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Glossary 

The following definitions were taken from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development – Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC) Index of financing 
for sustainable development terms1. When other sources are used the reference is 
included as a footnote.  

Types of multilateral funding 

Term Definition 

Assessed 
contributions 

Assessed contributions are the dues countries pay in order to be a 
member of the Organization. The amount each Member State must 
pay is calculated relative to the country's wealth and population.2 

Basket 
funds/pooled 
contributions  

Basket funds are characterised by common project documents, 
common funding contracts and common reporting/audit procedures 
with all donors. The donor contributes funds to an autonomous 
account, managed jointly with other donors and/or the recipient. 
The account will have specific purposes, modes of disbursement and 
accountability mechanisms, and a limited time frame. 

Soft earmarking  Contributions linked to pooled funds and specific-purpose 
programmes and funds.3 

Tight 
earmarking  

Contributions linked to a specific project or purpose.4  

Voluntary core 
funding (also 
called non-
earmarked 
funding or 
untied aid) 

Financing of general resources of multilateral partner organisations. 
"Tying” or earmarking aid means that ODA is offered on the 
condition that it is used to procure goods or services from a specific 
country or region. Tying aid can increase the costs of a development 
project by as much as 15-30 percent. In addition, the administration 
of tied aid requires larger bureaucracies in both the donor and 
recipient countries. Untied aid avoids these unnecessary costs by 
giving recipient countries the freedom to use their aid to procure 
goods and services from virtually any country. 

Voluntary 
Earmarked 
funding 

Contributions to multilateral organisations earmarked for a specific 
purpose, sector, region, or country, which includes contributions to 
trust funds and joint programming, also referred to as “multi-bi” 
aid.  

 

 

 
1  OECD website (2021), Index of financing for sustainable development terms, link accessed on 19 February 

2021 http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/index-terms.htm  
2  WHO website (2021), How is WHO funding?, link accessed on 19 February 2021  

https://www.who.int/about/funding#:~:text=Assessed%20contributions%20are%20the%20dues,a%20me
mber%20of%20the%20Organization.&text=Assessed%20contributions%20have%20declined%20as,quarte
r%20of%20the%20Organization's%20financing. 

3  OECD Development Cooperation Profile 2020 – European Union 
4  OECD Development Cooperation Profile 2020 – European Union 

 

http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/index-terms.htm
https://www.who.int/about/funding#:~:text=Assessed%20contributions%20are%20the%20dues,a%20member%20of%20the%20Organization.&text=Assessed%20contributions%20have%20declined%20as,quarter%20of%20the%20Organization's%20financing
https://www.who.int/about/funding#:~:text=Assessed%20contributions%20are%20the%20dues,a%20member%20of%20the%20Organization.&text=Assessed%20contributions%20have%20declined%20as,quarter%20of%20the%20Organization's%20financing
https://www.who.int/about/funding#:~:text=Assessed%20contributions%20are%20the%20dues,a%20member%20of%20the%20Organization.&text=Assessed%20contributions%20have%20declined%20as,quarter%20of%20the%20Organization's%20financing
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Other terminology 

Term Definition 

Commitment  A firm obligation, expressed in writing and backed by the necessary funds, 
undertaken by an official donor to provide specified assistance to a recipient 
country or a multilateral organisation. Bilateral commitments are recorded 
in the full amount of expected transfer, irrespective of the time required for 
the completion of disbursements. Commitments to multilateral 
organisations are reported as the sum of (i) any disbursements in the year 
reported on which have not previously been notified as commitments and 
(ii) expected disbursements in the following year. 

Fragmentation  Fragmentation can occur when too many donors give too little aid to too 
many countries, or when there are too many or too few donors present in a 
country or a sector. This has a serious impact on the effectiveness of aid by 
increasing transaction costs and administrative burdens for recipient 
countries. 

Funding 
vulnerability 

Combination of a high share of earmarked contributions and the 
concentration of funding from a few donors (measured by an index). 

Multilateral 
agencies  

In DAC statistics, those international institutions with governmental 
membership which conduct all or a significant part of their activities in 
favour of development and aid recipient countries. They include multilateral 
development banks (e.g. World Bank, regional development banks), United 
Nations agencies, and regional groupings (e.g. certain European Union and 
Arab agencies). A contribution by a DAC member to such an agency is 
deemed to be multilateral if it is pooled with other contributions and 
disbursed at the discretion of the agency.  

Multilateral 
development 
finance  

Funds given from bilateral donors to multilateral agencies such as the 
United Nations, the European Union, and the World Bank and around 200 
other organisations account for over one third of total ODA. Multilateral 
organisations are politically neutral conveners of global partnerships, 
vehicles for upstream pooling of resources, facilitators for multi-stakeholder 
cross-border operations and setters of global standards and norms.  

Multilateral 
outflows 

Aid activities financed from multilateral development institutions' regular 
budgets. Projects executed by multilateral organisations on behalf of donor 
countries are classified as bilateral flows, since it is the donor country that 
effectively controls the use of the funds. 

Official 
development 
assistance 
(ODA) 

The term “aid” usually refers to official development assistance (ODA). ODA 
is defined as flows to countries and territories on the DAC List of ODA 
Recipients and to multilateral institutions which are provided by official 
agencies, including state and local governments, or by their executive 
agencies. In addition, each transaction must be administered with the 
promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing countries 
as its main objective; and be concessional in character and conveys a grant 
element of at least 25% (calculated at a rate of discount of 10%). 

Transaction 
costs  

Transaction costs should be understood in this context as “the costs 
necessary for an aid transaction to take place but which add nothing to the 
actual value of that transaction”.5 Different types of transaction costs 
typically include search costs, bargaining and decision costs, and policing and 
enforcement costs. 

 

 

 
5  Lawson A. (2009), “Evaluating the Transaction Costs of Implementing the Paris Declaration”, Concept 

Paper, submitted by Fiscus Public Finance Consultants to the Secretariat for the Evaluation of the Paris 
Declaration. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

Belgium has a long-standing commitment to supporting rules-based multilateralism, which 
has been confirmed by consecutive governments and more recently by the current Minister 
for Development Cooperation. In 2009, Belgium adopted a policy of core funding of the 
international partner organisations for multilateral cooperation. Its aim was to support 
funding stability and provide sufficient financial resources to enable international partner 
organisations to carry out their core mandates, deliver effective results and give Belgium 
greater weight in influencing the United Nations development system. The core funding 
policy was further expanded in the 2011 policy note and then enshrined in the 2013 Law 
on Development Cooperation. The 2013 Law confirmed that voluntary contributions to the 
international partner organisations should be allocated mainly to the general and non-
earmarked resources of these institutions. The 2013 Law also indicated that a maximum 
of 20 international partner organisations should be selected to receive voluntary 
contributions from Belgium. In 2015, by Royal Decree, 15 international partner 
organisations were selected for funding under the core funding policy.6 In 2019 DGD’s 
voluntary core funding for development assistance was EUR 147 million, a significant 
increase from the EUR 97 million in 2010. Before the introduction of the policy the 
allocation was EUR 77 million in 2009.  

Evaluation Objectives and Scope 

In 2020 the Special Evaluation Office of the Belgian Development Cooperation 
commissioned ADE to conduct an independent evaluation of the core funding policy. The 
objective of the evaluation was to assess the policy, emphasising its relevance, 
effectiveness, and efficiency, particularly in relation to its contribution to the attainment 
of expected policy results and the mechanisms and instruments deployed to implement it. 
On this basis the evaluation was also to provide policy and operational recommendations 
for the design and implementation of the new multi-annual funding of international partner 
organisations (2021–2024). The evaluation scope covers core funding of international 
partner organisations (one aspect of the Belgian multilateral development policy) over the 
period 2008–2019. 

Methodological Approach 

The evaluation followed a sequential approach in line with the OECD-DAC methodological 
framework. The building blocks were a theory of change aimed at clarifying the objectives 
of the core funding policy and a set of seven main evaluation questions further detailed in 
an evaluation matrix. The study used a mix of evaluation tools for collecting, triangulating 
and analysing information: extended documentary review, data analysis, remote 
interviews with 94 stakeholders (Belgian actors, United Nations agencies, Belgian 
Government representatives, NGOs and other actors) at headquarters in Brussels, Geneva 

 

 

 
6  FAO, ILO, WHO, IOM, UNDP, UN Women, OHCHR, GFATM, UNAIDS, UNFPA, UNICEF, UNEP, CGIAR, World 

Bank Group, and IMF. 
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and New York, and at country-level in Burundi, Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 
Morocco, Niger, Palestine, Rwanda, and Uganda. In-depth reviews focused on four United 
Nations organisations: the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), the World Health Organisation (WHO), and the United 
Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). The conclusions and 
recommendations were derived from this evidence basis. 

Main Findings  

Relevance 

The core funding policy reflects Belgium's commitment to supporting rules-based 
multilateralism and as such is highly relevant in the framework of Belgian development 
cooperation. The sectoral and thematic priorities defined in the 2013 Law on Development 
Cooperation (including human rights, society building, decent work - social protection, 
reproductive health, food security, climate action, and gender equality) were reflected in 
the choice of the 15 international partners who were selected for voluntary core funding.  
 
Belgium’s core funding policy has been highly relevant to the selected United Nations 
agencies because it has allowed them to allocate their funding to priority areas that support 
the implementation of their core mandates. It has also allowed them to fund interventions 
that are critical for beneficiaries but for which no earmarked funding was available. 
Examples cited for this include i) strengthening health systems through WHO, ii) promoting 
democratic governance through UNDP, iii) ensuring the presence of qualified human rights 
defenders at country level through OHCHR, and iv) reinforcing the right to access 
reproductive health services for women through UNFPA.  

Effectiveness  

While the core funding policy is highly relevant, the way it is operationalized is not 
sufficiently strong to maximize its development effectiveness. Human resource capacities 
were a key constraint to a more pro-active and effective engagement. There were 
insufficient staff skilled in technical and strategic policy dialogue, and a reduction in staffing 
levels at DGD and in diplomatic missions has further impacted on the regularity and quality 
of engagement with multilateral partners.  
 
The Belgian practice of supporting four-year agreements was seen by UN stakeholders as 
a strong practice whereby a donor country provides multiyear financing for the sustained 
support of interventions requiring a long-term approach to ensure the best results.  
 
There is a shared view, from both the United Nations and Belgian sides, that strategic 
dialogues are often too focused on funding requirements and less focused on the work of 
the agencies, their policies, and their responses to global development challenges and 
priorities. It was also noted that strategic dialogues are frequently perceived to be 
standalone events and not activities that support sustained negotiation between Belgium 
and the partner organisation to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of multilateral 
action. On the United Nations side there is a view that effectiveness hasn’t been much 
strengthened through complementing voluntary core funding with technical collaboration, 
especially in relation to Belgium's priority areas. Bringing in additional expertise is seen as 
critically important to supporting United Nations agencies’ capacity and to ensuring that 
the four-year partner agreements go beyond just a financial agreement.  
 
Among Belgian stakeholders there was a consensus on the number of partner 
organisations and the thematic and sector focus for core funding. An immediate reduction 
in the number of agencies or sectoral composition would mean that some difficult choices 
would need to be made and would impact on Belgium's influence and reputation at the 
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multilateral level. Reducing the number of agencies currently funded would also send a 
negative signal at a time of financial difficulties for many of these agencies.  
 
Changes in United Nations policies at a global level or tangible development results in 
partner countries achieved through Belgium’s core funding are difficult to demonstrate 
because there is no direct link between Belgium’s specific voluntary core funding 
allocations and results obtained by the international partner organisations. Core funding 
is allocated against multi-year strategic plans approved by the partners’ executive boards. 
Salient points of core funding highlighted by United Nations stakeholders are that it allows 
the agencies to respond quickly to emerging needs and supports equitable access to 
assistance since funding is allocated centrally at headquarter level based on development 
needs identified at a global level. However, for Belgium’s diplomatic missions in the partner 
countries, not having the possibility of providing some voluntary earmarked funding limits 
Belgium’s capacity to respond to emerging priorities through a multilateral response. 
Hence, while Belgium is perceived to be a strong multilateral actor at headquarter level, it 
has not been in a position to join multilateral action for specific opportunities that arose at 
partner country level.  

Efficiency  

The voluntary core funding policy allowed for efficiency gains through a reduction of 
earmarked contributions to specific projects. With the policy Belgium has halved the 
number of active agreements with partner organisations. This reduction has in turn 
substantially lowered the need for resources for monitoring and reporting on Belgium’s 
funded interventions. This has been an efficiency gain for both Belgium and the partner 
organisations. 
 
The introduction of multi-year framework agreements in 2016 has also contributed to 
efficiency gains. Four-year agreements signed in 2017 introduced strong predictability and 
allowed the partner organisations to use the available core funding in a strategic manner. 
United Nations stakeholders confirmed that voluntary core funding is used as seed funding 
for interventions that have a high potential to attract additional earmarked funding.  
 
The lack of staff seriously constrained DGD’s capacity to engage in activities that could 
contribute to a higher level of core funding efficiency. There is consensus that DGD staff 
is overstretched and cannot dedicate sufficient time to follow up with the partner 
organisations. The lack of staff also puts constraints on Belgium's engagement in like-
minded donor groups (such as the Utstein group). The decrease in country level 
development cooperation staff has also reduced the possibility of expanding synergies 
between multilateral and bilateral development assistance through actively engaging in in-
country dialogues. 

Coherence  

Based on a review of other donors’ practices, Belgium has remained a leader in supporting 
core funding for international organisations. This was the case when the policy was first 
introduced in 2009 and remained so in 2019. The approaches of other donors – such as 
Sweden, Finland, Germany and Switzerland – combine voluntary core funding with soft 
and strict earmarked funding. The UN agencies interviewed voiced strong support for 
continued voluntary core funding contributions, with thematic funding as a soft-
earmarking instrument as the next best alternative. However, it was found that donor 
countries’ practice of earmarking within the thematic funding windows is increasing. 
Variations in earmarked funding exist, but partner organisations indicated that even the 
most flexible earmarking still prevents international partner organisations from allocating 
funding for emerging priority needs at the global or partner country level. Based on 
interview evidence it was found that the main challenge was – for both the Belgian 
diplomatic mission and United Nations offices in partner countries – to respond to 
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opportunities requiring quick and targeted action at partner country level. It was found 
that thematic funding windows would not address this constraint.  

Conclusions  

Overall, the choice of Belgium to support a voluntary core funding policy has been 

highly relevant in the broader framework of multilateral development 

cooperation. The core funding policy has been applied consistently from a 

budgeting perspective. It did achieve reduction of fragmentation. But it has not 

been sufficiently exploited as a possible tool to exert influence.  
 

C1: The core funding policy has been a relevant instrument for supporting 

multilateral approaches for more than a decade, although it lacked updating. The 
policy of core funding has been extremely relevant for the international partner 
organisations because it has provided predictability and flexibility in financing. It has 
allowed the partner organisations to allocate financial resources to areas linked to their 
core mandates that remained underfunded and support a more long-term development 
approach. When used at field level core funding has shown a potential multiplier effect. 
On the Belgian side, successive governments have endorsed the core funding policy as a 
valuable way of promoting multilateral approaches. However, the initial purpose of the 
core funding policy to boost the effectiveness and efficiency of multilateral cooperation — 
and give Belgium greater weight with the international partner organisations — has been 
diluted over the past years. 
 

C2: The choice and number of international partner organisations were adequate.  

The mandates of the selected international partner organisations were aligned with the 
policy and thematic priorities of Belgium. Reducing the number from 20 to 15 international 
partner organisations brought efficiency gains in reducing fragmentation but also greater 
thematic and sectoral focus linked to Belgium’s priorities. The reduced number of partner 
organisations still permitted to maintain support to key organisations. The selection of 
partners allowed Belgium to work with different organisations on a complementary and 
effective approach in areas of focus, including social protection, economic inclusion and 
human rights. 
 

C3: Insufficient policy dialogue and visibility limited the potential influence of 

Belgium on multilateral policies and actions. While Belgium is still recognised by the 
partner organisations as a reliable, neutral and principled donor, its influence and 
engagement at the multilateral level in its priority themes and sectors and on other core 
issues such as UN Reform, has been negatively influenced by an absence of depth and by 
institutional changes. The strategic dialogues were too infrequent and not well positioned 
to work with partner organisations on instruments that could meet Belgium’s expectations 
in terms of results reporting, accountability and visibility. Staffing has not been stable over 
recent years and has not been at the right level to provide robust support and technical 
and thematic expertise. Moreover, Belgium's core funding was not sufficiently recognized 
and visible. In comparison with other donors, Belgium was not sufficiently pro-active in 
requesting recognition or in promoting itself as a multilateral actor through its core 
funding. Not having the possibility to respond at partner country level did make Belgium, 
to a large extent, invisible to multilateral agencies and local governments. Demonstrating 
the effectiveness of the core funding policy in terms of policy changes or development 
results has hence been challenging. 
 

C4: The rigid application of the core funding policy did not allow Belgium to 

support multilateral responses to new opportunities which arose at partner 

country level and required a targeted response. While the policy achieved efficiency 
gains in Belgium’s development cooperation through a reduction of earmarked 
contributions to specific projects, not having access to earmarked funding at partner 
country level did not allow Belgium to act and support development priorities and results 
through multilateral action. Thematic funding was not perceived as the right mechanism 
to address this shortcoming of not being able to support multilateral solutions and 
responses at partner country level. Earmarked contributions were provided by 
headquarters in limited numbers, through other resources than those from DGD's 
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multilateral budget line. While these were linked to Belgium's policy or geographic 
priorities, they were not always strategically linked with the objectives of the core funding 
policy. 

Recommendations 

Four main recommendations emerge from the findings and conclusions of this evaluation.  
 

R1: Exploit having a voluntary core funding policy to strengthen Belgium’s 
influence as a principled and committed multilateral actor. (based on C1, C2, C3) 
 

Rationale: A voluntary core funding policy remains a relevant instrument for Belgium to 
demonstrate its commitment to multilateralism and to build on it to advocate for 
multilateralism and multi-lateral approaches, and to exert influence aligned with Belgian 
policies and priorities. However, Belgium has not sufficiently exploited its policy and its 
core funding for the latter objective. 
 
Action: 

• Allocate the right resources to engage pro-actively and with substance in strategic 
policy debates linked to Belgium's thematic and policy priorities. 

