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Thought
provoking
IDEAS
Civil society is fundamental to ensure
that no one is left behind

Civil society organisations play an essential role in accelerating the 2030
Agenda and securing that no one is left behind by:
Identifying marginalised groups and their needs.
Expanding space for marginalised groups.
Promoting and realizing meaningful participation.
Advocating for inclusive policies to Leave No One Behind.
Mobilizing and empowering local communities.
Spreading knowledge at local, regional, and global levels.
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Change is needed: People are being
pushed behind
With the vast economic growth that has taken place in the world in the last few
decades, we have a systemic problem. Some people are not left behind, they
are pushed behind so that others can get ahead.
Systematic change is needed. Political parties have an important responsibility
to take action. Strong leadership is key, leaders must listen and face up to
the problems, such as rights violations and harassment, that are seriously
affecting marginalised and excluded groups.
There are development programs whose aim is to keep people quite. For
example by delivering services and keeping people satisfied enough meanwhile
wealth, land rights and resources are extracted. Civil society should not be an
instrument in this regard and instead do what they can to hold governments
accountable.

Action to ensure inclusive and
meaningful participation
Marginalised people are not hard to reach. We just haven’t tried hard enough
to reach them all.
Structures, and guidelines to promote the gathering of local evidence as well
as the use of citizen generated data is key.
Civil society needs to take a hard look at their own privilege – who is included
and who has the power, resources and voices? More can be done to ensure
inclusiveness in our work e.g. related to people with disabilities.
Marginalised people, as well as young and children, are not a homogeneous
group. We need to recognise that barriers to participation are different
depending on gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, abilities, other identities
and backgrounds.
Inclusive participation including e.g. youth and women is key to promote
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sustainable peace.

”

Some people are not left
behind, they are pushed
behind so that others
can get ahead.
Tim Gore
Head of Policy Oxfam
International

Re-strategizing: Promoting partner
ecosystems
Rights are collective responsibilities: meeting the needs of marginalised
groups require wide alliances among civil societies organisations as well as
other actors.
Civil society organisations, can be both partners and watchdogs vis-a-vis
government and private sector. At the same time, we should also not forget
our mobilising role (pragmatic, activist, supporting human rights defender,
dogmatic approach).
To generate smarter partnerships, civil society need to rethink the partnership
idea and work in ecosystems of partners that are guided by joint principles,
values and outcomes. Desired outcomes should be defined ahead of selecting
partners.

”

We should work in an
ecosystem of partners but
avoid partnerships that do
not lead to change!
Anders Berg
Head of Global operations IM
Swedish Development Partner

Bringing focus to people before profit

Can civil societies organisations be both watchdogs and partners of
governments?  
Civil society has for decades focused on the balance between being a watchdog and partner to governments. But today civil society might need to
consider adopting similar practices with large global business as they have
a big influence in many countries. What would these efforts mean for civil
society and are we willing to take on these types of partnerships that are
maybe outside our comfort zone?
Ensuring rights for everyone is a collective responsibility!
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Advocating for universal social
protection systems
The “obsession” of targeting the poor is part of the problem with the way
we are working today. There is a need for a greater focus on universal social
protection systems that reduce inequalities and give truly equal opportunities
for all.
The idea of the poor versus non-poor is a fictional construct and by targeting
the poor we might risk leaving the majority of the poorest behind. A
multidimensional grip on poverty is needed.
Civil society must advocate for a human rights based social protection
systems that have universal coverage.
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Issues we

