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Foreword
in-(ˌ)klü-ˈsi-və-tē  

We know how to say it, and few people argue its value, in theory.  
The question is: do we know how to implement the idea of inclusivity in 
practice? Too often, international policy development processes introduce 
terms with vague definitions that lack clarity in their application, resulting 
in both the term and the policy being reduced to jargon. 

Inclusivity can certainly be said to face such a risk. Despite broad recogni- 
tion of the importance of inclusivity and frequent use of the term in 
policy circles, too little is known about how policies regarding inclusivity 
are translated into action. Without thorough follow-up, monitoring and 
accountability, opportunities to support and strengthen inclusive efforts are 
lost, prospects of learning what works will be missed and the gap between 
the rhetoric at the policy level and contextual realities will remain vast. 

Inclusivity itself as a concept is not new. Numerous methods for deepening 
inclusivity in development and peace processes have been developed over 
time. Consequently, important progress has been made with results that 
are deserving of recognition. In this publication, the Dag Hammarskjöld 
Foundation inquires: How does the United Nations at the country level, 
for instance, promote and support inclusivity in its policy, programming 
and development actions? What lessons can be observed and learned? 

Realising Inclusivity explores how agreed normative frameworks that out- 
line the imperative of inclusivity are translated into action at the country 
level, and in doing so contributes to a deeper understanding of what can 
be done and achieved. Exploring experiences and perspectives in four 
diverse country contexts in which the UN is active, it seeks to assist in 
turning attention and resources towards implementation of and accounta-
bility for frameworks that aim to root development action in local contexts 
and people.

The first three words of the UN Charter – ‘We, the peoples’ – set a 
people-centric tone that guides the organisation and its operations. In a 
similar way, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development contains a core 
commitment to leave no one behind. Inclusion, reflected in equality, is at 
the very centre of international policy frameworks and the development 
agenda. It is crucial to eliminating extreme poverty, promoting sustainable 
development and sustaining peace. 
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A collective responsibility must be further recognised in the pursuit of a 
‘We, the peoples’ perspective in all actions for peacebuilding and sustainable 
development. People in all countries must be allowed to participate to 
deliver the global vision that the 2030 Agenda presents, with ‘peaceful, just 
and inclusive societies which are free from fear and violence’ in clear focus.     

A simple but effective way to illustrate the importance of inclusion is 
to point to the consequences of exclusion. Inequality, marginalisation 
and discrimination are all powerful drivers of poverty, conflict and 
armed violence. If not recognised and tackled creatively, persistently and 
continuously, the risks of negative developments increase. 

The four country cases in this report illustrate this point. Conversations 
with diverse stakeholders across these contexts revealed a sense of keen 
openness – one could even describe it as eagerness or urgency – to embrace 
new approaches and strategies that have proven effective to advance 
inclusivity. These conversations were initiated before the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. With insights and emerging analysis on the impact 
of the pandemic, it is evident that socio-economic inequalities are increas-
ing and contributing to further marginalisation, with the negative effects 
most severely felt by those already vulnerable to exclusion. The pandemic 
thus places new demands on inclusive action at all levels; from the local to 
the national, regional and international. 

Years of accumulated evidence confirm that in order for development 
to be truly sustainable and for peace to grow, and grow strong, inclusivity 
is imperative. Development and peace processes must be rooted in 
communities and embrace the complexity of social, economic and political 
dimensions. It’s time to redouble our efforts to ensure that the focus on 
inclusivity moves beyond the normative discourse to a change in imple-
mentation and ultimately to an improvement in the lives of some of the 
world’s most marginalised people.   

The deeper the roots, the stronger the tree. 

Henrik Hammargren
Executive Director

Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation
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Summary 
While the obstacles to realising inclusivity in peacebuilding have been 
identified in a number of reports in recent years, a deeper and context-
ualised understanding of how meaningful inclusion is pursued in practice 
at the country level is still needed. As the United Nations advances its 
work during the Decade of Action on implementing the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, it is critical that inclusivity is prioritised by and 
within the organisation. 

Inclusivity is particularly vital as the UN supports countries in mitigating 
and recovering from the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and follows 
through on a series of interlinked reforms related to its development and 
management systems, and its work on peace and security. This raises an 
important but complex question: how does the UN, working at the  
country level, understand and act on international policy recognition of  
the importance of social, economic and political inclusion for sustainable 
peace and development?

This report explores how, and to what extent, the UN promotes and  
supports inclusivity in its policy, programming and stakeholder engagement 
processes in four country contexts. It does so by examining the ways in 
which four specific international normative frameworks – the 2030  
Agenda for Sustainable Development; the Peacebuilding and Sustaining 
Peace Agenda; the Women, Peace and Security Agenda; and the Youth, 
Peace and Security Agenda – are operationalised for this purpose. 

The report synthesises the experiences and perspectives of civil society, 
UN representatives and government gathered through country case studies 
conducted in 2019 and 2020 in Colombia, the Gambia, Jordan and Sri 
Lanka. Drawing from the analysis in the country studies, the UN’s diverse 
efforts to promote inclusivity in these countries can be grouped according 
to five overarching categories: 

1. Programming with marginalised groups as primary beneficiaries
2. Consultations and engagement as input to the UN’s work
3. Supporting broad engagement in national processes
4. Providing technical assistance to national policy development
5. Funding civil society initiatives
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The case studies show that in all four country contexts the UN incorporates 
the inclusion of women, youth and other marginalised groups in developing 
strategies and programming, either directly or indirectly responding to the 
four international frameworks. The UN at the country level also makes 
efforts to engage with civil society, although to varying degrees. At the 
same time, greater efforts are needed to ensure that meaningful inclusion 
of marginalised groups – beyond tokenistic engagement – is systematically 
prioritised across all areas of the UN’s work. 

The report identifies a number of recurring obstacles to realising  
inclusivity, including contextual barriers; difficulties in ‘decoding’ the  
language of global frameworks and supporting action on their implemen-
tation; the challenge of raising awareness and strengthening capacities; 
finding ways to clarify the links between normative frameworks; ensuring 
diverse and meaningful engagement; allocating increased and flexible  
funding; and operationalising coordination efforts within the work of  
the UN. 

To address these challenges and spur continued exchange on possible  
solutions and ways forward, the report presents a number of considerations 
for the UN, both at Headquarters and at the country level. Given the 
ongoing reform processes within the UN, and a new generation of UN 
Country Teams taking shape, there is a clear need for further reflection on 
how and when international normative frameworks relating to inclusion 
are operationalised and made effective. 
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Introduction
As the United Nations advances its work during the Decade of Action on 
implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, it is critical 
that inclusivity is prioritised by and within the organisation. Inclusivity is 
particularly vital as the UN supports countries in mitigating and recover-
ing from the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and follows through on 
a series of interlinked reforms related to its development and management 
systems, and its work on peace and security. 

While the obstacles to realising inclusivity have been identified in a number 
of reports in recent years, a deeper and contextualised understanding of 
how meaningful inclusion is pursued in practice at the country level is still 
needed. How does the UN, working at the country level, understand and 
act on international policy recognition of the importance of social, eco-
nomic and political inclusion for sustainable peace and development?

In 2018 the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation embarked on an initiative, 
entitled ‘Realising inclusivity: Translating global policies at the country  
level’, as part of a broader effort aimed at facilitating exchange and dia-
logue on what is needed to advance inclusivity in the promotion of peace 
and development. The initiative set out to explore how the UN is working 
at the country level to promote greater inclusion in peace and develop-
ment.¹ This reflected a recognition on the Foundation’s part that realising 
inclusive peace and development requires taking dialogue on the operation-
alisation of normative frameworks beyond policy circles in New York and 
Geneva to actors at the national and local levels. 

As a first step, the Foundation organised an informal meeting with experts 
engaged in efforts at the policy and operational levels to advance the UN’s 
Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace Agenda. Discussions during the meet-
ing centred on how to define the term ‘inclusivity’ (see Box 1); ongoing 
efforts to strengthen inclusive peace and development; and what is needed 
to advance inclusivity, particularly through the UN’s work at the country 
level. 

Participants identified several areas where further exploration was needed 
in terms of the role of the UN in enhancing inclusivity. It became clear 
that (a) the UN’s efforts to support inclusive peace and development at the 
country level are not always conceptualised through the lens of (or use the 
same terminology as) normative frameworks adopted at UN Headquarters; 
and (b) a series of contextual challenges, as well as hierarchical structures 
within the UN system, create barriers to making inclusivity a reality. 
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Box 1: Defining inclusivity
The United Nations Secretary-General’s 2012 report on peacebuilding in the 
aftermath of conflict defined inclusion as ‘the extent and manner in which the 
views and needs of parties to conflict and other stakeholders are represented, 
heard and integrated into a peace process’.

The ‘Realising Inclusivity’ initiative takes as its starting point the concept of 
inclusivity as an established norm in international policy, affirming the idea 
that diverse groups across a broad spectrum of society should have a say in  
processes that affect them. Recognising that the inclusion of different stake-
holders can be meaningful for a variety of reasons, the initiative specifically 
focuses on the inclusion of marginalised groups, including (but not limited to) 
women and youth. It also acknowledges civil society as providing the space  
in which the voices of marginalised groups are most often organised and  
channelled. 

The inclusiveness of a process can be affected by a multitude of factors.  
Some may relate to its methodological design; others, to the broader context 
and power dynamics that may hamper or enable inclusion of certain groups. 
While participation and representation are key aspects of inclusion, efforts to 
ensure respect for human rights and strengthen the capacity of marginalised 
communities may be as important for meaningful inclusion as inviting them 
to the table. In addition, inclusivity can refer to the results of a programme, for 
example in terms of reduced socio-economic inequalities or application of 
non-discriminatory laws, norms and behaviours.

Source: UN General Assembly and Security Council, ‘Peacebuilding in the aftermath of conflict: 
Report of the Secretary-General’, A/67/499–S/2012/746, 8 October 2012, 
<https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/740644>.

To ensure that discussions at Headquarters on how to implement norm-
ative frameworks reflect country-level experiences and perspectives, it is 
important to explore the discrepancy between the discourse on inclusivity 
at UN Headquarters and conversations taking place with national and local 
stakeholders.

Informed by the discussions at that initial meeting in 2018, the Foundation 
designed the initiative with the aim of promoting exchange, dialogue and 
partnerships for inclusivity between multilateral organisations, governments 
and civil society on what is needed to strengthen UN efforts in support 
of inclusive peace and development at the country level, and in particular 
how policy processes at UN Headquarters can better support these efforts. 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/740644
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This report focuses specifically on how the UN has operationalised and 
engaged with four international normative frameworks to support  
national governments and local civil society in strengthening inclusivity:  
(a) the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development; (b) the Peacebuilding 
and Sustaining Peace Agenda, which includes the twin resolutions on  
Sustaining Peace and follow-up resolutions; (c) the Women, Peace and 
Security (WPS) Agenda, including UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
and follow-up resolutions; and (d) the Youth, Peace and Security (YPS) 
Agenda, consisting of Security Council resolutions 2250, 2419 and 2535.  
It should be noted that the findings presented in this report place particular 
emphasis on women and youth, as compared to other marginalised groups, 
since the WPS and YPS agendas were among the four frameworks in focus. 

These frameworks were selected both for their emphasis on inclusivity  
and because they are the most closely related to the broader work of the 
Foundation. One of the aims of the overall initiative is to facilitate thinking 
and dialogue on how the UN, in collaboration with other actors, can work 
more comprehensively across the frameworks to promote peace and  
development. Furthermore, the initiative aims to highlight effective  
strategies to enhance inclusivity and overcome contextual barriers in this 
regard, emphasising the importance of developing a deeper under- 
standing of how intersectional identities contribute to exclusion and  
inclusion.  

This report presents experiences and perspectives gathered in Colombia, 
the Gambia, Jordan and Sri Lanka on how the UN works to support 
national governments and local civil society in strengthening inclusivity. 
The report was finalised during the COVID-19 pandemic, which has 
had dramatic political, social and economic effects globally, regionally and 
in individual countries. These effects are not fully reflected here, in part 
because they are still unfolding, and their full extent will not be known for 
some time to come. Nevertheless, the analysis remains relevant, with the 
current situation exacerbating inequalities and marginalisation while  
posing additional challenges to advancing inclusivity. Actions designed 
to mitigate the impacts of the pandemic and build back better need to 
include a broad spectrum of society to ensure that these responses do not 
contribute to increased exclusion.  
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Structure of the report
The report is presented in three parts. Part I acts as an introduction, 
exploring the recognition of inclusivity in four specific normative frame-
works, before moving on to a discussion of how the UN puts these  
frameworks into practice at the country level. 

Part II contains case studies on Colombia, the Gambia, Jordan and Sri Lanka. 
Each case study includes a brief country analysis highlighting contextual 
challenges and specific initiatives aimed at advancing inclusivity, as well 
as sections on the implementation of the respective policy frameworks in 
each context. 

Part III presents common findings and reflections across the four country 
contexts and identifies a number of recurring obstacles to realising 
inclusivity. In order to spur continued exchange on possible solutions and 
ways forward, it includes a number of considerations the UN, both at the 
country level and at Headquarters, could take into account when address-
ing these obstacles. 
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Part I. 
Realising Inclusivity: 
From Policy Recognition  
to Practice
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Policy recognition 
for inclusive peacebuilding
Peace and development approaches are more likely to be sustained in the 
long term when they are locally owned and led. Local and national stake-
holders understand the conflict dynamics, as well as the cultural practices 
and customs, of their communities better than any external actors and must 
therefore take the lead in addressing root causes of conflict. Civil society 
can often serve as a bridge builder between communities and decision 
makers, ensuring that discussions address issues of importance for various 
levels and groups in society. 

The importance of inclusivity in peace and development processes is  
recognised in numerous global policy frameworks that largely originate 
from and draw on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 
nine core human rights instruments that have since been established, which 
provide a set of mechanisms to ensure non-discrimination and equality.2 
The four normative frameworks explored in this report have all been 
adopted at the global level and are championed by the UN with explicit 
references to inclusivity (see timeline on pp. 22–23). 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which was adopted in 
2015 by all UN Member States with the intention of guiding all countries 
in their development, contains at its core a pledge ‘that no one will be left 
behind’.³ The twin resolutions passed by the UN Security Council and 
General Assembly on the review of the UN peacebuilding architecture 
(commonly referred to as the Sustaining Peace resolutions) emphasise 
inclusivity as ‘key to advancing national peacebuilding processes’.⁴  
UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security 
recognises the important role of women in promoting peace.⁵ UN Security 
Council Resolution 2250 on Youth, Peace and Security underscores the 
need to acknowledge and engage young people as active agents of change.⁶  
Many other international policy frameworks that emphasise the impor-
tance of inclusivity for promoting sustainable peace and development 
should also be applied in parallel with the four frameworks identified 
above. 

The obstacles to realising inclusivity have been identified in several reports 
and studies in recent years, including in previous reports published by 
the Foundation.⁷ Furthermore, the 2018 joint UN–World Bank study, 
Pathways for Peace, underscores that the best way to prevent societies from 
descending into crisis, including but not limited to conflict, is to invest in 
inclusive and sustainable development, to address inequalities and exclusion,  
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and to make institutions and decision making more inclusive.⁸ Going  
forward, what is needed is sustained attention and action by a variety of 
actors to ensure that inclusive peace and development becomes a reality. 

As the UN  follows through on a series of interlinked reform initiatives  
related to its development, management, and peace and security systems, it is 
critical that inclusivity is a priority for the organisation.⁹ The prioritisation 
of inclusivity is reflected in the new UN Sustainable Development  
Cooperation Frameworks (formerly known as UN Development  
Assistance Frameworks, or UNDAFs), which it describes as ‘the most  
important instrument for planning and implementation of UN develop-
ment activities at country level’.10 One of the six guiding principles of  
a Cooperation Framework (referred to in the context of UNDAFs as  
strategic programming principles) is to turn the collective promise to leave 
no one behind into action, especially for those furthest behind. It recognises 
that in order to do so, UN Country Teams will need to move beyond  
national averages to look at more specific data, with a strengthened focus 
on identifying who is left behind and what is needed to tackle inequalities.

