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It is our ambition to strengthen effective 
and democratic local government in the 
world. In the past year our ambitions have 
only increased. It was a year filled with 
commitment to new assignments, new 
partnerships with new and old allies and 
promising initiatives, all aiming at improved 
local services for citizens. It was a year 
in which VNG International, the Agency 
for International Cooperation of the 
Association of Netherlands Municipalities 
(VNG), provided again quality services 

for the local 
government 
sector together 
with its daughter 
companies 
established 
with the local 
government 

associations in the Czech Republic 
(MEPCO), South Africa (CMRA) and Tunisia 
(CILG) and its strategic partners in Albania 
(FLAG), Benin (LID Management) and 
Ghana (MAPLE Consult). It was a year 
in which the chairwoman of the VNG, 
Mayor of Almere, Annemarie Jorritsma 
represented the international network 
of United Cities and Local Governments 
(UCLG) in the preparatory meeting 
towards the new urban agenda, Habitat 
III. It was a year in which our international 
umbrella organizations Platforma/Council 
of European Municipalities and Regions 
(CEMR) and UCLG, gained further 
recognition within the EU and the UN. 
It was a year in which we stood firmly 
again, together with many partners, for 
the interests of local self-government 
worldwide.

Our approach to making the world a bit 
better is challenging. We invest in capacity 
development of local governments, in 
training of elected politicians and appointed 
municipal staff, in the ability of people 
working in local government to connect 
and act in the interest of their community. 
We focus our support on people who 
sincerely want to develop their villages and 
cities, on mayors, councillors and municipal 
and local government association staff of 
good will. We are entrepreneurial at heart 
and apply the best practises and lessons 
learned of local governments worldwide 
as well as our accumulated experiences in 
projects and programmes in more than 40 
countries in the world. By staying lean and 
open, our talented team of devoted staff 
and associated experts can act quickly and 
effectively deal with complex emerging 
issues. A listening culture and reciprocal 
trust empowers every staff member on 
every level to put their best ideas forward 
and interact directly with beneficiaries, 
donors and partner organizations.      

It is with great pleasure and pride that I 
herewith present recent projects, products 
and results as well as innovations of VNG 
International. In the coming year I will 
remain as involved as ever in the growing 
work of VNG International, Platforma/CEMR 
and UCLG, and I am looking forward to 
building new partnerships with partners 
around the world who share our goals. 

The Hague, July 15, 2015

Peter Knip, Director VNG International    
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4 | In the Spotlight

    In the 
Spotlight
• Millennium Municipalities Campaign 
 in The Netherlands
2015 will mark the transition from MDGs to SDGs. 160 Dutch municipalities 
participate in the Millennium Municipalities Campaign of the Association of 
Netherlands Municipalities, which is aiming to promote public awareness of the 
MDGs and global links.

• > 500,000 Dutch citizens were reached by the campaign;
• > 3000 students participated in school debates and workshops;
  o 68% of them indicated to have learned about the MDGs;
  o 62% indicated to feel involved in tackling international problems;
• 174 councillors formed a ‘Millennium Councillors Network’
  o 60% of them indicate they will take into account the international  
   context in taking decisions about local issues.

• Improving Participatory Strategic 
Governance at Local Level in Turkey

VNG International is currently implementing the EU-funded ‘Improving 
Participatory Strategic Governance at Local Level’ project in Turkey. In 2015, the 
project launched a large Training of Trainers programme for 300 planning experts 
from 81 provinces on coordinating and analysing local investment planning. 
The programme includes amongst others modules on strategic planning, good 
governance, participation, project management and monitoring & evaluation. 
The interactive training will focus on training the experts from the provinces 
to actively take part in detection of local needs and promoting inter-agency 
coordination by improving the qualification and technical information of the staff. 
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• Local Authorities Capacity Enhancement 
Project in Zimbabwe

As the Zimbabwean Minister of Local Government Mr Chombo proudly noted in his 
speech launching VNG International’s new EU-funded project entitled ‘Local Authorities 
Capacity Enhancement Project’ (LACEP) in April 2015: ‘Zimbabwe is working on the 
normalisation of their relations with the international community’ and he perceives this 
project as ‘the demonstration of the progress made so far’. Indeed, the Delegation 
of the European Union in Zimbabwe awarded VNG international in partnership 
with Municipal Development Partnership (MDP) a grant worth € 900,000 for the 
implementation of LACEP over the next 30 months. Our project aims to enhance the 
participation of Local Authorities (LAs) and the Association of Local Authorities 
(ALA) in Zimbabwe’s public policies and programs as a way of contributing to a more 
equitable, open and democratic society. 13 selected rural and urban local authorities 
from the South Western region of Zimbabwe benefit directly, as the project strengthens 
their institutional and operational capacity in the fields of municipal management, service 
delivery, and public participation. 

