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Objectives

This report summarizes the key highlights from the 
digital joint midterm meeting held on October 5, 
2020. The meeting brought together about 60 
participants representing the projects of the first 
and second call, the International Advisory 
Committee, the Programme Committee and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The report summarizes discussions held during the 
midterm meeting focusing on two objectives:

 • Exchanging progress: Enhance understanding of 
and sharing with the other SDG projects 
progress and performance of the project, with 
regard to the project as well as the programme 
objectives. 

 • Joint learning: Bottlenecks, concerns, and 
challenges in project execution (both in research 
as well as research uptake approaches/activities) 
identified through the self-assessments will be 
addressed through group discussions and 
plenary exchanges in order to learn, find 
solutions and use findings produced. The 
midterm meeting equally provides the 
opportunity to exchange views on thematic 
areas, methodological and/or research uptake 
approaches, being engaged in a shared process 
of learning and receive valuable feedback. 

Background

On 25 September 2015, the 193 countries of the 
UN General Assembly adopted the 2030 
Sustainable Development Agenda. This plan of 
action for people, planet and prosperity includes 
seventeen goals to be achieved by 2030. The 
SDGs are of universal relevance in every country, 
and they are integrated and indivisible and balance 
the three dimensions of sustainable development 
– economic, social and environmental.

Science is critical to help meet the SDGs as 
science lays the foundation for innovative 
approaches, solutions and technologies to identify, 
clarify and tackle global challenges for the future. 
The Dutch universities and research institutes 
represent a huge body of knowledge in all 
scientific disciplines and are able to contribute to 
meeting the SDGs in an innovative way and with a 
global focus that prioritises the most vulnerable 
people in Low-and Middle-Income Countries 
(LMICs). An interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 
approach of co-creation needs to be applied in the 
SDG projects in order to be able to contribute to 
the SDGs. 

The programme aims at use-inspired research 
tackling global challenges to the benefit of the 
most vulnerable people in Low- and Middle-
Income Countries (LMICs). The scientific scope is 
on innovative interventions, methods, and/or tools 
(tangible output), which contribute to one (or more) 
of the SDGs (or targets). Within this main focus, 
research projects explicitly take into account at 
least one of the sub-foci: the positive or negative 
trade-offs on (minimal one) other SDGs and/or the 
upscaling of promising innovations (scalability).
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Takeaways of IAC member Prof. Henning Melber
 • The Covid-19 pandemic poses challenges to the 
research projects: both in terms of planning/
logistics and conceptually.

 • Asymmetric power relations are a striking 
crosscutting dimension in all research projects: 
inequality is aggravated during the current 
pandemic.

 • What will come after the SDG agenda? What is 
the future framework for sustainable 
development? As president of EADI he sees this 
to be an important discussion.

 • Encouragement to research projects: reflection 
on our opportunities and challenges, but also on 
our limitations.

Highlights from project presentations on key  
achievements, lessons learned and biggest  
challenges

Enhancing Water, Food and Energy Security in the Lower 
Zambezi [ZAMSECUR]: Zambia, Zimbabwe and Mozambique 
Nick van de Giesen presented as key achieve-
ments of the project a training on drone flight 
planning, observing flows with a smart phone 
camera and on Google Earth Engine and new river 
flow observation methods. One of the lessons 
learned is to focus on skills in methods that are 
underlying the scientific advances, rather than the 
full scientific advances themselves. One of the 
biggest challenges in the project is how to transfer 
knowledge, developed and demonstrated within 
the project to end users, given possible large 
knowledge gaps and gaps in resources in the 
target countries. For instance, ZAMSECUR 
co-develops methods to acquire river flow 
observations with novel digital tools, but a water 
authority typically does not have staff, resources, 
data management skills and others to uptake such 
highly novel methods in operations.

A sustainable MRI system to diagnose hydrocephalus in 
Uganda
Martin van Gijzen shared that the project has 
realised a successful prototype of a sustainable 
MRI system for imaging pediatric hydrocephalus. 
Another major initiative in the project so far has 
been to strengthen the role and participation of 
scientists and clinicians who are in underre-
presented countries within the international MRI 
community. He further highlighted that it proved 

possible to develop an MRI system based on 
permanent magnets (not clear at all at the 
beginning of the project!). Another lesson learned 
is that many stakeholders have to be involved to 
make the project more than only technologically 
successful. The biggest challenges mentioned is to 
get everything in place for medical trials in Uganda 
due to challenges with regard to the Covid-19 
pandemic, and upscaling of this innovation. 