In 2017, as part of the UN Secretary-General’s management reform efforts, 
another framework was introduced identifying eight defining character- 
istics of UN leadership that are needed across the system to fulfil the UN’s 
role in meeting the global challenges of the 21st century and supporting 
countries in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).11 
One of these characteristics is that the UN should be inclusive, rejecting 
discrimination in all its forms and embracing diversity as a strength. The 
leadership framework also calls for UN leadership to be accountable, 
collaborative and pragmatic; requiring active outreach to those most likely 
to be excluded, and facilitating multi-stakeholder access and engagement. 
This has become even more urgent as the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 
and responses to it exacerbate marginalisation, increase inequalities and 
close civic spaces. 

In August 2020, the UN Peacebuilding Support Office (PBSO) published 
the ‘United Nations Community Engagement Guidelines on Peacebuild-
ing and Sustaining Peace’.12 The guidelines, developed with the support of 
a joint UN–civil society working group, were drafted in response to the 
Secretary-General’s call in his 2018 report on peacebuilding and sustaining 
peace for improved engagement with civil society at the country level.13  
Despite these advances, the Secretary-General’s 2020 report on peace-
building and sustaining peace, while recognising the need for inclusive 
peacebuilding strategies, fails to outline additional concrete actions going 
forward.14 It is critical that the UN strengthens its approaches to addressing 
barriers to inclusivity, and to ensuring the inclusion of a broad spectrum of 
society across its work on peace and security, development and human rights.
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The UN High-level Political Forum (HLPF) on Sustainable Development 
is the main platform for follow-up and review of progress made towards 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the  
Sustainable Development Goals. The HLPF meets every four years at the 
level of Heads of State and Government under the auspices of the UN 
General Assembly, and every year under the auspices of the UN Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC).  

As part of its follow-up and review mechanisms, the 2030 Agenda encour-
ages Member States to ‘conduct regular and inclusive reviews of progress at 
the national and sub-national levels, which are country-led and country-
driven’. Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) serve as a basis for the regular 
reviews by the HLPF, and are intended to be voluntary; state-led; under-
taken by both developed and developing countries; and involve multiple 
and diverse stakeholders. VNRs aim to facilitate the sharing of experiences, 
including successes, challenges and lessons learned, in accelerating imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda. 

Source: UN Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform,  
‘High-level Political Forum’, <https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf>.

Box 2: Follow-up on implementation of the 2030 Agenda

The four normative frameworks discussed in this report

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
The 2030 Agenda, through SDG 16, aims to promote (a) peaceful and 
inclusive societies for sustainable development, and (b) accountable and 
inclusive institutions at all levels.15 Further aspects of inclusivity are main-
streamed throughout the remaining SDGs and their associated targets.  
In particular, inclusion is emphasised in the SDGs outlining commit- 
ments to quality education (SDG 4); gender equality (SDG 5); inclusive 
economic growth (SDG 8); industrialisation (SDG 9); the empowerment 
and promotion of social, economic and political inclusion of all (SDG 10);  
and safe and resilient human settlements (SDG 11). 

The 2030 Agenda also makes an unequivocal pledge ‘that no one will be 
left behind’ in implementing the SDGs, drawing on normative standards 
that are foundational principles of the UN Charter, international human 
rights law and national legal systems around the world. Voluntary National 
Reviews (VNRs) presented at the annual UN High-level Political Forum 
on Sustainable Development (HLPF) serve as a basis for regular reviews of 
a country’s progress towards implementing the 2030 Agenda (see Box 2). 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf
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The Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace Agenda
The twin Sustaining Peace resolutions adopted in April 2016 emphasise 
inclusivity as ‘key to advancing national peacebuilding processes’, as well 
as the importance of working in partnership with civil society and other 
stakeholders in ‘preventing the outbreak, escalation, continuation and  
recurrence of conflict’.16 They also stress that peacebuilding efforts, includ-
ing the engagement of particular stakeholders, should be undertaken by the 
entire UN system at the country level through joint assessments, and that 
greater financing of peacebuilding is critical in this regard. 

In January 2018 the UN Secretary-General reported on progress made 
towards implementation of the resolutions and made recommendations for 
their further operationalisation.17 In April 2018 the UN General Assembly  
and Security Council adopted follow-up resolutions, reinforcing the 
Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace Agenda.18  

In 2020 the UN underwent a comprehensive review of its peacebuilding 
architecture.19 As input to this review, in July 2020 the Secretary-General  
submitted a report on peacebuilding and sustaining peace, drawing on 
thematic papers on different aspects of peacebuilding and sustaining peace 
drafted by UN entities, as well as regional consultations with civil society.20  
The review process culminated in December 2020 with twin UN General 
Assembly and Security Council resolutions on peacebuilding and sustain-
ing peace.21

The Women, Peace and Security Agenda
The Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda consists of ten UN Security 
Council resolutions, beginning with Resolution 1325 in 2000. UN 
Security Council Resolution 1889, adopted in 2009, called for a set of 
indicators to be developed to measure progress on the implementation  
of Resolution 1325.22 The UN Secretary-General’s 2010 report on WPS 
included an Annex listing four main goals, and their associated  
indicators, which have been reformulated as the four pillars of the WPS 
Agenda.23 The four pillars are commonly described as follows: 

1.  Prevention. The integration of gender considerations and including  
 women in the prevention of armed conflict and violence.
2.  Participation. Targeted measures aimed at promoting the meaningful 
 participation of women, including through strengthened gender 
 analysis across all UN missions and programmes.
3.  Protection. The protection of women and girls in conflict-affected 
 situations or other humanitarian crises.
4.  Relief and recovery. The needs of women to be met in relief and recovery,  
 and the recognition of women as agents of change in these efforts. 
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The most recent resolution on WPS, adopted in October 2019, calls on 
UN Member States to promote the civil, political and economic rights of 
women and to increase funding for WPS, including through direct support 
to civil society. 24

The Youth, Peace and Security Agenda
The UN Security Council adopted Resolution 2250 on Youth, Peace and 
Security (YPS) in December 2015. Follow-up resolutions were adopted 
in 2018 and in 2020.25 Together, these three resolutions make up the YPS 
Agenda, which stresses the roles that many young people already play in 
promoting peace and development, and the need to support and strength-
en these initiatives. The Agenda outlines five pillars for action: 

1.  Participation. The inclusive participation of young people in  
 decision making.
2.  Protection. The protection of young people from armed conflict, 
 violence and human rights violations.
3.  Prevention. The critical role of youth in the prevention of violence 
 and armed conflict.
4.  Partnerships. The need for partnerships between multilateral 
 organisations, Member States and non-governmental organisations, 
 and, importantly, with young people themselves.
5.  Disengagement and reintegration. The importance of disengagement   
 and reintegration initiatives for those youth who have participated in  
 violent activities, ensuring that they are included in society through  
 education and meaningful employment.

Resolution 2250 requested the Secretary-General ‘carry out a progress 
study on the youth’s positive contribution to peace processes and conflict 
resolution, in order to recommend effective responses at local, national, 
regional and international levels’. The Secretary-General appointed an 
independent lead author to develop the progress study, with support from 
an Advisory Group of Experts and a Steering Committee composed of 
UN entities, civil society groups, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and intergovernmental organisations. The report was submitted to the UN 
Security Council and Member States in March 2018, with a full version, 
titled The Missing Peace: Independent Progress Study on Youth, Peace and 
Security, published later that year.26
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Understanding United  
Nations operations at  
the country level 
The UN operates at the country level through UN Country Teams.  
UN Country Teams, part of the Resident Coordinator (RC) system at the 
country level, serve as inter-agency coordination mechanisms for the  
UN’s engagement with host governments. As of January 2019, a total of 
131 UN Country Teams served 164 countries and territories.27 UN Country 
Teams are composed of representatives from all UN entities working at the 
country level – including both resident and non-resident agencies, funds 
and programmes – who carry out operational activities for development,  
emergency, peacebuilding and sustaining peace. 

Each Country Team is led by an RC, who is the highest-ranking represen- 
tative of the UN development system (UNDS) at the country level and 
the designated representative of the UN Secretary-General for that  
country. RCs therefore serve as a bridge between UN Headquarters and 
the UN’s activities at the country level. RCs also work to uphold and 
respect the principles set out in the UN Charter, including promoting the 
UN’s responsibilities with regard to preventing and responding to serious 
violations of human rights and humanitarian law. 

The RC is supported by a Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO), which 
includes thematic advisors on, for example, peace and development, and 
human rights. The RCs, RCOs and Country Teams together comprise 
the so-called RC system.28 Since January 2019, the RC system has been 
coordinated and managed by the UN Development Coordination Office 
(DCO). This new structure was introduced in January 2019 as part of the 
ongoing reforms seeking to make the UNDS better suited to delivering on 
the 2030 Agenda.29

The RCO assists the UN Country Team in advancing these efforts across 
UN agencies. The RC system coordinates the different agencies within the 
UN Country Team, regardless of their formal presence in the country, to 
deliver results in support of the host government’s national development 
priorities and in line with the mandate of the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Cooperation Framework (commonly shortened to Cooperation 
Framework) agreed between the host country and the UN.  

Cooperation Frameworks have replaced the UN Development Assistance 
Frameworks (UNDAFs), which until recently described the collective 
response of the UN system to national development priorities and in 
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support of the 2030 Agenda. Each UNDAF was a compact between a 
government and the UN, fostering national ownership through joint 
identification of strategic priorities and coherent engagement. UNDAFs 
– some of which have not yet come to an end – were developed by UN 
Country Teams based on analysis of a country’s needs and the UN’s com-
parative advantages.30 Cooperation Frameworks, introduced as part  
of the 2019 reforms mentioned above, seek to more accurately reflect  
the collaboration between governments and the UNDS in achieving  
the SDGs.31 

Cooperation Frameworks are now the most important instrument when it 
comes to planning and implementing the UN’s development activities at 
the country level. They guide the entire UN programme  
cycle – including planning, implementation, monitoring, reporting and  
evaluation – in support of the 2030 Agenda. Each Cooperation Framework 
should align its targets and indicators with the host country’s National  
Development Plan (NDP) to the greatest extent possible, and the NDP  
in turn should be informed by the SDGs.32

As was the case with UNDAFs, UN Country Teams are tasked with draft-
ing a Common Country Analysis (CCA) when developing a Cooperation 
Framework.33 The CCA is the UN system’s independent and impartial 
assessment of the multidimensional social, cultural, economic, political 
and other systemic drivers of exclusion in a country. It provides analysis 
across the UN’s three pillars: development; peace and security; and human 
rights. In doing so, it examines progress, challenges and opportunities in a 
country’s commitment to achieving the 2030 Agenda, and offers a frame-
work for prevention by assessing the root causes of crises. The Cooperation 
Framework serves as the core accountability mechanism between a UN 
Country Team and the host government, as well as between and among 
UN entities within the UN Country Team.
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Exploring the United Nations’ 
efforts to promote inclusivity 
at the country level 
 
Country contexts 
This report presents experiences and perspectives gathered through research 
and consultations with diverse local actors on how the UN works to support 
national governments and local civil society in strengthening inclusivity in 
four country contexts: Colombia, the Gambia, Jordan and Sri Lanka.  
These countries were selected on the basis of their geographical and 
contextual diversity, including their experiences of armed conflict, as well 
as on the nature of the UN’s presence and engagement. Importantly, three 
of the four countries – with Jordan being the exception – are eligible for 
funding from the UN Peacebuilding Fund (PBF), a ‘financial instrument of 
first resort to sustain peace in countries or situations at risk or affected by 
violent conflict’.34

Social, economic and political inequalities, as well as exclusion of particular 
groups, present challenges in all four countries, with similar and diverging 
causes of marginalisation. Interviews and consultations made clear that 
an intersectional lens is needed to identify sub-groups within populations 
living in particularly vulnerable situations due to multiple causes of 
marginalisation.

Different ethnic, religious or racial factors play a decisive role in each 
country, as does discrimination and other rights violations based on gender, 
disability or sexual orientation, or having the status of migrant, internally 
displaced or refugee. In addition, all countries have a large youth popula-
tion and significant levels of youth unemployment. 

In Colombia and Sri Lanka – both countries recovering from civil wars – 
interviewees mentioned civilian war victims, ex-combatants and female-
headed households as among the groups particularly marginalised. 

Refugee and migrant communities were emphasised in Colombia and 
Jordan, while in the Gambia the barriers to inclusion faced by returning 
migrants were underscored. Assassinations of social leaders constitute a 
severe problem in Colombia, while threats to civic space are also increasing 
in Jordan and Sri Lanka, inhibiting the ability of marginalised groups to 
organise and claim their rights. Interviewees also highlighted that people 
living in the periphery, in rural or socio-economically marginalised 
communities, have lower access to and influence over decision making. 



Realising Inclusivity    27

Method 
The case studies involved desk reviews of primary and secondary sources, 
including internal UN planning and joint-planning documentation with 
national governments and local civil society such as UNDAFs and  
Cooperation Frameworks; country reports and analyses from UN agencies 
and international organisations; and programming and project descriptions 
available via relevant UN websites.      

Following the desk reviews, fieldwork was conducted in the four countries 
through key informant interviews with individuals representing the UN, 
local civil society, and in some cases select government institutions. The 
fieldwork was primarily completed in March–June 2019 by two consult-
ants working with the Foundation. Based on the desk reviews and input 
collected through interviews and focus group discussions, the Foundation 
drafted four country reports. Condensed versions of these are presented as 
case studies in Part II of the current report. 

Validation process
In exploring how the UN works at the country level to support inclusivity, 
having a participatory process was important and has been applied to the 
extent that time and resources allowed. The preliminary findings presented 
in the draft country reports were discussed and validated in consultations 
with key stakeholders in each country of focus, which provided space  
for further input. Two of the consultations were held in person: in Amman 
in December 2019 and in Colombo in February 2020. Validation consult- 
ations for Colombia (September 2020) and the Gambia (July 2020) were 
conducted virtually.

While some participants in these discussions had been interviewed by the 
case study consultants, the consultations also provided an opportunity to 
hear from actors who had not previously contributed. Validation consult- 
ations held in Jordan and Sri Lanka were conducted with both UN and 
civil society representatives present, allowing for dialogue between the UN  
and civil society on how the UN can support efforts to strengthen inclu-
sivity. The consultation for the Gambia was conducted in two parts: one 
discussion was held with civil society and another with UN representatives. 
Given current political developments in Colombia, separate meetings with 
individuals were held rather than a formal consultation with civil society, as 
well as a smaller consultation with UN representatives. For all four country 
reports, one-on-one follow-up meetings and/or interviews were conducted 
as part of the validation process. Based on input gathered in the validation 
meetings and consultations, revised  country reports were finalised and 
shared with interviewees and validation consultation participants.
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More than 160 individuals (31 in Colombia, 42 in the Gambia, 46 in 
Jordan and 44 in Sri Lanka) were interviewed or consulted during the 
development of the current report. At the same time, while the method- 
ology aimed to capture the views of a diverse range of actors working for  
or with the UN in each country, this report does not provide a compre-
hensive picture of all relevant initiatives or fully represent the experiences 
of all relevant stakeholders. It is also important to note that the information 
presented in the four case studies is primarily based on interviews and  
consultations. The report aims to highlight instances where perspectives 
might differ and there may be need for further dialogue.

Notes on data 
Each case study begins with some basic statistics. It is important to note 
that finding reliable and up-to-date data, particularly in countries where 
the latest national census was conducted in the early 2010s, is difficult.  
This reflects a larger challenge raised by several actors interviewed as part 
of the case studies. A lack of reliable data makes it challenging to identify 
the groups most vulnerable to exclusion, and to monitor progress on  
efforts to advance inclusive societies. In certain instances, available data 
might differ depending on the source. In these instances, we have tried, to 
the greatest extent possible, to present data that is included in UN Country  
Team and separate UN entity documents, as well as reports by national  
statistical agencies, to better reflect planning and programming at the 
country level. 

For example, while the Foundation follows the definition of ‘youth’ out-
lined in UN Security Council Resolution 2250, there is a lack of reliable 
data on youth populations aged 18–29, and many countries use different 
definitions that reflect national realities of what it means to be young.  
In addition, even within the UN there is no standardised definition across 
agencies on what constitutes youth. We have therefore opted where pos-
sible to present statistics on youth populations based on national definitions. 
We do, however, provide data for populations between the ages of 18 
and 23, to provide a picture of the youth population that is more closely 
aligned with the resolution.

