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Abstract

Background: The South African (SA) government has over time developed separate policy indicator frameworks to measure governmental programme performances. They include a series of national development indicators to measure long-term societal transformation impacts, medium-term strategic framework indicators to measure the implementation of the National Development Plan, indicators to measure progress towards achieving the government’s 14 strategic programme outcomes and a separate set of environmental indicators. However, serious doubts exist about the efficiency of implementation management efforts to achieve optimal coherence among these frameworks to maximise the best good policy governance outcomes and make it possible to measure South Africa’s compliance with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Programme.

Objectives: The aim of the study was to review the coherence of implementation management of these different competing systems to maximise good governance outcomes in South Africa, and to propose strategies for improvement.

Method: The above indicator sets are summarised and critically assessed against the need to align them also with the envisaged SDG indicators.

Results: The contents and management of the current SA policy indicators can and should be significantly improved.

Conclusion: A more flexible and responsive integrated SA indicator set needs to be developed to comply better with the emerging international SDG system. This necessitates a longer term strategic approach to the SA system than the current short-term tactical approach.
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Introduction

The South African (SA) government has developed over time separate policy indicator frameworks to measure governmental programme performances. They include a series of national development indicators to measure long-term societal transformation impacts, medium-term strategic framework indicators to measure the implementation of the National Development Plan (NDP), indicators to measure progress towards achieving the government’s 14 strategic programme outcomes and a separate set of environmental indicators. However, serious doubts exist about the efficiency of implementation management efforts to achieve optimal coherence among these frameworks to maximise the best good policy governance outcomes and make it possible to measure South Africa’s compliance with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Programme.

The purpose of the article is to analyse the coherence of these different competing indicator frameworks to maximise good governance outcomes in South Africa, and to propose strategies for improvement. The article commences with a brief conceptualisation of the need for policy consistency and coherence to achieve optimal policy goal achievement. It then summarises, critically analyses and assesses the main policy indicator systems that are currently used to measure and evaluate governmental performance in South Africa in general, to determine the extent of policy consistency and coherence that these systems exhibit. It concludes with a number of strategies to improve international Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development (PCSD) practices in South Africa.

Policy consistency and coherence as strategic policy design and implementation requirements

Measuring progress towards achieving policy goals is an important implementation strategy. The so-called 7-C Policy Implementation Protocol consolidated a number of good policy implementation practices (De Coning, Cloete & Burger 2018:chapter 7). To achieve success with policy implementation, the 7-C protocol requires the existence of appropriate policy content, context, commitment, capacity, coalitions, communication and coordination. It is beyond the scope of this paper to address all these dimensions of the 7-C policy implementation protocol. The focus will only be on the last requirement, namely the role of coherence in the effective coordination of policy implementation efforts (King et al. 2012; Picciotto 2005). Commentators are remarkably consistent in their views about policy coherence and its significance in achieving policy goals. The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) defines policy coherence as:


the systematic promotion of mutually reinforcing policy actions across government departments and agencies creating synergies towards achieving the agreed objectives. Within national governments, policy coherence issues arise between different types of public policies, between different levels of government, between different stakeholders and at an international level. (Trinity Dublin College 2017)



The OECD also defines policy consistency elsewhere (2001:104) as ‘ensuring that individual policies are not internally contradictory, and avoiding policies that conflict with reaching for a given policy objective’. Coherence is defined as ‘a more “positive” reading in which different policy fields actively work together to achieve common overarching goals’ (Ashoff 2005:11). Policy coherence is also explained variously as ‘an achievement of a synergy between … policies’ (Gauttier 2004:23), and as ‘a “desirable plus” that “implies positive connections [and is] more about synergy and adding value”’ (Missiroli 2001:182).