• From Fragile to Stable Programme in 
Guatemala

In this project VNG International works with ten local governments in two departments in 
Guatemala on reducing the causes of fragility at the municipal level. 
This is done by:

• Training 35 Facilitadores Judiciales in 10 municipalities. These are peace 
 mediators that resolve conflict at the neighbourhood level.  
• Strengthening citizen participation in municipal decision-making.
• Improving the collaboration between civil society groups, community 
 development councils and municipal councils.
• Strengthening the municipal institutions in the areas of security and justice.
• Training staff from the Ministry of Justice on the value of indigenous law 
 and indigenous conflict resolution practices. 

The project is directly aligned to the National Service of Judicial Facilitators that is managed 
by the Ministry of Justice of Guatemala and the Organization of American States. 
This project forms part of a larger programme that includes a ‘twin’ project in Colombia. 
The activities in Colombia are implemented by PAX. 
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• Support Programme to Urban, Democratic 
Governance and Local Economic Development 
in Tunisia and Libya

In Tunisia and Libya, we carried out a programme in joint management with our daughter 
organization CILG, with funding from the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
Danish Arab Partnership Programme. With regards to Libya, a couple of numbers show that 
it is possible to carry out a programme under difficult circumstances: 

• We organised 14 events in Libya, 41 in Tunisia, and 3 elsewhere in which Libyans,  
 representatives of business community, ngo’s and local governments, participated.
• 394 times, Libyans attended our activities in the current project phase including  
 56 women.
• These Libyan participants produced 13 presentations, speeches, radio emissions  
 and newspaper articles themselves.

As to quotes, this programme generates memorable ones. ‘I wanted to go to the front, but 
they asked me to stay behind to manage the municipal issues. So that is how I serve my 
country’ (A Councillor of Nalut). ‘We are new to decentralization. All of my ideas, I have 
them thanks to the VNG International project’ (The Mayor of Wazen). A quote is not a 
result, but these are forceful reminders that Libyan local governments and local civil society 
organisations are motivated to prepare for better times.

• Projet Foncier Local in Benin

In 2013 Benin has adopted and promulgated a new Land Code (Code Foncier et 
Domanial (CFD). This code radically modernizes the legal and institutional framework for 
land management on the local and national level, among others with the introduction 
of a number of institutions and mechanisms that differ from the current practices. VNG 
international developed a project to support local actors in the application of the CFD in 
two municipalities, Dogbo and Klouékanmè. This Projet Foncier Local (PFL), financed by 
the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs with a total value of €4,4 million to be implemented 
in 48 months, will serve as a pilot to local actors to experiment with the institutionalization 
of the framework and to thereby set the example for the nationwide implementation. 
Besides a considerable component for investments into identifying and mapping parcels 
in the rural and urban areas  (in 40 villages), the project contains a strong component for 
capacity building for the (new) institutions that are in charge of land management on 
local level. Lessons learned will be documented by ANCB, the national association of 
municipalities of Benin, in order to feed the national dialogue on the land reform of 
Benin. VNG International is supported by its strategic partner in Benin (LID Management) 
and both municipalities and ANCB are strategic implementing partners for the duration of 
the project.
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• Programme in Jordan

In 2014 and the first half of 2015, VNG International was very much engaged in the 
implementation of the project ‘International Municipal Assistance to Al Zaa’tari Refugee 
Camp and Local Governments in Al Mafraq Governorate’ – carried out in collaboration with 
the city of Amsterdam. The project supports the Al Mafraq region and Al Zaa’tari refugee 
camp in fostering resilience and maintaining their service delivery towards Jordanian citizens 
and Syrian refugees in the wake of the Syrian refugee crisis.

