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Future UN Development System supports and helps accelerate change in the UN development system to increase effective responses to global development challenges—especially 
in relation to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Recognizing the many frustrations that have accompanied UN reform efforts, FUNDS envisages a multi-year process 
designed to help build consensus around necessary changes. Financial support currently comes from the governments of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland, and UNDP.

THE UN DEVELOPMENT SYSTEM  
IN A CHANGING WORLD
There is an ongoing process of change in the UN development system, 
albeit a slow one given the size of the challenges.  At the country level, 
more UN country teams (UNCTs) are endorsing the principles of 
Delivering as One (DaO), which have spread from the original eight pilot 
countries. There is evidence of more joint programming. Across the 
system, newly-agreed standard operating procedures seek to foster greater 
program harmonization. UN organizations continue to plead for more 
core resources, but they are resigned to the continuing—and seemingly 
ever-growing—preference by donors for earmarking. In response, 
individual organizations are drawing up more integrated program 
budgets, matching the totality of their programs with all available 
resources, core and non-core. In the name of “full-cost recovery,” and in 
order to reduce the effective subsidies of non-core by core resources, 
organizations are moving to charge the same overhead rates. There are 
also attempts to encourage more pooling, and many multi-donor trust 
funds are being administered through the Multi-Partner Trust Fund 
Office (MPTFO).

The organizations of the UNDS have begun to apply themselves to the 
task of supporting member states in meeting the SDGs. At the country 
level, UNCTs are consulting with governments on their needs and 
convening stakeholders—including from civil society and the private 
sector—to mobilize local support, thus far without a common funding 
base. The role of the UNDS must be distinctive and play to the specific 
advantages of the world body.

A slowly reforming UN development system is occurring against the 
backdrop of a rapidly changing development landscape and aid realities. 
Key are:

•  The manner in which countries manage development (through 
“inclusive” rather than “extractive” governance) is as important 
as the resources available; as a result, norms, principles, and 
standards are crucial.

•  Development resources are being increasingly supplemented  
by alternatives to official development aid (ODA), which is 
particularly the case in the growing number of middle-income 
countries.

•  Within ODA the UN’s share is decreasing, and within that sum 
the portion of untied resources also is declining as donors 
channel more resources to other non-UN mechanisms 
considered more transparent and responsive.

•  As the financial commitments to multilateralism ebb—even if 
the rhetorical commitments remain unchanged—the UN’s 
disjointed structure and programming, and perceived 
bureaucratic inefficiencies, are hardly assets.

•  Most of the UN’s traditional technical assistance activities have 
diminished relevance in middle-income countries, but the 
system remains crucial for low-income countries and those in or 
emerging from armed conflict. 

•  Within the new agenda, the UN urgently needs to identify its 
comparative advantage; its own norms and standards continue 
to be highly relevant, especially to a universal development 
agenda, but its operational efforts do not have the same universal 
appeal.

A FOCUSED “MULTI-PARTNER FUNDING INITIATIVE”
The ongoing UN reform processes and the changing development realities 
together constitute the practical boundaries that circumscribe proposals 
for future mechanisms of funding to sustain the post-2015 development 
agenda. Such proposals can best be framed around six key considerations:   

•  Country ownership, including emphasis on national plans to 
establish cross-sectoral priorities and sequencing of individual 
country SDGs;
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•  Governance, including the shape of structures from central 
steering committees to country teams in order to ref lect 
priorities;

•  Partnerships, including the involvement of the for-profit private 
sector and civil society;

•  Country eligibility, including the need to emphasize the needs 
of the least developed and fragile or conflict-prone countries; 

•  Next phase of DaO, including joint programming and multi-
sectoral projects with reduced transaction costs; and

•  Resources, including management of resources at the country 
level through joint funding and with oversight by agency 
headquarters.

COUNTRY OWNERSHIP
The critical condition which underlies our proposed multi-partner 
funding initiative is the alignment of country ownership of the 
development process with the new global member states agenda, the 
SDGs. Thus, its overriding purpose is to identify and define the 
requirements at the national level for the achievement of the global goals, 
taking fully into account local realities and constraints. While the SDGs 
provide a general framework for the activities of the initiative, countries 
requesting support will begin with assistance to prioritize their own 
specific actions and to sequence aid and investment in line with their own 
national planning frameworks. In essence, the initiative will facilitate the 
mediation of the UN development system in aligning global goals and 
local realities. UNCTs will work together to identify, develop, and 
implement joint UN projects working in conjunction with counterparts 
and beneficiaries.