Another author sees consistency in law as:


the absence of contradictions; coherence on the other hand refers to positive connection. Moreover, coherence in law is a matter of degree, whereas consistency is a static concept. (Tietje 1997:212)



Policy Coherence for Development (PCD), refers to:


the synergic and systematic support towards the achievement of development objectives within and across individual policies’, while ‘horizontal coherence refers to the coherence between a policy and other policies of the same political entity. Vertical coherence refers to the coherence between a policy at the EU level and the individual EU member states policies in the same sphere. (OECD 2012; Stross 2014:22–23)



The above perspectives are substantially the same. The OECD Policy Coherence Cycle is schematically represented in Figure 1.
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The main focus of the rest of this paper is on the question to what extent the content and application of current policy indicator systems in South Africa comply with the consistency and coherence requirements by the OECD for measuring progress towards achieving strategic government policy goals.

Measuring the achievement of development goals in South Africa

The measurement of development success in South Africa is a new endeavour by the SA government that has not yet fully come off the ground. The evidence for this statement is to be found in the existence of a number of parallel and isolated development measurement initiatives that have emerged in ad hoc ways over the last decade. These initiatives are briefly summarised and assessed in this section, to determine their respective degrees of compliance with the OECD models in this regard.

The South African development indicators

In 2003 the SA government identified a need to measure the general developmental progress made in the country since the establishment of the post-apartheid democracy in 1994, especially with key strategic governmental programmes. This resulted in the preparation by the Presidency of a 10 Year Review, which was eventually published in 2003 (PCAS 2003). No systematic indicators to measure progress were available for that purpose at the time and in 2006 government initiated a programme to develop systematic development indicators for future reviews. In 2008, the first set of comprehensive development indicators were published (Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation [DPME] 2008a). These indicators were based on the integrated indicator framework of the United Nations on Sustainable Development (UNCSD 2007). The UNCSD indicator framework identified four main sectors within which sustainable development results should be pursued. These are the social, economic, environmental and institutional sectors (UNCSD 2007). The SA Development Indicators initially comprised 74 indicators largely aimed at measuring socio-economic development in South Africa. It contained only one environmental indicator and a handful of peripheral governance indicators. It is further composed of mostly sectoral output indicators and a few ad hoc sectoral outcome indicators and very few integrated impact indicators.

This first (2008) development indicator set therefore did not constitute an integrated and synchronised indicator framework to measure progress towards achieving sustainable development in South Africa. It also did not attempt to synchronise the development indicator set with the activities that were at the time being undertaken in a parallel process under the guidance of the then Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT) to develop a National Framework for Sustainable Development (NFSD) for South Africa on the instruction of Cabinet. The NFSD exercise is summarised and assessed below, but for now it is important to state that the final draft of the NFSD deliberately omitted its provisional list of sustainable development indicators because of the Presidency’s Development Indicator Initiative. It therefore assumed that updated versions of the Development Indicators will also include more appropriate sustainable development ones. The latest version of the Development Indicators of the Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME 2014) is still, however, largely the same as its first version. It now contains 86 still largely output-based indicators, of which only one now attempts to measure sustainable development indirectly (a misnomer for trade with Africa), one on environmental sustainability (greenhouse gas emissions) and still only a few peripheral governance indicators (e.g. revenue collection, audits, corruption perceptions, budget transparency, public opinion on delivery of basic services) (DPME 2014).

The latest (2014) version of these Development Indicators is clustered in the following 10, largely UNCSD-based categories:


	Economic growth and transformation (16)

	Employment (4)

	Poverty and inequality (7)

	Household and community assets (6)

	Health (9)

	Education (10)

	Social cohesion (9) (includes voter performance)

	Safety and security (13)

	International relations (5) (includes sustainable development and tourism)

	Good governance (7) (mostly audits, corruption, citizen satisfaction and includes one on greenhouse gas).



As is evident from the above list of general development indicators, the overwhelming majority of them are skewed towards measuring socio-economic outputs and a few such outcomes in South Africa with no indication that the sustainability of those outputs and outcomes is measured. This indicator set has also not been updated or expanded since 2014, and is probably in the process of being replaced by a different and much more detailed competing set of medium-term strategic framework (MTSF) indicators that will also be assessed below. The SA Development Indicators clearly do not comply with either the OECD requirements for consistency and coherence or the integrated UNCSD framework for sustainable development indicators. It seems to be substantially defective as a best practices policy measurement instrument.