• Focus on matters that are important to the effectiveness of development results and 
on Belgium’s policy priorities. 

 

R2: Drive own development agenda through strengthening the link between 

Belgium's policy and thematic priorities and its multilateral engagement at the 

global and partner country levels. (based on C1, C2, C3, C4) 
 

Rationale: An increased focus in its multilateral engagement would allow Belgium to have 
more of an identity at the global level and provide a link with Belgium’s policy priorities. 
It would also be an opportunity to bring in the technical expertise that exists in Belgium. 
This would further give increased attention to achieving development results. The focus 
on selected major policy issues should not impact negatively on Belgium’s capacity to 
engage in a meaningful manner on other core issues, such as UN Reform. On the latter, 
Belgium should focus on advocating for more coherence and collaboration between UN 
agencies and to support the UN development system to become more effective. Advocating 
for increased effectiveness could be done at the global and partner country levels. Focusing 
on results and complementarity of UN agencies to achieve these results will directly 
influence the better functioning of UN Development System.  
  
Action: 

• Ensure DGD and diplomatic missions mobilises thematic and policy expertise – 
including through Enabel - required to support dialogue with multilateral partners at 
headquarters and country levels. 

• Reinforce links with external stakeholders to strengthen multilateral engagement, 
including with Belgian research centres and universities. 

• Proactively seek synergies between bilateral interventions implemented through 
Enabel and those supported through multilateral actions.  

• Proactively promote Belgium as a core funder and request active recognition from 
funded international partner organisations. 

 

R3: Maintain the current number, thematic and sectoral configuration of 

multilateral agencies which Belgium supports through voluntary core funding, 

and put mechanisms in place for allowing informed decision making on the 

renewal of four-year funding agreements. (based on C1, C2, C3) 
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Rationale: The current selection of international partner organisations is in line with the 
sectoral, thematic and policy priorities for Belgium as stipulated in the 2013 Law on 
Development Cooperation. Adherence to this law ensures focus in the multilateral 
engagement across governments. Long-term engagement with partner organisations has 
an influence on the impact Belgium has at an organisational level. From an organisational 
perspective ending a four-year agreement without any prior indication that it would not be 
renewed can cause harm to an organisation at a financial and reputational level. Although 
Belgium is only a small financial contributor its core funding had a significant impact on an 
organisation’s ability to carry out its core mandate. Ceasing core funding can also have a 
reputational impact both for the UN agency and for Belgium. For the UN agency it might 
be seen externally as a negative assessment of that agency's performance. It may also 
send the signal that Belgium is withdrawing from its multilateral commitments. Belgium 
assesses the results of its core funding through existing evidence documentation as well 
as formal and informal exchanges with partners. While this approach is appropriate the 
follow-up could be a more systematic process to gather evidence around results, 
challenges and opportunities. Under results, emphasis should be on development results 
through UN action (e.g. achievement of Sustainable Development Goals) and progress 
made in reaching Belgium’s objectives for core funding (i.e. better accountability systems, 
addressing underfinanced needs to support core mandates linked to Belgium’s policy 
priorities). 
 
Action: 

• Introduce a jointly agreed plan of action, updated during strategic dialogue meetings, 
that would include expected results from the core funding contribution, the additional 
support Belgium will provide in terms of technical support or additional financial 
support, the visibility the partner will provide to Belgium as a core donor and 
identification of opportunities available for Belgium to exert influence. 

• Structure strategic dialogue as an opportunity to take stock of results, challenges and 
changes in priorities and reflect these in an annually updated plan of action. Assess 
progress against the plan of action during the strategic dialogue meetings and use 
these assessments as the basis for Belgium’s future decisions to renew or adjust multi-
year agreements.  

• Maintain predictability of funding through four-year agreements with timely notice on 
non-renewals or changes in funding levels. 

 
R4: Move to a multilateral funding policy where voluntary core funding remains 

dominant but is topped up with limited earmarking toward multilateral initiatives 

at partner country level that are well targeted and linked to Belgium’s policy 
priorities and progress toward the achievement of the SDGs in those countries. 

(based on C4)  
 

Rationale: Currently, at partner country level, there is no incentive for international partner 
organisations to engage with Belgium because core funding is provided through multi-year 
agreements and allocation is decided at headquarter level. The lack of earmarked funding 
means that Belgium has little, if any, leverage at partner country level associated with 
multilateral action. Having small additional earmarked funding to top up core funding can 
bring focus and attention to Belgium’s policy priorities at partner country level and within 
international partner organisations. It would allow Belgium to present itself as a 
multilateral actor at country level and assume leadership in areas linked to its strengths 
and priorities. It would also allow identifying opportunities that can support synergies 
between multilateral and bilateral actions. The earmarked funding opportunities would 
generate evidence on the effectiveness of partners at country level that can inform the 
exchanges between Belgium and partner organisations during and between strategic 
dialogues. These well-targeted interventions would generate visibility that Belgium can 
use to demonstrate the importance of multilateral action and create opportunities to 
generate interest and learning amongst staff based in Brussels and diplomatic missions.  
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The earmarked interventions at country level could take multiple forms including the 
financial support for one agency or support for an initiative delivered through a pooled 
funding mechanism. This being said, it should be made clear that core funding remains 
the principal way of supporting international partner organisations in line with the funding 

compact commitments and to have a growth path to achieving the UN recommended GNI 

target of 0.7 percent. Belgium should ensure avoiding a negative perception that it is 

stepping back from core funding. Therefore, it is important how earmarked funding is 
utilised and presented. The link between the core funding strategic objectives and progress 
toward the Sustainable Development Goals should be clear and decisive.  
 
Diverting funding from core funding to thematic windows is not supported because of 
multiple reasons. Thematic funding offers an additional channel for providing support that 
requires follow-up, technical expertise and resources for engagement. Voluntary core 
funding also provides stronger opportunities – with the right follow-up – to push for certain 
policy and thematic priorities. In order to make a difference and have influence within the 
thematic windows, funding contributions would need to be of a significant level. Exerting 
influence in the executive boards of organisations is closely linked to the amount of 
financing and technical expertise that is brought in by the donor. Diverting large amounts 
of funding away from core funding would impact negatively on the influence Belgium can 
have at the executive board level through its core funding.  
 
Action:  

• Allocate on a case-by-case basis (limited) country level earmarking based on identified 
priorities and needs, linked to progress on Sustainable Development Goals and 
Belgium's priority thematic areas while verifying the expected leverage effect on the 
core funding provided. 

• Use knowledge and experience at partner country level to inform broader strategic 
dialogue with international partner organisations at headquarters level.  

• Reinvigorate joint field monitoring with multilateral partners and donors. 

• Integrate earmarking in the strategic dialogues with international partner 
organisations.  
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1.  Introduction  

This independent evaluation was commissioned from ADE by the Special Evaluation Office 
of the Belgian Development Cooperation (SEO). 

This evaluation has been followed up by a Reference Group (RG). It comprised various 
actors involved with the core funding policy, including representatives of the General 
Directorate for Development Cooperation and Humanitarian Aid (DGD), and staff members 
of the Minister of Development Cooperation and diplomatic missions. 

The objectives and scope of this policy evaluation were clearly delineated in the Terms of 
Reference (ToR). (Annex A – Terms of Reference) 

The objectives of the evaluation were the following: 

• Provide an independent assessment of the Belgian policy of core funding of 
international partner organisations. Emphasizing the relevance, effectiveness, and 
efficiency, particularly in relation to its contribution to the attainment of expected policy 
results and the mechanisms and instruments deployed to implement it.  

• Provide on this basis policy and operational recommendations for the design and 
implementation of the new multi-annual funding of international partner organisations 
(2021-2024). 

The scope of the evaluation was limited to: 

• Core funding of international partner organisations (one aspect of Belgian multilateral 
development policy). 

• The 15 international partner organisations funded through voluntary, multi-year 
contributions to international partner organisation7 and the United Nations (UN) 
agencies (with emphasis on four focus agencies for this evaluation indicated in the 
ToR: the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). 

• The period 2008–2019, which includes the current multi-annual funding of 
international partner organisations (2017–2020) under voluntary contributions. 

• The organisational and developmental effectiveness of the international partner 
organisations funded by Belgium was not a central theme of inquiry or analysis within 
this evaluation. It will be addressed through secondary information, including the 
evaluations undertaken by the evaluation services of the partner organisations and the 
Multilateral Organisation Performance Assessment Network (MOPAN) assessments. 

The evaluation had a formative nature. It was conducted in a consultative manner during 
the implementation of the core funding policy. Specific attention was given to: 

• Drawing lessons learned from the implementation of the core funding policy. 

• Belgium's mechanisms and instruments to implement the core funding policy more 
efficiently and effectively. 

• Providing strategic advice for the design of the new multi-annual funding. 

 

 

 
7  Including the following organisations: FAO, ILO, WHO, IOM, UNDP, UN Women, OHCHR, GFATM, UNAIDS, 

UNFPA, UNICEF, UNEP, CGIAR, GPE and IMF. 
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This report is the final report of the evaluation. It addresses comments made by the 
Reference Group during the course of the study, including those on a draft version of the 
evaluation report. 

Volume I constitutes the main report and is divided into five main chapters after this 
introduction: an overview of the methodological approach, a brief description of the 
context, the main findings for each of the seven evaluation questions, the main conclusions 
and the main recommendations.  

Volume II compiles nine annexes: (A) Terms of Reference; (B) List of stakeholders 
interviewed; (C) Bibliography; (D) Evaluation matrix; (E) Additional financial figures and 
tables; (F) Mandates and key objectives of Belgium’s 15 partners organisations; (G) 
Presence of 15 partner organisations in Belgium’s partner countries; and (H) Relevant 
Belgian policies and laws. 
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2.  Methodology  

2.1  General  

The general methodological approach followed the OECD-DAC framework using a theory-
based approach. A non-experimental design relying on contribution analysis principles was 
applied. A draft Theory of Change was developed and provided a starting point and 
reference against which the Belgian policy of core funding has been evaluated. The Theory 
of Change was then updated at the end of the evaluation process (see Chapter 3). It was 
the basis for the development of the detailed evaluation matrix (Annex D), including the 
evaluation questions (EQs) and judgment criteria (JCs).  

The evaluation used a mix of quantitative and qualitative approaches employing secondary 
data through a desk review of pre-existing documentation and quantitative data sets. 

The evaluation had to overcome several limitations. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic the 
evaluation was based on remote work. The evaluation team was constrained by not being 
able to access certain documentation that would have enabled a more in-depth review for 
this evaluation, including minutes of strategic dialogues between Belgium and the four UN 
agencies. These limitations are not deemed affecting the general validity of the findings of 
this policy evaluation. 

2.2  Evaluation Phases  

The figure below illustrates the sequential process that was followed for this study.  

Figure 1: Evaluation phases 
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3.  Context  

This chapter aims at providing a brief overview of key context elements relating to (i) the 
multilateral scene; (ii) the Belgian core funding policy and the international partner 
organisations; and (iii) amounts of Belgian voluntary core funding.   

3.1  Multilateral context  

The current UN development system (UNDS) is burdened by decentralisation and 
competition; imbalance between assessed, core and earmarked funding (Figure 2); 
increased pressure on UN agencies to respond to global challenges; lack of political will by 
member states and the predominance of vested interests (DGD, 2011; ECOSOC, 2019). 

Figure 2: Distribution of UN system revenue by financing instrument  
(in billion USD), 2010-2019 

 

 
 

Source: ADE's presentation based on UN System Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB) 
Financial Statistics database and Financing the UN Development System – September 2020, p.29. 

How this revenue was received:  

• Earmarked contributions or non-core – In 2019, 58 percent (USD 32.7 billion) of 
all UN revenue was earmarked, an increase of USD 15 billion compared with 2010 
when earmarked contributions stood at USD 17.3 billion. This equated to a growth of 
66 percent between 2010–2018. Most of the earmarked funding was tightly earmarked 
to a single UN entity for a single project within a single country. Higher quality and 
more flexible earmarking instruments, such as thematic and inter-agency pooled 
funds, experienced faster growth in line with UN Funding Compact requirements.8  

 

 

 
8  German Development Institute, Dag Hammarskjold Foundation (2020). Financing the UN Development 

System: Embracing Change, p.14. 
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• Assessed contributions – There has been a relative decline in the assessed 
contributions received by UNDS (Figure 3). The issue of member states meeting their 
obligations, the impact of cash shortfalls and the link between UN management reform 
and transparency continue to influence the debate between UNDS and UN member 
states.  

• Revenue from other financing instruments – Voluntary core contributions – fees 
and other revenues – remained static between 2010–2019 (Figure 3). However, the 
real value of voluntary contributions has decreased because of inflation. 

Figure 3: Total expenditure for development and humanitarian UN operational 
activities (in billion USD), 2010–2018 

 
Source: ADE’s calculations based on UN System Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB) 

Financial Statistics database 

With declining levels of core funding, the UN system has become dependent on non-core 
funding for its functioning and operations, challenging its ability to effectively implement 
its mandated responsibilities. In turn, it elicits competition between UN agencies, 
particularly in relation to limited non-core funding to execute some unfunded mandated 
activities, rather than allowing them to be partners of choice for their specific expertise 
and core mandate. This increasingly competitive funding environment has also impacted 
negatively on the UN system "Delivering as One".  

This situation has prompted an international debate 
on good principles for multilateral donorship to 
maximize aid effectiveness, acknowledging that the 
current UNDS funding architecture is unsustainable. 
This was emphasized in the 2019 Funding Compact 
between the UN and its 193 member states. The 
Compact “has been considered paramount to 
collectively agreeing on a key set of measurable 
commitments on funding and system-wide functions”, 
which are imperative for the UN to have the financial 
mechanisms necessary for achieving the 2030 
Agenda on Sustainable Development. 

The Funding Compact considers shared responsibilities – UN member states voluntarily 
commit to increase core funding to a level of at least 30 percent over the next five years 
– while UNDS should become more results-oriented (Table 1 outlines the perceived 
advantages of increasing the share of core funding). 

Table 1: Rationale made for core funding 

Rationale for both 
multilateral organisations 
and UN member states 

• Increased aid effectiveness and efficiency  

• Decreased transaction costs 

• Increased coherence and harmonization 

• Reduced fragmentation  

15,3

16,7

15
15,5

14,8
14,3

15

17,5

17,8

8,6 8,4
9,2

10,3

13,6
14,1

15,4

16,8

18,2

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Development assistance Humanitarian assistance

“The core idea of the Funding 
Compact is to give incentives for 
Member States to contribute 
more qualitatively, flexibly and 
predictably alongside incentives 
to UN development entities to 
increase coherence and 
cooperation, make full use of 
efficiency gains and increase 
transparency” (2019 Funding 
Compact) 
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• Economies of scale  

Rationale for multilateral 
organisations 

• Core funding ensures neutrality and independence  

• Focus on core mandate, without conditionalities  

• Avoids involvement of institutions in activities not corresponding 
with their mission (“mission creep”) and for which they do not 
have the expertise 

• Greater predictability, less volatility of financial resources 

• Greater flexibility in allocating funding for rapidly changing and 
new country priorities 

Rationale for UN member 
states (including 
Belgium) 

• Greater influence in policy decision-making within institutions (UN 
General Assembly, management bodies and informal groups) 

• Collaboration with like-minded donor countries 

Source: ADE’s summary based on DGD, 2011 and ECOSOC, 2019. 

3.2  Belgium’s core funding policy and partners 

This section presents the (i) Belgium’s core funding policy; (ii) an intervention logic 
providing an overview of the objectives of the policy; and (iii) the list of Belgium’s 
international partner organisations.  

3.2.1  The core funding policy 

Against the backdrop of increased earmarked funding for the UN development system, 
Belgium supported a policy of voluntary core funding from 2009 onwards. The core funding 
policy, which focused on voluntary core funding, was expected to boost the effectiveness 
of multilateral cooperation, support the independence of partner organisations, and give 
Belgium greater weight in these institutions. Belgium’s core funding policy has evolved 
between 2009–2019, with successive governments imposing their own rules, approach 
and directions. A brief overview is provided here, while an exhaustive description of the 
list of additional rules, recommendations and strategic objectives is provided in Annex H. 

In July 2009, Belgium unveiled its multilateral core funding policy to the international 
community at the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in Geneva. This policy 
promoted core or non-earmarked funding above earmarked funding. A commitment was 
made to maximize the share of core funding within Belgium’s voluntary contributions to 
multilateral partner organisations, whereas earmarked funding was reduced to a minimum 
of specific contributions.9  

The DGD (2011) “Note politique sur la Coopération au Développement Multilatérale” 
confirmed strategic orientations and objectives regarding Belgium's voluntary core funding 
and cooperation with international partner organisations.  

The 2013 Law on Development Cooperation addressed the policy of core funding of the 
international partner organisations for multilateral cooperation (Chapter 5). This law 
confirmed that voluntary contributions to multilateral institutions are “mainly” allocated to 
the general resources and non-earmarked resources of these institutions, referred to as a 
“full core” policy.10 It further indicated that a maximum of 20 multilateral partners should 
be selected to receive voluntary contributions from Belgium.  This law (changed by the 
Law of 9 January 2014 although not in relation to core funding) – also defined the sectoral 

 

 

 
9  For example, contributions to organisations participating in a programme of the Belgian Fund for Food 

Security (which has since been repealed), contributions to humanitarian aid and contributions allocated for 
delegated cooperation. 

10  Article 24 of the 2013 Law on Development Cooperation states that "Voluntary contributions within the 
framework of multilateral cooperation are intended primarily for the general and non-earmarked resources 
of the partner organisations concerned”. 
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and thematic priorities of the Belgian cooperation in line with the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). These priorities have informed the selection of the international partner 
organisations.  

The General Policy Note of 19 October 2018 from the Minister of Development Cooperation 
provided some additional but limited clarification about the choice of partner organisations: 
"To fight against budget sprinkling and to have more weight in partner organisations, the 
number of multilateral cooperation partner organisations was reduced from twenty to 
fifteen during this legislature”. The note confirmed, in its chapter on “Le multilatéralisme, 
pilier important de la politique belge de développement", that, "Belgium remains a fervent 
multilateralist, including for international development. Belgian aid to multilateral 
organisations active in development always subscribes to a 'full core' policy (…), which 
constitutes strong support for a multilateral approach to development. In return, Belgium 
demands responsibility and quality. The voluntary contributions for the period 2017–2020 
have been established on this basis (…)."  