Similarly, national statistical agencies may use different definitions when 
measuring unemployment. Unemployment refers to the share of the labour 
force that is without work but available for and seeking employment. As a 
result, it does not account for those working (or seeking work) in the 
informal sector, as well as those who want to work but do not actively seek 
employment (‘hidden unemployed’ or ‘discouraged workers’) because of 
limited job opportunities, restricted labour mobility, discrimination, and/or 
structural, social or cultural barriers. This affects the unemployment rate for 
both women and men, but particularly that of women.
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A number of other statistical data are presented in the report. Net enrol-
ment rate is defined as the ratio of children of official school age who are 
enrolled in school to the total population of children of official school age. 
The Gini index ‘measures the extent to which the distribution of  
income (or, in some cases, consumption expenditure) among individuals  
or households within an economy deviates from a perfectly equal distri- 
bution’.35 A Gini index of 0 per cent represents perfect equality, while an 
index of 100 per cent implies perfect inequality.

The purpose of providing these statistics is to set the analysis on inclusivity 
in the context of the economic and demographic situation of each country. 
The statistics are not meant to be comprehensive or comparative. We 
recognise that the data do not account for the full story of how things have 
changed in a country over the years. Some but not all of these nuances are 
presented in the opening section of each country case study. 

Finally, it should be noted that, as part of its ongoing reform efforts, the 
UN is still in the process of developing a common understanding of which 
agencies are considered part of UN Country Teams at the country level. 
For consistency’s sake, we have opted to present the number of agencies  
as that provided on the website of the UN Sustainable Development Group, 
supported by details provided in interviews. It should be recognised, how- 
ever, that in some cases different numbers are provided on UN country 
pages.
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Part II.  
Perspectives from  
Four Country Contexts 
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Bogotá, the capital of Colombia. Bogotá and other urban areas have expressed an interest 
in creating urban Planes de Desarrole con Enfoque Territorial, or PDETs, to allow for 
broad participation by community members in addressing development issues that have 
contributed to violence in the areas most affected by armed conflict.
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Colombia
Official name: Republic of Colombia

Population:
   million

Percentage of people living below 
the national poverty line (2018): 

Net enrolment rate,  
secondary education (2018): 

Youth population:

26%  
(ages 15–29)

10.3%  27%

77.5%

50

Inequality (Gini index, 2018): Unemployment (2019): 

50.4% 10%

(ages 18–23)

Sources 
World Bank Data, <https://data.worldbank.org>; UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 
Division, <https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery>; UNESCO Institute for Statistics, <http://uis.unesco.org/
en>; International Labour Organization, ILOSTAT Database, <https://ilostat.ilo.org>; UN Country Team Colombia, 
Common Country Analysis, 2019. For definitions see ‘Notes on data’ in Part I of this report.

Ethnic groups: 
4.4% Indigenous; 5% Afro-Colombian; with approximately 91% considered ‘non-ethnic’,  

including those of European descent, Mestizos and Castizos 

https://data.worldbank.org
https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery
http://uis.unesco.org/en
http://uis.unesco.org/en
https://ilostat.ilo.org
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Colombia’s annual economic growth rates are among the strongest in Latin 
America – as suggested by its gross domestic product (GDP) growth of 3.4 
per cent in 2019 – but income inequality in the country remains high.36  
Large social and economic disparities between Colombia’s five regions, for  
example in terms of access to employment and educational opportunities, 
have contributed to tensions that have resulted in extensive violence and 
half a century of armed conflict.37 An initial peace agreement was presented 
to Colombians in a referendum in October 2016. After a majority of voters 
opposed the deal, a revised Final Agreement to End the Armed Conflict 
and Build a Stable and Lasting Peace (the Final Agreement) was signed in 
November 2016 between the Colombian Government and the Fuerzas 
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia–Ejército del Pueblo (Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia–People’s Army, FARC-EP).38 While the  
agreement, both in terms of process and outcome, has been praised by the 
international community for engaging victims of violence and considering 
their needs and perspectives, efforts to promote the inclusion of women, 
youth and other marginalised groups in its implementation continue to 
face challenges. 

As of 2019, approximately 19 per cent of young people aged 15–24 in 
Colombia were unemployed. Unemployment levels have since risen due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, with young people hit hardest. Informants 
estimated an increase of up to 50 per cent in the number of unemployed 
young people in 2020. Furthermore, young women and youth in rural 
areas face higher levels of socio-economic disenfranchisement. Extreme 
poverty in the country has decreased from 12.3 per cent in 2010 to  
7.2 per cent in 2018. Yet, multidimensional poverty increased from  
17.8 per cent in 2016 to 19.6 per cent in 2018. The Colombian Govern-
ment has identified one-quarter of the population living in a situation of 
poverty as Indigenous peoples (who make up approximately 4 per cent of 
the population) or Afro-Colombians, including the Raizales and Palenqueras  
communities (5 per cent).39 These groups also face higher health-related 
risks, such as maternal and infant mortality, as well as lack of access to 
education. Other marginalised groups include the approximately 9 million 
registered victims of the armed conflict, of which approximately 8 million 
have been forcibly displaced, with others killed, forcibly disappeared,  
kidnapped, tortured or victims of sexual violence.40 The country is also 
host to approximately 1.6 million Venezuelan refugees who have fled  
political persecution and socio-economic instability. 41



Realising Inclusivity    35

The UN's engagement and presence in Colombia
The UN has maintained a presence in Colombia since 1954.42 The UN 
Country Team (Naciones Unidas Colombia) currently encompasses 26 
agencies, funds and programmes.43 With a presence in 46 cities and  
138 field offices in 102 municipalities, this represents the UN’s largest  
engagement in Latin America. In 2015, the Colombian Government and 
the UN agreed on an UNDAF for the period 2015–19.44 Under the terms 
of the UNDAF, the UN pursued two priority objectives: peacebuilding 
and sustainable development.45 This reflected the priorities of the Govern-
ment’s National Development Plan for 2014–18.46 

In January 2016, the UN Security Council established the UN Mission in 
Colombia to monitor the ceasefire between the Colombian Government 
and FARC-EP.47 After the signing of the Final Agreement later that year, 
the first mission was replaced by a UN Verification Mission. The mission 
is mandated to verify implementation of certain provisions laid out in the 
Final Agreement, including reintegration of FARC-EP ex-combatants 
and protection of conflict-affected communities.48 As part of its mandate, 
the UN works alongside the Colombian Government and civil society to 
implement peace and development projects in the territories most affected 
by the armed conflict, including through Planes de Desarrole con Enfoque 
Territorial (Development Programmes with a Territorial-Based Focus, 
PDETs; see Box 3). As key informants pointed out in interviews, this  
reflects an important distinction between Colombia’s 32 large administra-
tive departments and the various territorial identities of their inhabitants.

In 2019, the UN Country Team in Colombia conducted a CCA, and 
a Cooperation Framework for the period 2020–23 was developed in 
line with the Colombian Government’s National Development Plan for 
2018–22.49 Signed in March 2020, the Cooperation Framework identi-
fies three priority areas: peace with legality (stabilisation); migration as a 
development consideration; and support for catalytic SDGs.50 To foster 
coordination on cross-cutting issues, the UN Country Team has established 
working groups on themes directly related to inclusion, such as gender, 
human rights, children’s rights and, most recently, youth issues. 
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The territorial identities of the inhabitants of Colombia’s administrative 
departments are shaped by a number of factors, including cultural and  
geographic conditions, ethnicity, local socio-economic logics, local markets, 
livelihoods and economic dynamics. In the last 20 years, the Colombian 
Government has sought to acknowledge this difference when designing  
and implementing public policies to account for different territorial 
characteristics. Many Indigenous communities also administer their own 
territories through Indigenous councils and/or reservations. 

The Final Agreement coined the concept of ‘territorial peace’ as a way  
of acknowledging these territorial contexts. One of the programmes 
mentioned in the agreement relates to the so-called Planes de Desarrollo 
con Enfoque Territorial (Development Programmes with a Territorial- 
Based Focus, PDETs). Using a participatory approach, PDETs emphasise 
the role of communities and local and regional institutions (as opposed 
to the national government) in addressing development issues that have 
contributed to violence in the areas most affected by armed conflict. 

Through consultations, action plans for implementing the Peace Agree-
ment were developed at the village, municipal and subregional level,  
taking into consideration territorial needs and priorities. The previous  
administration signed two of the 16 PDETs, and the current administra-
tion has now finished signing and moved forward with implementing the 
remaining PDETs. Bogotá and other urban areas have expressed interest 
in creating urban PDETs, particularly in areas with high numbers of  
victims, to allow for broad participation by community members.

Sources: Final Agreement to End the Armed Conflict and Build a Stable and Lasting 
Peace, Chapter 1, ‘Towards a New Colombian Countryside: Comprehensive Rural 
Reform’, 24 November 2016, <www.peaceagreements.org/view/1845>;  
Mariana Escobar Arango, ‘Territorially Focused Development Plans can transform the 
countryside and strengthen peace in Colombia’, London School of Economics Latin 
America and Caribbean Centre, 10 October 2017, 
<https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2017/10/10/territorially-focused-develop-
ment-plans-can-transform-the-countryside-and-strengthen-peace-in-colombia>.

Box 3: Planes de Desarrole con Enfoque Territorial

https://www.peaceagreements.org/view/1845
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2017/10/10/territorially-focused-development-plans-can-transform-the-countryside-and-strengthen-peace-in-colombia
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2017/10/10/territorially-focused-development-plans-can-transform-the-countryside-and-strengthen-peace-in-colombia
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UN support to implementation of  
international normative frameworks
Through its work and engagement, the UN has aimed to play a funda-
mental role in ensuring the inclusion of youth, women and victims of  
the armed conflict throughout the peace process. In 2012, the UN in 
Colombia co-organised with national partners 40 regional events across 
the country to engage over 12,000 Colombians in dialogue about topics 
relevant to the peace talks, including access to land, political participation, 
illegal drug trafficking and victims’ rights.51 The implementation of the 
Final Agreement towards inclusive peace has since guided the UN’s work. 

Interviewees indicated that civil society organisations (CSOs) in Colombia 
generally have a positive perception of the UN as an important partner 
that amplifies civil society voices from the territories to national conver-
sations on peace and development processes, even as civic space remains 
restricted.52 However, some interviewees pointed to aspects that can 
at times contribute to tensions between the UN and CSOs, including 
distrust; unhealthy competition for resources; and complicated bureaucratic  
processes and reporting requirements that make it more difficult for CSOs 
to receive financial support. In consultations with civil society, it was  
suggested that there might be a need to explore new ways of engaging 
with marginalised groups – including rural communities, LGBTI people, 
people living with disabilities, Indigenous peoples, and people living in 
poverty, particularly in rural areas – by reaching out to actors who are less 
well known at the national level.53

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
The UN in Colombia has designed its operations to support the Colombian 
Government’s efforts at implementing the SDGs, providing technical  
expertise to CSOs and various government entities mandated to opera-
tionalise the 2030 Agenda. In preparation for Colombia’s second VNR in 
2018, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) provided support to a 
series of regional consultations with government entities and CSOs to  
analyse gaps in SDG implementation at the local level.54 Overall, how-
ever, the UN has so far been perceived by some as being more efficient 
in raising awareness of the 2030 Agenda among CSOs than in providing 
technical support to local, regional and national government entities on 
integrating the Agenda in policies and programmes. The new Cooperation 
Framework, however, does emphasise the latter.

Informed by the UN’s CCA, the Cooperation Framework for 2020–23 
reflects the principle of leaving no one behind by placing emphasis on 
programming in the territories most affected by violence and high levels of 
poverty, and on promoting the social and economic inclusion of margin-
alised groups. In particular, the framework mentions Venezuelan refugees, 
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Colombian returnees, host communities, unemployed youth, ex- 
combatants, ethnic populations (including Afro-Colombians and  
Indigenous peoples) and women. UN entities identify the left-behind  
regions and populations through regular consultations with the govern-
ment, civil society, the private sector and bilateral donors. 

Several UN entities in Colombia are working towards specific SDGs and 
explicitly use the 2030 Agenda to advance the inclusion of marginalised 
groups.55 For example, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in 
Colombia has used the 2030 Agenda to work with government entities in 
designing multiple tools promoting the comprehensive protection of at-
risk children.56 Through its ‘Youth for the SDGs’ initiative, United Nations  
Volunteers (UNV) raises awareness among youth volunteer organisations 
on the SDGs by offering training on how to organise workshops with 
their peers on the Goals.57 

The Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace Agenda
Interviewees working for the UN in Colombia indicated that the 2019 
CCA was informed by the joint Sustaining Peace resolutions and their 
emphasis on the prevention of armed conflict. However, due to the current 
administration’s reluctance to use the word ‘peace’, this was not emphasised 
in the Cooperation Framework. Elements of the resolutions are never-
theless visible in the UN’s work in Colombia, including in the projects it 
funds and the focus on prevention and human rights throughout program-
ming. For example, the UN in Colombia has worked with local, regional 
and national state institutions to mainstream aspects of the Cooperation 
Framework through the PDETs, as specified in the Final Agreement  
(see Box 3). 

The UN considers the Multi-Partner Trust Fund for Sustaining Peace in 
Colombia (MPTF) as a successful model that fosters civil society participa- 
tion in the peace process.58 The Fund also enhances multi-stakeholder
responses to the specific needs of marginalised groups. Established in 2016, 
the MPTF in Colombia is a tripartite tool in which the Colombian Govern- 
ment, the UN and donor countries jointly – at the strategic and operational 
levels – identify investments for peace, under the leadership of the govern-
ment and in support of the priorities set out in the Cooperation Framework. 
As part of the second implementation phase of the Fund, started in Novem-
ber 2018, an effort is being made to allocate at least 30 per cent of funds to  
projects and programmes that promote the participation and empowerment 
of women, as well as gender equality.59 Through the Fund, to which the PBF 
is a contributor, the UN Country Team is also exploring ways of engaging
the private sector in peacebuilding and efforts to implement the SDGs, 
unlocking private sector investments in conflict-affected territories through 
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blended financing. Several MPTF-supported projects focus on strengthening 
human rights in the country, including through early-warning and protec-
tion systems.

Several UN entities are engaged in the prevention of violence in the 
short- and long-term, focusing on structural causes and building capacity 
to address triggers of armed conflict. For example, UNICEF Colombia is 
engaged in work to prevent violence against children within the family, as 
well as the commercial sexual exploitation of children.60 The UN Country 
Team and the UN Verification Mission have also taken on a preventive 
diplomacy role, which includes encouraging the Colombian Government 
to continue dialogue with the National Liberation Army (ELN) guerrilla 
group, and strengthening government capacities in areas abandoned by 
FARC-EP. UN representatives participating in validation consultations 
indicated that the UN has also scaled up its humanitarian assistance and 
protection measures in areas that lack a state presence, with efforts  
being made to strengthen local government structures and the capacities of  
Afro-Colombian and Indigenous communities, particularly during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

The Women, Peace and Security Agenda
The UN approaches gender as a crosscutting consideration throughout 
its operations in Colombia. The country has a strong women’s movement 
which has been advocating for the pillars of UN Security Council  
Resolution 1325 since its adoption. Interviewees indicated that the United 
Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women  
(UN Women) and the Verification Mission especially have played an  
important role in raising women’s voices with government and support-
ing civil society campaigns calling for the protection of women leaders.61 
Civil society interviewees also indicated that they appreciate UN efforts to 
navigate tensions between women’s groups and government institutions by 
providing a space for dialogue.

During peace negotiations, the UN advocated for the importance of 
recognising and supporting women’s participation in the Final Agree-
ment’s implementation, and requested that parties to the conflict take 
special measures to protect women and girls from gender-based violence. 
In accordance with the agreement, UN Women is part of an International 
Accompaniment Component.62 This grouping is responsible for promoting 
a gender-sensitive approach and to advancing women’s rights in the 
implementation of the agreement.63 As part of its monitoring mandate, 
UN Women also supports efforts to identify which gender-related 
measures in the agreement are not being adequately addressed, and to  
develop recommendations for taking the implementation process forward.64  
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The Verification Mission and UN Women have also sought to promote 
greater visibility and recognition of the rights of female former FARC-EP 
combatants by producing regular reports on reintegration processes.

