have 
been happy to provide.

ASKED ABOUT SUCCESS FACTORS AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS, ALOUKA COMES UP  
WITH A WHOLE LIST:

•  SPONTANEITY: Don’t wait for someone to invite you. Just stand up, 

get together and make your voice heard.

•  OWNERSHIP: Make the process your own; be proud of what civil 

society has to contribute. Put yourselves in the driver’s seat.

•  TECHNOLOGY: Use new social media. WhatsApp has been very 

effective in Togo in bringing people together, sharing information 

and engaging in discussions with some 300 organisations.

•  VOLUNTEERISM: Work with motivated volunteers and try to rely 

as much as possible on existing resources.

•  TRANSPARENCY: Give up any hidden agenda; don’t try to control. 

Instead, make everything open and share all information with 

everyone else.

•  PASSION: Put your heart into it, believe in what you do!

•  MOSAIC SPIRIT: Keep looking out for new groups to join. Be open 

to everyone – the diaspora, the handicapped, the LGBT communi-

ty, albinos and anyone else who may still be left outside.

•  PERSEVERANCE: Walk the last mile to bring life to the ‘leave no 

one behind’ principle.

•  COURAGE: Don’t be shy about questioning the government, but 

also stay open to dialogue. You can have different views and still 

develop a friendly working relationship.

•  ALLIES: Join other networks and work together. Take inspiration 

and become strong through exchanges with peers.
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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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hasn’t happened in the past 20 years. 
It is a learning process – but we are on 
a good path.’

Finally, developing a new working 
relationship with the government 
takes time on both sides. In the past, 
the administration used to work 
with just a few selected organisa-
tions. Now there is the Forum, 
and no organisation walks alone. 
‘Dealing with this huge crowd will 
take time; the government also needs 
to learn,’ says Alouka.

In terms of achievements, the most 
visible results are, of course, the text 
contributions to the official VNR 
and the shadow report. These are 
authentic CSO inputs – and some-
thing unthinkable in the past. How-
ever, less visible, but at least equally 
important, is the fact that many 
organisations feel strengthened 
because of this process. Participa-
tion has given them a new sense of 
identity and belonging. The process 
has helped level the playing field 
between the big and the small. Fur-
thermore, the Togo model has been 
so successful that CSOs from other 
countries – for example, Benin, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo 
and Niger – have approached the 
Togolese Forum for support in their 
own processes, which members have 
been happy to provide.

ASKED ABOUT SUCCESS FACTORS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS, ALOUKA COMES UP 
WITH A WHOLE LIST:

•SPONTANEITY: Don’t wait for someone to invite you. Just stand up, 

get together and make your voice heard.

•OWNERSHIP: Make the process your own; be proud of what civil 

society has to contribute. Put yourselves in the driver’s seat.

•TECHNOLOGY: Use new social media. WhatsApp has been very 

effective in Togo in bringing people together, sharing information 

and engaging in discussions with some 300 organisations.

•VOLUNTEERISM: Work with motivated volunteers and try to rely 

as much as possible on existing resources.

•TRANSPARENCY: Give up any hidden agenda; don’t try to control. 

Instead, make everything open and share all information with 

everyone else.

•PASSION: Put your heart into it, believe in what you do!

•MOSAIC SPIRIT: Keep looking out for new groups to join. Be open 

to everyone – the diaspora, the handicapped, the LGBT communi-

ty, albinos and anyone else who may still be left outside.

•PERSEVERANCE: Walk the last mile to bring life to the ‘leave no 

one behind’ principle.

•COURAGE: Don’t be shy about questioning the government, but 

also stay open to dialogue. You can have different views and still 

develop a friendly working relationship.

•ALLIES: Join other networks and work together. Take inspiration 

and become strong through exchanges with peers.
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2018 VNR Togo: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&ty-
pe=30022&nr=1119&menu=3170
 
P4R The Whole of Society Approach – Levels of engagement and meaningful participa-
tion of different stakeholders (P4R, 2018): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/whole-of-government/
 
Action4SD resources (incl. spotlight reports): 
https://action4sd.org/resources-toolkits/

What happens after the VNR? Lessons learned and policy recommendations (P4R et al., 2019):
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Documentation-pa-
per_ECLAC-Side-Event_EN.pdf

Video: Engaging multiple stakeholders in SDG review
https://www.partners-for-review.de/resources/

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=1119&menu=3170
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=1119&menu=3170
https://www.partners-for-review.de/whole-of-government/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Whole-of-Society-P4R-Discussion-Paper-Oct.-2018.pdf
https://action4sd.org/resources-toolkits/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Documentation-paper_ECLAC-Side-Event_EN.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Documentation-paper_ECLAC-Side-Event_EN.pdf