Until today the project achieved the following results:

• A planning methodology for Al Zaa’tari refugee camp and its direct    
 surroundings has been introduced.

• A planning instrument for the Mafraq region has been developed.
• A round table meeting has been organised on efficient solid waste    

 management at local level, including the importance of maintenance,   
 transparent and clear procurement regulations, and standard training programmes 

 for local staff.
• 1250 bicycles have been shipped to Al Zaa’tari refugee camp, Al Azraq refugee  

 camp, Mafraq municipality and Madaba municipality in order to further   
 reachability of communal spaces within the refugee camps and promote easily   
 accessible transport means within Jordan’s host communities.

• Within Zaa’tari camp, improvement of drinking water supply has been furthered  
 by advising on the design and control of a new drinking water network,   
              construction, operations and maintenance, organisational issues and cost recovery.

• The Hague Academy for Local Governance

The Hague Academy for Local Governance, a foundation established by the City of The 
Hague in close collaboration with VNG International, is offering a mix of practice oriented 
open subscription courses, tailor made training programmes and a scholarship programme 
for young municipal talents from developing countries. With around thirty programmes in 
the past year they have been able to train more than 600 people in different topics related 
to good (local) governance. The current portfolio of practical and experience oriented 
training courses consists of:

• Gender Responsive Governance;
• Fiscal Decentralization and Local Finance;
• Citizen Participation and Inclusive Governance;
• Integrity and Anti-Corruption; 
• Multilevel Water Management;
• Conflict, Rule of Law and Local Security;
• A Local Perspective to the Sustainable Development Goals;
• Local Economic Development;  
• Peacebuilding and Local Governance. 



• Local Government Capacity Programme  
(LGCP 2012-2016)

In 2015 the Local Government Capacity Programme, financed by the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, is in its fourth year of implementation and being externally evaluated. 
The Programme aims to develop the capacity of local governments, local government 
associations and water authorities in key fields of Dutch international cooperation 
objectives: sustainable local economic development, water and sanitation 
management, and food security.

• 10 partner countries (Benin, Burundi, Ghana, Mali, Nicaragua, the Palestinian 
 Territories, Rwanda, South Africa, South Sudan, Uganda).
• 78 local governments, local government associations and water 
 authorities are targeted
• 23 Dutch municipalities provide expertise.
• > 90 experts provided for benchmarks, trainings, advise, study visits and 
 contributed to capacity development and reaching objectives.
• An example: The new city of Rawabi in the Palestinian Territories was able to 
 develop its strategic plan, with the help of VNG, the municipality of Almere and 
 the Netherlands New Towns Institute: http://bit.ly/1fhA9PG

• Role of VNG in International Organisations

• President of Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR)  
 – Annemarie Jorritsma, Mayor of Almere;
• Vice-President of United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG)  
 – Annemarie Jorritsma, Mayor of Almere;
• Vice-Chair of UCLG’s Committee on Decentralised Cooperation  
 – Ton Rombouts, Mayor of ‘s-Hertogenbosch;
• Chair of UCLG’s Capacity and Institution Building Working Group (CIB)  
 – Peter Knip, Director VNG International;
• Member of Platforma and Spokesperson in its Political Council  
 – Hans Janssen, Mayor of Oisterwijk;
• Rapporteur on Means of Implementation of the post 2015 goals within the  
 Commission for Citizenship, Governance, Institutional and External Affairs  
 (CIVEX) of the Committee of the Regions  
 – Hans Janssen, Mayor of Oisterwijk;
• Delegate to the UCLG task force on Disaster Prevention and Management 
 – Rob Metz, Mayor of Soest;
• Observatory Member of the European Network of Implementing Development  
 Agencies EUNIDA  
 – Rolf Swart, Business Group Manager VNG International;
• Support to the Dutch municipal delegations in the Committee of the Regions  
 and the Council of Europe.
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http://bit.ly/1fhA9PG
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Recent developments 
in the work of 
VNG International 
in ten points 

1   ‘Wise’ decentralisation higher on the agenda

2   Benchmarking for better municipal performance

3  Improved local revenue collection

4  Local government: indispensable partner in local 
 economic development

5  Sustainability promoted by local governments

6   Participative Strategic Urban Investment Planning, 
 Urban Innovation and SMART cities

7   Local government in post-conflict countries and fragile states

8   Natural and manmade disasters: municipal preparedness 
 and recovery

9  The need for stronger national associations of local 
 governments

10  The local government is yours!
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»1
‘Wise’ decentralisation 
higher on the agenda

It is increasingly understood: top-down 
development policies cannot succeed alone 
in addressing the complexities of sustainable 
development, fighting poverty and keeping peace. 