Civil society interviewees perceived UN efforts to advance the WPS  
Agenda as resting primarily with UN Women, and pointed out that  
understanding and integration of the Agenda across other UN agencies 
is still lacking. It should be noted that, recognising the need to strengthen 
implementation of the WPS Agenda across all UN agencies, a UN inter-
agency working group on gender is now co-chaired by UN Women and 
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA). Nevertheless, interviewees 
stated that further work is needed to improve gender analysis by apply-
ing an intersectional lens; broadening the focus from ‘women’ to ‘gender’; 
strengthening the emphasis on LGBTI communities; and addressing 
traditional and binary gender norms. The referendum on the peace 
agreement failed in part due to conservative leaders denouncing language 
specifically recognising the rights of women and LGBTI persons as ‘gender 
ideology’ that threatened traditional family values.65 Some interviewees also 
indicated that the NDP advances a narrow definition of gender, referring 
only to women and ignoring the realities of individuals belonging to other 
minority groups, such as LGBTI persons.

The Youth, Peace and Security Agenda
UN representatives in Colombia acknowledged that the organisation 
has not done enough to operationalise and mainstream the YPS Agenda 
throughout its work. There is still a lack of understanding about the  
intersectionalities of exclusion faced by young people in communities 
most vulnerable to exclusion, as well as how best to engage youth in a 
meaningful way. However, efforts have been made, both prior to UN  
Security Council Resolution 2250 and in response to it, that place a  
greater emphasis on youth in UN programming. 

In October 2018, the Verification Mission adopted a mission-wide strategy 
on implementing UN Security Council resolutions 2250 and 2419 to pro-
mote the participation of young people as part of the mission’s mandate, 
including appointing YPS focal points. Together with the UN Country 
Team, the Verification Mission also established an informal  
mechanism to share information on youth-related programming. As a 
result, YPS perspectives were incorporated in the 2019 CCA.

UNDP, the Verification Mission and UNFPA supported consultations in 
2017 with young people as an input to The Missing Peace report.66 UNDP, 
UN Volunteers and UNFPA, among other partners, promote the inclusion 
of youth in ongoing peace and development efforts, such as ‘Youth leader- 
ship schools’ in the Nariño Department, located in western Colombia.  



Realising Inclusivity    41

The schools were started by a local youth organisation, Fundacion Visiones. 
This initiative raises awareness of UN Security Council Resolution 2250 
and promotes leadership for peacebuilding among young people from 
Afro-Colombian, Indigenous and other communities.67 The Verification 
Mission has also facilitated experience-sharing visits to foster unity and 
reduce prejudices between young former combatants and youth across the 
country, including young people in political parties. 

Contextual barriers to the promotion of inclusivity in Colombia
Four years after the signing of the Final Agreement, Colombia has established 
a fragile peace but continues to face several challenges that threaten sustain-
able peace and development. The current administration has continued to 
implement many aspects of the agreement, but the 2019 political transition 
in Colombia has, to some extent, led to changes in the way the Colombian 
Government approaches the inclusion of marginalised groups, with greater 
emphasis on socio-economic growth and equality, including investment in 
rural communities. This was seen by some interviewees as a shift away from 
human rights and participation. Others indicated that the shift is more a 
matter of changing political rhetoric, given the current administration ran 
on a platform that was critical of the Final Agreement, in part because it was 
seen as too lenient towards former FARC-EP combatants.68  

The UN in Colombia has played an important role in encouraging the 
current administration to build on inclusion milestones reached by the 
previous administration in terms of implementing the Final Agreement. 
According to some interviewees, one of the important features that has 
defined the UN’s efficacy in Colombia over the years has been its capacity 
to adapt to rapidly evolving political dynamics. Several people inter-
viewed indicated that, even with the recent change in government, 
the UN has been able to continue to work on the peace process and 
advocate for the inclusion of marginalised groups. However, this has 
required the UN to change how it frames these issues in its relations with 
the Colombian Government, for example by placing greater emphasis on 
the SDGs as opposed to sustaining peace. 

Acts of violence against social leaders and human rights defenders have 
continued.69 The UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) documented 110 killings of human rights defenders in 
2018, and 108 killings in 2019. Importantly, 27 per cent of the reported 
cases in 2018 involved either Indigenous or Afro-Colombian persons, 
demonstrating that some ethnic communities are more affected than 
others. In 2019, 75 per cent of reported cases occurred in rural areas; 
86 per cent in municipalities with a multidimensional poverty index above 
the national average; 91 per cent in municipalities where the homicide rate 
indicated the existence of endemic violence; and 98 per cent in municipalities 
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where illicit economies, ELN, other violent groups or criminal groups 
were present.70 

Due to differences in verification methods and definitions of what consti-
tutes a social leader, data on the total number of people killed varies. 
The Colombian Institute for Development and Peace Studies (Indepaz), 
for example, counted 105 killings of social leaders and human rights  
defenders in the first four months of 2020.71 At the same time, the 
OHCHR verified 32 cases of killings of social leaders in the first half of 
the year (until 19 June), with a further 47 under investigation. These cases 
included leaders from marginalised communities, such as ethnic popula-
tions, women and LGBTI persons.72
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According to some reports, violations have increased since the signing of 
the Peace Agreement, as well as between 2018 and 2019, alongside the 
political transition.73 There are also indications that violence against human 
rights defenders, social leaders and Indigenous and ethnic communities 
have all increased as a result of quarantine restrictions imposed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.74   

The UN Country Team has played an important role in overseeing and 
advocating for government accountability regarding protection of mar-
ginalised communities, in line with the relevant international frameworks. 
Through regular communiques, reports and international pressure, the UN 
in Colombia has highlighted human rights abuses, as well as the exclusion 
of marginalised groups from peace and development processes.
 

Through cultural festivals in nine different regions across the country, UNDP Colombia 
supported the participation of more than 10,000 university students in direct conversations 
with the office of the Colombian Government in charge of the peace talks regarding what 
the peace process should look like and how the agreement should be implemented.
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44   Realising InclusivityFishing boats in Tanji, the Gambia. Fisheries were estimated to represent about 1.8 per cent 
of the Gambia’s GDP in 2013 and many people rely on fishing for their livelihood. The 
sector is dominated by small-scale private entrepreneurs. Tanji is known for its lively night 
markets, where fish and spices of various kinds are available. 
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Sources
World Bank Data, <https://data.worldbank.org>; UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population  
Division, <https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery>; The Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2013 Census and  
2015–2016 Integrated Household Survey; <www.gbosdata.org>; International Labour Organization, 
ILOSTAT Database, <https://ilostat.ilo.org>. For definitions see ‘Notes on data’ in Part I of this report.

The Gambia
Official name: Republic of The Gambia

Population:
   million

Percentage of people living below 
the national poverty line (US$ 1.25) (2015)75: 

Net enrolment rate,  
secondary education (2018): 

Youth population:

37%  
(ages 15–34)

12%  48.6%

40.6%

2.3

Inequality (Gini index, 2018): Unemployment (2019): 

35.9% 10%

(ages 18–23)

Ethnic groups (2013):  
Mandinka (34.4%); Fulani (24.1%); Wolof (14.8%); Jola (10.5%); Serahule (8.2%);  

Serere (3.1%); Manjago 1.9%); Bambara (1.3%); and Creole (.5%)

https://data.worldbank.org
https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery
https://www.gbosdata.org
https://ilostat.ilo.org
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Despite its relatively small population, the Gambia is the fifth most densely 
populated country in sub-Saharan Africa.76 It is ethnically and linguistically 
diverse, with five major ethnic groupings (the Mandinka, Fulani, Wolof, 
Jola and Serahule) and many smaller groups; and while English is the 
country’s official language, Mandinka, Wolof, Fula and other Indigenous 
languages are also spoken. Around 96 per cent of the population is Muslim, 
although there is a small Christian community and a number of com-
munities maintain traditional religious practices.77 Poverty is particularly 
high (approximately 70 per cent) in rural areas compared to urban areas 
(approximately 30 per cent), and many throughout the country lack access 
to basic social services.78 At the time of the 2013 census, 64 per cent of the 
population was under the age of 25.79  

According to the Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 35 per cent of people aged 
15–64 are unemployed, with unemployment particularly high among 
youth, women and those living in rural communities.80 As of 2019, approx-
imately 62 per cent of the Gambia’s population was concentrated in urban 
areas, largely as a result of high rates of internal migration.81 In addition, 
over 35,000 Gambians migrated to Europe between 2014 and 2018 seek-
ing employment and education.82 Many migrants are now returning home 
to the Gambia, due partly to efforts by the European Union to manage 
migration flows into its countries. For example, between January 2017 and 
October 2019, over 4,800 Gambians were assisted with voluntary or 
humanitarian return as part of a programme administered by the EU and 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM).83 Despite the possi-
bility of assistance, returning migrants often face unemployment and little 
to no access to land or resources.84

The Gambia is currently transitioning to democratic governance following 
22 years of dictatorship under Yahya Jammeh, whose rule was marked by 
human rights abuses, including forced disappearances, extrajudicial kill-
ings and arbitrary detentions.85 Jammeh came to power in a coup in 1994 
and was re-elected president three times between 2001 and 2011, but lost 
the December 2016 presidential election to Adama Barrow. Refusing to 
accept Barrow’s victory, Jammeh called for new elections, arrested soldiers 
perceived as loyal to Barrow and detained opposition supporters. The 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) subsequently 
made several mediation and military interventions. The UN supported the 
mediation efforts, and in January 2017 the UN Security Council passed 
a resolution calling on Jammeh to step down.86 The African Union (AU), 
ECOWAS and the UN offered coordinated assistance for a peaceful tran-
sition of power. Jammeh stepped down on 21 January and left the country 
shortly afterwards. A coalition government was formed in April 2017.87  
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The UN's engagement and presence in the Gambia
The UN has been present in the Gambia since 1975. The UN Country 
Team consists of 23 agencies, funds and programmes, including 11 non- 
resident UN entities with regional offices.88 Country offices are maintained 
by the Food and Agriculture Organization, the IOM, UNDP, the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
UNFPA, UNICEF, the World Food Programme (WFP) and the World 
Health Organization (WHO). 

The 2017–21 UNDAF for the Gambia outlines poverty reduction and  
inclusive growth as core components of the principle of leaving no  
one behind.89 The UNDAF responds to humanitarian challenges and 
emphasises strengthening the capacity of government institutions in service 
provision, as well as supporting community resiliency in response to crises. 
Building on a CCA conducted in 2015, the UNDAF identifies three  
strategic priorities: (a) governance, economic management and human 
rights; (b) human capital development, with particular focus on the most 
vulnerable; and (c) sustainable agriculture, natural resources, environmental 
and climate change management.90

UN support to implementation 
of international normative frameworks
Interviewees indicated that specific UN projects in the Gambia incorp-
orate inclusivity-related targets that build on the frameworks, including 
through internal (UN-wide and agency-specific) guidelines and strategies. 
Some interviewees made a distinction between how inclusivity is framed 
internally and how it is communicated externally. In some cases the UN 
may not reference relevant frameworks in public documentation and  
communication in order for its work to better resonate with local context 
and realities. Much of the work by UN entities to strengthen inclusivity is 
also aligned with national policies. Some individuals consulted explained 
that CSOs and the Gambian Government felt more comfortable working 
with frameworks derived from AU declarations, such as Agenda 2063, as 
they are perceived as being easier to apply in an African context.91  

Since 2017, the Gambia has received funding for nine projects from the 
UN Secretary-General’s Peacebuilding Fund (PBF, see Box 4). The pro-
jects focus on supporting civil society and marginalised groups, as well 
as strengthening governance and legal frameworks. While none of the 
PBF-funded projects in the Gambia are part of the Gender and Youth 
Promotion Initiative (GYPI), a UN representative emphasised that the 
initiative has influenced how the UN engages with women and youth 
more broadly. Interviewees were careful to point out, however, that increased 
direct financial support to civil society, particularly through flexible fund-
ing, is needed. Interviewees indicated that much of the financial support 
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to CSOs cannot be used for staff salaries and capacity development. This 
contributes to CSOs experiencing their collaboration with the UN more 
as, as one interviewee put it, ‘working for [the UN]’ rather than with the 
UN. One UN representative also indicated that the UN should engage a 
wider network of CSOs and grassroots initiatives through the PBF-funded 
initiatives.  

The UN Secretary-General’s Peacebuilding Fund (PBF) is the UN’s 
instrument of first resort in responding to violent conflict. The aim 
of the Fund is to support interventions that are of direct relevance to 
peacebuilding processes and address gaps in areas for which no other 
funding mechanisms are available. Since its establishment in 2005, 
the PBF has supported over 55 countries recovering from or coping 
with violent conflict. In response to the twin General Assembly and 
Security Council resolutions on Sustaining Peace and the Secretary- 
General’s call to put prevention at the core of the UN’s work, the 
PBF has evolved from a post-conflict instrument to one that invests 
before, during and after conflict. 

The Gender Promotion Initiative (GPI) was launched in 2011, while 
the Youth Promotion Initiative (YPI) was first launched in 2016; 
together they comprise the Gender and Youth Promotion Initiative 
(GYPI). The initiative specifically aims to support new and inno-
vative ways of promoting inclusive and bottom-up approaches to 
peacebuilding, addressing the barriers preventing the meaningful 
engagement of women and young people in political and peace-
building processes at all levels. The initiative is the first of its kind 
providing direct financial support by the UN to civil society. Despite 
being branded as one initiative, the GPI and YPI remain two separate 
initiatives with interconnected but distinct aims. Between 2016 and 
2019, the PBF invested US$ 117.9 million in 95 GYPI projects across 
23 countries, with 70 per cent of funds allocated to UN agencies, 
funds and programmes, and the remaining 30 per cent allocated 
directly to civil society organisations.

Box 4: The UN Secretary-General’s Peacebuilding Fund and  
the Gender and Youth Promotion Initiative

Sources: UN Secretary-General’s Peacebuilding Fund, <www.un.org/peacebuilding/fund>; 
‘Gender and Youth Promotion initiative: Call for Proposals and Guidance Note’, 2020, p. 2,   
<www.pbfgypi.org/guides-and-resources>.

https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/fund
https://www.pbfgypi.org/guides-and-resources
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
The UN has supported government processes to integrate the SDGs 
within national policies. In partnership with the Gambian Government, 
the UN conducted joint consultations with diverse stakeholders to inform 
the 2018–21 NDP, which sets out priorities in line with the SDGs and 
emphasises the importance of empowering youth and women, as well as 
strengthening civil society as a valued partner in national development.92  

The UN supported efforts to engage diverse stakeholders in preparation 
for the Gambia’s first VNR in 2020 on progress made towards implemen-
tation of the 2030 Agenda.93 This included consultations and sensitisation 
activities at the community level, some of which were conducted by local 
CSOs that were able to present the SDGs in local languages. The Gambian 
National Youth Council also gathered input from young people, which was 
presented in a complementary report to the VNR.94 Unfortunately, the 
consultation process was cut short due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
Nevertheless, stakeholder engagement in preparing for the VNR increased 
awareness and ownership of the SDGs, with validation consultations con-
ducted in July 2020 as input to this report confirming this. 

At the same time, interviewees emphasised that the UN should build 
on interest among civil society to work with the SDGs. The UN could 
increase support efforts aimed at enhancing knowledge and implemen-
tation of the Goals and how they can be used to promote inclusivity in 
decision-making processes. Specifically, civil society interviewees felt that 
a more detailed understanding of the connections between the SDGs and 
the targets and indicators used to measure their implementation could 
enhance the work of CSOs.

The Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace Agenda
Interviewees indicated that much of the UN’s work on inclusivity at the 
country level relates to the substance of the twin Sustaining Peace reso-
lutions, even if they are not always explicitly referenced in strategic and 
planning documents. The UN Country Team has engaged in conversations 
with the Gambian Government regarding the resolutions as part of advo-
cacy efforts to strengthen inclusion. Validation consultations with the UN 
for this report indicated that these efforts contributed to language on social 
cohesion and prevention being included in the NDP. Efforts have also been 
made to work with civil society and community members to identify how the 
UN can best contribute to ongoing local peace and development efforts. For 
example, UNICEF is developing community action plans to better inte-
grate community-level issues and responses into programming. Through 
a PBF-funded project, UNICEF and UNFPA also support existing youth 
centres to facilitate capacity-building in leadership, conflict management 
and peacebuilding. Working with local governance structures, the initiative 
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also aims to promote inter-generational dialogue through youth men-
torship components that seek to bridge divides between youth and their 
community leaders.95  

In 2018, the Gambian Government, in collaboration with civil society, 
produced a Conflict and Development Analysis (CDA), which was then 
updated in June 2019.96 With support from the joint UNDP–UN Depart- 
ment of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (DPPA) Programme on  
Building National Capacities for Conflict Prevention and the UN Office 
for West Africa and the Sahel (UNOWAS), the CDA used a participatory 
and inclusive methodology to collect data, and was developed with input 
from consultations with civil society. The analysis identified key conflict 
drivers that need to be addressed in order to prevent violent conflict and 
sustain peace.97 It also highlighted the importance of including diverse 
stakeholders – including independent CSOs and community organisations, 
women, youth, local and regional governance structures and institutions, 
and religious institutions and leaders – and taking an intersectoral approach 
(across, for example, human rights, education and transitional justice). 