There are two specific objectives of the new fund. The first is to support 
requesting countries in the development of their own national strategies 
to accomplish the 2030 sustainable development agenda. The second 
objective is to draw up and mobilize funding for more specific operational 
plans through which the UN development system and its constituent 
organizations—acting together and drawing on operational comparative 
advantages—can contribute to their achievement.

These two objectives will determine the nature of the two windows of the 
new multi-partner initiative. Window One will provide direct support to 
countries for the development of appropriate national strategies and will: 

•  Help member states introduce the details of the new SDG agenda 
in each country, and incorporate specific goals and targets into 
national planning.

•  Facilitate coming together by relevant national actors 
(government, parliament, civil society organizations, and private 
sector) to design and implement solutions to the challenges of 
the SDGs, including identifying the most appropriate partners 
and funding sources. The UN system should play the role of 
honest broker in, for example, protecting member states from 
the potentially negative consequences of public-private 
partnerships and identifying potential bilateral and multilateral 
donors as well as investors.

•  Assist countries to build the capacity to measure, monitor, and 
report on progress in complying with universal norms and 
standards, including finding new ways to use IT and big data to 
empower civil society and parliaments.

Window Two of the new fund will be concerned with UN support  
to implement the national strategies designed to help meet the  
goals. Recognizing that the UN development system is just one among 
many domestic and external development partners, Window Two will be 
used to design and implement UN-wide programs of support to each 
country—in effect, new-style UN Development Assistance Frameworks 
(UNDAFs)—drawing on the specific functions and expertise which the 
UN development system is best able to provide, including in particular 
compliance with its own universal norms and standards.

GOVERNANCE, PARTNERSHIPS, AND COUNTRY 
ELIGIBILITY
Any new funding mechanism should adhere as much as possible to the 
procedures which the UNDS has already tested under the auspices of the 
UN Development Group (UNDG).

A future multi-partner funding initiative should have a balanced 
representation of donors on a central steering committee composed of 
member-state governments (donors and program countries), as well as 
civil society, private sector, and UN organizations. A model is provided 
by the boards of the vertical funds—including the Global Fund and 
GAVI—whose memberships rotate around a workable number of 
participants but remain representative of key stakeholders and 
constituencies. Experience has shown that these boards operate best 
through consensus, with no individual members exerting undue influence 
on the workings of the funds.

The steering committee of the new multi-partner initiative would be 
responsible for signing off on projects and monitoring progress on the 
basis of clear indicators. The new funding mechanism would be open to 
all countries requesting support. Country eligibility would also necessarily 
be aligned with results: beyond the initial support, additional funding 
would be provided to countries delivering substantial results according 
to agreed metrics.

At country level, national steering committees co-chaired by UN resident 
coordinators (RCs) and their government counterparts should include 
essential local stakeholders: beneficiaries, civil society, private sector, and 
bilateral donors. These committees would be responsible for identifying 
and developing projects and overseeing their implementation, reporting 
to the central steering committee in line with pre-determined criteria.

THE NEXT PHASE OF DAO
The continuing process of change in the UNDS should better reflect the 
comparative operational advantages of individual organizations, including 
its breadth of functions and activities and its universality, as epitomized 
by the norms, principles, and standards that it has helped shape and 
codify. The inspiration for the UN’s support for the 2030 sustainable 
development agenda should reflect the SDG outcome statement whose 
preface proposes five clusters as a possible way to consolidate the many 
themes (see Figure 1).
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Clusters � emes

People
Overcoming multi-dimensional poverty, food security, 
equality, health, education

Planet
Sustainable development, climate change, natural 
resource management

Prosperity Economic, social and technological progress

Peace Peaceful, just and inclusive societies

Partnership Mobilizing the resources and partners required to 
implement the new agenda

Figure 1: Breakdown of SDG Clusters and Th emes

countries.	  The	  UNDG	  would	  be	  responsible	  for	  trying	  to	  ensure	  that	  each	  of	  the	  
five	  “P”	  funding	  windows	  be	  adequately	  resourced.	  Pledges	  to	  the	  fund	  would	  
ideally	  be	  multi-‐year	  to	  ensure	  continuity	  and	  facilitate	  medium-‐	  to	  longer-‐term	  
projects.	  	  
	  