Being closer to citizens than other public institutions, local governments are well-
positioned to mobilise local societies’ opinions and act as catalysts for change. 
Many central governments are involved in processes in which responsibilities 
are attributed to local governments. Wise decentralisation is more and more 
promoted by the international donor community from European Commission to 
the World Bank and UN Agencies. Wise, because decentralisation is a complex 
process which might fail without commitment and support from the national 
state, development oriented policies and sufficient local autonomy, local capacity 
and financial resources, whilst at the same time not endangering the unity of a 
country. 

In order to accompany and support decentralisation processes national 
governments and the international donor community are increasingly seeking 
the involvement of the local government sector itself in order to unlock the 
development potentials of local governments. The Strategic Partnerships 
between the EU and the umbrella organisations of local governments (UCLG, 
UCLG Africa, CEMR/Platforma, CLGF and AIMF) which have been signed in the 
past weeks, are an inspiring example of this development. As VNG International 
we are more and more involved in wider decentralisation programmes as well. 
At the request of The Government of Egypt and the European Commission, 
VNG International together with the Ecole Nationale d’Administration (ENA) 
took the responsibility to support a major Public Administration Reform and 
Local Development Programme in Egypt from April 2015 till March 2018. 
Likewise, our daughter company in Tunisia, CILG, is responsible for the 
PAGUDEL programme, financed by the Danish government, which supports the 
implementation of the new Constitution in favour of decentralization. 
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»2
Benchmarking for better 
municipal performance

VNG International beliefs in learning. Especially in 
learning together. In the past period we invested 
substantially in the development of easy-to-use tools 
with which local governments can compare their 

performance with other local governments in their region or in their country. 
It helps local governments to identify their relative strengths and weaknesses. 
If done in a systematic and professional way participating local governments 
can learn a lot from each other about how to improve the efficiency and 
effectivity of their policies and organisation of work. It requires formulation of 
the right questions, knowledge of the theme, specialised software, professional 
facilitation, and last but not least an open culture and sufficient reciprocal trust 
between the participants. 

The package of benchmarking tools we developed for local governments 
enables us to accompany and implement an increasing number of targeted 
learning exercises in various countries in the world. In South Africa our daughter 
company CMRA is involved in extensive benchmark exercises in the field of local 
economic development, housing, hiv/aids prevention and citizens participation. 
They also developed an innovative ‘municipal barometer’ which is a web-based 
portal established to collect, re-package and disseminate local level data for 
municipalities. Also our Czech daughter company MEPCO applies this tool to 
measure the performance of self-governance activities of Czech municipalities; 
at the moment more than 20 Czech cities, including bigger cities like Brno, 
Plzen, Liberec, Usti nad Labem, Ostrava, Olomouc, Hradec Králové and Karlovy 
Vary participated in MEPCO’s peer-to-peer learning processes. In addition 
VNG International implemented benchmarking in Rwanda (Public Private 
Partnerships), Uganda (food security), Benin (food security), Ghana (WASH). 
A new benchmark on red tape reduction is in preparation with local 
governments in South Africa.  
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»3
Improved local 
revenue collection

Like the citizens whom they serve, local governments 
cannot function without sufficient funds. Unfortunately 
many local governments in the world are confronted with 
a lack of resources to address the needs and potentials 
of their communities. As Association of Netherlands 
Municipalities we have many years of experience with 

lobbying and negotiating financial transfers from central government to local 
governments. On the one hand we support associations of municipalities to 
build up their arguments and advocacy work for improved municipal funding 
within their countries. On the other hand VNG International, together with the 
National Cadastre in The Netherlands, PBLQ and experts from the tax authorities, 
has developed tools and approaches to enhance the capacity of individual local 
governments to improve their local revenue collection. It is our experience that 
many municipalities do not fully use their legal abilities to raise local taxes which 
seriously limits their capacity to act in favour of local development.  