Nature based water infrastructures in Ethiopia and Kenya for 
#GlobalGoals (NaBWIG) 
Pooja Prasad explained that four Masters’ thesis 
on shallow alluvial aquifer systems of Kenya have 
been completed within the project, a systems 
model of sand-river based irrigated smallholding 
system through a participatory stakeholder 
workshop has been co-created, and project 
findings have been disseminated through 
conferences and the creation of a community of 
practice. Some initial insights are that there is high 
potential for shallow alluvial aquifers to support 
sustainable intensification of agriculture by 
smallholding farmers. New insights could be 
established from co-creation of the systems model 
through a participatory systems thinking workshop. 
Master thesis supported by the project is very 
effective in knowledge creation and capacity 
development. Limited ability to conduct field work 
and access stakeholders due to Covid-19 
restrictions is seen as the biggest challenge in the 
project.

Leave fossil fuels underground for sustainable and inclusive 
development: Co-creating alternative pathways in Africa and 
Latin America – SDG 13, 15, 16 
Barbara Hogenboom shared their project’s key 
achievements, which include a list of published 
articles and MSc research theses including 
training of students. Outreach could be achieved 
through various panels, website, videos and LFFU 
at-a-glance. She reported that there has been a 
shift in focus in the project, because they have 
learned that also large institutional investors play 
key role in failure or success of LFFU. She further 
emphasised that achieving LFFU-related SDGs 
requires attention for global South and Global 
North. The biggest challenges implementing the 
project are three-fold: 1) there are multitude of 
relevant dynamics to study – How to connect 
various research efforts?, 2) co-creation despite 
different logics and expectations of academic and 
activist partners and N & S partners, and  
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3) involving African perspectives and voices in 
times of a pandemic.

Crowdsourcing App for Responsible Production in Africa 
(CARPA): Promoting Decent Work with Innovative  
Accountability Technology in DR Congo, Mali, & South Africa 
Michelle Westermann-Behaylo shared the 
foremost outcome of the CARPA project, which is 
the co-creation and refinement of their application 
found at carpa.io. This web-based app is the result 
of multiple iterations using a participative 
development approach with African stakeholders 
on location and perceived high usability by local 
stakeholders. Understanding user mistrust of new 
technology allowed the project to improve ease of 
use and develop features that improved trust and 
reliability. Another lesson learned named by 
Michelle is that co-creation with user-centred 
design is key to success in their project. The 
biggest challenge implementing the project is 
stakeholders’ scepticism and resistance to 
crowdsourcing.

Mangroves and Mud (MangoMud): Monitoring and Modelling 
Coastal Dynamics in Suriname to Mitigate the Effects of 
Climate Change – Addressing Sustainable Development 
Goals 13: Climate Action and 4: Quality Education 
Various outputs including scientific publication, 
movie, side-projects and popular media could be 
achieved within the project. The coast is monitored 
using images acquired by drones, satellite data 
and collected field data in collaboration with 
different partners, which results in improved 
understanding of the complex coastal processes. 
Steven de Jong highlighted that involvement and 
commitment of local stakeholders is crucial for the 
success of activities undertaken in Suriname. 
However, project partners and stakeholders 
acknowledge the importance of this project, it is 
difficult for them to make commitments. Local/
global and satellites archives are seen as 
extremely valuable information resources in this 
project. Creating awareness among decision 
makers & politicians about the local impact of 
climate change is a challenge in the project. Other 
challenges named by Steven are difficulties to 
involve Suriname students in the project because 
of their hesitation to join, and a lack of monitoring 
data to understand the complex coastal processes 
in the Guianas.

Coping with Urban and Infrastructural Heterogeneity: 
Sustainable Energy Transitions in Tanzania and Mozambique
Jochen Monstadt presented some key 
achievements of the projects after two years of 
research activities. The project has created a 
typology of electricity distribution and access in 
different neighbourhoods. This has helped to 
deepen their understanding of, and generate new 
insights on, urban and infrastructural hetero-
geneity and the resulting challenges for decision 
makers who have to deal with largely incremental 
urbanisation patterns and highly dissimilar 
electricity demands across its variegated 
neighbourhoods. Moreover, it has broadened their 
knowledge on the differentiated practices of 
electricity theft in Dar es Salaam and on the ways, 
different stakeholders in Maputo cope with and 
align different sustainability assessment 
frameworks in Maputo. The project has established 
a Community of Practice in both cities. 
Interrelation and coordination of the urban land 
use and energy planning under conditions of 
informality and rapid growth and understanding of 
the governance of heterogeneous energy infra-
structures and the development of tangible 
governance guidelines were named as two of the 
biggest challenges implementing the project. 
Other challenges within the project are typology of 
electricity distribution and access in different 
neighbourhoods in Maputo, as well as co-creation, 
collaboration with communities of practice and 
capacity building under conditions of Covid-19.