DISCUSSED
What the ‘Leave No One Behind’agenda means to us
Leave No One Behind
is often described as a
prerequisite for reaching
the 17 Global Goals for Sustainable
Development. It puts equality, equity and
inclusion at the centre of the goals. The 2030 Agenda can not
be achieved if we continue to marginalise and exclude groups
such as persons with disabilities, LGBTIQ people, ethnic and
religious minorities, children, young people, and women. The
Global Goals can never be reached without these groups and
you will find them everywhere and in every context.
Civic space is for many marginalised and excluded groups
both limited from the beginning and is being restricted
globally. Leaders are not listening to the challenges, rights
violations and harassment that are affecting marginalised
and excluded groups and their words are not taken seriously.
When the civic space is closing in a country, studies1 show
that there are a number of dire consequences. There is a
greater lack of quality or distribution of services and a lack
of transparency and equality on how services are distributed.
It affects the poor and disadvantaged women most directly
and gender inequalities grow. Economic growth is less
sustainable and equitable, and workers are more likely to be

exploited and labour rights are likely to be suppressed. When
civic space is closing, inequality becomes less visible within
the country and unequal and exclusionary development
policies and practices are more common, which risk leaving
the most vulnerable behind.
As Maina Kiai, former UN Special Rapporteur, stated in 2017:
“The trend for closing civic space – Laws and practices that
restrict civil society’s ability to operate – is threatening to
take the air from the civil society’s lungs. This is unfortunate
it is both self-destructive and short-sighted move, even for
those orchestrating the closure. Repression today may help
a government silence a critic tomorrow or boost a business
profit the next day – but at what cost next month, next year
and for the next generation?”
Shrinking space impacts civil society’s way of working as well
as delivered results. The focus on economic growth competes
with the discourse of inclusion, social development and civil
society participation. People are not left behind, but rather
pushed behind to benefit others.
The 2019 Aid Watch report2 highlights the issues that
EU countries are only reaching 0.4 % GDP in ODA, there
is a decrease in results focus for the country plans, Least

1

Development Needs Civil Society– The Implications of Civic Space for the Sustainable Development Goal, Act Alliance/Institute for
Development Studies (2019)

2

Concord Aidwatch 2019 - Leaving no one behind: time for implementation (2019)
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Developed Countries is missing the target and the gender
equality goals are not progressing fast enough. The thematic
chapter this year focuses on Leave No One Behind and
identifies the following recommendations to Leave No One
Behind;
•

European aid needs to better identify those left behind
and take on a people-centred approach.

•

There is a lack of disaggregated data for the most
marginalised, excluded and poorest.

•

ODA allocations must be based on evidence of those left
behind.

•

There is a need for a more systematic approach and
methodology to measure progress for reaching those
left behind.

More than 90% of the SDG (Sustainable Development
3

www.sdg.humanrights.dk

Change and action to be taken
at a larger scale
Civil society need to have a more holistic analysis on
what is leaving people behind and put more pressure
on governments to redistribute wealth and ensure
inclusion. Civil society needs to be careful not to be used as
an instrument to keep poor and excluded separated from the
responsibility of the duty bearers. The universal provision of
social services is a key strategy to reduce inequalities and
increase equality and equity.
Realising the promise to leave no one behind requires official
structures and processes that foster local ownership and
the generation of local evidence. But the lack of commonly
acknowledged guidelines and channels for the official use of
citizen-generated data is a key challenge. This data is needed
for countries to examine the extent to which policies and
programmes are addressing the needs of those left furthest
behind first.
Ensuring meaningful participation is a joint responsibility.
Power structures, rights violations, and restricted
resources are common challenges that impede meaningful
participation. To ensure meaningful participation there
needs to be a number of prerequisites such as; protection of
4
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Goals) targets are linked to human rights and labour
standards. And vice versa around 70% of the human rights
recommendations produced today have links to the SDGs.
The SDG targets tells us what success looks like, but not
clearly how and what to do. There is a Human Rights guide to
the SDGs3 that shows the connection between human rights
and labour standards and the SDGs, which can help civil
society when using data for national reporting and advocacy.
To use the tool one can get a clear picture about the human
rights and SDG links and progress in a country.