In the past months VNG International succeeded to get two new assignments 
in this field. In Ghana the Dutch government awarded us a project aimed at 
improving local taxes and services to the public. In Palestine we recently signed a 
contract with the Ministry for Finance, the Directorate General on Property Tax, 
to test new property valuation models in a selected group of local government 
units on the West Bank.            
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»4
Local government: 
indispensable partner in 
local economic development

Local governments can do much more to stimulate 
local economic development than just licensing 
and taxing local businesses. Everywhere one can 
see how local governments embark on formulating 

local economic development (LED) strategies. It is about an active consultation 
of local stakeholders, bringing the business community and knowledge institutes 
together, reviewing the specific strengths of your community or city, preparation 
of integrated development plans, reduction of red tape and defining concrete 
implementation actions together with all relevant stakeholders. In this role as 
facilitator of local economic growth -‘go with the flow’ instead of a distant 
decision maker- the local government is really an indispensable partner.

It is with this mindset and local expertise on board  that VNG International 
together with its daughter companies and strategic partners are involved in a 
lot of LED support programmes. Important advisory and guidance services were 
provided to local governments in South Africa, Ghana, Uganda, Benin, Albania, 
Turkey, Czech Republic, Palestine and Tunisia leading to concrete municipal LED 
strategies.      
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»5
Sustainability promoted 
by local governments

Our world is at stake. Making our world sustainable 
for future generations will be on top of the global 
development agenda for the coming years. In 
September 2015 the UN will launch the new Post-2015 
Development agenda; the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG’s) will be at the heart of the new agenda. 

A few months later the UN Climate Summit COP 21 in Paris will mobilize action 
and ambition on climate change. And also the UN Conference HABITAT III in 
2016 will focus on sustainability as it will be charged with the definition of a 
shared vision of the ‘New Urban Agenda’. The VNG as partner in the network 
of our European Association CEMR and our international organisation United 
Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) plays an active role in localizing the Post-
2015 Development Agenda. The VNG, on behalf of its members, supports the 
promotion of an urban development goal and advocates creative partnerships 
with the private sector and civil society, new financing mechanisms as well as 
new forms of accountability in order to achieve more sustainability at the local 
level. 

VNG International is preparing itself for a new campaign on the Sustainable 
Development Goals as follow up of its successful Millennium Municipality 
Campaign in the past years. With the new Strategic Partnership between the 
EU and CEMR/Platforma VNG International will have a leading role in organizing 
a European exchange of experience with different models to promote local 
governments’ role in achieving the SDGs. In the meantime VNG International 
developed a new international tool for mayors and councils which will help them 
to measure progress in making their local governments more sustainable.      
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»6
Participative Strategic Urban 
Investment Planning, Urban 
Innovation and SMART cities

By 2050 66% of the world population will live in 
urban areas. It is clear that the urban population 
and the urban challenges are rapidly growing. 

Local governments in urban areas face many specific urban problems. Local 
governments increasingly understand that urban issues are closely connected 
to rural issues and that only integrated solutions in which urban and rural 
governments work together in an inter-municipal, regional or territorial 
development approach can be successful. In addition to this, new digital and ICT 
technologies are used by local governments to enhance quality and performance 
of urban services, to reduce costs and resource consumption, and to engage 
more effectively and actively with their citizens.

VNG International and her daughter companies collect good examples of 
urban innovations and SMART city approaches in order to help associations 
of local governments and individual local governments to improve their urban 
investment planning and urban policies. In a major assignment of the European 
Commission VNG International is supporting 20 bigger municipalities in 
Turkey with developing a more participative approach to their strategic urban 
investment planning. Our Czech daughter company MEPCO has been involved 
in important strategic planning exercises for the biggest cities in the Czech 
Republic. Together with municipal know how from so-called ‘New Towns’ in  
The Netherlands, like Almere and Zoetermeer, VNG International is supporting 
the strategic planning process of the New Town of Rawabi in Palestine.  
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»7 

Local government in 
post-conflict countries 
and fragile states

Although the definition of state fragility is subject 
to an ongoing academic debate, fragile states 
are generally characterized by weak government 
institutions that lack the capacity and legitimacy to 

effectively govern their population and territory. Remarkably, the degree of state 
fragility is measured almost exclusively at the central level. In many cases, political 
elites thrive in fragility and consequently lack incentives to effectively address its 
underlying causes. Given that a failure to perform towards their citizens by those 
in power is the prime characteristic of fragility, it is difficult to tackle fragility by 
working with the central government alone. In the absence of a strong central 
authority and well-functioning central institutions, local governments, as the 
tier of government closest to the people, are well-positioned to address the 
challenges related to fragility that affect daily lives, such as a lack of safety and 
security, economic development and the provision of basic services.