The latest General Policy Note, published by the current Minister of Development 
Cooperation in November 202011, confirmed existing multilateral approaches. This Note 
outlines recent challenges created by the rise of nationalism, global threats against the 
environment and the COVID-19 pandemic. It reaffirms that Belgium and the EU must "take 
the initiative of a new multilateral engagement, among others, by forming new coalitions" 
(“When they go low, we go high"). 

3.2.2  Theory of change 

An overview of the hierarchy and logical flow of objectives of Belgium’s core funding policy 
has been reconstructed and presented schematically in a results-based intervention logic 
diagram, which is presented on the next page.  

 

 

 
11  Outside of the 2008-2019 temporal scope of the evaluation 
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Figure 4: Intervention Logic of Belgium’s Core Funding Policy 
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3.2.3  International partner organisations 

Three Royal Decrees present the selection of international partner organisations for 
Belgium’s voluntary core funding (Table 2). The list has remained quite stable in the past 
two decades. The number of organisations has decreased from 19 in 2000 to 15 in 2015. 
Out of the 15 current, 13 organisations have been partners since 2000 and 14 since 2008.  

Table 2: Partner organisations selected through Royal Decrees (2000-2015) 

International Partner organisations12  2000 
 

2008 2015 
 

Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 
(CGIAR) 

X X X 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) X X X 

Global Fund to fight Aids, Tuberculosis, and Malaria (GFATM)  X X 

International Labour Organization (ILO) X X X 

International Monetary Fund (IMF)   X 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) X X X 

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) X X X 

United Nations Joint Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) X X X 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) X X X 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) X X X 

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) X X X 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) X X X 

Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women 
(UN-Women) 

X X X 

World Bank Group13  X X X 

World Health Organization (WHO) X X X 

UN Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) X X    

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) 

X X  

International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 
(IDEA) 

X   

West African Development Bank (WADB) X   

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) X   

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) X   

Total number of partner organisations for dev. cooperation 19 16 15 

Source: ADE based on Royal Decree-27 April 2000; Royal Decree-9 May 2008 and Royal Decree-29 
May 2015 

3.3  Belgian voluntary core funding 

On average Belgium allocated more than half of its ODA (54%) to multilateral institutions 
over the 2008-2019 period. This consisted of 40% of ODA to core funding of multilateral 
organisations and 14% of Belgium’s bilateral ODA channelled through multilateral 
organisations (Figure 5). In 2018, these figures were 58%, consisting of 43% core funding 
and 15% bilateral ODA channelled through multilateral organisations. This reflects the 

 

 

 
12  This list comprises development cooperation partners and excludes humanitarian partner organisations. The 

Royal decree of 27 April 2000 included ICRC, UNHCR and OCHA and the Royal decree of 9 May 2008 WFP 
and UNRWA. From 2015, humanitarian aid partners were identified through a separate list.  

13  The World Bank Group includes several initiatives led by the World Bank including the Heavily Indebted 
Poor Countries - HIPC, Global Environment Facility - GEF, Global Partnership for Education - GPE, 
Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative - MDRI, International Development Association - IDA, International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development - IBRD, African Development Fund.  
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importance of multilateralism for Belgium. In comparison, the OECD-DAC members assign 
only 27% of ODA to core funding of multilateral organisations.  

Figure 5: Belgium ODA is largely assigned to multilateral organisations  

 

Source : OECD (2020), CRS database https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CRS1, 
consulted on 30 Oct. 2020. 

Only a fraction of Belgian ODA to multilateral institutions is allocated by DGD. Out of the 
total DGD budget in 2018 (i.e. EUR 1,106 million or 56% of Belgian ODA), EUR 530 million 
(i.e. 48%) was allocated to multilateral organisations. A substantial share of the budget 
of other cooperation actors (e.g. FPA Finance, FPS Foreign Affairs) is also attributed to 
multilateral institutions. In 2018, DGD’s funding to multilateral institutions amounted to 
54% of the total Belgian contributions to multilateral institutions.14 

Only a limited share of DGD ODA to international organisations is concerned by the core 
funding policy which focuses on voluntary contributions excluding humanitarian 
assistance. Funding for humanitarian assistance has increased steadily over the period, 
from 8 percent of total DGD funding to international partner organisations in 2008 to 24 
percent in 2019. Assessed contributions to multilateral organisations are not concerned by 
the core funding policy, which focuses only on voluntary core contributions. Assessed 
contributions to EU institutions and the World Bank group represented between 40–60 
percent of ODA yearly flows to international institutions between 2008–2014. The 
transition from a three-year to a nine-year payment schedule for World Bank contributions 
in 2015 reduced the share of ODA flows to the World Bank. Combined, the contributions 
to the EU and World Bank still represented 44 percent of DGD ODA flows to international 
institutions in 2019 (Figure 6).  

 

 

 
14  DGD, Prisma database 
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Source: ADE’s calculations based on Prisma database 
 

The share of funding which could actually be affected by the core funding policy (i.e. all 
types of voluntary contributions) varied substantially over the period analysed. It 
increased from 28 percent in 2008 to 47 percent in 2012, and then from 36 percent in 
2013 to 46 percent in 2015, it then decreased to 32 percent in 2019 (Figure 7). 

 

Source: ADE’s calculations based on Prisma database 

Figure 6: Repartition of DGD contributions to multilateral institutions subject or 
not to the core funding policy, 2013-2019  
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4.  Main Findings against Evaluation Questions  

This Chapter presents the main findings of the evaluation in the form of answers against 
the evaluation questions. It is structured around the seven evaluation questions (EQs) 
which provided the general analytical framework for this evaluation. 

• EQ1 on Relevance – Belgium: To what extent was the Belgian choice to adopt a 
policy of core funding of international partner organisations for multilateral cooperation 
relevant in the framework of the Belgian development cooperation? 

• EQ2 on Relevance - External: To what extent was the Belgian choice to adopt a 
policy of core funding of international partner organisations for multilateral cooperation 
relevant in the broader framework of multilateral development cooperation? 

• EQ3 on Effectiveness - Belgium: To what extent and how did the Belgian policy of 
core funding contribute to a more streamlined Belgian multilateral cooperation, and to 
the visibility of Belgium as a donor and its credibility as a partner in multilateralism? 

• EQ4 on Effectiveness – International Policies and Action: To what extent and 
how has the Belgian policy of core funding contributed to strengthened international 
policies and results, and to do so in line with Belgian development objectives? 

• EQ5 on Effectiveness – UN Reforms and Action: To what extent has the Belgian 
policy of core funding been able to promote improved efficiency and cost-effectiveness 
within the partner organisations, as reflected in the various UN reforms? 

• EQ6 on Efficiency and Coherence – Belgium: To what extent has the Belgian policy 
of core funding been applied consistently, and has this contributed to lower transaction 
costs for Belgian development actors? 

• EQ7 on Coherence - External: To what extent has the Belgian core funding policy 
been coherent with key global mechanisms that aim at supporting core funding? 
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4.1  EQ1 Relevance – Belgium  

EQ1: To what extent was the Belgian choice to adopt a policy of core funding 

of international partner organisations for multilateral cooperation relevant in 

the framework of the Belgian development cooperation? 

Summary response to EQ1:  

The core funding policy reflects Belgium's commitment to supporting rules-based 
multilateralism and as such is highly relevant in the framework of Belgian development 
cooperation. Successive federal governments have supported Belgium’s engagement at 
the multilateral level, including through core funding. The 2009 policy announcement 
and the 2011 Policy Note reflected this engagement and continues to provide the 
framework and reference point for Belgium’s approach to core funding. 

The sectoral and thematic priorities defined in the 2013 Law on Development 
Cooperation were reflected in the choice of the 20 (later reduced to 15) international 
partners who were selected for voluntary core funding.  

The core funding policy and the subsequent selection of partner organisations enabled 
Belgium to exert greater influence within the UN development system and push for 
results around sectoral and thematic priorities important to the Belgian development 
cooperation.  

Partner organisations received financial support from different Belgian actors. Different 
Belgian development agencies were also present in international fora. Efforts took place 
to bring coherence in messaging through the coordination body COORMULTI Sustainable 
Development (SD) which was created in the early 2000s to coordinate multilateral 
issues, under the direction of the Federal Public Service (FPS) Foreign Affairs. But it was 
evident that agreements are based on consensus and are not binding. Lack of coherence 
in messaging was found to reduce the relevance of the core policy.  

The relevance of the core funding policy was found to be constrained because of the 
absence of mainly human resources, and the absence of strategic response. Relevant 
policies and laws did not clarify the resources needed to operationalize the core funding 
policy to ensure its continued relevance. Human resources at HQ and country levels 
were not fully adequate, including for building quality relationships with partner 
organisations.  

These constraints have a negative effect on Belgium’s capacity to drive its own 
development agenda within the UN Development System, both at headquarters (HQ) 
and field level. At HQ level, they affected Belgium’s ability to exert influence over the 
policies and programmes of the UN entities to which it has provided core funding. DGD’s 
vertical structure in its operational set up, with limited horizontal interaction, reduced 
the capacity to further exploit the relevance of the core funding policy.  The decrease in 
country level development cooperation personnel also reduces the possibility to increase 
synergies between multilateral and bilateral ODA by engaging actively in in-country 
representation dialogue ("postes"). Beyond staff numbers, the DGD faces an important 
challenge in terms of knowledge management and expertise. 

To address the relevance of the core funding policy for Belgium a number of elements 
were explored, including the criteria forming the basis on which Belgium allocated core 
funding, alignment with Belgium’s general policy and geographic priorities, and the 
allocation of financial and human resources to maximize the relevance of the policy.  
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4.1.1  Criteria informing allocation of core funding 

a. Criteria defined in laws and policies 

Belgium’s core funding policy has evolved since 2019, with successive governments 
adapting it with own approaches and strategic objectives. Nevertheless, the objectives of 
the 2009 "New Belgian funding policy for more effective multilateral aid" and the 2011 
Policy Note have remained reference points over the last 10 years in guiding the overall 
approach of core funding. The objectives of providing flexible and predictable financial 
resources to enable organisations to carry out their mandates, deliver effective results in 
an efficient manner and give Belgium greater weight in influencing the UN development 
system (UNDS) remain relevant. The laws and policy documents that further elaborated 
these initial documents are described in Section 3.2 and Annex H. Criteria guiding the 
selection of partner organisations have also evolved, as described in Box 1 below.  

Box 1: Core funding policy –criteria guiding the selection of partner organisations 

In selecting partner organisations, the criteria set out in the Law of 25 May 1999 on 
Belgian international cooperation were not amended in the 2013 Law: 

• Appropriateness with the general objectives of Belgian cooperation 
• Compatibility with the priority sectors or themes of bilateral cooperation 
• Use of an internationally recognized planning method, allowing the evaluation 

of Belgian contributions 
• Consistency with the aid provided by other development cooperation actors 

within the organisation 
• Performance of the organisation  
• Leverage of catalyst effects 
• Role of coordinator and / or normative function 

 
In addition, the 2013 Law stated the following selection criteria for international 
partner organisations: 15 

• The general objectives of the organisation should be coherent with those of the 
Belgian development cooperation (as defined in the Chapter 2 of the Law) 

• The partner organisation has a results-oriented approach, enabling evaluations 
of the use of the contributions from multilateral cooperation 

• Coherence with contributions from other actors to support coherence and 
harmonisation 

The 2013 Law includes the objectives of Belgian development cooperation (Chapter 2), 
thematic (Art. 11, para. 1) and sectoral priorities (Art.19), and two cross-cutting themes 
(Art. 11, para. 2).  

Thematic priorities Sectoral priorities  Cross-cutting themes 

• Human rights, 
including children’s 
rights 

• Decent and 
sustainable work, 
social protection 

• Society building and 
good governance 
(also cross cutting) 

 

 

• Health care, including 
access to health for all, 
reproductive health, 
combatting pandemics 
and epidemics including 
HIV/AIDS 

• Education, training 
(including TVET) 

• Agriculture and food 
security 

• Basic infrastructure 

• Gender equality and 
women’s empowerment 

• Environment and natural 
resources management, 
climate change, drought 
and worldwide 
deforestation. 

 

 

These criteria apply to the selection of international organisations established by the 
Royal Decree of 29 May 2015 (Article 1 of the Decree) 

 

 

 
15  Chambre des Représentants de Belgique. “Note de Politique Générale – Affaires Étrangères”, DOC 53 

3096/026, 13.11.2013. 



 

  16 

b. Criteria supporting alignment with Belgium’s general priorities  

Based on the information made available to the evaluation team, there is overall 
consistency between Belgium’s sectoral and thematic priorities, the SDGs and the selected 
partner organisations. The core mandate and objectives of the selected partner 
organisations are well aligned with the objectives and priorities of Belgium development 
cooperation (see Annex F). The evaluation was not able to triangulate evidence (except 
some anecdotal statements during the interviews) about a structured approach 
(comparative table, intervention logic) in order to assess that Belgium has actually aligned 
any set of criteria with the choice of international partner organisations.  

No documentary or interview evidence could be collected on how the decision was taken 
to reduce the number of core funding partners from 20 to 15 in 2015. Anecdotal 
statements from interviewees outlined “natural choices” based on changes in Belgium’s 
priority sectors. These changes seemed to have informed the discontinuation of 
partnerships with the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 
the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat), the Institute for 
Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), the United Nations Capital Development Fund 
(UNCDF) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) whose core mandates did not correspond with Belgium’s updated priorities. 
There was no evidence on whether a cost-benefit analysis informed the decision.  

c. Criteria supporting alignment with geographic priorities 

Regarding consistency with Belgium’s geographical focus, in a concept note from 2019 the 
DGD division dealing with the UN system (D2.1) proposed an approach to enhance 
collaboration with UN agencies compatible with the geographical focus of the Belgian 
bilateral cooperation in 12 partner countries in sub-Saharan Africa: Benin, Burkina Faso, 
Burundi, DRC, Guinea, Mali, Mozambique, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Tanzania and 
Uganda.16 The analysis found that the field presence of the partner organisations 
corresponds closely to the geographical focus of Belgium’s development cooperation (see 
Annex G) 

4.1.2  Core funding policy and the broader institutional context 

Belgium’s institutional set up requires coordination across a number of agencies dealing 
with development cooperation to ensure a coherent message and this has happened 
overall. Multilateral organisations receive contributions from different Belgian agencies, 
including the DGD, other services of the FPS Foreign Affairs, External Cooperation and 
Development Cooperation, other FPSs as well as the three regions (Flemish Region, 
Brussels-Capital Region and Walloon Region) and communities. 

Within DGD, several directorates and departments fund and manage the institutional and 
strategic dialogues with international partner organisations, including the Humanitarian 
and fragility directorates (D5) and Thematic (D2) directorates. The Thematic Directorate 
is responsible for managing the UNDS as a whole, while different departments of the 
Humanitarian UN-linked multilaterals are followed by D5. As of March 2021, D2 now leads 
Thematic and Multilateral Cooperation with D2.1 responsible for UNDS. These changes are 
expected to provide more opportunities for synergy and harmonization.  

There is also coordination between DGD and the Direction Générale des Affaires 
Multilatérales et de la Mondialisation (DGM), especially with the department M2 in charge 
with the broader presence of Belgium in the United Nations system.  

 

 

 
16  In 2015, the Belgian bilateral cooperation increased its geographical focus by targeting 14 countries: 12 

Sub-Saharan countries in Africa and Morocco and Palestine. 
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In order for Belgium to deliver coherent messages in international fora the coordination 
body "COORMULTI Sustainable Development (SD)" was created early 2000s. It is a 
consultative body under DGM. Members are political advisers representing federal and 
sub-national ministers and civil servants. It also includes – depending on the issue 
discussed - representatives of non-governmental stakeholders such as advisory bodies, 
NGOs and universities. Decisions taken by the COORMULTI SD are consensus based and 
are not binding. Based on the feedback, stakeholders reported that the mechanism is 
effective in coordinating the coherence of Belgian’s multilateral engagement. However, the 
COORMULTI meetings did not guarantee that other public services would follow the priority 
areas decided upon at the federal level in terms of partner countries or thematic areas.  

4.1.3  Resources implications  

The core funding policy stressed the need for adequate financial and human resources to 
ensure its relevance through supporting a number of policy priorities on which Belgium 
should exert influence. However, the policy itself and relevant laws did not specify the 
resources required to implement the core policy. The evaluation found that having 
insufficient and unsuitable resources hampered the relevance, effectiveness, and efficiency 
of the core funding policy. The human resources challenge was a recurrent finding 
identified across all the evaluation questions.  

a. Concentration on a limited number of partner organisations 

As explained above, Belgium has opted to support a smaller number of 15 partner 
organisations. A reduced number of organisations aimed to establish closer privileged 
relations and increase Belgium’s influence within these international bodies. This increased 
focus is in line with the 2020 OECD-DAC peer review recommendations.17  

No documentary or interview evidence was available to assess to what extent the reduction 
of partner organisations enabled more close and regular interaction with the remaining 15 
organisations. There is also no evidence illustrating that the reduction in numbers 
contributed to an increase in financial allocations to the remaining partner organisations.  

As stated in the DGD Policy Note of 2011, partner organisations can count on a minimum 
Belgian contribution spread over a period of four years. The objective is to support a 
contribution of at least 1.55 percent of the total contributions of bilateral donors to the 
organisation. This benchmark has, however, been a “soft” indicative standard and has 
never been used as a mandatory target. It also depends on the overall size of the 
organisations' core budgets and was also never a discussion point in the strategic 
consultations between Belgium and the UN agencies. Whether Belgium has been able to 
meet this benchmark is demonstrated under Evaluation Question (EQ) 5, which analyses 
"core voluntary contributions" (unspecified core funding).  

Although contributing to limit the scattering of human resources, focusing on 15 partners 
has not been sufficient to ensure appropriate follow up with each organisation. Basic follow 
up tasks, such as participating in some partners' board meetings, cannot always be 
implemented. Although the exact numbers of DGD staff allocated to working on each 
multilateral partner portfolio is not available, desk officers have to manage too many 
aspects of the donor–partner relationship and appear to be overstretched. Some non-
partner organisations – UNESCO, UNCDF, UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations 
(UNDPKO) – receive assessed core contributions without benefiting from any strategic 
follow up.   