”

We need international support to
implement the Women, Peace and
Security Agenda to ensure that the
women of Sudan are not left behind. No
women, no peace!
Ikhlas Mahmoud
Founder and chairman International Women’s
Association for Peace and Freedom, Sudan

life and physical integrity, access to information, liberty and
security, freedom of peaceful assembly, freedom of opinion
and expression, right to equality and non-discrimination.
For participation to be truly meaningful information needs
to be user friendly and disseminated in multiple ways,
posting information online is not enough. Civil society can
help document, investigate and advocate for meaningful
participation. There are guidelines from the OHCHR
Guidelines on Public Participation1 on participation in public
policy-making and this is a powerful tool for citizens and civil
society organisations advocating for the right to participate.
Investing in smart partner ecosystems is an opportunity to
increase development impact and reaching the common
goals. The 2030 Agenda and Goal 17 (partnerships for the
goals) can be used as an opportunity to collaborate with nontraditional actors who are committed to the development
agenda using new and innovative ways of cooperation.

Guidelines for States on the effective implementation of the right to participate in public affairs, OHCHR, 2018

What civil society should do
There are many roles that civil society play in achieving
the SDGs. Service delivery, humanitarian aid, information,
transparency, watch-dog, accountability, advocacy,
empowerment, representation and ensuring participation.
The role of civil society actors in the ‘Leave No One Behind’agenda is particularly targeting the role of empowerment,
representation and ensuring participation.
Local civil society plays a vital role to ensure no one is left
behind as they have the local understanding, the power of
social mobilisation and the networks needed to generate
change.
All over the world it is easier to find stories of exclusion,
rather than stories of inclusion. Civil society should speak
as one and speak as many. We need to speak louder,
clearer and until we are listened to. Civil society should
develop common messages around protecting human rights
defenders and civic space and share our message wide and
far. It is in the communication of solidarity that we can find
unity.
Civil society organisations can play a critical role in turning
the right to participate in to a meaningful reality for
especially marginalised and vulnerable groups. Civil society
is in a unique position to identify and reach groups who are
left behind, expanding the space for marginalised groups
to make their voices heard and enhancing data collection
of marginalised groups to ensure no one is left behind or
ignored. Meaningful engagement of these groups is a goal in
itself but also a means for making sure that the 2030 Agenda
is successfully implemented. Without their inclusion there
cannot be any success to the 2030 Agenda.
Civil society organisations must be better to include more
people with disabilities. Civil society has an important
role in mobilising local communities, in particular the
most vulnerable and excluded, to create a channel for
communication with duty bearers.

”

All partnerships can be
considered as long as
they are issue-based and
principled.

Mandeep Tiwana
Chief programmes officer CIVICUS
Organisations need to have conscious approach to include
girls, boys and young people in all their diversity. Listening
to them, understand their existing barriers and what enables
them to engage in civil society, will effectively promote
their space. If this is not done, we risk contributing to their
exclusion.
Chile is a good example of how a national human rights
institute has recently contributed to highlighting human
rights abuses. The country is going through a political and
societal crisis and the national institute has been a strong
voice in making the abuses known, in a facts-based manner,
which has then been utilised by civil society.
To achieve smarter partnerships, donors and civil society
need to challenge ourselves. We should start with defining
desired outcomes and thereafter look for interested partners.
Established civil society organisations should champion
invisible actors and share their platform. They should avoid
partnerships that don’t lead to change or are too like-minded.
There needs to be a shift between having a partner portfolio
and working through partners to working in a partner
ecosystem where we work together and complement each
other. We need to cooperate with businesses as they have a
massive influence in many countries and try to find ways for
them to take principled decisions and protect civil space.
Civil society can be a connector, enabler and catalyst for
societal change in building smart ecosystems. Civil society
should facilitate more of the marginalised and excluded
groups to meet with community leaders and local authorities
to ensure that duty bearers listen to them. Supporting
activists from marginalised and excluded groups to speak
up is a way of empowering them to claim their space. This
includes preparing with them as well as sharing knowledge
and methods for policy advocacy.