VNG International has a long tradition of supporting the local government sector 
and its local government associations in post-conflict and fragile situations. 
Programmes aimed at stabilisation and peace building were implemented in 
former Yugoslavia after the civil war in the nineties, in Albania after the civil 
war in 1997, in Palestine after the second intifadah in 2000, in Iraq after the 
war in 2004 and in South Sudan after independence in 2011. Recently VNG 
International has been asked to support new projects for the local government 
sector in South Sudan, Mali, Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, and 
together with our daughter company CILG in Tunisia we are also working on 
cross border cooperation between municipalities in Tunisia and Libya. In another 
recent programme in Guatemala and Colombia we focus on the development 
of a structure of voluntary peace mediators, closely related to the structures 
of local government and the judiciary, who pro-actively try to solve conflicts 
before they become violent. Recently we produced a publication on the role of 
national associations of local governments in fragile states. In Myanmar, an EU 
grant enabled us to support township development in the Tanintharyi region. 
Though of a complete other nature and not within but near a fragile state, it is 
worth to mention that VNG International and the city of Amsterdam are working 
together in close cooperation with the Ministry of Interior of Jordan to address 
the needs of Al Zaa’tari Refugee Camp and the Local Governments in Al Mafraq 
Governorate in the Northern part of the country.           
> Policy Brief fragile States
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»8 

Natural and manmade disasters: 
municipal preparedness 
and recovery

Earlier this year in Sendai, Japan, representatives 
of 187 UN member states adopted the a new 
international framework for disaster risk reduction.  

The framework calls on governments to `engage with relevant stakeholders, 
including women, children and youth, persons with disabilities, poor people, 
migrants, indigenous peoples, volunteers, the community of practitioners and 
older persons in the design and implementation of policies, plans and standards´ 
to reduce disaster risk and to increase disaster preparedness. From our point of 
view local governments should have been mentioned more often as the first tier 
of government best suited to engage in this process of stakeholder consultation. 
Nevertheless it is clear that local governments have to play a crucial role in risk 
reduction, disaster preparedness and recovery (‘Build Back Better’) after disasters.

Based on our long term experience with municipal reconstruction work after 
disasters like the earthquake in the Marmara region in Turkey, the Tsunami 
in Sri Lanka and Indonesia as well as the earthquake in Haiti we created an 
international task force together with partner associations in Canada (FCM), 
France (CUF), Turkey (UMT) and the Asian section of UCLG (ASPAC) in order 
to share our disaster preparedness and recovery expertise with other local 
governments and to prepare ourselves for more aligned actions of local 
government organisations after disasters. In reaction to the Haiyan typhoon, 
VNG International is developing a simulation game together with the League of 
Municipalities of the Philippines (LMP) aimed at municipal preparedness to act 
effectively after a disaster. 
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»9
The need for stronger 
national associations 
of local governments

Local government associations can play a key role in 
strengthening the local government sector in their 
countries. They advocate local government interests 
vis-à-vis central governments in a coherent way. 

They provide high quality services to their members. They provide for meeting 
places for mayors and councillors to discuss topical issues and where they build 
self-confidence as local leaders. However, many national associations do not 
function well enough due to an insufficient member base, insufficient income, 
insufficient capacities and sometimes a partisan approach. It can certainly be 
called progress that donor institutions increasingly value the role of national 
associations but, unfortunately, their financial support to associations does not 
always lead to capacity development of these associations. Too often we observe 
that associations become too much dependent on donor financing and do not 
invest enough in their membership base. 

Key in our approach of local governments association capacity development is 
the focus on the needs of and the communication with their membership. For, 
the understanding of the real problems of the members and the involvement 
of the members in the formulation of the political positions of their association 
are crucial for the strength of a municipal association. Based on equality and 
reciprocity VNG International collaborated with many national association of 
municipalities in the world using peer-to-peer coaching as an instrument of 
intervention. New association capacity development programmes have been 
started in Benin, Ivory Coast, Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda and Zimbabwe.    
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»10
The local government 
is yours!