Figure	  2:	  Proposed	  Structure	  for	  the	  Multi-‐Partner	  Funding	  Initiative	  
	  

	  
	  
The	  resources	  of	  the	  fund	  should	  be	  administered	  by	  the	  Multi-‐Partner	  Trust	  
Fund	  Office.	  An	  additional	  incentive	  for	  donors	  is	  that	  the	  new	  fund	  would	  be	  
expected	  to	  contribute	  to	  a	  further	  rationalization	  and	  consolidation	  of	  trust	  
funds,	  including	  the	  existing	  One	  Funds	  and	  Delivering	  Results	  Together	  Fund	  
(DRT-‐F).	  The	  incentive	  for	  donors	  to	  contribute	  to	  the	  new	  mechanism	  would	  be	  
the	  attraction	  of	  the	  two-‐part	  agenda:	  encouraging	  the	  development	  of	  SDG-‐
compatible	  country	  strategies;	  and	  financing	  system-‐wide	  country	  programming.	  
Those	  activities	  financed	  would	  exclude	  those	  covered	  by	  other	  sources,	  
including	  the	  Global	  Environment	  Facility,	  Global	  Fund,	  and	  GAVI	  Alliance,	  and	  
the	  Green	  Climate	  Fund.	  Day-‐to-‐day	  management	  of	  the	  resources	  assigned	  to	  
each	  country	  would	  be	  the	  responsibility	  of	  the	  UN	  RC	  and	  the	  UNCT.	  The	  UNRC	  
would	  therefore	  be	  held	  accountable	  for	  the	  use	  of	  the	  funds	  and	  the	  results	  
engendered.	  
	  
As	  a	  universal	  entity,	  with	  no	  geographical	  restrictions	  and	  conforming	  to	  agreed	  
norms,	  the	  new	  initiative	  would	  thus	  constitute	  “soft	  earmarking”.	  Eligibility	  for	  
financing	  would	  be	  based	  on	  requests	  emanating	  from	  countries	  and	  their	  
UNCTs,	  and	  signed	  off	  by	  the	  steering	  committee.	  A	  small	  percentage	  of	  Window	  
Two	  of	  the	  fund	  could	  be	  set	  aside	  to	  finance	  UN	  program	  development	  work	  in	  
individual	  countries.	  Donors	  wishing	  to	  foster	  the	  2030	  sustainable	  development	  
agenda	  or	  the	  reform	  of	  the	  UN	  development	  system	  could	  find	  the	  new	  
mechanism	  of	  potential	  interest	  even	  to	  reluctant	  parliaments.	  
	  

Figure 2: Funding Windows for Multi-Partner Funding Initiative

is to have an impact. Both for reasons of size, as well as multilateral 
practice, the new fund should attract as many donors as possible in ways 
that satisfy their continuing interest in multilateral activities under 
conditions that satisfy not only their taxpayers and parliaments but also 
the needs of target countries and UN organizations.

In addition to traditional donors, the new initiative should aim to attract 
resources from the seven largest sources of ODA among non-DAC 
countries (Brazil, China, India, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, and 
United Arab Emirates) as well as other donors, including private sources 
and foundations. While funds would be pooled, individual donors could 
earmark allocations to one of the fi ve development domains (People, 
Planet, Prosperity, Peace, Partnership) in which they would like their 
funds to be disbursed. But an essential component would be no 
designation of specifi c target countries. Th e UNDG would be responsible 
for trying to ensure that each of the five “P” funding windows be 
adequately resourced. Pledges to the fund would ideally be multi-year to 
ensure continuity and facilitate medium- to longer-term projects.