The CDA is now used and referenced across a number of UN agencies to 
develop programming, including in project documents for PBF funding. 
For example, UNDP, in coordination with the OHCHR, has conducted 
special focus group discussions with both women and youth to support 
nationwide consultations aimed at gathering perspectives on transitional 
justice efforts.98 Dialogue with young people features on social media 
platforms, including Facebook and Twitter, to allow a wider audience to 
follow and engage with the public conversation.99 

The Women, Peace and Security Agenda
Efforts are being made to mainstream UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 in UN programming in the Gambia. UNDP has, for example,  
supported efforts to review and update the 2012 Gambia National Action 
Plan on United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 (GNAP), 
which focuses on three of the pillars of the WPS Agenda: participation, 
prevention and protection.100 In addition to building on the issues identi-
fied in Resolution 1325, the GNAP was developed in accordance with the  
National Gender and Women Empowerment Policy 2010–2020, which 
outlines strategies for achieving gender equality and mainstreaming gender 
in government planning and implementation using a rights-based  
approach.101 

Gender-sensitive approaches are incorporated in UN project planning and 
reporting documents. UNFPA and UNICEF, as part of a PBF-funded  
initiative, and in partnership with national actors including the National  
Women’s Bureau, have conducted a series of educational sessions with 
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women and youth on, for example, advocacy and debate processes, 
policy analysis and dialogue. These sessions drew on expertise from the 
University of the Gambia, as well as representatives from UN Women and 
UNOWAS.102 UNFPA also supports the Gambian Ministry of Women’s  
Affairs in developing its strategic plan, and has advocated for the involve-
ment of women’s groups in identifying specific needs and designing 
indicators. While several UN entities work actively to promote women’s 
inclusion, some CSO representatives felt that the UN needs to increase  
advocacy with the Gambian Government to ensure secure spaces for 
women’s participation.

The Youth, Peace and Security Agenda 
Interviewees indicated that youth has been an important target group 
for UN programming across various agencies, even prior to the adoption 
of UN Security Council Resolution 2250. Much of the UN’s efforts to 
strengthen youth engagement in the Gambia builds on national frame-
works, including the National Youth Policy for 2019–2028, which was 
developed in consultation with young people.103  

Since the adoption of UN Security Council Resolution 2250 in 2015, 
the UN in the Gambia has engaged in a number of activities to raise 
awareness among communities on aspects of the resolution. For example, 
UNDP has worked with the Gambia National Youth Council, a govern-
ment entity under the Ministry of  Youth and Sports tasked with leading 
national efforts to engage youth and coordinate a network of local activists 
on youth-related activities.104 Interviewees indicated that UNDP and the 
youth council have conducted trainings for young leaders and government 
representatives on UN Security Council resolutions 2250 and 2419 as part 
of an initiative to draft a National Action Plan (not yet adopted) on YPS. 
A number of Training of Trainers workshops have also been conducted in 
different regions of the country. 

Despite this, interviewees highlighted that efforts to apply and advance 
the messages in Resolution 2250 need to be further institutionalised. One 
youth activist mentioned that the first time she had heard mention of the 
National Action Plan was through her engagement in the consultations for 
this case study. This indicates that the UN could increase outreach,  
particularly to a broader spectrum of youth, including those not working 
specifically on YPS but on peace and development more broadly. 

Youth peacebuilders interviewed for this case study also cited creating a 
conducive environment for diverse young people to engage with their 
peers as important for promoting sustainable peace. The UN is making 
an effort to target the most marginalised young people, including young 
women, youth in rural communities and youth who have dropped out of 
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school. The IOM, as part of its engagement with returning migrants (the 
majority of whom are young people), supports dialogue between young 
returnees and communities with the aim of promoting understanding 
and reducing stigma.105 Finally, as part of another PBF-funded project, 
UNICEF and UNFPA facilitate an online platform, U-Report (also 
implemented in Jordan), which sends out polls to young people for their 
input on various issues, such as migration and environmental policies.106 
Real-time results can then be shared with young people and other stake-
holders to encourage further dialogue online, and to inform decision- 
making.107

  
Contextual barriers to the promotion  
of inclusivity in the Gambia
The Gambia’s recent transition from dictatorship to democracy has been 
seen by many within the UN as an opportunity to enhance cooperation 
with the government and thereby strengthen inclusion. Interviewees noted, 
however, that officials are still building their own capacities, and govern-
ment staff are constantly rotating in and out of institutions. UN represent-
atives interviewed indicated that these types of change have made it more 
difficult for the UN and other actors to develop sustainable relationships 
with the Gambian Government, at times delaying project implementation. 

The new administration, led by President Barrow, has taken steps to 
address human rights abuses perpetrated under Jammeh. Political prisoners 
have been released, while according to news reports, press freedom has  
increased and repression of journalists and activists has decreased.108 A Truth,  
Reconciliation and Reparations Commission has also been established, 
although the process has been criticised for being rushed, and less than half 
of Gambians surveyed say they have trust in the Commission.109 Despite 
progress, the Gambian Government has not effectively strengthened  
national institutions and has failed to follow through on other promised  
reforms that would protect freedom of expression and further strengthen 
the justice and security sectors. Interviewees were careful to point out that 
the repression of political and civic participation during the dictatorship 
has contributed to relatively limited civil society engagement. People are 
still getting used to an opening up of civic space and remain wary of a 
return to authoritarianism. Recent lockdowns due to the COVID-19  
pandemic also pose potential risks regarding restriction of civic spaces.

Socio-economic inequalities and unequal access to services – which 
are likely to increase as a result of COVID-19 – further contribute to 
exclusion. For example, engaging people living with disabilities is difficult 
when there are no ramps to access a building. Many international migrants 
who make up around nine per cent of the Gambia’s population, face 
additional barriers in accessing social services.  The inability to become a 
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citizen, particularly among those born and raised in the country to migrant 
parents, limits access to education and, subsequently, employment or wel-
fare services.110 These inequalities also contribute to increasing tensions 
along ethno-linguistic lines, which had already emerged during the Jammeh 
regime. Tensions over access to land and natural resources have also increased.111  

Traditional cultural practices, whereby community elders speak on behalf 
of others, including women and youth, are reflected in political parties and 
in government structures and policies. Only 8.6 per cent of members of 
parliament are women, and women hold just 8 per cent of seats in local 
government.112 While President Barrow has promised not to prosecute 
same-sex relationships, the Gambian Government has yet to repeal laws 
that criminalise same-sex relationships and sexual activity.113 Interviewees 
working for the UN shared that it can be difficult to promote inclusivity 
while also being culturally sensitive, and that greater efforts are needed in 
terms of the UN applying policies and strategies in culturally appropriate 
and adaptable ways.
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Realising Inclusivity    55Banjul, the capital of the Gambia. While there was recognition among some civil 
society interviewees that the UN is making an effort to engage with different  
organisations outside of Banjul, there is a need for the UN to reach out to a wider  
community base beyond the capital.
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Amman, the capital of Jordan. In July 2020, 
the United Nations Country Team launched 
its Socio-Economic Framework (SEF) for the 
COVID-19 Response in Jordan. The Framework 
complements the national COVID-19 Health Plan 
and humanitarian assistance for refugee populations 
in camps, urban settings and host communities living
in vulnerable situations.

Photo: U
N

H
C

R
 Jordan



Realising Inclusivity    57

Jordan
Official name: Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan

Population:
   million

Percentage of people living below 
the national poverty line (US$ 1.25) (2015): 

Net enrolment rate,  
secondary education (2018): 

Youth population:  
(2019)

35%  
(ages 15–34)

11.4%  

63%

10.1 

Inequality (Gini index, 2018): Unemployment (2019): 

35.4% 19%

(ages 18–23)

Nationalities living in Jordan:  
Jordanian (69.4%); Palestinian (20.8%); Syrian (12.8%); Egyptian (6.3%); Iraqi (1.3%);  

as well as less than 1% Yemeni, Libyan and other nationalities/origins

Religious composition:  
Sunni Muslim (97%); Christians (2.2%),  

mostly Greek Orthodox with a small percentage Roman Catholic

Sources 
World Bank Data, <https://data.worldbank.org>; UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 
Division, <https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery>; Jordan Department of Statistics, 2015 census and other 
data, <http://dosweb.dos.gov.jo>; International Labour Organization, ILOSTAT Database, <https://ilostat.ilo.org>. 
For definitions see ‘Notes on data’ in Part I of this report.

15.7%

https://data.worldbank.org
https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery
http://dosweb.dos.gov.jo
https://ilostat.ilo.org
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While Jordan is a relatively homogenous country ethnically – with a 
primarily Arab and Sunni Muslim population, and a smaller community 
of Christians – it is also home to people of varying countries of origin.114  
Jordan has in recent years been classified by the World Bank as an upper 
middle-income country with a service-based economy. However, consult- 
ations conducted as part of the current project indicate that poverty in  
the country is rising.115 This appears to be borne out by the data. In 2019,  
15.7 per cent of the Jordanian population lived in extreme poverty, an 
increase from 14.4 per cent in 2010.116 For refugees in the country, the  
situation is much worse. In 2018, for example, 78 per cent of Syrian  
refugees in Jordan lived below the national poverty line.117 

The service, industry and tourism sectors all contribute substantially to 
Jordan’s GDP.  Yet, Jordan relies heavily on foreign bilateral and multilateral 
donor aid, with net official development assistance received in 2018 as 
a percentage of imports, services and primary income amounting to  
10.5 per cent.118 Unemployment in the country is considered high: officially,  
the rate was 19 per cent in 2019, although the true figure is likely to be 
much higher due to official unemployment rates excluding non-Jordanians.119  
The unemployment rate among women was approximately 27.5 per cent 
(as opposed to 17 per cent for men), and 40.6 per cent among youth aged 
15–24.120 Around 55 per cent of young women between the ages of 15 and 
24 are unemployed.121 

Increasing regional instability following the events of the Arab Spring in 
2010–12 has put strain on Jordan’s resources. For example, the ongoing 
conflict in Syria, instability in Iraq and a fragile peace with Israel have con-
tributed to large refugee flows into Jordan. As of November 2019, Jordan 
was host to over 745,000 registered refugees, of whom 87.8 per cent were 
Syrian, 9 per cent Iraqi and 1.9 per cent Yemeni.122 Jordan is also home to 
2.4 million Palestinian refugees and persons registered with the UN Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East.123 In addition 
to poverty and a high refugee intake, Jordan experiences vulnerabilities 
such as dependence on costly and unstable imports of energy, and a scarcity 
of water and arable land. Low gender parity and gender-based discrimina-
tion create further negative social and economic effects.  Approximately 42 
per cent of all people in Jordan (both Jordanians and non-Jordanians) live 
in and around the capital, Amman.124  

The UN’s engagement and presence in Jordan 
The UN has had a presence in Jordan since 1976, when UNDP first  
entered into an agreement with the Jordanian Government.125 A total of  
24 UN agencies, funds and programmes currently have a presence in 
Jordan, including three non-resident agencies.126 The UNSDF for 2018–22 
has three main priority areas, which strongly connect to the 2030 Agenda 
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principle of leaving no one behind: (a) strengthened institutions,  
 (b) empowered people and (c) enhanced opportunities for participation.127 
The 2017 CCA emphasises SDG 16 on promoting just, peaceful and 
inclusive societies, and highlights both UN Security Council resolutions 
1325 and 2250 as key frameworks to guide its work.128 The UN’s program-
ming in Jordan aims to address the needs of diverse marginalised groups, 
including refugees and migrants, people with disabilities, and individuals 
and families living in socio-economically vulnerable situations. 

There are three inter-agency Results Groups aligned with the UNSDF 
priority areas. In addition, there is an inter-agency programme coordination 
team made up of senior programme officers and deputies of agencies to 
ensure technical coordination and promote standardisation, as well as Joint 
Implementation Groups formed around joint programming initiatives.129  

UN support to implementation  
of international normative frameworks
Interviewees indicated that the UN in Jordan has promoted inclusion 
through its programming, both directly and indirectly responding to  
international frameworks. In particular, the UN, in collaboration with  
the Jordanian Government, has worked to advance inclusion through 
evidence-based policy development and data management. For example, 
the Education Management Information System, a publicly accessible data 
management system supported by UNESCO, improves transparency while 
providing the evidence base to advocate for and meet the education needs 
of all children and youth living in Jordan. 

Interviewees indicated, however, that the UN could take better advantage 
of opportunities to build on processes at the national level, such as efforts 
led by the National Centre for Human Rights. Interviewees working for 
UNHCR highlighted, for example, how being a registered charity for 
Zakat (an Islamic system of donating and almsgiving to the poor, similar 
to tithes in Christian churches) allowed the agency to raise additional 
funds for its work supporting refugees. King Abdullah II ibn Al Hussein’s 
discussion papers, which are often in line with global frameworks, were 
also suggested as a potential entry point for the UN to engage in conver- 
sations with the Jordanian Government on democratisation and civil  
society engagement.130  

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
Interviewees perceived the SDGs as being at present the best entry point 
for the UN to promote inclusivity. The Ministry of Planning and Interna-
tional Cooperation (MOPIC) has an SDG unit and an open government 
unit, which are designed to support and coordinate the implementation of 
the SDGs across other ministries and agencies. The UN Country Team  
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supported MOPIC in developing a nine-step roadmap for the implemen-
tation of the 2030 Agenda. This process included UN-led consultations 
with CSOs.131 The UN Country Team is also supporting Jordan’s VNR 
process for 2020, as it did in 2017.132 Interviewees noted that this process 
presents a good opportunity to reach out to diverse stakeholder groups and 
support CSOs in developing alternative reports.

Several UN entities indicated that, beyond the two focal points in MOPIC, 
the SDGs are rather weakly understood and mainstreamed in national and 
local government institutions. There is limited political will for implemen-
tation, particularly when it comes to SDG 16. Localisation of the SDGs is, 
in the words of one interviewee, ‘almost non-existent’ at subnational levels. 
Others interviewed mentioned that the UN itself could more effectively 
mainstream the 2030 Agenda into its policies and programming, including 
through existing inter-agency working groups. 

The Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace Agenda 
Inclusivity elements of the Sustaining Peace resolutions are present and 
relevant to how the UN works in Jordan. Notably, the UN makes efforts 
to promote coherence across the humanitarian–development–peace nexus, 
as well as to strengthen partnerships with civil society. The UN in Jordan 
seems to indirectly integrate the Secretary-General’s prevention agenda 
into its work, with the SDGs as the entry point for addressing root causes 
of conflict. In 2020, as part of the process of developing a new Cooper-
ation Framework, the UN Country Team is conducting a CCA to identify 
risk factors for potential violence, as well as the UN’s role in mitigating 
them. As part of developing the CCA, the UN was at the time of writing 
of this case study planning to hold consultations with civil society. The UN 
sees this as an opportunity to identify forms of marginalisation, as well as 
which segments of the population are most vulnerable to exclusion.

In 2018 the UN was able to use the Human Rights Council’s Universal 
Periodic Review (UPR) process, and its outcome, to engage civil society 
and raise normative issues with the Jordanian Government.133 The UN’s  
efforts in November 2018 at bringing together national and international 
CSOs and government for an in-country pre-session during the UPR  
process was raised as a case of good practice in providing safe spaces for 
sensitive conversations. 

UN representatives indicated, however, that peacebuilding is considered 
more of a Middle East-North Africa regional priority and is therefore not 
a focus of UN programming in Jordan. Peacebuilding is not typically used 
in the Jordanian Government’s discourse on internal affairs. Instead, peace 
and peacebuilding are often associated with efforts to address or transform 
the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. The UN also needs to ensure coherence 
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and complementarity in its roles in Jordan as both humanitarian actor and 
long-term development partner. One of the main obstacles to a greater 
emphasis on peace and security is the lack of funding for peacebuilding 
activities within the UN’s work in Jordan. 