Local governments, as well as regional and national 
governments, too often lack sufficient legitimacy. 
Elections, communication and consultation are 
certainly instruments to improve legitimacy and citizens 
involvement. However, local government should be not 

seen as a distant decision maker but as your organisation where you decide 
together with all your fellow-citizens about the future development of your 
community. This can only be achieved by very active involvement of citizens in 
decision making as well as full transparency and accountability to the citizens. 

Citizen participation and stakeholder cooperation are essential parts of the 
expertise of VNG International. In Haiti we helped establish water catchment 
committees in four municipalities in the region that was struck most severely by 
the earthquake in 2010.  Water management in the region has since improved 
as a result of more consultation between the local governments and citizens 
and of joint actions such as tree planting and the cleaning of canals. It was 
rewarding to see how our Ethiopia Social Accountability Program, which is 
financed through a World Bank managed multi-donor trust fund, resulted in 
many examples of concrete collaboration between civil society organisations and 
local governments. Tangible achievements in communities include better access 
to hospitals, repair of dysfunctional water points, resolution of land disputes, 
additional classrooms built, improved availability of medicines and timely 
distribution of fertilizers. 
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to serve the overall 
objective of 
VNG International: 
further support for 
work in the field 
of strengthening 
democratic local 
government

Finances of 
VNG International
The total turnover of VNG International in 2014 amounts to 23,350,000 Euro. 
51% of the turnover comes from foreign sources like World Bank, European 
Union, UN Agencies, and national governments of other countries. 49% of the 
turnover comes from Dutch funding; the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs is by 
far the biggest financial source within this Dutch funding. In 2014, the growth of 
the turnover of VNG International in The Hague was 0,5% while the growth of 
the turnover of the daughter companies was 16%. The fiscal year was finalized 
with a positive result of 412,465 Euro, which has been added to the general 
reserves to serve the overall objective of VNG International: further support for 
work in the field of strengthening democratic local government. This year, 2015, 
is – also in financial terms – developing according to our expectations. 

> Financial Statement 2014

1 Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs   46,2%

2 Multilateral institutions  30,3% 

3 European Commission  12,4% 

4 Foreign national governments and others 9,7%

5 VNG & Dutch Municipalities 1,4%

   100,00%
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> Local government services provide 
good technical themes to engage on. 
But working on technical themes still 
requires conflict sensitivity 
and attention to inclusiveness.

> State building from the 
bottom up takes attention to local 
government performance, legitimacy, 
and to relationships with civil society. 
It needs to connect with attention 
to new constitutions and laws.

> Where there is violence and fragility, 
local government is often the 
only form of government that 
people notice. Actions impossible 
at the national or regional level 
may be possible at the local level.

VNG International Policy Brief #6 2013

        Local government 
                              in violent and 
              fragile areas
*

Introduction
Local governments in violent and fragile 
areas are in the frontline in multiple ways. 
They try to keep services going as best 
as they can. They are often the first and 
only port of call for people in trouble. 
They may have to deal with their own 
citizens but also with large groups of 
displaced people. This policy brief is about 
VNG International’s perspective on such 
situations, and our approach in such areas.

Local government in violent 
and fragile areas
According to the OECD, ‘fragile states 
[…] have weak capacity to carry out basic 
governance functions, and lack the ability 
to develop mutually constructive relations 
with society’.  What does this mean at the 
local level? Many local governments try 
to keep service delivery going, to connect 
with local civil society organisations, and to 
reduce tensions where they can. Sometimes 
they issue early warning signals. Others do 
not have the willingness or the legitimacy 
to play such constructive roles.

It is at the local level that people experi-
ence what the state, local governments, 
armed movements, civil society, customary 
leaders and international actors do… or 
fail to do. Local governance emerges in 
the interplay of these actors in hybrid 
governance. Public enmity often goes 
hand in hand with covert cooperation.

Local government is always under stress 
where violence may flare up. Local conflicts 
(for instance about land) feed on conflicts 
at the national or regional level (for 
instance about who runs the government) 
and the other way around, in predictable 
and unpredictable ways.

