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Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

INDIA
The crucial role of community  
CSO networks in LNOB assessments
Highlights 

 | In the absence of institutionalised 
CSO involvement in the SDG im-
plementation and review mech-
anisms in India, a highly organ-
ised and well-prepared CSO 
space is crucial to ensure that the 
voices and concerns of the most 
vulnerable and marginalised com-
munities are included in the SDG 
monitoring and reporting pro-
cesses.

 | With limited official statistics and 
data disaggregated by sub-popula-

tion group, CSOs can play an im-
portant role in facilitating more 
fact-based SDG reviews, and in-
crease the visibility of certain 
sub-groups by presenting com-
munity-generated, real-time, ac-
curate and reliable complementary 
information and assessments. 

 | The previous experiences, con-
textual expertise and local com-
munity networks of CSOs unit-
ed around a shared vision 
provided the necessary impetus for 
formulating a joint partnership. 
This encouraged a co-facilita-

tion process with the government 
to inform the development of the 
2020 VNR report of India, and in 
particular its LNOB Chapter. 

 | The SDG review frameworks and 
the VNR preparation process mo-
bilised a broader civic engagement 
and ensured the sustained focus 
on the furthest behind groups in 
India. 

Background 

Since its establishment in 2004 the 
Wada Na Todo Abhiyan (WNTA), a 
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campaign alliance of civil society or-
ganisations (CSOs), has been active-
ly engaging with various national 
development review processes in or-
der to promote the government’s ac-
countability for its national and in-
ternational commitments. With 
more than 3,500 members and part-
ners across India, including local 
grassroots movements, internation-
al non-governmental organisations, 
thematic networks and forums, the 
WNTA has been conducting inde-
pendent annual assessments of gov-
ernment performance. The campaign 
initially measured progress towards 
the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs,) and tracked the perfor-
mance of the Five-Year Plans/the Na-
tional Development Plans of India. 
More recently it has been objective-
ly reviewing and monitoring progress 
with implementation of the leave no 
one behind (LNOB) pledge in con-
junction with the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). 

Given the complexity and multiple 
forms of discrimination which the 
poorest and most marginalised com-
munities in India face based on their 
gender, low caste status, ethnicity, 
minority religious identity and oth-
er characteristics, the WNTA has 
been undertaking periodic assess-
ments through the 100 Hotspots in-
itiative. This provides a snapshot of 
the situation of the socially excluded 
and vulnerable communities in India 

vis-à-vis realisation of the SDGs. In 
addition, the WNTA carries out an 
annual progress evaluation of the de-
velopment commitments as stated in 
the national development plans and 
review of the government’s electoral 
promises in the Citizens’ Report on 
the Promises & Reality. These CSO-
driven initiatives aim to support the 
government in ensuring more inclu-
sive national follow-up and review 
processes based on the leave no one 
behind principles of respect for hu-
man rights. This includes a focus on 
the most vulnerable and furthest be-
hind groups in the country, such as 
women and children, Dalit and trib-
al people, migrant workers, LGB-
TI communities, religious minor-
ities, persons with disabilities, etc. 
The essential work of mainstream-
ing the LNOB commitments in na-
tional SDG reporting has been also 
reflected in the WNTA’s stand-alone 
evaluation report on SDG progress. 
This captures the perspectives and ef-
forts of CSOs to advance the relevant 
targets for socially excluded groups, 
and promote non-discrimination 
and equity in national poli-
cy-making. The independ-
ent CSOs’ SDG review 
report complement-
ed the development of 
the 2020 Voluntary 
National Review 
(VNR) of India. 

Engagement approach 

During the 2020 VNR report prep-
arations, the National Institute for 
Transforming India (NITI) Aayog, 
the nodal government body main-
streaming the SDGs in India, ap-
proached the WNTA CSO net-
work with a request to co-facilitate 
the consultations and information 
gathering for the LNOB Chapter 
of the VNR. The UN in India, coor-
dinated by the UN Resident Coordi-
nator’s Office (UNRCO), supported 
the process of consultation, docu-
mentation and finalisation of the civ-
il society report. A series of joint na-
tional and sub-national events was 
organised to foster direct dialogue on 
the needs and priorities of the most 
vulnerable groups at community lev-
el, going beyond national averages. 
The consultations reflected a wide 
range of insights 
and in-
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comprehensive case
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civil society organisations 
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groups
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puts from more than 1,000 CSOs 
and community-based organisations. 
These provided additional evidence 
for analysing the factors and finding 
solutions for those invisible sub-pop-
ulations affected by intersecting dep-
rivations and discrimination. These 
consultations and meetings were sup-
plemented with a contextual anal-
ysis of complementary non-official 
data (through the 100 Hotspots in-
itiative and the independent CSOs 
SDG review report). They generated 
substantial information on the soci-
oeconomic status and structural dis-
advantages which the furthest behind 
groups in India face. These com-
bined efforts provided a solid fac-
tual base on which to mainstream 
the LNOB principles in the VNR 
report, and overcome the serious da-
ta limitations and lack of data disag-
gregated by sub-population group in 
order to track and reach those fur-
thest behind. 