UN interviewees indicated that the organisation’s work is at times framed 
as supporting social cohesion to avoid scrutiny or resistance from govern-
ment regarding activities on peace-related issues. In practice, the prevention 
of violent extremism (PVE) is also used – especially in governorates in the 
country’s North (Irbid, Mafraq, Ajloun, Jerash) and South (Karak, Tafileh, 
Maan and Aqaba) regions – to frame much of the UN’s work. Civil society 
interviewees perceived PVE programming as working against inclusion, 
as initiatives are often not framed with the aim of promoting participants’ 
active engagement in society and decision making. These types of efforts 
can instead lead to further stigmatisation of participants. 

The Women, Peace and Security Agenda
In recent years, the UN in Jordan has, in dialogue with the Jordanian  
Government, increased its engagement with UN Security Council 
Resolution 1325. In 2018, following an inclusive drafting process, Jordan 
launched a National Action Plan (JONAP) on implementing the resolu-
tion.134 JONAP is a coordinating mechanism with 70 partners, including 
the government, the security sector and civil society at the national and 
governorate levels. The JONAP Steering Committee is chaired by the 
Ministry of Interior and led by the Jordan National Committee for Women 
(JNCW). UN Women has also supported the development of a roadmap 
for implementation of JONAP using a participatory process. In February 
2019, for example, UN Women organised a national conference in partner-
ship with the Jordanian Government, which featured over 260 participants 
representing key stakeholders.135 The coalition is supported by a pooled fund 
(financed by Canada, Finland, Norway, Spain and the United Kingdom), 
with a total budget of US$ 9 million over four years to implement its 
activities.136 UN Women and the JNCW are tasked with making a yearly 
action plan for disbursement.

Several UN entities in Jordan work with women as a primary target group 
for their activities. UN Security Council Resolution 1325 was described 
by interviewees as a useful tool to mobilise both resources and women’s 
engagement, as it legitimises the work already being done by a number of 
women-led CSOs in the country. Through a collaboration with UN Women, 
UNDP and the JNCW, CSOs have been able to access global funding 
for the promotion of Resolution 1325, which helped in realising the cre-
ation of the JONAP. Efforts have also been made to streamline communi-
cation on the resolution and to outline how the WPS framework links up 
with existing national policies and processes. For example, in a project that 
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encourages women to vote, UNDP has framed participation in politics  
by combining aspects of Resolution 1325, the Convention on the  
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), 
the SDGs and UN Security Council Resolution 2250.137 Yet, CSOs  
interviewed indicated that initiatives to promote inclusivity do not always 
address, as one women’s rights campaigner framed it, the ‘vulnerabilities 
within the vulnerable groups’, including female domestic workers, females 
with disabilities and young women. 

The Youth, Peace and Security Agenda
UNICEF in Jordan estimates that 63 per cent of the country’s population 
is under the age of 30.138 The Youth Peace and Security 2250 National 
Coalition was initiated in 2017 by the Ministry of Youth to support youth 
participation in the country.139 At the time that interviews were conducted 
in May 2019, UNFPA and the Crown Prince Foundation served as its first 
co-chairs, with the aim of national civil society partners taking over once 
the coalition was institutionalised.140 The coalition included five additional 
UN agencies and eight CSOs, among which the only local and youth-led 
organisation was I-Dare. In the beginning of 2019 a voting body, composed 
of 21 young people, was selected by member organisations. Despite this, 
several young peacebuilders interviewed for this case study were unaware 
of the coalition’s existence. At the same time, UNFPA highlighted efforts 
being made to proactively engage with CSOs outside of Amman via out-
reach on social media and other platforms frequented by youth.141

Interviewees indicated that while Jordanian youth initially expressed a lot 
of interest in UN Security Council Resolution 2250, this has to some 
extent waned as the resolution’s implementation has become more formal-
ised. Many young people are reluctant to engage in formal processes 
due to a lack of trust in – and limited access to – state institutions and 
international organisations. Several UN agencies work to empower young 
people in ways that might not be framed as operationalising Resolution 
2250 but which nevertheless relate to its substance. For example, in the 
context of PVE measures, UNESCO provides training to youth on the 
skills needed to identify and counter unverifiable news and social media 
items.142 To reach young people living in vulnerable situations, UNFPA 
consciously targets ‘youth living in Jordan’ as opposed to ‘Jordanian youth’. 
UNFPA also supports the Y-PEER Network in Jordan, which seeks to 
mobilise youth in reaching out to their peers to promote education on 
issues related to sexual and reproductive health.143 UNDP staff highlighted 
increasing engagement with youth centres and municipalities, including 
through its Global Accelerator Labs initiative, in an effort to raise national 
awareness of the needs and challenges of young people at the grassroots 
level.144  
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Contextual barriers to the promotion of inclusivity in Jordan
Many interviewees, from civil society as well as the UN, cited contextual 
factors in Jordan as creating a challenging environment to promote 
inclusivity in general, and the implementation of the specific international 
normative frameworks in particular. These barriers contribute, as one 
interviewee indicated, to marginalisation at three levels: (a) the state 
excluding its citizens; (b) organised civil society excluding citizens; 
and (c) the state excluding civil society. 

Many interviewees, from both civil society and the UN, cited Jordan’s  
patriarchal culture, with its underlying elements of tribal and religious  
conservatism and traditional gender norms, as inhibiting the full imple-
mentation of frameworks related to the socio-economic and political 
inclusion of women and youth. Several interviewees suggested that certain 
political leaders have a particularly negative attitude towards progressive 
women’s organisations. Furthermore, the LGBTI community in Jordan is 
invisible in both government policies and service delivery. These cultural 
barriers to participation can pose challenges for the UN in Jordan when 
addressing the needs of certain groups in, for example, Cooperation 
Frameworks. Framing its work through less controversial topics, such as  
increasing employment opportunities and supporting female-headed 
households, may at time be more effective than framing it as promoting 
youth and women’s participation. 

Interviewees also pointed to an exclusionary narrative, prevalent among 
some government representatives and parts of the population, along the 
lines that ‘Amman is Jordan and Jordan is Amman’. This highlights a stark 
urban–rural divide, as well as broader issues of exclusion related to class, 
tradition, and social and political influence. Others noted that civil society 
also has a responsibility to ensure that their work reaches diverse Jordanians.

The notion of wasta – the need to have political or social influence or 
connections to get anything done and/or access social services – was raised 
as a serious barrier to inclusion and socio-political change. Without wasta, 
influencing policy processes is slow and requires great patience and long-
term strategies, even for more prominent CSOs.145 

Interviewees cited cumbersome bureaucracy and the need for buy-in from 
top officials within ministries, as well as instability within the Jordanian 
Government (including frequent reshuffling of the cabinet and ministers) 
as consistent obstacles to the implementation of initiatives. For example, 
the leadership of the Ministry of Youth has changed hands four times in 
the recent past, and the entity responsible for youth matters has gone back 
and forth between being a Ministry and a Higher Council, which affects 
the institutionalisation of processes, policies and frameworks.
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The Jordanian Government has prioritised the prevention of violent 
extremism in recent years, leading to heightened securitisation of the state. 
Interviewees pointed out that Jordan’s stronger security apparatus is a  
challenge to inclusivity and can potentially create more extremism by  
alienating some communities. Others noted that, especially in working 
with youth, it is difficult to strike a balance between a democratic process 
and the government’s perception of what is needed to ensure stability. 
Political participation is seen as a risk to stability, which in turn leads to 
securitised youth spaces and restrictions on protests and other spaces for 
activism. 
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Reported cases of intimidation of CSOs, journalists, youth and people 
participating in protests point to increasingly restricted civic space in the 
country.146 Intimidation is particularly prevalent in instances where  
people have criticised a member of the royal family and are subsequently 
charged with lèse majesté, or the crime of insulting the monarch(y).   
With a restricted civil society and a lack of political opposition, the ability 
of the population to hold the government accountable for upholding  
international commitments is limited. 

UNESCO's Cash-for-Work project focuses on providing employment opportunities  
to vulnerable individuals, while at the same time contributing to the preservation of  
cultural heritage assets in two sites in Jordan.
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Street art in the capital of Sri Lanka, Colombo. Women and women’s groups 
have been instrumental in operationalising UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 in the country.

Photo: Sarah Sm
ith
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Sri Lanka
Official name: Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka

Population:
   million

Percentage of people living below 
the national poverty line (US$ 1.25) (2015): 

Net enrolment rate,  
secondary education (2018): 

Youth population:  
(2019)

23%  4.1%

91%

21.8

Inequality (Gini index, 2016): Unemployment (2019): 

39.8% 4.79%

Ethno-religious groups: 
Buddhist Sinhalese (75%); Sri Lankan, predominantly Hindu, Tamils (11%); 

 Indian, predominately Hindu, Tamils (4%);  
and Sri Lankan Moors (approximately 9%), who are primarily Muslim

(ages 15–34)

Sources 
World Bank Data, <https://data.worldbank.org>; UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population  
Division, <https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery>; Ministry of Finance and Planning Sri Lanka, Department  
of Census and Statistics, 2012 census and other data, <www.statistics.gov.lk>;  International Labour  
Organization, ILOSTAT Database, <https://ilostat.ilo.org>; UNESCO Institute for Statistics,  
<http://uis.unesco.org>. For definitions see ‘Notes on data’ in Part I of this report.

https://data.worldbank.org
https://population.un.org/wpp/DataQuery
http://www.statistics.gov.lk
https://ilostat.ilo.org
http://uis.unesco.org
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Spanning roughly 66,000 square kilometres, Sri Lanka is one of the most 
densely populated countries in the world and the least urbanised country 
in South Asia, with only 19 per cent of the population living in urban areas 
as of 2019.147 While the majority of the population is Buddhist, there are 
also smaller Hindu and Muslim communities. There are also significant 
Christian populations. Ethno-religious tensions, present throughout  
Sri Lanka’s post-independence history, together with systematic discrimin- 
ation against minorities and geographically disproportionate economic 
opportunities, culminated in an intrastate armed conflict in 1983–2009 
between the Sinhalese-majority-dominated Sri Lankan Government and 
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a Tamil militant organisation. 
Rather than concluding with a peace agreement, the war was ended by a 
decisive military defeat of the LTTE by government forces.148 

While the previous administration, led by President Maithripala Sirisena 
and Prime Minister Ranil Wickramasinghe, championed a platform 
focused on post-conflict reconciliation, the election of the Sinhala-
nationalist Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (Sri Lanka People’s Front) in 
late 2019 led to a shift in the country’s political priorities.149 The current 
President, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, is focused on security, political stability and 
economic prosperity, all underpinned by a nationalist Buddhist ideology.150  

Sri Lanka has been classified as a lower middle-income country since 
2018.151 However, disparities persist in income, infrastructure and access  
to social services, particularly in conflict-affected areas and the rural and 
plantation-estate sectors.152 Women, youth and other marginalised com-
munities remain underrepresented in economic and political life. While 
approximately 4.8 per cent of the population was unemployed in 2019, 
unemployment rates are higher among the female labour force (7.5 per 
cent compared to 3.5 per cent of the male labour force). Meanwhile, as of 
2018, the unemployment rate of the labour force aged 15–24 was around 
21 per cent.153 Other marginalised groups include roughly 700,000 people 
internally displaced by the conflict; populations employed in the estate 
sector (who have the highest poverty rates at 8.8 per cent, compared to  
1.9 per cent of urban populations); and the growing elderly population.154    

The UN's engagement and presence in Sri Lanka
The UN first established a presence in Sri Lanka in 1952, three years 
before the country was admitted as a UN Member State.155 Today, the UN 
Country Team is composed of 22 UN agencies, funds, programmes and  
offices.156 In August 2017, the UN and the Government of Sri Lanka 
signed a Cooperation Framework for 2018–22, affirming the UN’s assis-
tance to the country’s long-term development priorities. With a special 
focus on the principle of leaving no one behind and reaching those  
furthest behind first, the framework focuses on strengthening public  
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institutions, human security and socio-economic resilience. In 2016, as 
input to the framework, the UN conducted a CCA, which identified  
‘persistent inequities’ and discrimination arising from economic and 
socio-cultural factors as one of four causes of Sri Lanka’s development 
challenges.157

UN support to implementation 
of international normative frameworks
International technical expertise and policy support provided by the UN 
has supported the development and success of key peacebuilding  
mechanisms in Sri Lanka that have impacted the lives of marginalised and 
war-affected communities. Examples of such mechanisms include the  
Office for Reparations, the Lessons Learned and Reconciliation Commission,  
the Office on Missing Persons and the Secretariat for Coordinating  
Reconciliation Mechanisms.158 UNDP staff members interviewed for this 
case study also raised several examples of conscious and practical consider- 
ations being made in their work to ensure broad and diverse engagement. 
For example, UNDP has made all national languages, including sign  
language, available in its tech-entrepreneurship programmes. It has also 
served halal food and allocated time for prayers for Muslim youth during 
organised events, as well as making the conscious decision to elevate specific 
groups – such as Indigenous communities, young persons with disabilities, 
rehabilitated and conflict-affected youth, young widows and single parents 
– in its support to the Ministry of Youth’s youth development programme. 

There is awareness within the UN that barriers related to the political 
context in Sri Lanka require creativity and flexibility when promoting 
inclusivity. A WHO representative spoke of how certain ‘softer elements’ in 
the outlined frameworks, such as social justice in health, are more ‘sellable’ 
than issues such as access to sexual and reproductive health. At the same 
time, civil society representatives cautioned against the UN’s ‘pragmatic’ 
approach of addressing issues in non-confrontational ways. While such  
approaches may be necessary when fostering the UN’s relationship with 
the Sri Lankan Government, this risks compromising civil society’s percep-
tion of the UN as an ally and weakening civil society’s efforts to counter 
oppressive policies. Interviewees also indicated that the UN’s ability to 
influence the government is complicated by the fact that it often engages 
as a partner in projects rather than as a donor. Given the growing influence 
in Sri Lanka of bilateral donors such as India and China, the UN is con-
sidered a relatively small player in the context of aid. 
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
To support implementation of the SDGs, the UN engaged with Sri Lanka 
in developing a VNR, which was presented at the HLPF in July 2018.159 
The VNR report mentions a number of ways in which the UN assisted in 
the process of developing the VNR to support greater inclusion. This  
support included a scoping mission on stakeholder engagement in the 
SDG process; assistance in the design and organisation of stakeholder  
engagement activities; and technical assistance in setting up an online  
platform for 2030 Agenda stakeholder engagement.160 The process itself 
was hailed by the UN, according to interviews with the RCO, as an  
example of inclusive stakeholder engagement, and as such was considered  
a good entry point for the UN to promote inclusivity in its work.  
However, CSOs, the private sector, academia and other stakeholders pre-
sented a somewhat opposing perspective, arguing that ‘the VNR process in 
Sri Lanka had not demonstrated an inclusive intent and a clear rationale’.161 

In promoting the SDGs, UNDP has organised several initiatives aimed at 
youth engagement. The agency has, for example, hosted annual National 
Youth Social Innovation hackathons, in partnership with the Sri Lankan 
Government and the private sector. The hackathons aim to empower 
young people in developing innovative solutions to implement the SDGs 
and promote a digitally inclusive society.162  

Other agencies have also developed methods for better identifying and 
partnering with marginalised communities in accordance with the prin-
ciple of leaving no one behind. In working towards implementation of 
SDG 3 on health and well-being, the WHO facilitated national work-
shops in 2016 and 2017 with the Sri Lankan Government, UN agencies 
and international NGOs to promote understanding of relevant indicators. 
The workshops resulted in the development of indicators adapted to the 
Sri Lankan context. This initiative was based on a Health Equity Analysis 
Tool, which utilised disaggregated data to accurately identify marginalised 
communities across the country.163 Similarly, UN Habitat uses a ‘People’s 
Process’ methodology to form partnerships with communities – including 
government and CSOs – at the start of programme development, imbuing 
a sense of ownership and accountability.164 The agency has worked with 
communities in the plantation-estate sector and with the urban poor on 
programming aimed at improving human settlements and community 
infrastructure. It has also assisted families in post-conflict regions.165  

The Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace Agenda
Peacebuilding has been a priority throughout UN programming in Sri 
Lanka since the end of the armed conflict. The UN Secretary-General 
declared Sri Lanka eligible to receive funding from the PBF’s Peacebuilding 
and Recovery Facility in November 2015. In the following year, the PBSO 
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and the Department of Political Affairs, with guidance from the Sri Lanka 
PBF Board, developed a Peacebuilding Priority Plan (PPP) in consultation 
with civil society, development partners, the Sri Lankan Government and 
the UN Country Team.166 While the PPP is intended to guide longer-term 
peacebuilding support through transitional justice, reconciliation, good 
governance, resettlement and durable solutions, it also places a strong  
emphasis on gender and youth. The inclusion of CSOs as part of a  
Consultation Task Force was considered key to the process.167 The Sri 
Lanka PBF Board also included civil society representatives, including from 
outside of Colombo.