There are at least three challenges in such 
situations:
1 The challenge to isolate local conflict
  dynamics from broader ones
2 The challenge to make local actors 
 adopt appropriate roles, with legitimacy
  based on performance and inclusiveness
3 The challenge to connect with a process
  in which relationships between levels of
  government are redrafted

VNG International calls these processes 
taken together state building from the 
bottom up.

Our approach
VNG International has since long been active 
in violent and fragile areas, in which local 
governments deal with war, crime, urban 
gangs, riots and political instability. The map 
presents the areas of recent activity. We also 
engage in countries which are in the process 
of reconstruction, and countries where the 
question is how to create a transition out 
of a revolution, where local government is 
emergent or transitional.

This is VNG International policy brief #6.

VNG International’s mission is to 

strengthen democratic local government 

wordwide. This policy brief is issued 

in the Local Government Capacity 

Programme, a programme for support to 

local governments and local government 

associations. The Local Government 

Capacity Programme is executed by 

VNG International and funded by the 

Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

vng-international@vng.nl

www.vng-international.nl
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Cross-border linkages are a special way 
in which local governments may help 
each other. If local governments in a 
neighbouring country function better, 
there is much to be gained with technical 
assistance, coaching-mentoring, good 
examples of working with civil society, 
or even pooling facilities. Also, if the 
circumstances are right, we involve local 
governments in dialogue and mediation 
across borders.

displacement

Situations with large groups of displaced 
people and correspondingly large flows of 
aid pose their own class of challenges. Part 
of this relates to dealing with groups who 
are not citizens, but who nevertheless have 
rights, require services and organise their 
own local governance. Local governments 
in this situation need to get a grip on 
the development of the territory, and on 
operation and maintenance of municipal 
infrastructure put in place by international 
aid organisations.

Our approach here is to help local 
governments with spatial planning, with 
services planning for people and businesses, 
and to combine attention to refugee camps 
with attention to their surrounding areas.

restoring trust

Part of VNG International’s approach is to 
monitor citizens’ trust in and performance 
of local government in its connection 
with the police and justice system, then 
to help improve the conditions for such 
performance. Improvements can be 
considerable when local governments, 
local branches of the police and justice 
institutions and local civil society work in 
support of their respective roles, with a 
shared understanding of them. In the long 
run, enhanced performance and trust may 
reinforce each other, diminishing the urge 
to take the law into one’s own hands.

www.VNG-International.nl

do no harm

The principle of Do No Harm is central in 
our approach, as is working on the basis 
of the demands of local governments 
and ministries responsible for the local 
government sector. VNG International, the 
agency for international cooperation of 
the Dutch local governments, is itself part 
of the local government sector.

conflict sensitivity

Doing no harm requires conflict sensitivity. 
Local government services are often 
proposed as a technical, politically neutral 
theme. This is only partly true – conflict 
sensitivity is always needed. The question 
of who gets services is a potential trigger 
of instability.

We work with a mix of quick wins 
combined with coaching-mentoring and 
technical assistance in a longer-term 
commitment. In this longer-term relation- 
ship, we raise issues of inclusiveness of 
service delivery. We pay specific attention 
to young and female councillors, in view 
of inclusiveness and conflict sensitivity.

colleague-to-colleague

We work preferably with colleagues 
(mayors, councillors and staff) from foreign 
countries and from within the country 
in a community of practice. They help in 
defining appropriate roles and in capacity 
building. Their presence in dialogue tends 
to make people play more according to 
the rules of democratic accountability and 
human rights. Such effects should not be 
overstated – but small improvements may 
be visible and significant.

South Sudan
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Libya
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VNG International
P.O. Box 30435
2500 GK The Hague
The Netherlands

Visiting Address:
Nassaulaan 12
2514 JS  The Hague

Tel +31 70 373 8401
Fax +31 70 373 8660

vng-international@vng.nl
www.vng-international.nl

Czech Republic
MEPCO: International Advisory 
Centre of Municipalities, Ltd 
www.mepco.cz

South Africa
CMRA: Centre for Municipal 
Research and Advice 
www.cmra.org.za 

Tunisia
CILG: International Development 
Centre for the Innovative Local 
Governance 
www.cilg-international.org
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