Reducing trade-offs and increasing synergies associated 
with improved food security in Lao PDR and Myanmar
Peter Lanjouw presented as a key achievement of 
the project maps produced of SDG outcomes at 
the local local-level in Myanmar and Lao PDR. 
Further, the project undertook a systematic 
literature review to document interactions between 
SDGs in the East Asia context. One of the lessons 
learned is that examining individual SDG outcomes 
in isolation, and at the national-level, masks 
complex interactions and ignores considerable 
within-country heterogeneity. Another lesson is 
that within countries important “hot-spots” and 
“cold-spots” exist where SDG’s are traded off, or 
are display synergies. However, efforts to draw on 
qualitative primary data to examine drivers of SDG 
outcomes have been frustrated by Covid-19 based 
restrictions on fieldwork.
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Impressions of the digital midterm meeting: moderator Ellen Mangnus, programme manager Nadine Herold, participants via Zoom
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The Missing Middle: Food system transformation pathways 
to link action at multiple levels to SDGs 2, 12, 13 and 15 in 
Tanzania and Vietnam
Maya Slingerland presented the key achievements 
during the first two years of the project. The team 
identified the missing middle in the food system in 
Tanzania through stakeholder consultation. The 
demand for animal products opens opportunities 
to fight micronutrient malnutrition among local 
consumers and for smallholders to produce for 
local markets. In Vietnam, analysing policies 
showed how they affected food safety (hormones, 
pesticide residues) and sustainable production 
over time. Food systems are transitioning. 
Stakeholder interviews have provided insight in 
their appreciation of such a transition. Maya 
highlighted the lessons learned. Tanzania: Quality 
of soybean processing is low and hampers the 
connection between soybean, maize and chicken 
value chains to provide nutritious diets for people; 
chicken diets lack an affordable protein source. 
Focus on domestic supply chains may provide 
transitions in food systems. In Vietnam, fresh and 
wet markets tend to be replaced by supermarkets 
that claim to guarantee food safety but are too 
expensive for the poor. For pork, large scale 
processors take over and gain power whereas for 
vegetables rivalry dominates. Connecting 
stakeholders to actually contribute to change 
(especially during Covid-19) is seen as one of the 
biggest challenges in the project.

After each presentation, participants asked 
clarifying questions and gave tips and food for 
thought to improve the projects. 

Breakout sessions

All participants had the opportunity to join two 
breakout sessions. Topics discussed in these 
breakout sessions have been submitted by the 
project teams themselves. The following section 
summarizes the five breakout sessions and 
highlights the most important discussion points 
and conclusions.

1 Trade-offs and synergies/ translation of SDGs/ 
alignment processes

The SDGs form an integrated agenda balancing 
the economic, social, biophysical and environ-
mental dimensions of sustainable global 

development and knowledge related to individual 
dimensions, goals or targets does not necessarily 
‘add up’. Knowledge about these interlinkages is 
important in ensuring that this agenda will be 
realised. As such, knowledge and tangible 
solutions that incorporate these interactions 
between different SDGs are required for 
sustainable contribution to the full set of SDGs, 
and therefore form an important aspect of this 
programme. Further, decision makers in urban and 
national governments and state-owned companies 
in the global South struggle to comply with the 
SDGs and the partially conflicting social, economic 
and environmental goals. They are confronted with 
a variety of well-meant and generally convincing 
assessment frameworks, guidelines and bench-
marks developed by international donors, 
financiers, national and local governments or 
companies that should guide their practices and 
assess the sustainability of their practices. These 
frameworks are, however, partially conflicting and 
many of them highlight specific priorities. This 
session deals with SDG trade-offs and synergies, 
translation of SDGs and alignment processes.

Discussion points and conclusions
 • SDGs: developed as a global agenda highlighting 
the balancing and integration of economic, social 
and environmental sustainability goals

 • Local decision makers struggle with the 
reconciliation of different goals and are expected 
to align their policies, plans and investments to 
the SDGs and to better integrate and interlink 
the different goals or targets. 