Th e resources of the fund should be administered by the MPTFO. An 
additional incentive for donors is that the new fund would be expected to 
contribute to a further rationalization and consolidation of trust funds, 
including the existing One Funds and Delivering Results Together Fund 
(DRT-F). Th e incentive for donors to contribute to the new mechanism 
would be the attraction of the two-part agenda: encouraging the 
development of SDG-compatible country strategies; and fi nancing system-
wide country programming. Th ose activities fi nanced would exclude those 
covered by other sources, including the Global Environment Facility, 
Global Fund, and GAVI Alliance, and the Green Climate Fund. Day-to-
day management of the resources assigned to each country would be the 
responsibility of the UN RC and the UNCT. Th e former would therefore 
be held accountable for the use of the funds and the results engendered.

As a universal entity, with no geographical restrictions and conforming 
to agreed norms, the new initiative would thus constitute “soft 
earmarking.” Eligibility for financing would be based on requests 
emanating from countries and their UNCTs, and approved by the steering 
committee. A small percentage of Window Two of the fund could be set 
aside to fi nance UN program development work in individual countries. 
Donors wishing to foster the 2030 sustainable development agenda or the 
reform of the UNDS could fi nd the new mechanism of potential interest 
even to reluctant parliaments.

Th ese clusters should frame the support which the UNDS can provide to 
national strategies, funded by Window Two. Th us, it would foster the One 
UN programs anticipated by DaO and provide the One Funds to support 
them. Th e new multi-partner funding initiative would make a multi-year 
commitment to a respective country program and be a signifi cant and 
integral part of that country’s programming budget—genuine “One 
Funds” but within a uniform global envelope.

Another essential aspect of the multi-partner funding initiative would be 
joint programming to promote greater system coherence, drawing on the 
best available experience, and using multidimensional approaches. Th e 
new fund should require a minimum of two UN entities for each project. 
Of particular relevance would be the ability to take advantage of the 
expertise of smaller UN organizations, which typically do not have the 
same breadth of fi eld presence or fund-raising wherewithal.

Being an integral part of each country program framework, individual 
projects should be coterminous with the respective programming cycles, 
normally implying a minimum of fi ve years. To reduce the oft en high 
transaction costs associated with joint projects in the past, each project 
would be led by a UN “lead” organization which will assume full 
responsibility for the overall management of each project and hire or 
borrow staff  and resources from other UN organizations as needed. If 
such a system were in place, the number of UN organizations participating 
in a project could be increased, but with the addition of expertise and not 
of administrative oversight and reporting. Th ere should be no parallel 
management arrangements within each project. UN organizations would 
be paid for their services through the existing “pass-through” mechanism 
managed by the MPTFO. However, the overall aim of the new fund should 
be the devolution of funding authority to UNRC offi  ces in each country.

The new multi-partner initiative should encourage inter-agency 
networking and knowledge management during and after project 
implementation. Th is process would be assisted by a comprehensive 
progress monitoring mechanism and independent evaluations of impact 
and lessons learned. Th e fi ndings should be banked and built into a 
system-wide knowledge-sharing system to guide and inform ongoing and 
future UN assistance.

RESOURCES
Th e structure of the new multi-partner funding initiative, with its two 
windows and fi ve themes described above, could be depicted as shown in 
Figure 2. Any new funding mechanism should be substantial in scale if it 
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• Include multi-year pledges;

• Be managed by a central steering committee;

•  Empower the UNDS field system through the UNCTs and local 
steering mechanisms for management oversight and monitoring;

•  Promote joint programming within the system (minimum of 
two implementing agencies) with a clearly designated lead 
organization;

• Respond to locally identified needs; and

•  Capture knowledge centrally for the benefit of the UN system as 
a whole.

IN SUM
We recommend that a new and substantial multi-partner fund be 
established under the auspices of the UNDG, consistent with the spirit 
and principles of the SDGs, to undergird the UN development system in 
two of its most important, and unrivalled, functions: Window One would 
assist individual countries to formulate national development strategies 
and monitor arrangements that are compatible with the SDGs; and 
Window Two would help UN country teams to assist individual countries 
drawing on the specific comparative advantages of the UN development 
system.

This new multi-partner funding initiative should:

• Be of substantial size, with several official and non-state donors;

•  Subsume several existing One Funds, and be financially managed 
by the MPTFO;