  

 

 

 
17  OECD (2020), OECD Development Co-operation Peer Reviews: Belgium 2020, OECD Development Co-

operation Peer Reviews, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/026f1aad-en.  

https://doi.org/10.1787/026f1aad-en
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b. Human resources 

 
Stakeholders interviewed reported that Belgium has engaged with the UN system on UN 
reform, flexible financing and priority policy issues. However, limited staffing and reduced 
budgetary resources for overseas aid were cited as the main constraints to Belgium’s 
influence within the multilateral system. These limitations have impacted negatively on 
maximizing the relevance of the core funding policy.  

Reduced resources at the three governmental levels dealing with overseas development 
aid (Brussels, diplomatic missions in NY, Washington, Geneva, Rome, Vienna and in 
partner countries) means that staff are overstretched. The perception exists that by 
providing core funding to a UN agency "not much additional effort" is needed with follow-
up. 

Belgium's capacity, including in human resources, technical expertise and institutional set 
up, did not allow for sustained engagement with UN agencies supported through voluntary 
core funding. This has weakened the relevance of the core funding policy. It is most evident 
at the field level due to Belgium's reduced staffing capacity in country over recent years. 
The other main element cited is that DGD has a vertical structure in its operational set up 
where staff responsible for certain portfolios work in a siloed manner with very little 
horizontal interaction between them.  

The large horizontal thematic issues related to the UN system are addressed by a unit with 
only three staff covering issues central to the broader Agenda 2030 discussions, UNDS 
reforms as well as relationships with UNDP (other organisations such as UNFPA, 
UNICEF and UN Women are monitored by a separate unit). Budgetary restrictions no 
longer allow for the organisation of sufficient field missions.  

The lack of staff also puts constraints on Belgium's engagement in like-minded donor 
groups and in-country representation dialogue ("postes"). The Utstein group provides a 
good example of activities that contribute to improve the effectiveness of the core funding 
policy for Belgium whilst increasing the efficiency of the UN system overall. Yet, it requires 
substantial human resources from Belgium to have a significant influence. Belgium was 
very active in 2019 when it chaired the group but lacked the resources to maintain the 
same level of engagement post-2019.18  

Belgium's limited influence in the multilateral system is mainly noticeable at the field level, 
especially in countries where Belgium does not provide earmarked funding. UN country 
offices tend to focus on donors who are providing earmarked funding for specific projects 
or who are able to potentially provide country specific earmarked funding in the future. 
Not having the possibility of providing earmarked funding in-country diminishes Belgium's 
capacity to respond to emerging needs or priorities and impacts negatively on Belgium's 
ability to support its own development objectives in specific countries. In addition, 
Belgium's efforts to add value to core contributions through active dialogue with their 
partners’ representatives at the country level has the potential to increase synergies 
between multilateral and bilateral ODA.19 However, this is constrained by the decrease in 
country level development cooperation personnel (from 54 in 2014 to 28 in 2020), 
responsible for follow up with multilateral partners.20 

Beyond staff numbers, the DGD faces an important challenge in terms of knowledge 
management and expertise. Despite budget restrictions, the DGD succeeded in 
maintaining its staffing levels thanks to a civil servant exchange programme and a system 
of staff rotation and secondment. However, this implies high turnover and does not deal 
with the non-renewal of experienced staff, leaving the DGD with unmet needs in terms of 
high level sectoral and strategic expertise and institutional memory. As stressed in the 

 

 

 
18  OECD (2020). OECD Development Co-operation Peer Reviews: Belgium 2020, OECD Development Co-

operation Peer Reviews. 
19  Ibid 
20  Ibid. 
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OECD/DAC 2020 peer review, “the staff engaged in the core funding policy must be able 
to engage with financial bodies, to have a broad view on a number of complex topics and 
to be able to mobilise specific technical expertise to develop clear opinions on development 
programmatic issues and development strategies, while also ensuring the coordination and 
dialogue with Belgium multilateral partners and in the field”. In particular, the lack of 
technical/sectoral expertise has been recognised by DGD and UN agencies as a serious 
barrier to Belgium playing a more prominent role in strategic consultations (See EQ4 for 
more details).21   

The evaluation did not find evidence that existing technical expertise within Belgian 
institutions was mobilized to support cross-institutional technical and thematic support. A 
concrete example given was that Belgian stakeholders found that a Team Belgium 
approach had not yet been fully achieved. The majority of the Belgian stakeholders 
interviewed found that Enabel’s technical and thematic expertise had not been sufficiently 
harnessed to the benefit of Belgium’s development cooperation overall.  

 

 

 

 
21  Interview notes - MN001, MN002, MN006, MN007, MN008, MN009. 
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4.2  EQ2 Relevance – External 

EQ2: To what extent was the Belgian choice to adopt a policy of core funding 

of international partner organisations for multilateral cooperation relevant in 

the broader framework of multilateral development cooperation? 

Summary response to EQ2:   

Belgium has remained a forerunner in terms of providing voluntary funding to selected 
international partner organisations. With the provision of predictable and flexible 
financing Belgium responds to a key objective of the 2019 Funding Compact. 

The core funding policy has been highly relevant to the four UN agencies selected for 
this review. It has allowed them to allocate their funding to priority areas that support 
the implementation of their core mandates. These core mandates contribute to the 
Agenda 2030.  

It has also allowed them to fund interventions that are critical for beneficiaries but for 
which no earmarked funding was available. Examples cited for this include i) 
strengthening health systems through WHO, ii) promoting democratic governance 
through UNDP, iii) ensuring the presence of qualified human rights defenders at country 
level through OHCHR, and iv) reinforcing the right to access reproductive health services 
for women through UNFPA.  

Belgium's core funding policy was complemented with engagement in multilateral 
initiatives to make the United Nations Development System more effective and efficient.  

The majority of the voluntary contributions were allocated to the general resources of 
the international partner organisations. Belgium showed a pragmatic approach with the 
different partner organisations. In particular, Belgium complemented core funding with 
“soft” and “tight” earmarking to respond to specific needs to the mutual benefit of the 
partner organisations and Belgium. However, the initiatives funded through earmarking 
did not seem to be decided as part of the strategic dialogues between the partner 
organisations and Belgium.  

Not being able to respond to new emerging needs at country level – because all of the 
funding is already allocated – hampered Belgium’s support for multilateral interventions 
at partner country level.  

 
In answering this question, the evaluation has explored the extent to which the core 
funding policy was relevant to the broader framework of development cooperation, 
especially the challenges faced around financing the UN development system (UNDS). The 
response also explores the relevance linked to the partner organisations’ mandates and to 
what extent core funding enabled partner organisations to focus on their core functions. 
As a last element, the evaluation explored to what extent high-quality earmarking as a 
non-core option was considered.  

4.2.1  Alignment with broader framework of multilateral 

development cooperation 

As mentioned in Section 2, core funding to UNDS has decreased over the last 10 years in 
favour of earmarked funding at a time when there has been increased pressure to respond 
to global development challenges.  

The declining level of core funding has increased the dependency of the UN system on 
voluntary non-core earmarked funding, with priorities mainly influenced by donors’ own 
development priorities. It also contributed to competition between UN agencies, harming 
the objective of “Delivering as One”.  
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A number of initiatives and resolutions proposed a set of principles to guide multilateral 
donorship to maximize aid effectiveness, including several Quadrennial Comprehensive 
Policy Reviews (QCPR) and the Funding Compact between the UN and its 193 UN member 
states that was introduced in 2019.  

Through its core funding policy Belgium has championed multilateralism recognising that 
international organisations require sufficient flexible and predictable funding to implement 
their core mandates. By launching its “full core” funding policy in 2009, Belgium has been 
among the first (and few) countries to engage so distinctively in favour of more efficient 
funding of multilateral institutions. Belgium opted for a full core strategy precisely with the 
objective to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of multilateral organisations in 
delivering development results.  

The initial purpose and objectives of Belgium’s core funding policy – to work toward more 
effective and efficient, less earmarked and more predictable funding (see Annex F for more 
details on the rationale for the different stakeholders) – remain relevant today and are 
aligned with key instruments or policies of UNDS. These objectives, supported by Belgium, 
have been part of the QCPR exercises of 2012, 2016 and more recently 2020. These 
objectives are also in direct support of a UN system that is as efficient and effective as 
possible in support of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs.  

It is important to note that Belgium's core funding policy is aligned with the UN Funding 
Compact (2019) advocating for improvements in the quantity and quality of funding. 
Through the Compact, member states commit to bringing core resources to a level of at 
least 30 percent.22 

The core funding policy was relevant to the needs and priorities of the UNDS, when it was 
first introduced, and is even more relevant now after a decade of decreases in the share 
of assessed and voluntary core funding contributions in favour of earmarked contributions 
(Figure 2 in EQ1).  

In the past decade, based on its multilateral commitment reflected in the policy of core 
funding, Belgium has engaged with important multilateral initiatives and processes 
working toward a more efficient and effective multilateral system.  

Table 3: Key multilateral initiatives to support UNDS effectiveness and reform 

Initiatives Description, activities 
Funding Compact 2019 Changes in funding from member states are required to achieve 

the SDGs, requiring transformative and collaborative action. 
Agenda 2030 – SDGs 2015  17 interlinked global goals designed to be a "blueprint to achieve 

a better and more sustainable future for all".  
QCPR of the UN’s 
operational activities for 
development. Reviews took 
place in 2012, 2016 and 
2020  

The QCPR is the mechanism through which the UN General 
Assembly assesses the effectiveness, efficiency, coherence and 
impact of UN operational activities and establishes system-wide 
policy orientations for the development cooperation and country-
level modalities of the UN system in response to the evolving 
international development and cooperation environment. 

The Multilateral 
Organizational Performance 
Assessment Network 
(MOPAN).  

Launched in 2002, of which Belgium was a member except for the 
period between 2015-2019. A network of 19 donor countries with 
a common interest in evaluating the effectiveness of the 
multilateral organisations they are funding. 

Utstein group, formed in 
1999 and chaired by 
Belgium in 2019 

An informal group of 13 like-minded donors who put weight in the 
scale in financing the UN. Rotating presidency. Gives an 
opportunity to reach out as a group in UN management. A very 
valuable gathering for specific meetings but also for joint 
messages to the boards, including on UN reforms. 

Source: ADE

 

 

 
22  General Assembly Economic and Social Council, Funding Compact, Report of the Secretary-General, 2019 

session.  
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4.2.2  Supporting the implementation of core mandates 

Belgium’s core funding was instrumental in ensuring supported international 

partners achieving their mandates. During interviews, international partner 
organisations stressed that insufficient core funding prevents them from realizing their 
core mandates or performing key activities. It was evident from the interviews that core 
funding is critical to supporting the organisations both at HQ and at operational level.  
 
WHO for instance struggled to fund some of its core activities due to the lack of core 
funding, despite an overall satisfactory level of funding. While thirty years ago 80 percent 
of WHO’s funding came from assessed contributions, it represents only around 20 percent 
today. Belgium’s core funding policy did not support this overall trend. In the case of 
UNDP, the lack of core funding (which represented only 14 percent of UNDP’s overall 
funding in 2020) diverts resources away from its central policy and rules-based work 
toward “project implementation”. Core funding is also essential for ensuring presence on 
the ground and conducting advocacy activities, which are key to the respective mandates 
of UNFPA and OHCHR. Without core funding, UNFPA would not be present in 150 
countries and able to engage at all levels, from grassroot communities to governments. 
Finally, core funding is necessary to maintain the essential staff and structures needed to 
support programme implementation and resource mobilization. The lack of core funding, 
for example, impacted the preparations of UNDP's 2022-2025 strategic plan. In some 
cases, core funding can also be leveraged to trigger additional funding (for example, 
Belgium support to UNFPA's “She Decides” initiative did trigger earmarked funding from 
other donors).  
 
Belgium’s core funding policy contributed to ensuring flexibility and 

predictability of resources of the international partner organisations it 

supported. Belgium has chosen to support organisations by maximizing its contributions 
to their general resources, which can be mobilised quickly to respond to emerging crisis. 
Moreover, Belgium's core funding policy aims at contributing to the predictability of 
funding. Funding is spread over several years to allow for more robust and predictable 
planning through signing multi-year agreements with its partners. These benefits of core 
funding have been highlighted by several partners. For instance, earmarked funding 
prevented UNDP from quickly responding to emerging crises. The COVID-19 pandemic is 
a clear example of this. With so much of its funding earmarked, UNDP could only quickly 
release a limited USD 130 million (from a USD 4.5 billion budget) to initiate its response 
activities. Any changes to earmarked funding for projects are subject to negotiations with 
donors to change the terms of the contract and so the process becomes time-consuming. 
OHCHR stakeholders also stressed that voluntary core funding is the only source of 
funding that enables OHCHR to allocate money where a quick response is needed to save 
lives. When the core funded interventions are then funded by earmarked contributions, 
the core funding is withdrawn and allocated to places where an urgent response is 
required.  
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4.2.3  Core funding policy and practices of earmarking  

The core funding policy did not sufficiently provide strategic guidance regarding 

“soft” earmarking or quality non-core. An important development of multilateral 
funding in the past decade, and confirmed in the 2019 UN Funding Compact, has been the 
increased recognition of "soft" earmarking as a quality non-core option to minimise any 
negative aspects.  
 
"Soft" or quality non-core earmarking – through 
thematic funds or pooled funds – is seen as the 
second-best option, allowing international 
organisations to increase their access to (semi-
) flexible funding while increasing the visibility 
of donors’ contributions. Thematic funding 
allows donor countries the ability to link their 
funding to a theme or sector which provides a 
logical narrative and linkage to their own 
national priorities.  
 
International partner organisations have developed resource mobilisation 

strategies with the hope of “moving up the hierarchy of flexibility”. WHO 
stakeholders stressed that the objective was to steer away from very "tight" project 
earmarking towards earmarking linked to outcomes or themes, allowing funding to be 
allocated to priorities under themes or outcomes and avoid ‘Pockets of Poverty” (identified 
priorities but lacking funding). Examples of these thematic funding windows are health 
system strengthening or access to health services in emergencies. Similarly, UNDP is 
taking steps to increase flexible funding using thematic funding or UN pooled funds and 
UNFPA has established thematic funds to support maternal health and family planning. 
 
This recent development is not reflected in Belgium’s core funding policy. The 2013 Law 
does not prevent Belgium from providing any type of earmarked contributions. It simply 
specifies that the majority of voluntary contributions should be allocated to general 
resources of the partner organisations. It does not distinguish between “tight” and “soft” 
earmarking. In addition, the 2011 policy note does not provide any strategic guidance 
regarding "soft" earmarking either. In practice, earmarking has been used but not 
extensively. It represented around 5 percent of DGD ODA flows to multilateral 
organisations (excluding humanitarian assistance) in 2008 and increased to around 10 
percent in 2019 (see EQ6 for more details).  
 

For example, in the case of OHCHR, earmarked funding was allocated in DRC to defend 

“the civic space” in society and in Burundi to respond to emergency needs to defend critical 
protection activities during serious political tension. The OHCHR stakeholders stressed that 

although core funding is preferable, earmarked funding allowed it to respond to critically 

emerging situations on the ground. Moreover, earmarked contributions to DRC and 

Burundi were integrated in the OHCHR country approach.  

 

OHCHR country offices maintain close dialogue with diplomatic missions and in many cases 

embassies seek out OHCHR offices to support activities that are politically difficult to fund 

through other channels. This has typically been the case in DRC and Burundi. Belgian 

missions in-country indicated that earmarked funding is discussed with OHCHR Geneva 

and not at country level.  

 

In the case of UNFPA, "soft" earmarking funded the “She Decides” initiative while “tight” 
earmarking funded UNFPA staff through Junior Professional Officer (JPO) positions as well 

as a limited number of population and reproductive health interventions in Belgium partner 

countries.  

The Funding Compact highlights 
that “non-core resources are also 

critical … when they are predictable 
and flexible. These attributes are best 

achieved when funding is multi-year, 

disbursed in a timely fashion, and/or 

provided through development-

related pooled or entity-specific 

thematic funds”. 
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In both organisations, the increase in earmarking was concomitant with an increase in the 

core funding. In contrast, Belgium ceased funding earmarked contributions to UNDP and 

WHO when its overall contribution decreased (see Figure 2 in EQ6 for more detailed 

information).  

4.3  EQ3 Effectiveness – Belgium 

EQ3: To what extent and how did the Belgian policy of core funding 

contribute to a more streamlined Belgian multilateral cooperation, and to the 

visibility of Belgium as a donor and its credibility as a partner in 

multilateralism? 

Summary response to EQ3:   

Voluntary core funding has supported less fragmented Belgian multilateral cooperation 
through limiting the number of participating international partner organisations. Limiting 
partner organisations to reduce fragmentation was positively perceived by the OECD-
DAC peer review of Belgium in 2020. The four-year agreements reduced further 
fragmentation at the results level. Multi-year agreements allowed for a longer-term 
perspective in working toward change and results. Further reduction of the number of 
partner organisations or changing the composition was not considered appropriate at 
this time because this would impact Belgium’s presence in multilateral settings.  
 
It was acknowledged that the benefits of the core funding policy were not automatically 
recognised. To achieve a core funding policy that supports stronger multilateral action, 
Belgium had a number of tools available to influence multilateral action but did not have 
a framework to monitor results achieved through its core funding policy. To monitor 
core funding at the level of the partner organisations, Belgium used a range of evidence 
sources. Tools and instruments — including strategic dialogues, participation at board 
meetings, UN agencies’ reports, MOPAN assessments and other donors’ reports, regular 
formal and informal exchanges at headquarters and at partner country level—were used. 
These were found to be sufficient but lacked systematic implementation and consistency 
of approach between different DGD desks.  
 
The strategic dialogues, a key mechanism to shape the core funding relationship had 
not been exploited fully. They were not always held annually and did not sufficiently 
focus on strategic policy issues and results, the expectations of which were not always 
clearly expressed during bilateral consultations. The ToRs developed to guide the 
strategic dialogues provided direction on purpose and objectives. Translating the ToRs 
in practice fell short because of time constraints or limited resources.  
 
There is a shared view from both the UN and Belgium, that strategic dialogues were 
often too focused on funding requirements and not on the work of the agencies, their 
policies or global priorities. From the UN’s perspective was a shared view that the 
effectiveness of Belgian support was affected by the absence of technical collaboration 
complementing the voluntary core funding, especially in relation to Belgium's priority 
areas. Bringing in additional expertise is seen as critical to supporting UN capacity and 
ensuring that the four-year partner agreements go beyond simply a financial agreement.  
 