 • Uncertainties regarding the spatial and temporal 
scopes of SDGs; who is involved in defining 
priorities between individual SDG’s (e.g. for which 
period, at which policy level)? Politics of aligning/
prioritizing goals?

 • Excessive demands through a variety of highly 
ambitious but partially conflicting assessment 
frameworks, guidelines and benchmarks defined 
by international donors, financiers, governments 
etc.

 • At the same time, limited (institutional, financial, 
technological, time resources limited) resources 
and capabilities to cope with the complexities 
and the inherent conflicts of what is framed as an 
integrative and holistic agenda.

 • Accountability: how to involve the private sector 
and how to hold it accountable? Who is actually 
accountable for the definition/prioritization of 
the SDGs but also for their implementation?
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 • The selection of stakeholders in the beginning of 
SDG related projects already causes trade-offs 
between SDGs. In engaging some stakeholders, 
others are rejected. How do you prioritize SDGs 
or prevent the prioritization of SDGs in the 
selections of stakeholders?

 • Documenting trade-offs and synergies: Trade-
offs and synergies will always exist. The 
important issue is who is reaping the benefits of 
progress and who will be accountable if there is 
no progress. It is up to researchers to show what 
is happening. Research projects should continue 
exploring these issues and better document 
these synergies and trade-offs, even if they 
cannot resolve them.

2 Stakeholder collaborations, managing non-academic 
(end-user) partnerships

Building intensive and long-term stakeholder 
collaborations and engaging them in the research 
process and the dissemination of research 
outcomes can be a challenging task in Southern 
contexts. In this session, we will elaborate on the 
difficulties that different projects experience in this 
context and exchange on key lessons and best 
practices.

Discussion points and conclusions
 • Build projects on already existing relationships. Is 
this realistic to assume for each project?

 • Stakeholder involvement: sequence of long-term 
projects, needs time

 • How to keep in contact with stakeholder during 
the entire 4 years (and more)

 • Conflicts between stakeholders sometimes 
become apparent

 • Free data, data exchange sometimes very 
difficult & requires time and MoU (can facilitate 
cooperation).

 • Dependency on western organisation to get 
high-tech stuff into LMIC.

 • Student (BSc, MSc) involvement sometimes 
difficult, sometimes good, sometimes beyond the 
project goals.

 • Covid-19 makes it even more difficult to build 
relations of trust with partners. 

 • Expectations from different stakeholders is often 
difficult to integrate into research.

 • Local stakeholders very important for e.g. data 
collection, entry point for local involvement.

 • WOTRO projects are quite ambitious: PhD, 
postdocs & what beyond postdocs, local 

stakeholder involvement, build a network, 
outreach, etc..

3 Capacity development – Students, end-users, et cetera 

One of the programme objectives is to generate 
tangible outputs that are accessible, affordable 
and applicable for practitioners in LMICs. Before 
innovations and tangible output can be taken up, 
capacity development at different levels e.g. at 
individual, organisational, institutional levels is 
required. The question arises: How to best transfer 
knowledge, developed and demonstrated through-
out a WOTRO project to end users given possible 
large knowledge gaps and gaps in resources. For 
instance, projects develop novel approaches, tools, 
techniques within the project, but local authorities, 
partner organisations, end-users does not have 
staff, resources, data management skills and 
others to uptake such highly novel methods in 
operations. 

Further, PhD students abroad struggle with getting 
Graduate School points together. Remote classes 
can be a partial solution, but are not ideal if 
internet connectivity is limited. Often, courses are 
offered in a limited time span and as a student you 
have to be lucky to have those exactly in the period 
that you travel to the Netherlands.

During this session participants discussed and 
exchanged experiences in order to learn how to 
strengthen capacity of individuals (students), 
organisations or institutions in order to enhance 
the uptake of knowledge and tangible output such 
as tools, services, marketable products or 
evidence-based policy advices, etc. 

Discussion points and conclusions
Practical
 • Not so easy to find appropriate online materials + 
internet costs

 • Possible solution: Program network/forum of 
PhDs to help each other with courses, data 
management, etc.