The PPP was developed before the twin Sustaining Peace resolutions 
were adopted, and derives primarily from the transitional justice needs and 
peacebuilding priorities outlined in a 2015 Human Rights Council (HRC) 
resolution which was co-sponsored by Sri Lanka.168 While elements of the 
Sustaining Peace resolutions can be seen in various peacebuilding priorities 
and programming, there does not seem to be a concerted effort to imple- 
ment these resolutions fully. Awareness of the resolutions within both the 
Sri Lankan Government and civil society, and even among UN staff,  
appears to be low. 

The Women, Peace and Security Agenda
UNDP and UN Women have taken the lead on working with the  
WPS Agenda in Sri Lanka, with UNDP recently proposing a review  
of the country’s strategy on UN Security Council Resolution 1325.  
Both agencies supported in 2016 the development of the Policy Frame-
work and National Action Plan for Sexual and Gender-based Violence  
in Sri Lanka.169 The country made a commitment to develop and adopt  
its first NAP on implementation of Resolution 1325 by October  
2020. UNDP and UN Women have supported the Ministry of  Women’s 
Affairs in this process.170 As of late 2020, the NAP had still not been 
finalised or adopted in Sri Lanka. In 2018–19, UNFPA also supported the 
Ministry in developing a women’s policy by providing technical input and 
supporting grassroots-level interventions and consultations. Drafts of the 
policy were also published in local newspapers for public comment and 
feedback.

Women’s rights activists highlighted the fact that the UN does not always 
frame its work on women’s empowerment through Resolution 1325, and 
that the UN had little to do with operationalising the resolution’s recom-
mendations in Sri Lanka. For example, staff from UN Women explained 
that, for strategic and politically sensitive reasons, the UN does not always 
use peacebuilding to frame its work on women, youth and LGBTI persons, 
as doing so could make this work more controversial when engaging with 
a government that prioritises development over peacebuilding. Instead, 
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localisation of the resolution is largely attributable to the work of local 
women’s groups, their networks and partners. 

UN programming does, however, relate to certain elements of the WPS 
Agenda. For example, UN Women provides training for women in politics 
and governance, based on needs assessments carried out by civil society and a 
media collective. The training is part of the UN Women project, ‘Promoting 
Women’s Political Participation in Sri Lanka’, supported by the Norwegian 
Government.171 Through inclusive dialogue processesbetween CSOs, elected 
officials and youth representatives at the district level, the training aims to 
counter negative narratives on social media around female candidates.  
During the training sessions, UN Women adhered to PBF inclusivity 
markers, ensuring as much as possible 15 per cent participation quotas for 
women, youth and people living with disabilities.172 Public consultations 
were held in 25 districts across the country with CSOs and Sri Lankan 
Government representatives to develop the project, followed by validation 
consultations at the national and provincial levels once the project had 
been designed. 

The Youth, Peace and Security Agenda 
Many elements of UN Security Council Resolution 2250 are substantively 
reflected in the programming of UN agencies despite a lack of direct refer-
ences to the resolution itself. For example, UNDP’s global Youth Strategy  
(2014–17) and the National Youth Policy (2014) are two key frameworks 
that inform youth programming but predate Resolution 2250.173 The PPP 
also includes a brief ‘Youth Strategy’ that builds on the resolution and 
promotes three pillars for action: (a) participation, (b) prevention and  
(c) partnerships.174  

UNFPA and UNV have taken the lead in working on the YPS Agenda in 
Sri Lanka, conducting national and regional youth consultations in April–
July 2017 as part of The Missing Peace report mandated by Resolution 
2250.175 Following these consultations, UNFPA and UNV established a 
YPS Coalition to ensure continued collective impact on YPS through  
multi-sectoral and cross-cutting partnerships between young people, 
youth organisations, government, multilateral organisations and civil society 
actors at the country level. At the time of the validation phase in February 
2020, Sri Lanka’s YPS Coalition comprised 15 partner organisations.176 
Leadership of the coalition has since been handed over to local CSOs, and 
at the time this case study was written the coalition was not financially 
supported by the UN. 

As part of a PBF-funded project, UNFPA and UNV have also conducted 
training with young people on conflict management and peacebuilding, 
and supported the creation of a 30-person Youth Peace Panel, with 
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representatives from all nine provinces.177 Youth organisations and CSOs 
working in Sri Lanka have noted that the UN seeks to enhance inclusion 
of diverse groups of young people – in particular youth in estate and 
plantation communities, young women, youth living with disabilities, and 
Muslim communities – through consultations and multi-stakeholder 
dialogue during programme development. 

Despite these initiatives, several interviewees noted that more attention 
and funding is needed in order for the YPS Agenda to be fully realised in 
Sri Lanka. For example, a civil society representative suggested that once 
funding and technical support from the UN, as a founding partner, had 
ended, the YPS Coalition had limited capacity to implement activities and, 
in particular, to reach out to youth across the country. Some interviewees 
did concede that this may also have been in part due to a lack of govern-
ment buy-in. The coalition has since shifted from implementing activities 
to coordinating advocacy efforts aimed at pushing the YPS Agenda forward 
in national policy circles.  

Contextual barriers to the promotion of inclusivity in Sri Lanka
Interviewees from both the UN and civil society cited the changing and 
often volatile political and security context in Sri Lanka as creating a  
challenging environment for promoting inclusivity in the country.  
Constant changes within the Sri Lankan Government, including high 
turnover of bureaucrats and top-level ministers, have led to a government 
in flux that possesses little institutional memory. In addition, the political 
shift in the government’s attitude towards peacebuilding since the 2019 
election has affected the UN’s ability to promote inclusivity in peace-
building. 

Given that government actors broadly regard security from a state per-
spective, as opposed to an individual or community perspective, efforts 
to counter violent extremism and terrorism are likely to be prioritised 
over peacebuilding and transitional justice. The new administration, led by 
Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa and his brother President Gotabaya 
Rajapaksa, has also been critical of peacebuilding as an imposed process. 
The Government has reneged on its commitments to the Human Rights 
Council by withdrawing support from HRC Resolution 30/1, which calls 
for the investigation of allegations of wartime atrocities by government 
forces and the LTTE – a resolution which had been co-sponsored and 
championed by the previous administration.178 These developments make it 
difficult for the UN to cultivate partnerships and strategically plan, imple-
ment and institutionalise frameworks that promote inclusivity and peace-
building.  
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Furthermore, the government has made only limited efforts to advance 
elements of these frameworks considered particularly controversial, 
predominantly with regards to UN Security Council resolutions 1325 and 
2250, and the Sustaining Peace resolutions. Examples raised include sexual 
and gender-based violence and issues related to the rights of LGBTI 
persons being omitted from the draft NAP on Resolution 1325 due to 
lack of government support, and an absence of political buy-in when pro-

Disparities persist in income, infrastructure and access to social services across Sri Lanka,  
particularly in the rural and plantation-estate sectors. Women face added marginalisation,  
with only 35 per cent of women employed in the labour force compared to 65 per cent  
of men.
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moting youth participation and empowerment. Youth activists suggested 
that the meaningful inclusion of youth requires an ‘ideological change’, 
which takes time and necessitates an approach that connects to ‘Sri Lanka’s 
culture, history and past’. In the Sri Lankan context, where traditional, 
ethnic and cultural tensions have historically contributed to conflict, 
inclusivity of marginalised groups continues to be a sensitive and conten-
tious topic.
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Part III. 
Strengthening Inclusivity 
at the Country Level
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United Nations Country 
Teams and inclusivity 
Experiences from Colombia, the Gambia, Jordan and Sri Lanka show that 
UN Country Teams and agencies, funds and programmes in all four  
country contexts incorporate the inclusion of women, youth and other 
marginalised groups in developing strategies and programming, either  
directly or indirectly responding to the four international frameworks.  
UN entities in all four countries also make efforts to engage with civil 
society, although to varying degrees. At the same time, the case studies 
confirm that greater efforts are needed to ensure that meaningful inclusion 
of marginalised groups – beyond tokenistic engagement – is systematically 
prioritised across all areas of the UN’s work. 

Of the four frameworks explored in this report, the UN at the country 
level engages primarily with the 2030 Agenda, both when working with 
governments and civil society and as a tool to promote inclusion. For 
example, the Cooperation Frameworks in Colombia, Jordan and Sri Lanka, 
and the UNDAF in the Gambia, are all aligned with the 2030 Agenda.  
The principle of leaving no one behind guides these frameworks, as do 
vulnerability assessments and programming implemented by many UN 
entities. In all four countries, the UN has also supported stakeholder 
engagement in preparation processes for VNRs. In addition, various UN 
projects implemented with women, youth and other marginalised groups 
as beneficiaries are often framed using the 2030 Agenda.

Efforts in all four countries aim to increase the inclusion of youth and 
women by operationalising the YPS and WPS agendas. For example, the 
UN participates in and supports YPS coalitions in Sri Lanka and Jordan. 
Capacity-building and awareness-raising activities are implemented in all 
four countries. In addition, UN programming substantively reflects many 
elements of the YPS and WPS agendas, even without direct reference to 
the respective resolution. Nevertheless, mainstreaming of the full frame-
works has not been realised in any of the four countries focused on this 
report. Interviewees expressed a need for stronger efforts and increased 
funding for both frameworks’ operationalisation. 

Comparatively, the YPS Agenda appears less integrated than the WPS 
Agenda in the UN’s work in some of the countries, which is not surprising 
given the former was adopted more recently.179  The Sustaining Peace
resolutions seem to be lesser known or understood at the country level, 
with representatives rarely mentioning them during consulations, and 
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scarce reference to them in documents. Despite this, it was clear that a 
range of programming and coordination efforts reflect elements of the 
resolutions.

In particular, it was evident in all four countries that the UN recognises 
that peacebuilding requires inclusive national ownership. UN Country 
Teams also emphasise sustaining peace as a shared task that requires  
coherence across development, humanitarian, human rights and peace 
efforts. Nevertheless, interviewees identified coherence and coordination 
between UN entities as areas in need of improvement. UN representatives 
interviewed for the case studies also recognised the importance of strong 
partnerships between the UN and international financial institutions, and 
the engagement of the private sector in efforts to address exclusion of 
marginalised groups. For example, the UN in Colombia has been explor-
ing the use of blended financing mechanisms to encourage private-sector 
actors to invest in vulnerable rural territories that were affected by the 
conflict. In Jordan, the UN’s partnership with the World Bank on initiatives 
to create economic opportunities and employment for Syrian refugees and 
marginalised host communities has proved critical to advancing the socio-
economic inclusion of both groups.  

Five approaches to advancing inclusion
Drawing from the analysis in the case studies, the UN’s diverse efforts to 
promote inclusivity can broadly be grouped according to five overarching 
categories. 

1. Programming with marginalised groups as primary beneficiaries
UNDAFs, Cooperation Frameworks and specific project documents all 
make commitments to inclusion. Cooperation Frameworks in particular 
build on three guiding principles: (a) the application of a human rights-
based approach; (b) the principle of leaving no one behind; and (c) gender 
equality. These steering documents provide a basis for programming aimed 
at improving the economic, political or social inclusion of groups assessed 
as particularly marginalised or vulnerable.

2. Consultations and engagement as input to the UN’s work
Consultation is a key method used by the UN for promoting, ensuring and 
maintaining inclusion. There are examples of comprehensive civil society 
consultations in UNDAF/Cooperation Framework processes; public 
consultations and feedback mechanisms of individual UN entities; as well 
as participation of civil society representatives in UN clusters and working 
groups on thematic issues.
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3. Supporting broad engagement in national processes
The UN has supported the engagement of civil society and marginalised 
groups in key national peace and development processes, such as the  
development and implementation of the Final Agreement in Colombia; 
the PBF Board and reconciliation mechanisms in Sri Lanka; political  
reform dialogues in the Gambia; and implementation of the SDGs in 
Jordan.

4. Providing technical assistance to national policy development
Various UN entities engage with governments and parliaments to gener-
ate and advance national policies and action plans related to inclusion and 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda. This includes support for develop-
ment of NAPs on UN Security Council Resolution 1325 in the Gambia, 
Sri Lanka (currently under development) and Jordan; incorporating WPS 
principles through domestic legislation on gender equality in Colombia; 
and efforts to develop NAPs on UN Security Council Resolution 2250 in 
Colombia (in process), the Gambia and Sri Lanka.

5. Funding civil society initiatives
A substantial portion of the resources allocated through the PBF is  
dedicated to civil society. PBF initiatives contain inclusivity markers aimed 
at guaranteeing access for specific groups, in particular women and youth, 
both as recipients of funds and as participants in working groups that 
inform how these resources are spent. The MPTF in Colombia also 
channels parts of its funds to civil society and, as of November 2018, 
makes an effort to allocate at least 30 per cent of funds to projects and 
programmes that promote the participation of women and gender equality. 
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Common obstacles  
to realising inclusivity  
In examining efforts by the UN to promote inclusion through the four 
international policy frameworks and their substantive elements, the case 
studies identified a number of recurring obstacles. These are summarised 
below. 

Contextual barriers
In every country in which it operates, the UN works at the invitation of 
the host government and must navigate contextual barriers. Many inter-
viewees, from civil society as well as from the UN, cited the domestic 
political context as creating a challenging environment in which to work 
on strengthening inclusivity. Specific barriers include political sensitivities 
and resistance to promoting participation of particular groups; securitised 
approaches to stabilisation as a pretext for closing of civic space; and general 
political instabilities due to changes of and within government. 

In addition, geopolitical dimensions affect the role of the UN, giving 
it varying degrees of leverage to influence governments. Resistance to 
inclusivity-related work from political institutions was raised in Colombia, 
Jordan and Sri Lanka in particular. In the Gambia, the current transition 
was cited by some interviewees as an opportunity for the UN to enhance 
cooperation with the government on efforts to advance inclusivity.  
Cultural dimensions, including patriarchal and hierarchical structures, were 
also described in all four countries as creating obstacles to inclusivity,  
including but not limited to promotion of youth and women’s engage-
ment. 

‘Decoding’ the language of global frameworks 
Inclusivity is a complex and contested concept (see Box 5). For example, 
interviewees in the Gambia, Jordan and Sri Lanka noted that the very word 
has the connotation of being linked to liberal or Western concepts that do 
not resonate with local values, practices and language(s). The four norma-
tive frameworks were also criticised by some for being too technical and 
full of jargon, making it difficult to adapt to local languages in a way that 
speaks to local actors. As such, the UN resolutions on which the frame-
works are based appeal more to established CSOs, while acting as a barrier 
to the inclusion of local and informal actors. 

In promoting inclusion, it is critical to understand how certain terminology 
used by the UN and other actors can further reinforce exclusive narratives 
and assumptions. For example, the term ‘gender’ is often used synonymously 
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Box 5: Inclusivity in Arabic
Several interviewees mentioned the importance of ensuring that  
international normative frameworks resonate at the local level. Language  
can, for example, affect how civil society organisations and local communities 
view these frameworks, their usefulness and their relevance in practice.

The word ‘inclusivity’, for example, directly translated into Arabic as  
alshumulia, is associated with totalitarian or autocratic regimes. Alternatively, 
translated as damj, the meaning is closer to integration. The term ‘youth, peace 
and security’ is also considered to have a somewhat negative connotation 
when translated into Arabic and can be seen as intimidating.

As a result, some people may view inclusion as a process imposed by others 
that limits or defines their own agency. Participants in the validation 
consultations raised the question: Who gets to decide who is included, 
and how does this influence who is actually included? 

with ‘women and girls’, rather than being applied as a non-binary lens. 
It is important to acknowledge that gender norms impact negatively and 
have consequences for everyone, not only women and girls but also, for 
example, men who break norms in terms of gender expression or sexuality. 
Broadening the concept of gender makes this issue something that belongs 
to everyone, not only UN Women or organisations working to support 
women and girls. 

Many UN entities acknowledged that relating the language of the reso-
lutions to existing domestic policy is a delicate balancing act. While this 
reflects strategic considerations related to the political context, it also 
speaks to the necessity of creating resonance between global frameworks 
and ongoing work at the national and local levels. 