For the four partner organisations interviewed, the stability, predictability and the four-
year agreements under Belgium’s core funding policy were all seen as highly positive.  
UN entities acknowledged that core funders have not received sufficient recognition. 
This is now being addressed with steps being taken to give more recognition to core 
donors. Concerns around visibility exist at UN agency HQ level and at partner countries’ 
level where no earmarked funding was provided. 
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In response to this question the evaluation has explored the selection of partner 
organisations, the measures for follow up and the factors influencing Belgium’s recognition 
and visibility as a multilateral actor at headquarters and partner country level.  

4.3.1 Streamlining of Belgium’s multilateral cooperation 

Voluntary core funding allowed for the streamlining of Belgium’s multilateral 

cooperation giving Belgium the choice in selecting partner organisations in line 

with its own development priorities. Belgium has worked towards streamlining its core 
funding with its policy priorities. It has also worked toward streamlining its interventions 
with other donors, especially linked to UN reform efforts. There is strong motivation in 
working with other like-minded donors on issues of joint interest, especially on UNDS 
reform and the efficiency and effectiveness of UN agencies. Stakeholders indicated that 
resources should be made available to enable this engagement to be carried out in a more 
substantive and qualitative manner. 

Examples cited by stakeholders to where core funding was linked to Belgian development 
priorities included Belgium’s engagement with the reform of the UNDS, flexible financing 
and priority areas important to Belgium, including SRHR, human rights and interventions 
in fragile contexts.  

From UN agencies' perspectives there were mixed views on the benefits of joint efforts by 
like-minded donors. All agencies interviewed rated highly the need for bilateral strategic 
dialogues to be better informed about Belgium’s sectoral and thematic priorities. OHCHR 
welcomed initiatives where donors come together and have joint engagement efforts. A 
view held by other UN agencies. However, there is also the opinion that joint efforts should 
not replace bilateral strategic dialogues. Feedback has included varying views on the 
effectiveness and usefulness of the Rubens Group (Nordic countries, United Kingdom, 
Ireland, The Netherlands) consultations, a group of like-minded donors formed to engage 
with OHCHR. 

4.3.2 A reduced number of international partner organisations  

There was mixed feedback on the number of partner organisations to be funded: 

• No information was received during the interviews on how the decision was taken to 
reduce the number of core funding partners from 20 to 15 

• Some interlocutors found that 15 partners is a bare minimum but that the current list 
includes all the key multilateral partners and covers sectors important to Belgium. 
Withdrawing core funding from any one of these UN agencies would diminish Belgium’s 
presence and influence at the multilateral level  

• Concerns were raised repeatedly over Belgium’s capacity with its current resources to 
properly monitor and engage in strategic dialogue with 15 international partner 
organisations. 

• Withdrawing voluntary core funding should be considered carefully and should be part 
of the overall strategic dialogue with UN agencies. If voluntary core funding is stopped 
for a particular UN agency because of its performance, then Belgium's expectations of 
that agency should have been previously clarified and monitored. Suddenly 
withdrawing core funding will send the message that the agency in question is not 
performing well.  
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4.3.3 Mechanisms for follow up of core funding  

The combination of the voluntary core funding policy, the four-year agreements and the 
mechanism of annual strategic dialogues were expected to support a more strategic 
engagement with the international partner organisations away from a more limited project 
or programme-based engagement. These measures were expected to allow Belgium to 
advocate more strategically and in line with its own policy priorities.  
 

a. Strategic Dialogues 

The strategic dialogues were seen as an annual opportunity to define and further 

develop Belgium's partnerships with UN agencies.23 In the ToR for the strategic 
dialogues it is also mentioned that partner organisations are also a requesting party for 
this dialogue and this was confirmed during the evaluation interviews. The ToRs provide a 
strong framework for the strategic dialogues. However, these ToRs were not systematically 
implemented, often lacking a clear plan of action for follow up and with no consistency in 
stipulating that the dialogues be held on an annual basis. It was however evident that 
there is a strong commitment and engagement among the Belgian stakeholders to have 
regular interaction and meetings with UN agencies outside of these formalized strategic 
dialogues.  

Box 2: Strategic dialogues 

The ToRs for the strategic dialogues outlined well the purpose and objectives. These 
ToRs appear to go much further than what has actually occurred in practice:  
• Open and critical dialogue with recommendations for further action 
• State of play of the common priorities, intended and achieved results 
• Accountability of the partnership to the public. Each consultation meeting will 

culminate in written conclusions that will form the basis of a press release 
• An overview of the cooperation, including other funding granted by the DGD, the 

FPS Foreign Affairs, other federal governments and regions and communities 
• An examination of possible synergies with common priorities. 

Possible agenda points for the dialogues in the ToRs include: 
• Discuss informally and frankly the recent evolutions in the policies and strategies 

and budgetary prospects of the agency 

• Review progress in inter-agency collaboration, with particular emphasis on reform 
issues such as "Delivering as One" and the Humanitarian Reform 

• Review briefly the interaction with the European Union (EU Commission) and how 
the partner-organisations see the way forward for that collaboration 

• Review collective formulas for organising policy dialogue with the partner-
organisations 

• Examine results and/or recommendations of the latest Annual Consultation and 
formulate recommendations for the present one. 

The evaluation team did not have access to the minutes of the strategic dialogues that 
took place with the four UN agencies selected for a more in-depth review for this 
evaluation. Based on the interview evidence it was found that the strategic dialogues 
lacked focus and did not lead to concrete action points for follow up between two dialogues. 
While the success of the strategic dialogues depends on the commitment of both parties 
it was evidence from the interviews that limited resources – mainly staffing – were a major 
constraint to Belgium’s effective engagement. It should be noted that this lack of staffing 
was a recurrent theme during the evaluation's consultations with Belgian stakeholders.  

 

 

 

 
23  Referentietermen voor de Bilaterale Consultaties met de partnerorganisaties van de multilaterale 

samenwerking.  
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b. Assessment Framework 

No systematic approach across the four agencies was found in forming a view of 
the partner organisations’ development results, efficiency and progress linked to 
Belgium’s policy priorities. The absence of such an approach impacted the follow up 
and monitoring of results. It also affected Belgium's capacity to make decisions on financial 
allocations or to make an informed decision about proceeding with the partnership after 
the completion of the four-year framework agreements.  

The four-year framework agreements reserve the right to evaluate the results of the 
cooperation. While evaluations or assessments can take different forms, Belgium did not 
conduct its own evaluations but relied on existing evaluations undertaken by actors such 
MOPAN or the Multilateral Aid Review conducted by the UK Department for International 
Development (DFID). Belgium’s reliance on existing evidence sources was found to be 
adequate but a systematic analysis of these evidence sources was not performed. Various 
stakeholders stated that the absence of appropriate expertise among staff members meant 
that a systematic follow up and analysis of existing assessments did not take place. It 
should be noted that it was evident from the documentary and interview evidence that UN 
agencies have moved toward results-based management with increased emphasis on 
results reporting, monitoring and evaluation. It was found — as is expected with core 
funding — that evaluations are not able to make the link between results and Belgian core 
funding.   

4.3.4 Influence of Belgium’s’ core funding on the four UN agencies  

All four UN agencies consulted during this evaluation highlighted the overall 

decrease in core funding (from other donors). The fact that Belgium has 
maintained its policy of voluntary core funding was therefore well received. The 
introduction of the four-year agreements was also seen as very positive as it allowed for 
stability in funding. Feedback on Belgium's role in advocating for certain policies on the 
global stage and at partner country level were mixed.  

Table 4: Factors of influence on core funding 

Factors  WHO OHCHR UNDP UNFPA 
Predictability Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Flexibility Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Stability Yes 
Funding 
increased 

Funding 
decreased 

Funding 
increased 

Complemented 
with Belgian 
expertise 

No  No No Limited 

Link with Belgium 
policy priorities 

Yes Yes 
Yes 
But priorities not 
defined 

Yes  

Strategic dialogues 
and expectations  

Irregular 
Need for robust 
exchange and 
Technical 
assistance 

Irregular 
Strengthen 
advocacy support 

Irregular 
Need to be more 
robust and result 
in a Plan of Action 

Irregular 
Need to focus 
also on advocacy 
role 

Multiplier effect 
Yes 
But no financial 
evidence 

Yes 
But no financial 
evidence 

Yes 
But no financial 
evidence 

Yes 
But no financial 
evidence 

Source: ADE 

 
For the UN entities interviewed, the stability, predictability and the four-year 

agreements under Belgium’s core funding policy were all seen as highly positive. 
All four agencies interviewed stressed that Belgium’s policy is different from most donors 
who are prioritizing earmarked funding. However, it was mentioned that the levels of 
funding do not always reflect the priorities that Belgium has included in its policy 
documents. The majority of the stakeholders interviewed expressed the opinion that the 
strategic dialogues must become more robust, relevant to the expectations of both sides 
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and provide an opportunity to discuss how to complement core funding with bringing in 
technical expertise.   
 
WHO: While core funding and multi-year agreements were highly valued, WHO 
stakeholders mentioned that historically Belgium is seen as a donor that places importance 
on global health but that this was not reflected in Belgium's funding history to WHO. They 
highlighted the fact that strategic dialogues could be strengthened as they provide an 
opportunity to discuss technical support in addition to core funding. Belgium did not convey 
sufficiently the potential linkages with Belgian knowledge centres and offer its own 
technical expertise to the advantage of WHO’s global operations. Through its ability to 
draw upon the technical expertise of donors, WHO is able to increase its effectiveness 
globally. WHO stakeholders in interviews said that the multiplier effect of core funding is 
highly significant, but this was not substantiated by documentary evidence. 
 
UNDP: Core funding is highly valued but the levels 
of financial support through core funding have 
reduced over the years. UNDP interlocutors stressed 
the importance of the strategic dialogues as an 
opportunity to confirm expectations on both sides 
and an opportunity for Belgium to clearly state its 
priorities. Confirming policy priorities in future 
dialogues with the agency will enable UNDP to 
actively consider these in the context of UNDP policy 
and strategic direction. Unfortunately, strategic 
dialogue between Belgium and UNDP has been delayed because of the absence, during 
the last two years, of a federal government. Strategic dialogues with Belgium did not result 
in agreements on a plan of action typically prepared with most core donors. UNDP 
stakeholders indicated that the agreement with Belgium does not currently integrate 
initiatives that Belgium could lead jointly with UNDP and other donors (as is the case with 
The Netherlands on funding instruments) and does not incorporate Belgian expertise 
(university research, private sector).  
 
UNFPA: Belgium is an important core funder for UNFPA, especially because it has 
combined its core funding with advocacy on policy priorities around SRHR over the years. 
Interview evidence indicated that Belgium's advocacy role on policy priorities fluctuates. 
UNFPA interlocutors expressed concern that dialogue with Belgium has been halted for two 
years because of the absence of a federal government. Political paralysis within a donor 
country is keenly felt by UN agencies because the donor's advocacy support is often muted 
and contractual agreements cannot be renewed. Despite Belgium's recent political 
situation, it is still seen as a proactive donor that voices its concerns and support in 
multilateral forums. UNFPA values Belgium's role but expressed the need for more 
engagement on substantive issues. The opinion was also shared that Belgium could be 
more pro-active in using its standing in African countries, where it has some influence, 
and among European Union member states in order to advocate for UNFPA policies.  
 
OHCHR: While Belgium is a relatively small donor it is seen as an important donor because 
of its core funding policy. It is particularly appreciated that voluntary core funding has 
doubled since 2017 in the context of generally decreasing budgets to UN agencies. For HQ 
level staff, Belgium is seen as a reliable and rather uncomplicated donor and relations with 
the Belgian Geneva mission are good. This is different from their views of other donors 
who are perceived as “bean-counting” (requesting concrete results from an agency that 
may have difficulties, due to a variety of operational constraints, in measuring 
quantitatively the results of its work). It is hoped by OHCHR actors that Belgium’s multi-
annual commitment will be repeated as soon as possible in 2021. The relatively small 
financial support is made more valuable because of Belgium’s advocacy position. Belgium 
is seen by OHCHR HQ and country-level staff interviewees as a strong defender of human 
rights being central to development.  

According to a UNDP 

representative, if social 

protection is a high priority for 

Belgium, then social protection 

policy and interventions could be 

discussed during the strategic 

dialogues and provide results on 

progress made on UNDP social 

protection priorities. 
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4.3.5 Visibility given to core donors 

UN stakeholders shared their concerns around donor visibility and how to strengthen 
recognition of the core funding contributions donors make, which has been raised by 
various donors and not just Belgium. These issues are currently not sufficiently covered in 
the strategic dialogues. UN stakeholders interviewed on donor visibility reported that core 
funders' visibility is receiving increased attention within UN agencies. There appears to be 
a recognition that more visibility was given to donors who provided earmarked funding.   

Belgian interlocutors mentioned that Belgium does not receive sufficient visibility at UN 
agency HQ level and no visibility in countries where no earmarked funding is given. Those 
interviewed indicated that Belgium, upon reflection, had not been sufficiently pro-active 
at the field level to raise awareness of Belgium’s core funding policy and to discuss with 
UN agencies the in-country visibility of its core funding contributions.  

Examples of UN agencies are provided hereafter to illustrate this finding.  
 
UNDP interlocutors indicated that "visibility" is linked to "packaging" and working together 
on developing messages around core funding. UNDP has launched the “Partners of Core” 
initiative to recognise its core funders where core resources are used. During interviews, 
the example of the Accelerated Lab Network24 was given where core donors are referenced 
in the publication alongside donor countries providing earmarked funding. A challenge is 
how to best articulate funding contributions as “funded by core donors” may be insufficient 
for some core donors who are looking for stronger visibility. 
 
UNFPA has developed a clear communication strategy on core funding to show its 
effectiveness. It has developed a reporting and communication strategy for each voluntary 
core donor by listing the results that were achieved through the core contributions. On 
UNFPA’s website there is an overview for each donor and the results that were achieved.25  
 
WHO aims to develop strategic and technical partnerships with its core donors. Belgium 
has been given visibility and recognition for its commitment to the fully flexible Core 
Voluntary Contributions (CVC) where Belgium is ranked 5th. Visibility is mainly given on 
the WHO web portal, providing visibility but also indicating the flow of funding to the 
different programme areas.  
 
With OHCHR visibility to core donors is given through the HQ channels through website 
and reporting. At field level recognition is given depending on the context. Visibility is 
linked whether it would support the effectiveness of an intervention.  

4.3.6 Factors influencing Belgium’s position as a multilateral actor 

Two key factors stand out: advocacy and resources.  

The impact of reduced resources on Belgium’s engagement is clearly explained in section 
4.1.3. A second factor identified during this evaluation was Belgium’s advocacy role. 
Belgium is perceived as a good multilateral donor by the UN agencies interviewed. 
However, overall there is an expectation from the UN agencies that Belgium's contribution 
goes beyond financial support and it takes on a stronger advocacy role both at HQ level 
and at partner country level. It was cited that Belgium could also share its core funding 
policy with other donors more readily. This was done when the new policy was first 

 

 

 
24 See: https://www.devex.com/news/q-a-undp-launches-new-accelerator-lab-network-with-a-just-do-it-

mentality-95325 
25  https://www.unfpa.org/data/donor-contributions/belgium 
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announced in 2009, but since then Belgium has been less vocal about its support for core 
funding and the benefits of this approach.  

4.3.7 Influence at partner country level 

Challenges faced by Belgium to exert influence in the multilateral system were mainly 
noticeable at the partner country level, especially in countries where Belgium did not 
provide earmarked funding. UN country offices tended to focus more on donors who 
provided earmarked funding for specific projects or who might potentially have provided 
future country specific earmarked funding. Not having the ability to provide earmarked 
funding in-country was found to diminish Belgium's capacity to respond to new 
opportunities and negatively impacted its ability to support its own development objectives 
in specific countries through multilateral action.  

During the interviews it was found that when Belgium decided to provide additional 
earmarked funding–as was the case for the COVID-19 response– then this was discussed 
with the headquarters of the UN agency concerned to allow them time to prepare a 
proposal based on priorities and gaps. This was found to be the correct approach to avoid 
‘pockets of poverty’ (identified priorities which lacked funding) and ensured equitable 
access to support. However, Belgian stakeholders interviewed highlighted that not being 
able to support its core funding strategy with funding for complementary earmarked 
opportunities affected Belgium’s ability to appropriately support targeted initiatives that 
could have raised the profile of Belgium as a supporter of multilateral action and increased 
the effectiveness of multilateral interventions through targeted interventions. 

A good example of this from another country was shared by UNFPA in Uganda. The 
Netherlands—jointly with the UNFPA—brought donors and government together in Uganda 
to discuss UNFPA’s country strategy and budget allocation for the country. 

The issue of donor visibility around core funding at the field level was seen by all UN 
stakeholders interviewed both at HQ and country level as a shared responsibility between 
the UN agencies and Belgium as a core funder. It was clear that both sides were open to 
discussing concrete ways to increase visibility and recognition of Belgium’s support, 
especially in Belgium’s partner countries.  

Belgium initiated the initiative of joint field level monitoring by Belgium and like-minded 
donors.  The initiative was created to give more visibility and influence for Belgium at 
partner country level and to generate evidence around multilateral actions. DGD 
stakeholders indicated that this initiative was also expected to strengthen confidence in 
the effectiveness of the operations of the UN partner organisations. It was also seen as an 
opportunity for European countries to engage with the European Commission in-country 
in support of multilateral initiatives. From the interviews with DGD it was clear that while 
the initiative was considered useful it was not fully operationalised due to resources 
limitations.  

Partner organisations provided suggestions to support the topping up of core funding with 
some targeted actions at field level. In some instances, the visibility of earmarked funding 
at country level provided a level of protection to UN agencies when raising politically 
sensitive issues. This was clearly evident in relation to OHCHR with country representatives 
mentioning that a host government will be more cautious if they know which governments 
are actively supporting OHCHR in their country. Stakeholders indicated that the opposite 
is also the case and, for some culturally sensitive issues, core funding is more appropriate 
(see UNFPA above). UN interlocutors commented positively on Belgium’s ability to decide 
the most appropriate funding instruments. 