Cultural
 • Some projects encountered problems with 
respect to recruitment of good students, 
especially at MSc level, where enthusiasm was 
not always a given (incentives)

 • Lot to learn, scientists not always geared towards 
capacity building
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 • Pressure on local PhDs is often high to do more 
than research

North – South
 • Capacity building is two-way process, not a 
directed one

 • Strong partners on both sides works best 

4 Pathways to impact 

Knowledge sharing and research uptake form an 
integral part of the programme. A clear strategy for 
research uptake (including stakeholder engage-
ment, communication) should be included in all 
project plans. During this session, participants 
shared best practices and lessons learned 
regarding dissemination strategies and uptake of 
research findings and tangible output. What 
worked, what didn’t? They discussed knowledge 
sharing and research uptake strategies and means.

Discussion points and conclusions:
 • While we are all specialists with academic 
publications as a main goal, outreach to the 
wider public is very effective via social media, for 
example, videos on Youtube, posts on Facebook, 
zoom training sessions, podcast, infographics, 
etc. Also it helps to simplify/clarify information 
through infographics or icons. Further, people 
can self-organize their own networks through 
apps and social media, and we can tap into that. 

 • Face-to face contact is often the most important 
channel, but not always possible, particularly in 
Covid-19 times. ICT/social media cannot always 
make up for this. However, greater responsibility 
from partners in the field has been helpful.

 • To connect with people on the ground we should 
partner with groups who are more socially 
embedded – perhaps NWO can establish a 
repository with information about local groups 
who have been good partners. So future grantees 
do not have to recreate the wheel each time. 
Recreating well established & trusting partner-
ships can be time consuming but beneficial. 

 • A lot of people still working in silos. Interactions 
between governments and NGO’s and engage-
ment are partially still poor. At local level it is 
easier to connect and cooperate with different 
group of stakeholders, which are key to achieve 
impact.

5 Upscaling of innovations

With the SDG agenda being a global agenda, SDG 
science preferably should also focus on the 
scalability of research results and form an 
important aspect of this programme. In this 
session, participants discussed knowledge on and 
tangible solutions for this next step from local to 
regional, national and, if possible, even global level.

Discussion points and conclusions:
 • Guiding questions during this session have been 
the following:
 • What is a specific example of a successfully 
upscaled innovation and the enabling factors 
for it?

 • What is a specific example of a very promising 
innovation that faced barriers to upscaling, and 
what have the barriers been?

 • Who is to drive upscaling of innovations? What 
role can researchers play?

 • Is upscaling of innovation something to be 
considered during the design stage of a 
project? 

 • There are different types of innovation such as 
hardware innovation (case of MRI system), 
software innovation (CARPA project, MPESA), 
social innovations (smallholder farming 
practices) and social movements (court cases 
against big companies and governments).

 • Importance of local social networks in upscaling, 
trust factor within their social network and how 
this could be considered for upscaling.

 • Making product designs and process manuals 
completely open source that allows the use by 
local stakeholders (repair, production) and bring 
forward the upscaling process.

 • Challenges: regulatory hurdles and rules (e.g. in 
healthcare sector) that needs to be taken into 
account, which makes it harder to upscale 
innovations.

 • Researchers role: upscaling should be taken into 
account already in the design stage, take into 
account feedback from users, balancing the role 
of researcher and creating outreach-material and 
make it accessible to the larger stakeholder 
community (WhatsApp video, sharing ideas, 
products, material via social media).
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Feedback session + idea-sharing session

The last session of this meeting served to give 
feedback to the programme secretariat and to 
share ideas regarding programmatic actions and 
programme activities, communication of outcomes 
at programme level as well as to discus Covid-19 
pandemic impacts on project implementation (see 
figure 1).

Suggestions included:
 • Facilitate stakeholder collaboration: facilitate 
matchmaking meetings and/or compile a 
repository of potential stakeholders and partners. 
However, it was also remarked that such a 
repository may over represent the ‘usual 
suspects’.

 • Support communication activities for research 
findings: e.g. podcast series, broader stakeholder 
event, joint policy brief (see also figure 2)

 • Consider organising activities at programme 
level including meetings and workshops:
 • PhD network meeting and skill development 
workshop

 • Method workshop
 • International lecture series
 • Online research methods
 • Conceptual debates and theory
 • Meeting for local stakeholder to reflect on how 
they perceive the process of being involved in 
the SDG projects, feedback of southern 
partners

 • Special issues with input by multiple projects
 • Outreach: sharing and presenting research 
findings to stakeholders

 • M&E: be as flexible as possible regarding project 
revisions and extensions, especially in the face of 
the current pandemic.
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Figure 1: Covid-19 implications for SDG projects

Figure 2: communication ideas at programme level