Raising awareness and strengthening capacities
Lack of awareness of the frameworks, both within governments and civil 
society, was raised as an issue for all frameworks and in all countries, 
although to varying degrees. While the 2030 Agenda seems more widely 
known, the extent to which it is understood differs between and within 
countries. For example, in Colombia the SDGs are integrated in planning 
tools at multiple government levels, while in Jordan interviewees 
emphasised that the Goals are rather weakly understood and integrated 
across government institutions. Specific sensitisation activities for the  
YPS and WPS agendas are or have been supported by UN entities in  
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all four countries but, in general, awareness of these agendas seems to  
remain primarily with the actors working specifically on youth and  
gender issues.

A recurring discussion during the consultations for the case studies was 
the value of raising awareness of the frameworks themselves versus raising 
awareness of their substance. This was raised in some contexts in relation to 
the importance of using language that resonates with local communities:  
a result of ‘decoding’ the frameworks is that communities will have less 
detailed understanding of the frameworks themselves. Many interviewees 
suggested that, at the local level, the frameworks do not necessarily need 
to be known but that the substantive issues should be in focus. At the same 
time, the frameworks can be useful rallying points and tools for both the 
UN and CSOs in making comparisons across regions and advocating for 
their substance in discussions with governments. Awareness of the frame-
works among CSOs can also create local demand for their implementation. 

Clarifying the links between normative frameworks 
Interviews with civil society representatives and UN staff highlighted  
the lack of reporting requirements, enforcement bodies or oversight  
mechanisms to hold governments and national institutions accountable  
for implementing the frameworks. This detracts from their potential  
impact. One of the recommendations from civil society representatives  
is to link the frameworks to other treaty bodies, conventions and standards, 
to better streamline monitoring at the country level and increase the exter-
nal push to gather data and report on outcomes. 

In challenging circumstances, it is also necessary for the UN to consider 
which framework is most strategic to use when working to advance a  
certain matter of substance in a particular context. In all countries, it 
was mentioned that the SDGs provide openings to work for inclusive 
peace and development that are considered less politically sensitive than 
some of the peace- and security-related frameworks. For example, SDG 
5 (on gender equality) was cited in several of the studies as a constructive 
entry-point in situations where UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
is seen as more contentious. In other circumstances, the processes of the 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women – the 
body of independent experts that monitors implementation of CEDAW – 
may be more effective than either Resolution 1325 or SDG 5, given the 
Committee’s stronger reporting and enforcement mechanisms.180   
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Ensuring diverse and meaningful engagement 
Interviewees from civil society, government and the UN all highlighted 
the common phenomenon of tokenistic consultations when developing 
programming. The UN tends to rely on the same groups of individuals 
or organisations – often the elite from capitals and established CSOs – at 
every consultation or workshop. Several interviewees emphasised that 
reaching new and diverse groups requires proactive and systematic efforts 
that go beyond the box-ticking exercise of simply making sure individuals 
with certain group identities are in the room. In addition, intersectional 
identities as grounds for exclusion must be considered, as marginalised 
communities are never internally homogenous.

If not properly designed, consultations risk creating expectations that can-
not be met, which may consequently have a negative impact on inclusion. 
Ensuring meaningful engagement ultimately requires an ideological shift 
away from regarding inclusion as something that ought to be done, towards 
something that is necessary – not only for normative reasons but for the 
sake of quality, effectiveness and sustainability.

Allocating increased and flexible funding 
Representatives from civil society, UN agencies and government entities 
stressed the importance of funding as an enabling factor in operationalising 
the frameworks. Both CSOs and UN entities experience a lack of long-
term core funding as limiting their ability to strategically and sustainably 
advance inclusion. The PBF, including through the GYPI, seems to have 
made a difference in terms of increasing support to women and youth in 
eligible countries. Although it is difficult to obtain specific figures, in Sri 
Lanka a more substantial amount of PBS funds seems to be channelled 
directly to civil society, while in the Gambia most funds seem to go 
through UN entities, at times with CSOs as co-implementers. In Colombia, 
interviewees considered the MPTF, which includes funds from the PBF, 
as successful in fostering multi-stakeholder responses to the specific needs 
of marginalised groups, with funds increasingly being channelled to civil 
society.

In all countries, civil society actors face the challenge of UN funding 
requirements making it difficult for local or informal organisations to gain 
financial support, with a heavy administrative burden placed on those who 
do access the funds, in particular when project cycles are short-term in 
nature. In addition, several interviewees stated that in some contexts UN 
entities, as project implementers themselves, end up competing with civil 
society for the same funding.
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Operationalising coordination efforts within the UN apparatus 
UN entities at the country level gather and produce a large amount of 
data, civil society consultation reports, beneficiary feedback and case 
studies. These can provide a nuanced and holistic view of the contextual 
barriers to and potential opportunities for working with inclusion and 
leaving no one behind. However, despite various initiatives to improve 
coordination and coherence within the UN, including the ‘Delivering as 
One’ approach, interviewees mentioned that in some countries sharing of 
experiences and coordinated planning are still not institutionalised across 
the UN. Working in silos – leading to both gaps and duplication – was a 
common complaint by UN entities, CSOs and governments alike. While 
the PBF, and in the case of Colombia the MPTF, has played an important 
role in facilitating working partnerships between UN entities, some inter-
viewees mentioned that personal dynamics are still decisive, in some cases 
more so than institutional relationships.
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Considerations for the  
United Nations in supporting 
inclusive peacebuilding 
To address the challenges highlighted above and to spur continued  
exchange on possible solutions and ways forward, this section presents a 
number of considerations for the UN, both at UN Headquarters and at  
the country level. 

1.  UN Country Teams, with the guidance and coordination of RCOs  
 and relevant actors at UN Headquarters, should be persistent in  
 identifying creative, flexible and long-term strategies to  
 overcome contextual challenges to promoting inclusivity at the  
 country level.

There is awareness within the UN that barriers related to political, socio-
economic and cultural factors require flexibility, but these obstacles also 
risk becoming an excuse for not prioritising the promotion of inclusivity. 
The new Community Engagement Guidelines emphasise mutually  
beneficial, respectful and transparent partnerships as imperative to fostering 
community ownership in peacebuilding; the importance of mapping  
communities and local civil society actors in partnership with civil society; 
and the necessity of flexibility to mitigate risks. The UN should explore 
ways of building on these guidelines, as well as the CCA process, to identi-
fy barriers to inclusivity and ways of addressing them.

The UN should also be more persistent in pursuing inclusivity-related 
work in the face of resistance from national governments, including 
strengthening efforts to ensure safe spaces for civil society in restricted 
contexts and showing creativity in finding entry points for promoting 
contextually sensitive aspects of inclusion. The RCs have a mandated role 
in upholding normative values, including respect for human rights, and 
require backing by Headquarters to fully perform their duties in this 
regard.  Visits and statements by UN Special Rapporteurs or representatives 
from Headquarters can strategically complement the efforts of UN Coun-
try Teams with regard to government. The UN should also explore 
opportunities for increased coordination with bilateral donors that have 
political leverage in a particular country. 
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2.  UN Country Teams should assist national and local actors in adapting  
 or ‘decoding’ the language of global frameworks to ensure   
 resonance with the local context and national policies, being mindful  
 not to compromise their substance.   

RCOs have the mandate to play a more active role in assisting UN  
entities, and subsequently their national and local counterparts, with 
‘decoding’ the frameworks and adapting the language to better align imple-
mentation with national policies and local realities. Doing so requires paying 
special attention to avoiding technical jargon and terminology that can be 
exclusionary. Furthermore, UN Headquarters and Member States should 
consider ways of using more accessible language in various frameworks and 
guidelines, ensuring that technical language does not become a barrier  
to inclusion.

Efforts to ensure that the frameworks resonate with local contexts and that 
implementation is locally owned should also be balanced against the  
potential value of raising awareness of the normative frameworks them-
selves.

3. UN Headquarters, through the RC system, should bolster 
 communication efforts with UN Country Teams on the   
 frameworks and what they mean for UN efforts to support inclusivity  
 at the country level. 

It is crucial that understanding of normative frameworks does not remain 
with certain agencies at UN Headquarters but is fully communicated to 
UN staff at all levels. The DCO should, for example, explore how to 
incorporate sessions on the frameworks, how they relate to one another 
and technical considerations for implementation, as part of the training 
curriculum for RCO staff.

This kind of support from UN Headquarters is critical to creating UN 
Country Teams that are better equipped to strategically support efforts 
to raise awareness among local and national actors of the frameworks and 
their substance. These efforts should include tailored approaches to specific 
stakeholder groups. UN Country Teams should also partner with local and 
national actors in awareness-raising activities and to identify ways of work-
ing with the frameworks that are rooted in contextual realities. 
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4. Further exchange and dialogue is needed between UN Head-
 quarters, UN Country Teams and local civil society to clarify the  
 links between various international normative frameworks.

Improving internal UN monitoring, reporting and accountability mechan-
isms can go a long way towards institutionalising the links between the 
UN’s work on peace and security, development and human rights. 
Ongoing discussions among Member States, UN representatives and civil 
society on establishing monitoring and accountability mechanisms for the 
Sustaining Peace resolutions, most recently as part of the 2020 review of 
the UN’s peacebuilding architecture, provide an opportunity for the UN 
system to identify some of these links.181 

It is also imperative that UN Country Teams understand these linkag-
es in order to effectively communicate with local stakeholders on the 
frameworks. This would enable civil society to make more strategic use of 
various frameworks in response to political pushback. UN Country Teams 
could also play an important role in assisting local actors to monitor and 
report on implementation of the frameworks in order to hold their gov-
ernments accountable.

5.  UN Country Teams, with support from the RC system and UN Head- 
 quarters, should build on positive examples of UN consultations with  
 civil society and marginalised groups, and in doing so make more 
 deliberate efforts to ensure diverse and meaningful engagement,  
 beyond tokenistic inclusion of well-connected individuals. 

Despite conscious decisions by several UN entities to engage civil society 
in consultations, more deliberate efforts are needed to ensure that this  
engagement is diverse and meaningful. The UN should, where possible, 
prioritise accessibility of events in terms of location (for example by  
ensuring that buildings are accessible to people living with disabilities or in 
remote areas), language and timing. Rather than automatically reaching out 
to the same local contact persons when identifying participants in a certain 
area, the UN should explore creative methods for developing new contacts. 
Consultations should take place regularly, rather than on an ad-hoc basis, 
and planning in partnership with civil society should start early, rather than 
asking for input after an initiative has already been designed. 

In addition to more regular consultations, follow-up between consultations 
is critical for participants to feel that their experiences and perspectives are 
being heard and to provide updates on how the input is being used. The 
new Community Engagement Guidelines provide an opportunity for the 
UN to consider how to strengthen its work in this regard.
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6. Member States and donors should allocate increased and flexible 
 funding, both to UN initiatives and civil society, for long-term   
 and locally owned efforts to operationalise the frameworks.

The forthcoming PBF thematic review on local peacebuilding is an 
opportunity for the UN to identify and build on successful models for 
providing direct financial support to local peacebuilders. These approaches 
should place greater emphasis on prevention and addressing the root causes 
of conflict. Funding mechanisms must also move from a transactional to a 
relational partnership, ensuring that community-led and local expertise is 
included at all stages of the funding cycle, from design to implementation 
and evaluation of programming.  

In order for increased and flexible funding to become a reality, it is critical 
that Member States and donors invest in flexible, multi-year core funding 
and pooled funding mechanisms, rather than earmarked or project-based 
funding. This funding would allow for strategic and rapid disbursement of 
resources, particularly in times of crisis. The UN and Member States could 
consider ways to build on and strengthen country-level MPTFs as a 
mechanism for providing flexible funding. The Peacebuilding Commission 
has a particularly critical role to play in facilitating and supporting efforts 
to strengthen peacebuilding financing and ensure adequate resources are 
allocated to funding mechanisms for peacebuilding.

The UN, including the PBF and the PBSO, should provide leadership in 
advancing knowledge on and use of innovative financing approaches for 
peacebuilding, through (for example) increased partnerships with the 
private sector and utilising tools such as community-led financing. 
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7. The continuous reform efforts aimed at more coherence and 
 coordination within the UN need further operationalisation   
 to reduce gaps and avoid duplications in the UN’s support for   
 inclusion.

While the RC has an important role to play in ensuring coherence and 
coordination among members of the UN Country Team, the wider RC 
system – including DCO and UN headquarters – should engage in 
reflection and dialogue to clarify how reforms impact UN efforts to 
strengthen inclusivity at the country level and the application of normative 
frameworks in this regard. Ongoing and future reviews of the RC system 
‘including its structure, performance and funding arrangement’, could be 
an opportunity to take stock of the remaining challenges and identify what 
is needed to advance coherent and coordinated approaches to promoting 
inclusive societies.182   

The new generation of UN strategies at the country level, including 
Cooperation Frameworks, also provide an opportunity for strengthening 
coordinated analysis across UN agencies, funds and programmes. UN 
Country Teams and UN Heads of Agencies, under the impartial and 
value-based leadership of the RC, are accountable for implementing the 
framework, making the principle of leaving no one behind a strategic 
consideration at the country level.
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The importance of inclusion, in particular of women, youth and other 
marginalised groups, has gained significant ground at the international  
policy level. Yet, there is a need for further reflection on, and understanding 
of, how and when international normative frameworks relating to inclu-
sion are operationalised at the country level. This report aims to contribute 
to such conversations.

The obstacles raised throughout this report were fairly similar in the  
different countries, although some contextual barriers were specific. Work-
ing for inclusive societies and designing meaningful engagement  
processes is a challenge for a variety of reasons, including cultural and 
political resistance, lack of capacity and awareness, and methodological 
difficulties. 

It is worth noting that during the period in which the initiative was being 
implemented, the political situation in three of the four countries seemed 
to move in a more restrictive, less inclusive direction, with protection of 
civic space and support to peacebuilding initiatives decreasing. These 
developments by and large follow negative global trends, making it even 
more important that UN Country Teams exchange experiences and strate-
gies for promoting inclusion in years to come. 

In the course of conducting the case studies and finalising this report, the 
Foundation was conscious of how its own activities may contribute to 
exclusionary narratives through language. For example, while the initiative 
started with the title ‘Realising Inclusivity: Translating global policies at the 

Concluding reflections
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country level’, early on we became aware that the term ‘translating’ was 
often perceived by interviewees as a top-down approach, with the UN 
imposing global frameworks without understanding local contexts. Given 
that the initiative aimed to explore how the UN can support and work in 
partnership with civil society – and to recognise the leadership of national 
actors in advancing these frameworks at the country level – we avoided 
using this terminology in this report. We recognise that other terminology 
used in this report is imperfect, and moving forward are comitted to sup-
porting efforts to develop more equitable and inclusive language.

The Foundation hopes that this report can serve as a discussion starter and 
inform continued dialogue between civil society, UN Country Teams,  
UN Headquarters and governments on what is needed to strengthen  
inclusivity, and in particular the role of the UN in these processes. The 
new Community Engagement Guidelines are a step in the right direction 
in thinking about how the UN can better support local peacebuilders. 
Only time will tell the extent to which the guidelines are implemented 
and UN Country Teams find them useful in their work supporting inclu-
sive peacebuilding.

With ongoing reform processes at the UN and a new generation of UN 
Country Teams taking shape, all stages of UN programming – from analysis 
to prioritisation and operationalisation of strategies, as well as monitoring 
and evaluation – must consider the inclusion of marginalised groups to 
ensure no one is left behind.
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How do UN Country Teams understand and act on international 
policy recognition of the importance of social, economic and political 
inclusion for sustainable peace and development? While the obstacles 
to realising inclusivity have been identified in a number of reports 
in recent years, a deeper and contextualised understanding of how 
meaningful inclusion is pursued in practice at the country level is still 
needed. As the UN follows through on interlinked reform initiatives 
affecting its peace and security, development, and management 
systems, it is critical that inclusivity remains a priority for the 
organisation. 

This report explores how, and to what extent, the UN supports 
inclusivity in its policy, programming and stakeholder engagement 
processes in four country contexts, and how international normative 
frameworks are operationalised for this purpose. It synthesises the 
experiences and perspectives of civil society, UN representatives 
and government, gathered through country case studies conducted 
in 2019–20 in Colombia, the Gambia, Jordan and Sri Lanka. Common 
findings and reflections across the four country contexts are followed 
by brief country analyses that highlight contextual challenges and 
initiatives aimed at advancing inclusivity. 
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