At partner country level missed opportunities to support synergies between the bilateral 
and multilateral interventions which Belgium supports were identified. Enabel implements 
the bilateral programme in these countries and has strong technical and sectoral expertise. 
Belgian stakeholders identified Enabel as a knowledge centre able to provide technical 
knowledge to UN agencies if a need is identified. It was found that there remained 
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untapped potential to strengthen the collaboration and complementarity between agencies 
and departments.  

4.4  EQ4 Effectiveness – International policies and 
action 

EQ4: To what extent and how has the Belgian policy of core funding contributed 

to strengthened international policies and results, and to do so in line with 

Belgian development objectives? 

Summary response to EQ4: 

Voluntary core funding from Belgium has allowed UN agencies to use this funding 
strategically to achieve their core mandates and development goals as outlined in their 
organisational strategic documents (often translated into multi-year organisational 
plans).  

Because voluntary core funding is allocated to the general operating budget, it is 
impossible to establish a direct link between Belgium’s core funding and the results 
achieved (whether at HQ or field level).  

Belgium’s core funding has contributed to the capacity of UN agencies to: 

i) ensure critical areas are linked to their core mandate and functioning of the 
organisation are funded 

ii) use this funding for necessary interventions—those less attractive for earmarked 
funding but still essential—to achieve development results in those areas.  

Belgium has been a strong advocate for increased accountability and results reporting 
in its engagement with UN agencies. Influence and recognition has been achieved 
through the active engagement of Belgian staff in Brussels and at the diplomatic 
missions. An important channel for Belgium to exert influence was the participation in 
the executive boards of international partner organisations. The effectiveness of results 
achieved through core funding was stronger when complemented by regular 
engagement and expertise, especially in relation to Belgium's priority areas.  

It was also evident that successful influencing policies or development results at country 
level requires various instruments of engagement.  

As indicated in the preceding sections, linking core funding with results is not possible. 
It was evident, however, that UN entities are strengthening development results through 
the use of core funding and contributing to Agenda 2030.  

As highlighted under EQ 3, the less optimal use of strategic dialogues also had an 
influence on tracking and understanding results achieved through core funding. 
Following up on its effectiveness is—as highlighted under EQ 1 and 2—impacted by the 
availability of the right number and quality of human resources both at HQ and partner 
country level. 

 

To answer this evaluation question the four selected agencies have been assessed against 
a number of criteria to assess effectiveness: development priorities that core funding was 
allocated to; development results and policy achievements in line with Belgium’s policy 
priorities; and results linked to the achievement of the Agenda 2030 – SDGs.  
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4.4.1 Allocation of core funding to development priorities 

The allocation by the international partner organisations of (overall and Belgium’s) core 
funding to development priorities is examined hereafter for each of the four UN agencies 
selected as focus for this study. 
  

WHO 

Belgium’s core funding supported Belgium’s priority of health systems strengthening and 
access to universal health care under Agenda 2030.  
 
The effectiveness of voluntary core funding was linked to the results obtained against the 
organisation's strategic plan. For WHO, voluntary core funding has allowed the 
organisation to drive investment in critical 
core areas that traditionally might not have 
attracted earmarked funding. Health systems 
strengthening is one of those areas that does 
not attract earmarked funding but is at the 
core of an effective national health system. 
The results WHO has achieved in this area 
have been mainly funded through voluntary 
contributions from donors such as Belgium. 
During WHO interviews Belgium was credited 
to be a strong advocate for developing robust 
health systems in lower income countries. 
COVID-19 has shown that Belgium's focus on 
health systems strengthening was the correct one, particularly since the COVID-19 
pandemic has exposed the fragility of many health systems around the world.  
 

WHO focused on Effective Health System 
Governance for Universal Health Coverage 
(UHC) under the framework of the SDG 
Agenda.26 Through this WHO works to support 
countries to exercise effective health systems 
governance, focusing on strengthening the 
capacity of governments to develop and 
implement strategies towards achieving UHC 
by 2030. Monitoring progress towards UHC 
focuses on: i) The proportion of a population 
that can access essential quality health 

services; and ii) the proportion of the population that spends a significant amount of 
household income on health.  
 
Strengthening of national health systems has been a WHO core priority in its Uganda 
Country Cooperation Strategy 2016-2020, which focuses on working with the government 
to strengthen the country's health system to achieve UHC. Between 2008–2015 an 
estimated 12 percent of WHO’s core budget in Uganda was allocated to strengthening 
health systems and service delivery.27 Core funding has allowed allocated funding to the 
strategic objectives of WHO and the Government of Uganda, including strengthening the 
national capacity to promote health security and a stronger health system for effective, 
equitable and quality health service delivery. Through its core voluntary contributions 
Belgium has contributed to the achievement of these strategic objectives.  
 

 

 

 
26  WHO Country Cooperation Strategy Uganda 2016-2020 
27  WHO. Country Cooperation Strategy 2016-2020 Uganda, p.18  

"At least half of the world’s population 
still do not have full coverage of essential 

health services. About 100 million 

people are still being pushed into 

extreme poverty (defined as living on 

USD 1.90 or less a day) because they 

have to pay for health care. Over 930 

million people (around 12 percent of the 

world’s population) spend at least 10 
percent of their household budgets to 

pay for health care." 

Core funding contributes to the triple 
billion targets of WHO: 

• 1 billion people benefitting from 
universal health coverage 

• 1 billion people protected from 
health emergencies  

• 1 billion more people enjoying 
better health and well-being 
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WHO has worked towards increasing the flexibility 
of voluntary contributions and to complement 
financial arrangements with shared collaboration 
at the technical level. With the introduction of the 
four-year funding agreements there has been an 
expectation that resources would be freed up – on 
both sides – to focus on technical collaboration. 
WHO would welcome Belgium’s expertise and is 
particularly interested in this now that the COVID-
19 pandemic has exposed the fragility of so many 
health systems. WHO stakeholders stressed that 
there is a solid relationship between WHO and 
Belgium but that Belgium has not fully exploited 
its potential in helping to shape the agency's 
financial and technical policies. Financial and technical collaboration would support the 
effectiveness of the organisation in achieving its results. 
 

UNDP 

Core funding, including Belgium’s core contributions, are essential to upholding the 
normative work of UNDP and the UN system in general. For UNDP there are a number of 
areas that are critical to its operations that can only be funded through core funding. For 

example, SDGs, the Paris Declaration and the 
protection of human rights and women’s rights. 
This normative work — funded through core 
resources, including Belgium — steers UNDP's 
global and country level work. A second area is 
effective crisis response that requires flexible 

funding to pre-position UNDP in the event of an emergency. For example, socio-economic 
recovery often requires core funding at the beginning of a response, which contributes to 
the receipt of earmarked funding in support of interventions which have already started. 
UNDP is experiencing this in terms of the funding for its COVID-19 recovery response. 
UNDP’s emphasis on strengthening national systems and capacities is the third area for 
which core funding is required. National systems strengthening means that attribution of 
donor funding, linking resources, inputs and results is a challenge. The work of capacity 
building is less visible, less measurable and can involve long-term work and therefore 
attracts less thematic funding. As core funding is allocated against the strategic plan, the 
evidence of its effectiveness is shown in UNDP's mid-term reviews and the evaluations of 
strategic plans.  
 
UNDP’s focus in Uganda is combating youth unemployment through innovation, promoting 
the humanitarian-development nexus, eliminating violence against women and girls, 
access to justice, and support for elections.28 The priorities for UNDP in Uganda are in line 
with Belgium’s priorities. The example of Uganda also shows that initial investments with 
core funding have the potential to generate additional funding when early results are 
successful.  

In Uganda, UNDP has used core resources to support resilience through disaster risk 
interventions and establishing Uganda’s National Emergency Coordination and Operations 
Centre (NECOC) in the Office of the Prime Minister. Emphasis was placed on building 
climate change resilient communities through climate Information and early warning 
systems. UNDP’s investment through core resources, including core contributions from 
Belgium, facilitated the mobilization of USD 24 million from the Green Climate Fund (GCF), 

 

 

 
28  UNDP Uganda 2020 in Retrospect. Fighting Crisis with Creativity to Build Forward Better  

“Health system strengthening is 
often underfunded because it is 

easier to sell politically if you have 

eliminated a disease or inoculated 

10 million people. The current 

pandemic has shown that weak 

health systems lead to deaths. The 

basics of public health and health 

systems need to be in place for a 

population to be resilient. Belgium 

has traditionally been a core donor 

with interest in supporting health 

systems”.  

“Technical collaboration, leadership 
and shared history gives a diversity 

of views and the ability to build 

alliances that are far more than 

money”. 
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co-financing from the Government of Uganda and the project leverged support from the 
Austrian Development Agency of USD 2 million to scale up the project.29 

UNFPA 

UNFPA interlocutors mentioned that the effectiveness of core funding is in its allocation 
against UNFPA’s strategic plan and its strategic priorities agreed by the Executive Board 
in consultation with member states. It allows the agency to respond in an effective and 
efficient way to needs on the ground that require immediate attention and allows for a 
global response. For an agency such as UNFPA this is important, not only for operations in 
Africa or Asia but also in Europe, which does not attract earmarked funding. Eighty percent 
of the core funding goes to supporting programme implementation at the country level.  

Core funding gives the agency the necessary independence and neutrality to be able to 
respond based on needs. Belgium is seen by UNFPA as a very outspoken supporter of its 
independence and has stepped-up financial support when other donors, such as the United 
States, have withdrawn their funding from critical programmes. Belgium has a strong 
engagement with UNFPA on its normative mandate as well as through supporting the “She 
Decides” initiative. Core funding was used to fill the gap left after the United States ceased 
its funding to UNFPA in 2017.  

At partner country level core funding has allowed UNFPA to ensure ongoing in-country 
presence and to address policy priorities that are at the core of its work. However, 
earmarked funding at country level, when defined well within a clear strategy, allows 
UNFPA to move forward core issues such as Violence against Women, as is the case in 
Morocco. UNFPA’s work – at global and partner country level – is in line with Belgium’s 
policy priorities. The effectiveness of the results obtained through core funding and 
earmarked funding are stronger where donor countries take on a more active role at 
partner country level. An example of this is Belgium co-leading the gender thematic 
working group in Morocco.  

OHCHR 

Unearmarked or voluntary core funding is used to fund areas that are not attractive to 
donors but are critical to the work of OHCHR. For instance, all OHCHR in-country offices 
are funded through voluntary core contributions. This funding might be complemented 
with earmarked contributions but the core functions of the OHCHR office are not linked to 
funding from any one donor. Interventions which are linked to “life or death” choices are 
funded by core contributions.  
 
With Results Based Management (RBM) being emphasised by donors and being funded by 
core funding sources there is an increased focus within OHCHR on RBM and evaluations. 
This has required a change in the profile of some staffing roles.  
 
The feedback from OHCHR country level staff was different to that of country level staff of 
other UN agencies interviewed in this evaluation. OHCHR country staff made a strong case 
for earmarked funding in certain instances. OHCHR stakeholders commented that Belgium 
is a donor that understands well when core funding should be given and under what 
circumstances earmarked funding will make a difference. 
 
The following example was shared as an illustration: Belgium has specific human rights 
concerns, particularly in the African Great Lakes countries and where the situation is 
politically complex. Conflict in Burundi and the DRC during the last decade has exposed 
UN Human Rights programmes and the Belgian diplomatic missions in both countries to 
serious tests. In these and other countries, extrabudgetary funding committed to specific 
activities implemented by OHCHR in-country has had a direct positive impact on the 

 

 

 
29  UNDP, Catalytic Impact of UNDP’s Core Resources: Examples from the Nature, Climate Energy and Disaster 

Risk Programming.  
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vulnerable position of human rights defenders in state institutions and in civil society, as 
well as with the UN and diplomatic community in general. In such situations, it is vital that 
the various actors understand their respective roles and act in a concerted and mutually 
constructive way. According to those OHCHR staff, this requires the funding of OHCHR — 
either as a standalone office or as part of a UN mission — over and above the budgets 
available from headquarters. With Belgium offering such extra funding, its visibility would 
also increase. 
 
However, transactional costs of earmarked funding are very high for donors and OHCHR. 
In some instances, donors have a large portfolio of small projects all requiring dedicated 
monitoring and reporting staff. 

4.5  EQ5 Effectiveness – UN reforms and action 

EQ5: To what extent has the Belgian policy of core funding been able to 

promote improved efficiency and cost-effectiveness within the partner 
organisations, as reflected in the various UN reforms? 

Summary response to EQ5:  

Belgium contributed to improving its partners’ efficiency and cost effectiveness, for 
instance by halving the number of active agreements, but modestly overall because of 
Belgium’s limited financial contributions and the lack of human resources available to 
supporting the UN system reforms and engaging effectively at UN HQ and country level. 

The core funding policy contributed to Belgium being well identified as a supporter of 
multilateralism and a strong advocate of UN reforms, motivated notably by efficiency 
and cost-effectiveness concerns. However, Belgium lacks human resources to engage 
more systematically with UN agencies’ executive boards and in UN General Assembly 
plenary sessions to push for further reforms.  

Overall, Belgium’s contribution to reducing partners’ transaction costs can only be 
modest given its limited financial contributions between 2008–2019. However, Belgium 
contributed to lower transaction costs for its international partner organisations by 
shifting substantial resources away from “tight” earmarked contributions to voluntary 
core funding and “soft” earmarking. This halved the number of active agreements with 
the partners, therefore reducing substantially the resources invested in monitoring and 
reporting on Belgian’s funded interventions.  

The introduction of multi-year framework agreements with UN agencies has introduced 
strong predictability and strengthened further the flexibility of core funding for these 
agencies. These positive elements should be considered against the background of 
budget restrictions and delayed negotiations on the framework agreements owing to 
delays in forming a new government after federal elections.  

The core funding policy has not affected all partners in the same way as the evolution 
of core funding varies substantially across multilateral partners. In particular, earmarked 
funding has been used for some partners to complement voluntary core funding. The 
earmarked contributions are in line with Belgium priorities but may reduce the benefits 
of increasing core funding, notably by raising the workload for the partners in terms of 
project management.  

-  

The contribution of Belgium’s core funding policy to the efficiency and cost-effectiveness 
of its international partner is analysed at three level: its contribution to the UN reforms 
agenda, to reduce the transaction costs of the partners and the effects on the predictability 
of funding for the partners.   
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4.5.1 UN reforms 

The 2016 UN General Assembly resolution 71/243 reaffirmed the importance of the QCPR 
– the quadrennial (four-yearly) comprehensive policy review of operational activities. The 
QCPR is the instrument used by the General Assembly to set "system-wide strategic policy 
orientations and operational modalities to support countries in their efforts to implement 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The QCPR highlights the need for a UN 
development system that is more strategic, accountable, transparent, collaborative, 
efficient, effective, and results-oriented."30 

 
Belgium's core funding policy has led to it being recognized as a supporter of 
multilateralism and multilateral action (see EQ2). However, interlocutors stressed that 
having a voluntary core funding policy is not sufficient for being seen as a multilateral 
"champion". It was suggested by both UN and DGD stakeholders that advocating for 
reforms both at UN HQ and country levels is critical to maintaining Belgium's multilateral 
profile. It was also highlighted that while Belgium is one of the few donors that has a core 
funding policy in place, the size of its contributions has a limited effect (0.7 percent of UN 
system government donors in 2019).31 Belgium remains a small donor at the multilateral 
level.32  
 
The size of Belgium’s financial contributions and its limited human resources in New York, 
Geneva or at country level are restraining factors in Belgium's ability to significantly 
influence UN reform. Limited resources impact on Belgium’s ability to intervene and 
prepare strategic interventions. Also highlighted was the absence of a policy within DGD 
to have a coherent human resources strategy to support young Belgian nationals to gain 
employment within the UN – for example, through the Junior Professional Officer (JPO) 
scheme – and to systematically engage with those currently employed within the UN 
system. 

Efficiency gains – for both UN agencies and DGD – constitute an important reason guiding 
Belgium’s support to funding multilateral organisations. In line with the Paris Declaration 
(2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action (2008), Belgium recognises that multilateral 
cooperation enables interventions at scale, notably because the transaction costs are lower 
than the sum of the transaction costs that would have been incurred through bilateral 
cooperation, with a positive effect on the absorption capacity of partner countries. In his 
address to ECOSOC in 2009, the Minister of Development cooperation in office stressed 
that “there is now a consensus that the disequilibrium between core and non-core funding 
entails inefficiency for multilateral agencies”.  

The lack of predictability and flexibility of earmarked funding – as opposed to core funding 
– was identified by the development cooperation community as an important source of 
inefficiency. This is illustrated in the proliferation of decision and monitoring processes for 
the creation of a new programme to attract earmarked funding (drafting proposals, 
soliciting funding, hiring project staff, project specific monitoring visits). As core funding 
from Belgium does not require specific reporting from the partner, it particularly 
contributes to the reduction of their transaction costs.33 Several indicators can be used to 
document the potential reduction in transaction costs for Belgium’s partner institutions, 
including an increase in the share of core funding, a decrease in the number of agreements 
or projects signed with the partners, simplifications in the agreement process, or an 
increase in the predictability of resources.  

 

 

 
30  United Nations General Assembly. Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 21 December 2016. 

Retrieved from https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/71/243 
31  United Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB) Financial Statistics database, 

https://unsceb.org/fs-revenue-government-donor, extracted on 10-02-2021 
32  According to the UN CEB Financial Statistics database, Belgium ranks 21st in 2019  of government donors to 

the UN when total funding is considered, and 17th if only voluntary core contributions are considered  
33  OECD. 2020. Peer Review of Belgium Development Cooperation 

https://unsceb.org/fs-revenue-government-donor
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The shift away from “tight” earmarking translated into an important decrease in the 
number of active agreements signed with the 15 partners. Between 2008–2019, the 
number of active agreements – where a disbursement is recorded in a given year – 
decreased from 104 to 48 (Figure 8). The decrease is exclusively due to the reduction of 
earmarked contributions to specific projects ("tight" earmarking) while the number of 
agreements related to "soft" earmarking increased slightly at the end of this period and 
remained constant for core funding.  

 

Source: ADE’s calculations based on Prisma data 
 

However, the evolution of core funding varies substantially across multilateral partners. 
For example, funding to the four UN agencies selected as focus for this evaluation (UNDP, 
UNFPA, OHCHR and WHO) differs in several respects. Funding decreased substantially over 
time for UNDP and WHO while it increased for UNFPA and OHCHR (Figure 9). For both 
UNDP and WHO, earmarked funding was cut first and represents only a small proportion 
of DGD flows (and has not been used for WHO since 2015). For UNDP, the majority of 
earmarked contributions were for project interventions in the field of Government and Civil 
Society or for funding JPO positions. For WHO, most of the earmarked funding was “soft” 
earmarking for research initiatives on neglected diseases.  
 