Where the state is fragile or oppressive, civil society has a
particularly important role in ensuring that no one is left
behind and need to facilitate so that for example youth,
women and minorities are part of conflict resolution
everywhere.
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THINGS WE
HAVEN’T
FIGURED
OUT YET
Among the vast range of topics discussed, there are a
few “how” that we haven’t fully figured out yet:
As civil society we need to stop being in our own silos between
development, human rights and social and climate justice.
We are still struggling to find ways of breaking out of the silos
successfully. We need to build a joint narrative on civil society
and development that is robust and reflects a global political
understanding of changing civic spaces. Human rights can
for example be integrated in national climate planning to
promote socially just and participatory policies, but it often
requires challenging the status quo and thinking beyond
traditional divides. Joint action by civil society actors can
better counter laws that restrict or censor, but we need to
work together. How can we make it happen in practice?
We have not fully grasped how civil society is developing in
the digital space and there are civil society movements that
do not subscribe to the anti-discrimination and human rights
agenda, but rather challenge these and take to the streets to
for example limit migration or the rights of particular groups.
How can we tackle these trends?
The vast majority of the participants think that civil society
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organisations are not challenging themselves enough to
ensure that we do not leave anyone behind – why is this
and what more can be done to enable us to challenge
ourselves?
Civil society has for decades focused on the balance between
being a watch-dog and a partner to governments, but today
civil society might need to consider adopting similar practices
with large global business as they have big influence in many
countries. What would these efforts mean for civil society
and are we willing to take on these types of partnerships
that might be outside of our comfort zone?

quotes

TO REMEMBER

”

Donors also indirectly contribute to
shrinking space by using CSOs as
implementing agencies instead of
supporting a vital and pluralistic civil
society and CSOs as independent
development actors in their own right.

”

Carin Jämtin
Director General Sida

”

Progress has not reached everybody,
more needs to be done! As international
civil society we need to move from being
funders and partners to become true
allies of local civil society organisations to
take risks and leave our comfort zone!
Georg Andrén
CONCORD Sweden

”

The democratic process sees youth as natural
Thanks to civil society arguing for my case decision-makers in the urban planning. My
in El Salvador and today I have the chance goal was to disprove the statistics and not
just become a negative number. We have a
to be the voice for many other women
that are also unjustly jailed. I survived the responsibility to create systems that do not
exclude. Include youth to beat the statistics!
system, and now I fight it!
Maria Teresa Rivera
Strong voice for women’s rights

”

Vlora Makolli
Swedish UN Youth delegate

”

Leaving no one behind is not about
getting the poor to catch-up but
rather getting the rich to own up. To
stem the tide of global repression,
solidarity is key.

Young people like me are about 60% in
Zimbabwe, but it is impossible for us
to address the inequalities when the
shrinking space is limiting our voices. We
need to be given a greater space in the
decision-making processes.

Roberto Pinauin
Executive Secretary CSO
Partnership for Development
Effectiveness (CPDE)

Gracious Dzapasi
Youth Empowerment and
Transformation Trust, (YETT),
Zimbabwe
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V 2019

Stockholm Civil Society Days is co-organised by Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) and CONCORD Sweden, a
platform of Swedish civil society organisations working towards sustainable
development.
The aim was to build on what has already been accomplished through civil
society participation and engagement and drive joint thinking, efforts and
action. During two days we encouraged participants to jointly strive to
concretize both challenges and solutions for civil society in advancing the
implementation of the 2030 Agenda. It is a reoccurring event that this year

”

focused on the 2030 Agenda and the core principle to Leave No One Behind.

The ideas and the perspectives raised in this conference will enrich and
change the way we work at Sida. This dialogue, your participation and all
your inputs, are essential for our learning and improvement.

This was also the aim of Stockholm Civil Society Days – to share
knowledge and experiences, to network and build alliances. And to identify
common solutions to the challenges we are facing.
Karin Fällman
Head of Civil Society Cooperation Sida