WNTA members were also active-
ly engaged in regional SDG forums, 
and were included in the official del-
egation and recording of the 2020 
VNR presentation of India at the 
High-level Political Forum (HLPF). 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement

The LNOB Chapter of the VNR re-
port was developed through a co-cre-
ation process in which the WNTA 
CSOs network played a clear fa-
cilitation role. This helped to step 
up the engagement of broader stake-
holder groups, thus increasing the di-
versity and quality of the inputs and 
the subsequent outcomes. The in-

volvement of community-based 
organisations, and the lead 

function of WNTA in fa-
cilitating the informa-

tion sharing, consul-
tation, collection 

of community feedback and over-
all assessment encouraged participa-
tion and strengthened the empow-
erment of citizens by giving voice 
to the marginalised and vulnera-
ble segments of society. The co-cre-
ation process jointly fostered with the 
UNRCO and government ensured 
responsiveness towards the various 
contributions provided by the non-
state actors. At the same time it ena-
bled the utilisation of multiple infor-
mation sources and complementary 
CSO assessments in order to better 
inform the SDG progress review. 

The development of the LNOB 
Chapter, and more generally the 
role of the CSOs in the SDG re-
view frameworks in India, illustrate 
that it is also possible to have inclu-
sive interactions on an equal foot-
ing with stakeholders in a setting 
of rather informal practices, en-
gagement rules and relationships – 
even in the absence of any specif-
ic or structured follow-up and review 
mechanism with a formal role for the 
CSOs. By co-sharing responsibility 
for the LNOB Chapter and reflect-
ing key findings from the CSO the-
matic reports and assessments in the 
VNR, the government recognised the 
contextual experiences of the CSOs. 
It also acknowledged that these in-
puts, derived from extensive commu-
nity discussions and feedback from 
local networks and stakeholders, can 
support more evidence-based report-
ing processes in compliance with the 
LNOB principles and the national 
development commitments. 

Civil society organisations held con-
sultations with 16 vulnerable com-
munities including women, children, 
young adults, homeless and urban 
poor, farmers, Dalits, tribals, nomad-
ic communities and religious mi-
norities, to name but a few. Given 
the geographic spread of the country 
and the high proportion of the pop-

ulation accounted for by each vul-
nerable group, multiple consulta-
tions were held by each LNOB group 
across the country.

Results and impact 

The involvement of the WNTA net-
work in the VNR report was impor-
tant for examining and understand-
ing the key barriers preventing the 
most vulnerable and marginalised 
communities from participating in 
the national development agenda. It 
gave additional visibility to the prob-
lems faced by those communities, 
and increased the informed dialogue 
among government representative 
and stakeholders on how to fill gaps 
in essential data and data disaggregat-
ed by sub-population group, and dis-
cuss options for using community-
driven data and non-official statistics 
in reporting. The participatory pro-
cess of informing the LNOB Chapter 
enriched the provision of factual in-
puts regarding previously overlooked 
sub-groups living in extreme poverty 
and facing multiple forms of discrim-
ination. The structured engagement 
of the WNTA/CSOs in the official 
SDG review mechanisms with peo-
ple-centred data, thematic analyses 
and community-level outreach pro-
moted direct communication with 
national authorities on the need to 
take targeted actions on the pledge to 
leave no one behind. 

Post-VNR, and during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, WNTA support-
ed the United Nations Interna-
tional Children’s Emergency Fund 
(UNICEF) in measuring the impact 
of COVID-19 on vulnerable and 
marginalised groups in India, using 
community-driven data to inform 
specific policy recommendations. 
WNTA also plans to assess progress 
on the identified next steps and fol-
low-up actions of the 2020 VNR. 
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Challenges 

In addition to the lack of disaggre-
gated data, one major challenge is the 
ad-hoc role of CSOs in the nation-
al SDG review frameworks. The ab-
sence of institutionalised stakehold-
er engagement mechanisms makes it 
difficult for the CSOs to determine 
how to get involved, what kind of in-
puts and feedback are expected, and 
how to facilitate transformative joint 
partnerships with relevant authorities 
in order to more efficiently leverage 
resources and expertise, and address 
the identified bottlenecks systemat-
ically. There are many administra-
tive hurdles which hamper the con-
sistent and increased engagement of 
CSOs and their meaningful engage-
ment with the government, which 
would include the regular provision 
of information to ensure that inter-
ventions, policies, monitoring and 
reporting processes are informed by 
the voices and perspectives of the fur-
thest behind groups. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

The combination of prior experi-
ences, local community networks 
and thematic expertise with pro-
poor and vulnerable groups ena-
bled WNTA/CSOs to co-design a 
space for multi-stakeholder interac-
tions, participation and collabora-
tion in order to consolidate mutual 
trust and a shared vision for accel-
erating progress towards the nation-
al development priorities and the 
SDGs. That said, institutionalisa-
tion of the CSOs’ engagement in the 
national SDG follow-up and review 
frameworks in India remains a ‘work 
in progress’. VNR preparation drew 
on a wide array of stakeholder con-
tributions, thus strengthening down-
ward accountability. The existence 
of efficiently organised and well-
prepared civic systems of multiple 
stakeholders united around a com-
mon purpose maximised the cred-
ibility, legitimacy and usability of 
the inputs and assessment outcomes. 

One key asset for the co-creation 
process in generating evidence for de-
veloping the LNOB Chapter and the 
VNR report has been the ability of 
the WNTA organisations to work 
as reliable partners to the govern-
ment, and provide a wider space for 
carrying out activities to examine, 
empower and enact changes to sup-
port more inclusive and accountable 
SDG implementation. The UNR-
CO also played an important facili-
tative and supportive role in the en-
tire process. 

Key partners

 | Wada Na Todo Abhiyan (WNTA) 

Links

 | 100 Hotspots initiative
 | Citizens’ Report on the  
Promises & Reality

 | WNTA’s stand-alone evaluation 
report
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