In contrast, earmarked funding constituted a large share of the increased funding to UNFPA 
and OHCHR, although it was almost not used at all prior to 2014–2015 (Figure 9). For 
UNFPA, “tight” earmarked funding contributes to reproductive health and women rights 
projects while “soft” earmarking contributes to the “She Decides” initiative. For OHCHR, 
human rights project interventions in Burundi and DRC were funded. The increase in “tight” 
earmarking for UNFPA and OHCHR may have limited the benefits of increasing core 
funding, notably by raising the workload for the partners in terms of project management. 
However, in both cases the increase in earmarked contributions has not been at the 
expense of core funding, which was maintained or increased in parallel (Figure 9). In 
addition, the funded project interventions were especially relevant for Belgium's thematic 
and geographic priorities.  
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Figure 9: Evolution of DGD funding to four UN agencies by type of ODA 

  

  

Source: ADE’s calculations based on DGD (2020), Prisma Data, consulted on 30 October 2020 
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4.5.1 Predictability of resources for partner organisations 

The predictability of funding to multilateral institutions is explicitly mentioned as a 
“fundamental” component of Belgium’s approach towards multilateral cooperation. 
Indeed, the 2011 DGD Policy Note on core funding highlights that Belgium will engage in 
multi-annual funding if organisations are able to plan over the long-term. The 2013 law 
on development cooperation stipulates that voluntary funding must be recorded in a 
pluriannual (covering more than one year) agreement with partner organisations. 
Providing core funding contributes to enhancing the predictability of resources for 
multilateral organisations. In particular, Belgium's partners indicated that general 
resources can be used to address or prevent funding breaks across the organisation's 
portfolio, contributing directly to the stability of activities. They also highlighted the 
“multiplier effect” of core funding as it can be used to leverage additional funding.   

The four-year framework agreements signed with partners in 2016 have contributed to 
the predictability of resources for partner organisations. Although the framework 
agreements only allow the possibility of contributing to general budgets on an annual 
basis, Belgium committed to contributions on a four-yearly basis. This contributed to 
increasing the predictability of partners’ resources, allowing them greater flexibility in the 
implementation of projects.34 Belgium is also appreciated by multilateral organisations for 
its efforts in processing payments in a timely manner at the beginning of the financial 
year.35  

Belgium’s modest financial contributions combined with budget restrictions and delays in 
forming a federal government have limited its contribution to the predictability of partners’ 
resources. Belgium remains a relatively small (but not negligible) contributor to the total 
budget of its partners (Figure 10). For example, in 2018 it contributed 0.5 percent of 
UNDP’s total budget (ranking 31 in the list of donors), 0.75 percent for WHO (23rd ranking), 
1.6 percent for UNFPA (13th ranking) and 2.8 percent for OHCHR (12th ranking).36 In 
addition, budget restrictions have reduced Belgium’s volume of funding to multilateral 
partners and generated some uncertainty regarding the support to partners during the 
negotiations of framework agreements. In some cases, delays in forming a federal 
government and lack of resources have delayed these negotiations, which can be 
detrimental to partner organisations. In general, however, the absence of synchronisation 
between the multi-year funding and partners’ planning cycles does not affect the partners.  

 

 

 

 
34 OECD. 2020. Peer Review of Belgium Development Cooperation 
35 OECD. 2020. Peer Review of Belgium Development Cooperation 
36 The figures for UN-Women and the ILO are available in Annex E. Belgium contributes to 1.2 percent of the 

total budget of UN-Women (16th ranking) and 1.35 percent for ILO (18th ranking). 
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Source: ADE’s calculations based on UN CEB Financial Statistics database 

 
 

At a more general level, Belgium contributes – although unintentionally – to improving the 
overall predictability of resources by funding agencies with relatively high levels of funding 
vulnerability. The OECD defines funding vulnerability as the combination of a high share 
of earmarked contributions and the concentration of funding from a few donors (measured 
by an index).37 Figure 11 (from the OECD Multilateral Development Finance report, 2020) 
displays the degree of vulnerability of several multilateral organisations because of the 
high levels of earmarked funding. Vulnerable agencies such as IOM, WHO and UNICEF 
belong to Belgium’s top 10 most funded multilateral organisations (excluding agencies 
focusing on humanitarian assistance such as UNHCR and WFP) and receive almost 
exclusively core funding from Belgium. This suggests that the core funding policy 
contributes to reducing the funding vulnerability of several UN entities, although there is 
no sign that Belgium intentionally selected these agencies for their vulnerability.  

 

 

 
37  OECD. 2020. Peer Review of Belgium Development Cooperation 
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Figure 11: Several UN entities present relatively high funding vulnerability 

Source: OECD (2020), Multilateral Development Finance 2020, OECD Publishing, Paris 
https://doi.org/10.1787/e61fdf00-en, based on the OECD Creditor Reporting System. 

  

https://doi.org/10.1787/e61fdf00-en
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4.6  EQ6 Efficiency and Coherence – Belgium 

 

EQ6: To what extent has the Belgian policy of core funding been applied 
consistently, and has this contributed to lower transaction costs for Belgian 
development actors? 

Summary response to EQ6:    

Overall, core funding (and “soft” earmarking) clearly reduced transaction costs for 
Belgium in comparison to “tight” earmarking, mainly through focusing on a limited 
number of partners and reducing the number agreements that must be managed.  

In line with the 2013 Law, the DGD allocated the majority of its voluntary funding to 
general resources of multilateral institutions since 2009, and up to 77 percent in 2019. 
Moreover, the number of multilateral institutions (excluding humanitarian assistance 
organisations) receiving voluntary core funding remained stable at around 15 
organisations, in accordance with the maximum set at 20 organisations. In parallel, the 
share of voluntary resources assigned to “soft” or “quality” earmarked contributions 
(thematic funds or basket funds) has remained steady at around 20 percent over this 
period.  

The Belgian policy of core funding contributed to lower transaction costs for Belgian 
development actors by decreasing substantially the funding to “tight” earmarking. The 
share of “tight” earmarked contributions in total multilateral funding has shrunk over 
the period from 42 percent in 2008 to only 2 percent in 2019. This reduced substantially 
the number of “active” agreements managed by the DGD, therefore contributing to 
reduce transaction costs.  

The reduction of the number of organisations receiving funding overall has also 
contributed to reduce transaction costs. Although not directly related to the core funding 
policy, the number of institutions receiving assessed core contributions and earmarked 
contributions decreased respectively from 17 to 12, and 22 to 14 between 2008–2019.  

However, the lack of personnel and challenges in terms of knowledge management and 
expertise seriously constrains DGD’s capacity to engage in activities that could 
contribute to a higher level of core funding cost-effectiveness.  

The answer to this evaluation question first presents how the core funding policy affected 
the evolution of the allocation of Belgium funding to multilateral institutions and second 
analyses the effects on transaction costs for Belgium development cooperation actors.  

4.6.1 Evolution of core funding allocations by the Belgian 

development cooperation 

Two key components of the Belgian core funding policy are directly related to improving 
the efficiency of Belgium development cooperation:  

• Focusing on a limited number of multilateral partners, and in particular on no more 
than 20 international partner organisations for multilateral cooperation as specified in 
the 19 March 2013 Law on development cooperation (see EQ1 for more details)  

• Ensuring that voluntary contributions to multilateral institutions are “mainly” allocated 
to the general resources of these institutions, referred to as a “full core” policy.  

In line with the core funding policy, the share of voluntary contributions allocated to 
general resources of multilateral institutions has increased over time. Since 2009, DGD 
has allocated the majority of its voluntary funding to multilateral institutions' general 
resources (core funding). Considering DGD’s voluntary funding (except for humanitarian 



44 

assistance), including voluntary core and earmarked contributions, the share assigned to 
core funding varies between 37 percent in 2008 and 77 percent in 2019 (Figure 12).  

Moreover, voluntary contributions have “mainly” be allocated to the general resources of 
Belgium’s international partners. The share assigned to core funding has remained above 
50 percent with a slightly upward trend (Figure 12). In parallel, the share of voluntary 
resources assigned to “soft” or “quality” earmarked contributions (thematic funds or 
basket funds) has remained steady at around 20 percent over this period. In contrast, the 
share of “tight” earmarked contributions has shrunk over the period from 42 percent in 
2008 to only 2 percent in 2019.  

Figure 12: Share of DGD voluntary contributions assigned to core resources or 
“soft” earmarking (excluding HA), 2008-2019 

 
Source: ADE’s calculation based on Prisma database 

 

 

Figure 13 (below) presents the breakdown of the different types of ODA flows to 
multilateral institutions (excluding IFIs, the EU institutions and humanitarian assistance) 
over time. The analysis shows that the share of DGD ODA flows allocated to core funding 
increased between 2008–2019, mostly at the expense of tight earmarked funding (i.e. 
Earmarked -others in Figure 13). 
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Figure 13: Distribution of DGD ODA flows to UN agencies and other multilateral 
institutions by type of ODA, 2008-2019 

 

Source: ADE’s calculation based on Prisma database 

 
Overall, there has been efforts to reduce the number of partners. Between 2014 and 2019, 
the number of international partners receiving core funding from the DGD has decreased 
from 17 to 14 (Figure 14). The reduction in the number of partners has not been limited 
to voluntary funding. Indeed, the number of institutions receiving assessed core 
contributions decreased from 17 in 2008 to 12 in 2019 (see Figure 5 in Annex E). In 
addition, 22 institutions (excluding five humanitarian agencies) received earmarked 
contributions in 2008 against 14 in 2019 (see Figure 5 in Annex E). This suggests that the 
core funding policy objective of reducing the number of partners has been followed through 
even without legal obligation for assessed and earmarked contributions as the 2013 Law 
only mentions voluntary contributions.  

Figure 14: Number of institutions receiving voluntary core funding from the DGD, 

by type of ODA and institutions 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: ADE’s calculations based on Prisma database 
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to the World Bank.38  Among the four selected UN agencies for this evaluation, this 
objective is attained for UNFPA and OHCHR (Figure 15). The core funding policy is reflected 
in the fact that Belgium represents a much larger share of voluntary core funds than of 
total funding (Figure 15). For UNDP, Belgium represented only 0.5 percent of total funding 
in 2018 compared to 2 percent of voluntary non-specified funding (or core funding). 
Similarly, Belgium contributed only 1 percent of WHO’s total budget in 2018 but around 5 
percent of the voluntary non-specified contributions. The difference is smaller for UNFPA 
(1.6 percent) and OHCHR (2.8 percent) in 2018 (Figure 15). However, Belgium's weight 
in the total core contributions received by partners is much higher, ranging from 2 percent 
for UNDP in 2018, to 4.5 percent for OHCHR. This reflects the strategic positioning of 
Belgium as a key contributor to the general resources of these institutions.  

Figure 15: Share of Belgium’s contributions by type of aid 

 
 

  
Source: For UNDP, UNFPA and WHO, calculations are based on CEB UN system revenue data; calculations for 
OHCHR come from the OHCHR Integrated Management Information System (IMIS) until the end of October 
2015 when Umoja data was used. 
Note: The calculations are based on Belgium's total ODA to these institutions and do not focus on DGD ODA 
only. 

 

 

 

 
38  DGD. 2011. Note de politique sur la coopération au développement multilatérale, Partie 1. Direction 

générale dela Coopération au Développement, mars 2011, p.22. 
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4.6.2 Transaction costs of Belgian cooperation actors 

Lowering transaction costs constitutes a key rationale for Belgium engaging in a core funding 
policy. As far as Belgian cooperation actors are concerned, the core funding policy contributes 
to lowering transaction costs through reducing the number of partners and agreements and 
transferring substantial management responsibilities to the partners. However, the core 
funding policy also implies investing specific resources in monitoring and advocacy, which 
lessens the main effect of reducing transaction costs.  

Overall, core funding (and “soft” earmarking) clearly reduces transaction costs in comparison 
to “tight” earmarking, mainly through focusing on a limited number of partners and reducing 
the number agreements that must be managed. Indeed, shifting resources from “tightly” 
earmarked contributions to multilateral institutions to core funding means that a larger 
volume of aid can be managed under a single agreement. This substantially reduces the 
overall administrative burden as all the administrative procedures and fixed costs associated 
with starting and monitoring each agreement now happens only once. The fact that the 
administrative workload of managing a core funding agreement with a multilateral partner is 
heavier than for a simple earmarked funding agreement does not cancel out this advantage. 
Moreover, the core funding policy has also increased the duration of agreements as Belgium 
has been signing four-yearly agreements with its partners since 2016, which also contributes 
to reducing transaction costs.  

For similar reasons, focusing on a limited number of partners also contributes to reducing 
transaction costs. Although the core funding policy has not substantially reduced the number 
of partners receiving voluntary funding from DGD, it ensures that it remains low. In addition, 
focusing on a smaller number of partners also clearly reduces the administrative workload. It 
can also induce returns to scale and efficiency gains related to partner organisations' move 
to specialisation and developing learning, for example.  

Core funding also allows transferring specific administrative responsibilities to the partners. 
Indeed, by funding the general resources of multilateral institutions, the DGD is no longer 
responsible for identifying or validating a specific implementing partner and project and 
monitoring the project's implementation. These activities will be partly transferred to the 
partner (which is acceptable if the partners have the capacity to take this on) and will partly 
disappear, as explained in the previous section. Overall, they will considerably reduce DGD's 
administrative burden.  

The core funding policy contributed to the reduction in transaction costs to the extent that it 
encouraged an increase in the share of core funding of DGD ODA disbursements to multilateral 
institutions to the detriment of earmarked contributions. As detailed above, this is how the 
allocated ODA flows to multilateral institutions evolved, excluding humanitarian assistance as 
well as funding to EU institutions and international financial institutions (IFIs). The share of 
core funding increased from 62 percent in 2009 to 88 percent in 2019, while “tight” earmarked 
contributions decreased from 34 percent to 2 percent over the same period and the proportion 
of “soft” earmarking more than doubled from 4 percent to 10 percent (Figure 13).  

The decrease in the number of “active” agreements managed by DGD provides a good 
(although imperfect) illustration of core funding's contribution to decreasing transaction 



48 

costs.39 The number of active agreements between DGD and multilateral institutions 
decreased from 209 in 2008 to 70 in 2015, after which the numbers remained stable until 
2019 (Figure 16). This decrease can be attributed to the drop in the number of agreements 
for earmarked contributions, which represented around three quarters of the agreements in 
2008 for only 34 percent of funding. The number of agreements signed for assessed and core 
funding and “soft” earmarking remained relatively stable at around 50 over this period. 
Although the decrease can be explained by the dwindling share of earmarked funding between 
2008–2014, the sudden drop in 2015 (which account for the bulk of the decrease) is 
unrelated.40 The increase in the average core funding agreement budget from EUR 3 million 
in 2008 to EUR 7 million in 2019 also reflects the effects on reducing transaction costs (Figure 
6 in Annex E for a detailed analysis). 

Source: ADE’s calculations based on Prisma database 

  

 

 

 
39  The number of “active agreements” is calculated by counting the number of agreements for which a positive 

disbursement is carried out in a given year. This method provides only an “imperfect” proxy of the workload 
since the number of agreements does not account for the differences in terms of workload between agreements 
of different nature.  

40  The evaluation teams has not find any clear explanation of the sudden decrease in 2015. However, it might be 
partly related to the decision from Belgium to stop the bilateral development cooperation in 6 countries in 2015.  

Figure 16: Number of projects by type of ODA 
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4.7  EQ7 Coherence – External 

EQ7: To what extent has the Belgian core funding policy been coherent with key 

global mechanisms that aim at supporting core funding? 

Summary response to EQ7:  

The 2019 Funding Compact between the United Nations and its 193 member states has 
accelerated the development of approaches in support of soft-earmarking or high-quality 
earmarking. It is not evident from this evaluation that Belgium has reviewed these different 
approaches to assess their appropriateness to Belgium’s multilateral funding strategy. 

As outlined in the context section of this report, Belgium has been a forerunner with a 
voluntary core funding policy.  

Belgium has been active in donor networks (such as the Utstein donor group) to coordinate 
and bring coherence among like-minded donors. The extent to which Belgium has 
advocated for core funding to influence other donors is, however, unclear. 

While there is support for high-quality earmarking among Belgian stakeholders as second-
best option for core funding, the motivation for this choice was not explicitly evident. It was 
clear, however, that thematic funding windows would not necessarily address concerns 
around the absence of means to intervene at partner country level through multilateral 
action. Interviews also indicate that high-quality earmarking requires the necessary 
resources for follow up at the same level as core funding.  

 

In answering this EQ, the evaluation team looked at the practices and mechanisms of other 
donors and assessed the extent to which Belgium can learn from these. The evaluation also 
looked at the earmarking options that could be of interest to Belgium.  

4.7.1. Influence of practices of other donors  

As outlined in the Context section of this report, the earmarked funding of the UN 
Development System by donors has increased over the last decade. Assessed or voluntary 
core contributions from donor countries did not follow a similar trend. As this report has 
highlighted, Belgium has not followed trend and remains a committed core funder.  

In most instances, other donor countries combined assessed and voluntary core contributions 
with earmarked funding. The reasoning behind this practice was mainly to provide different 
incentives to UN agencies and emphasize linkages with national policies or geographic 
priorities. Interview evidence showed an increased interest among some Belgian stakeholders 
to explore whether voluntary funding could become more varied (through "soft earmarking"). 

For the purpose of this evaluation, three countries are included as interesting case studies for 
Belgium’s learning purposes (Germany, Sweden, and Switzerland). Each provides a 
combination of core and earmarked funding as well as learning around earmarking at country 
level and strategic engagement. However, the financial and human resources capacity of each 
of these three countries must also be considered.  
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Germany 

Officially, Germany is “giving priority to core contributions to multilateral organisations” in 
accordance with its strategy to “help these organisations to deliver their mandate 
effectively”.41 According to the 2015 OECD-DAC peer review, Germany was among the DAC 
members “providing the smallest share of its gross ODA in earmarked funding to multilateral 
organisations”. Germany has therefore been a latecomer to earmarking. 
 
In its recently updated strategy (2020) on its approach to multilateral cooperation, the 
German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) states that it 
considers the UN to be the key partner for its support of Agenda 2030. Germany announced 
its intention to increase its core contributions, in particular to two UN specialised agencies 
that it considers to be key actors, namely UNDP and UNICEF. Motivation for this selection was 
the effectiveness of both agencies in terms of results and their role in UN reform.42 Interesting 
to note is that Germany’s earmarked contributions to UNDP are earmarked for all 
organisational levels, with more than half (in terms of volume) being "softly" earmarked to 
country and global programmes.43 This softly earmarking at country level was seen as 

a potential practice to be further explored by Belgium.  

Sweden 

UN and Belgian stakeholders saw Sweden as a good example of a donor using its financial 

weight as leverage to influence global policies and push for effective action at 

country level. Some stakeholders, however, found Sweden’s thematic focus too 
narrow. Sweden has a long history of supporting core funding.44 It is one of the top ten 
providers of assessed contributions to UN core budgets and allocates 55% of its total voluntary 
contributions as core funds.45 Sweden is also known for favouring flexible funding 
mechanisms, even for its earmarked contributions. Sweden used a mix of core and earmarked 
funding as a strategy for raising incentives and increasing its position with an agency. Support 
is provided to agencies according to their relevance to Swedish priorities, effectiveness, and 
focus on key strategic areas—democracy, human rights, gender equality, humanitarian aid 
and results-based management.  
 
Sweden’s approach to engaging at country level through funding an agency's country 

framework, or at least a thematic section of it, is interesting. This approach provided 
high-quality funding to a UN country office and high visibility to Sweden in the partner country.  

Switzerland 

As with Belgium, Swiss financial contributions in support of multilateral organisations’ 
mandates are shared between general (core) support to preferred UN agencies and 

 

 

 
41  OECD (2015), OECD Development Co-operation Peer Reviews: Germany 2015 
42  Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, 2020 
43  Earmarking in the Multilateral Development System: Many Shades of Grey. 2020. p.271 
44  Sweden’s Financing of UN Funds and Programmes: Analysing the Past, looking to the Future, 2017. Retrieved 

from the web https://eba.se/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Funding-UN-report-FINAL-Webb-version.pdf 
45  https://www.globalpolicy.org/un-finance/tables-and-charts-on-un-finance/27506-top-ten-providers-to-the-un-

budgets.html 
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multilateral banks. The funding of specific projects is sometimes in conjunction with other 
donors (multi-bi cooperation). Core contributions are complemented with dialogue on an 
organisation’s strategic approach and results along with Switzerland taking an active role in 
governing bodies on strategic plans, policies and evaluations.  

Switzerland has its own policy priorities for which it advocates but it has also been able to act 
as a conduit, especially in humanitarian and fragile settings. At country level Switzerland 
works toward a coherent framework for its bilateral, multilateral and NGO 
programme. Switzerland experience, particularly with regard to NGOs, is interesting for 
Belgium as it moves towards the country strategy approach.  

Noteworthy is how Switzerland earmarks contributions linked to specific objectives and 

special concerns of the Swiss cooperation policy, in some cases related to a 
country’s bilateral cooperation. The latter is also seen as a way to encourage multilateral 
agencies to leverage innovative solutions resulting from Swiss bilateral experiences through 
knowledge transfer.  

It is interesting to see how Switzerland has combined its funding to UN agencies with 
Swiss expertise. Access to highly qualified Swiss experts and the promotion of business 
partnerships are mechanisms offered as contributions to technical and thematic expertise.  

Switzerland has its own policy priorities for which it advocates but it has also been able to act 
as a conduit, especially in humanitarian and fragile settings. At country level Switzerland 
works toward a coherent framework for its bilateral, multilateral and NGO programme. 
Switzerland experience, particularly with regard to NGOs, is relevant for Belgium as it moves 
towards the country strategy approach.  

4.7.2. Complementing core with earmarked funding  

As noted at EQ3 and EQ4, the effects of earmarked funding—both positive and negative— 
require careful consideration. Belgian stakeholders interviewed indicated there was a 
preference for: 

• thematic funding windows to allow for sufficient flexibility of the partner organisation and 
closer alignment with Belgian priorities 

• country level earmarking to support multilateral action at country level and to give 
Belgium visibility as a multilateral donor.  

The latter would also allow for concrete evidence to contribute to the strategic dialogues.  

Earmarking at country level was found to enable: 

• greater responsiveness to priorities identified by the national governments of partner 
countries 

• an increase in resources and greater support for innovation that could potentially link with 
Belgian expertise.  

Belgium's efforts to add value to core contributions through active dialogue with their 
partners’ representatives at the country level has potential to increase synergies between 
multilateral and bilateral ODA.46 However, this is constrained by the decrease in country level 

 

 

 
46  Ibid. 



52 

development cooperation personnel (from 54 in 2014 to 28 in 2020), with embassies now 
responsible for follow up with multilateral partners (see Section 4.1.3).47  

It was evident from the interviews that there is pressure on Belgian stakeholders to increase 
visibility for multilateral funding ; earmarking was hereby seen as a suitable response since 
results can be directly traced to a specific contribution and earmarking was seen as a 
mechanism to strengthen the link between Belgium’s bi/multilateral funding.  

While there were positive elements identified in support of earmarking, there were also strong 
views expressed to maintain a full core policy. Negative aspects of earmarking have been 
highlighted in the report, especially under EQ2. Those supporting a full core funding policy 
stressed the negative impact of aid fragmentation on elaborating coherent strategies. It was 
also found that with earmarking at country level, there is danger of a push towards bilateral 
priorities instead of multilateral interventions at partner country level. This was also confirmed 
in the documentary evidence: “Earmarking is often regarded as “bilateral activities under 
multilateral cover” by donor countries because of domestic pressures critical of high 
disbursements through multilateral agencies”.48  

4.7.3. Multilateral initiatives supporting coherence 

The Utstein group of like-minded donors has been a forum in which Belgium has actively 
engaged. Belgium was very active in 2019 when it chaired the group but lacked the resources 
to maintain the same level of engagement post-2019.49 All stakeholders noted a concern that 
the Utstein group remained the key mechanism for Belgium to support coherence in funding 
approaches. The Utstein group, chaired by Belgium in 2019, (see section 5.2.1.) was also a 
network for Belgium to work with others to influence UN reform. 

Initiatives raised during this evaluation which were found to be of interest to Belgium include:  

• WHO introduced the Partnership Forum in Sweden in 2019, the first of a series of 
conversations to assist WHO meet the strategic goals laid out in its Thirteenth General 
Programme of Work (GPW13) for 2019–2023. The purpose of the Forum is to encourage 
support from WHO donors to improve the quality and quantity of resources required to 
implement GPW13 and achieve the health-related SDG targets through a longer-term 
collaboration to make financing more predictable, efficient and effective.  

• UN agencies have also created funding windows to align more effectively with core 
mandates and strategic plans and give flexibility to donors to have a choice in allocating 
funding to their own governments’ policy priorities. They aim more specifically to support 
coherence between funding mechanisms mainly for (i) identifying funding mechanisms in 
support of core and quality non-core funding; and (ii) combining earmarking with the 
maximum of flexibility. This is in line with the 2019 UN Funding Compact; the funding 
windows have been designed to allow donor countries to meet Funding Compact 
commitments while contributing to the achievement of the SDGs.50 So far Belgium has 
not yet considered these new funding windows.  

 

 

 
47  Ibid. 
48  Earmarking in the Multilateral Development System: Many Shades of Grey. 2020. p.271 
49  OECD. 2020. Peer Review. 
50 UNDP interviews and document: UNDP Thematic Funding Windows. 2019. 

https://www.who.int/about/what-we-do/gpw-thirteen-consultation/en
https://www.who.int/about/what-we-do/gpw-thirteen-consultation/en
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5.  Conclusions  

Overall, the choice of Belgium to support a voluntary core funding policy has been 

highly relevant in the broader framework of multilateral development cooperation. 

The core funding policy has been applied consistently from a budgeting perspective. 

It did achieve reduction of fragmentation. But it has not been sufficiently exploited 

as a possible tool to exert influence.  

 
C1: The core funding policy has been a relevant instrument for supporting 

multilateral approaches for more than a decade, although it lacked updating. The 
policy of core funding has been extremely relevant for the international partner organisations 
because it has provided predictability and flexibility in financing. It has allowed the partner 
organisations to allocate financial resources to areas linked to their core mandates that 
remained underfunded and support a more long-term development approach. When used at 
field level core funding has shown a potential multiplier effect. On the Belgian side, successive 
governments have endorsed the core funding policy as a valuable way of promoting 
multilateral approaches. However, the initial purpose of the core funding policy to boost the 
effectiveness and efficiency of multilateral cooperation — and give Belgium greater weight 
with the international partner organisations — has been diluted over the last ten years. 
 
C2: The choice and number of international partner organisations were adequate.  

The mandates of the selected international partner organisations were aligned with the policy 
and thematic priorities of Belgium. Reducing the number from 20 to 15 international partner 
organisations brought efficiency gains in reducing fragmentation but also greater thematic 
and sectoral focus linked to Belgium’s priorities. The reduced number of partner organisations 
still permitted to maintain support to key organisations. The selection of partners allowed 
Belgium to work with different organisations on a complementary and effective approach in 
areas of focus, including social protection, economic inclusion and human rights. 
 
C3: Insufficient policy dialogue and visibility limited the potential influence of 

Belgium on multilateral policies and actions. While Belgium is still recognised by the 
partner organisations as a reliable, neutral and principled donor, its influence and engagement 
at the multilateral level in its priority themes and sectors and on other core issues such as UN 
Reform, has been negatively influenced by an absence of depth and by institutional changes. 
The strategic dialogues were too infrequent and not well positioned to work with partner 
organisations on instruments that could meet Belgium’s expectations in terms of results 
reporting, accountability and visibility. Staffing has not been stable over recent years and has 
not been at the right level to provide robust support and technical and thematic expertise. 
Moreover, Belgium's core funding was not sufficiently recognized and visible. In comparison 
with other donors, Belgium was not sufficiently pro-active in requesting recognition or in 
promoting itself as a multilateral actor through its core funding. Not having the possibility to 
respond at partner country level did make Belgium, to a large extent, invisible to multilateral 
agencies and local governments. Demonstrating the effectiveness of the core funding policy 
in terms of policy changes or development results has hence been challenging. 
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C4: The rigid application of the core funding policy did not allow Belgium to support 

multilateral responses to new opportunities which arose at partner country level 

and required a targeted response. While the policy achieved efficiency gains in Belgium’s 
development cooperation through a reduction of earmarked contributions to specific projects, 
not having access to earmarked funding at partner country level did not allow Belgium to act 
and support development priorities and results at the partner country level through 
multilateral action. Thematic funding was not perceived as the right mechanism to address 
this shortcoming of not being able to support multilateral solutions and responses at partner 
country level. Earmarked contributions were provided by headquarters in limited numbers, 
through other resources than those from DGD's multilateral budget line. While these were 
linked to Belgium's policy or geographic priorities, they were not always strategically linked 
with the objectives of the core funding policy. 
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6.  Recommendations   

Four main recommendations emerge from the findings and conclusions of this evaluation.  
 

R1: Exploit having a voluntary core funding policy to strengthen Belgium’s influence 
as a principled and committed multilateral actor. (based on C1, C2, C3) 
 

Rationale: A voluntary core funding policy remains a relevant instrument for Belgium to 
demonstrate its commitment to multilateralism and to build on it to advocate for 
multilateralism and multi-lateral approaches, and to exert influence aligned with Belgian 
policies and priorities. However, Belgium has not sufficiently exploited its policy and its core 
funding for the latter objective. 
 
Action: 

• Allocate the right resources to engage pro-actively and with substance in strategic policy 
debates linked to Belgium's thematic and policy priorities. 

• Focus on matters that are important to the effectiveness of development results and on 
Belgium’s policy priorities. 

 

R2: Drive own development agenda through strengthening the link between 

Belgium's policy and thematic priorities and its multilateral engagement at the 

global and partner country levels. (based on C1, C2, C3, C4) 
 

Rationale: An increased focus in its multilateral engagement would allow Belgium to have 
more of an identity at the global level and provide a link with Belgium’s policy priorities. It 
would also be an opportunity to bring in the technical expertise that exists in Belgium. This 
would further give increased attention to achieving development results. The focus on 
selected major policy issues should not impact negatively on Belgium’s capacity to engage in 
a meaningful manner on other core issues, such as UN Reform. On the latter, Belgium should 
focus on advocating for more coherence and collaboration between UN agencies and to 
support the UN development system to become more effective. Advocating for increased 
effectiveness could be done at the global and partner country levels. Focusing on results and 
complementarity of UN agencies to achieve these results will directly influence the better 
functioning of UN Development System.  
  
Action: 

• Ensure DGD and diplomatic missions mobilises thematic and policy expertise – including 
through Enabel - required to support dialogue with multilateral partners at headquarters 
and country levels. 

• Reinforce links with external stakeholders to strengthen multilateral engagement, 
including with Belgian research centres and universities. 

• Proactively seek synergies between bilateral interventions implemented through Enabel 
and those supported through multilateral actions.  



56 

• Proactively promote Belgium as a core funder and request active recognition from funded 
international partner organisations. 

 

R3: Maintain the current number, thematic and sectoral configuration of multilateral 

agencies which Belgium supports through voluntary core funding, and put 

mechanisms in place for allowing informed decision making on the renewal of four-

year funding agreements. (based on C1, C2, C3) 
 

Rationale: The current selection of international partner organisations is in line with the 
sectoral, thematic and policy priorities for Belgium as stipulated in the 2013 Law on 
Development Cooperation. Adherence to this law ensures focus in the multilateral 
engagement across governments. Long-term engagement with partner organisations has an 
influence on the impact Belgium has at an organisational level. From an organisational 
perspective ending a four-year agreement without any prior indication that it would not be 
renewed can cause harm to an organisation at a financial and reputational level. Although 
Belgium is only a small financial contributor its core funding had a significant impact on an 
organisation’s ability to carry out its core mandate. Ceasing core funding can also have a 
reputational impact both for the UN agency and for Belgium. For the UN agency it might be 
seen externally as a negative assessment of that agency's performance. It may also send the 
signal that Belgium is withdrawing from its multilateral commitments. Belgium assesses the 
results of its core funding through existing evidence documentation as well as formal and 
informal exchanges with partners. While this approach is appropriate the follow-up could be 
a more systematic process to gather evidence around results, challenges and opportunities. 
Under results, emphasis should be on development results through UN action (e.g. 
achievement of Sustainable Development Goals) and progress made in reaching Belgium’s 
objectives for core funding (i.e. better accountability systems, addressing underfinanced 
needs to support core mandates linked to Belgium’s policy priorities). 
 
Action: 

• Introduce a jointly agreed plan of action, updated during strategic dialogue meetings, that 
would include expected results from the core funding contribution, the additional support 
Belgium will provide in terms of technical support or additional financial support, the 
visibility the partner will provide to Belgium as a core donor and identification of 
opportunities available for Belgium to exert influence. 

• Structure strategic dialogue as an opportunity to take stock of results, challenges and 
changes in priorities and reflect these in an annually updated plan of action. Assess 
progress against the plan of action during the strategic dialogue meetings and use these 
assessments as the basis for Belgium’s future decisions to renew or adjust multi-year 
agreements.  

• Maintain predictability of funding through four-year agreements with timely notice on non-
renewals or changes in funding levels. 

 
R4: Move to a multilateral funding policy where voluntary core funding remains 

dominant but is topped up with limited earmarking toward multilateral initiatives at 

partner country level that are well targeted and linked to Belgium’s policy priorities 
and progress toward the achievement of the SDGs in those countries. (based on C4)  

Rationale: Currently, at partner country level, there is no incentive for international partner 
organisations to engage with Belgium because core funding is provided through multi-year 
agreements and allocation is decided at headquarter level. The lack of earmarked funding 
means that Belgium has little, if any, leverage at partner country level associated with 
multilateral action. Having small additional earmarked funding to top up core funding can 
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bring focus and attention to Belgium’s policy priorities at partner country level and within 
international partner organisations. It will allow Belgium to present itself as a multilateral 
actor at country level and assume leadership in areas linked to its strengths and priorities. It 
will allow also the identification of opportunities that can support synergies between 
multilateral and bilateral actions. The earmarked funding opportunities will generate evidence 
on the effectiveness of partners at country level that can inform the exchanges between 
Belgium and partner organisations during and between strategic dialogues. These well-
targeted interventions will generate visibility that Belgium can use to demonstrate the 
importance of multilateral action and create opportunities to generate interest and learning 
amongst staff based in Brussels and diplomatic missions.  

The earmarked interventions at country level could take multiple forms including the financial 
support for one agency or support for an initiative delivered through a pooled funding 
mechanism. This being said, it should be made clear that core funding remains the principal 
way of supporting international partner organisations in line with the funding compact 
commitments and to have a growth path to achieving the UN recommended GNI target of 0.7 
percent. Belgium should avoid a negative perception that Belgium is stepping back from core 
funding. Therefore, it is important how earmarked funding is utilised and presented. The link 
between the core funding strategic objectives and progress toward the Sustainable 
Development Goals should be clear and decisive.  

Diverting funding from core funding to thematic windows is not supported because of multiple 
reasons. Thematic funding offers an additional channel for providing support that requires 
follow-up, technical expertise and resources for engagement. Voluntary core funding also 
provides stronger opportunities – with the right follow-up – to push for certain policy and 
thematic priorities. In order to make a difference and have influence within the thematic 
windows, funding contributions would need to be of a significant level. Exerting influence in 
the executive boards of organisations is closely linked to the amount of financing and technical 
expertise that is brought in by the donor. Diverting large amounts of funding away from core 
funding would impact negatively on the influence Belgium can have at the executive board 
level through its core funding.  
 
Action:  

• Allocate on a case-by-case basis (limited) country level earmarking based on identified 
priorities and needs, linked to progress on Sustainable Development Goals and Belgium's 
priority thematic areas while verifying the expected leverage effect on the core funding 
provided. 

• Use knowledge and experience at partner country level to inform broader strategic 
dialogue with international partner organisations at headquarters level.  

• Reinvigorate joint field monitoring with multilateral partners and donors. 

• Integrate earmarking in the strategic dialogues with international partner organisations.  

 