The state of the environment indicators

The state of the environment (SOE) indicator set is the earliest and most comprehensive initiative in the SA government to identify systematic environmental measuring instruments that are globally comparable. It is a specialised framework, focusing relatively exclusively on measuring environmental sustainability. It is also based on the UNCSD’s integrated model of sustainable development and its latest updated version also contains a number of peripheral socio-economic indicators to measure elements of human settlements such as land use, waste management and so on (Department of Education[DOE] 2016). One of the contributing reasons why the general SA Development Indicators do not contain more detailed environmental indicators is probably because of the existence of this relatively comprehensive set of such indicators that has been developed and used by the Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA) in its successive guises since the Rio summit of 1992.

The SOE indicator set is currently probably the most balanced and integrated framework available in South Africa so far, but obviously biased to the natural environment. Unfortunately, like the SA Development Indicators, it is not linked to any of the other frameworks. It is also used in isolation only for regular SOE reports. Despite a long legacy of systematic international cooperation, testing and refinement of this indicator set, the SOE indicators are, however, still isolated in their existence and application in the SA context, as is evident from the discussion so far.

The synchronisation, consistency and coherence imperatives that have been summarised above (OECD 2009) necessitate more effective integration of indicator systems in general and of the SOE indicators in particular. This should result in greater efficiency and effectiveness in policy implementation. An ideal opportunity to expand the SOE sustainability indicator set to also include the sustainability of other sectors presented itself in 2005 when work started on the NFSD under the leadership of the DOE in an earlier guise. However, this was not successful, as summarised below in more detail. It was also not incorporated in 2011 into the National Development Indicators of the Presidency. The SOE indicator set, however, still provides the basis for measuring the strategic environmental outcomes foreseen by the MTSF to implement South Africa’s NDP. This is another separate, silo indicator set which is addressed next.

The medium-term strategic framework indicators for the national development plan

The third isolated indicator system that exists parallel to the above-mentioned ones at national level in South Africa is the 5-year MTSF system that seems to be the dominant system now. It is supposed to measure the progress with implementing the government’s current 14 strategic outcomes within the framework of the NDP. The origins and history of this indicator system and its different but parallel tracks also followed a very convoluted and incremental evolutionary process that developed organically within the same organisation but in different units with different aims and implementation strategies without an overall coordinating mechanism to synchronise and align these various initiatives.

It started out as again an isolated attempt by the DPME in the SA Presidency to devise measuring instruments to assess governmental performance (DPME 2009) in the implementation of initially 12 but later 14 strategic outcomes that were envisioned by government in its quest to transform the country into a more equitable post-apartheid society (DPME 2010; PCAS 2003). At that time (2009) no coherent national vision existed, but a Government Wide Monitoring and Evaluation System (GWM&ES) (DPME 2007) was in the process of being set up to monitor and evaluate these transformation activities in government more systematically than happened in the 10 Year Review referred to earlier (PCAS 2003) and also in the subsequent 15 Year Review (DPME 2008b).

These 14 strategic outcomes are (DPME 2014–2019) as follows:


	Basic education: Improved quality basic education

	Health: A long and healthy life for all South Africans

	Safety: All people in South Africa are and feel safe

	Employment: Decent employment through inclusive economic growth

	Skills: Skilled and capable workforce to support an inclusive growth path

	Economic infrastructure: An efficient, competitive and responsive economic infrastructure network

	Rural development: Vibrant, equitable, sustainable rural communities contributing towards food security for all

	Integrated human settlements: Sustainable human settlements and improved quality of household life

	Local government: Responsive, accountable, effective and efficient local government system

	Environment: Protect and enhance our environmental assets and natural resources

	Internal and external relations: Create a better South Africa, a better Africa and a better world

	Public service: An efficient, effective and development oriented public service and an empowered, fair and inclusive citizenship

	Social security: A comprehensive, responsive and sustainable social protection system

	Cohesive society: A diverse, socially cohesive society with a common national identity.



The DPME developed detailed indicators in 2010 for each of the eventual 14 strategic outcomes of the SA government. Ministers and senior officials in line function departments, who were responsible for pursuing and achieving these outcomes, also signed delivery agreements to implement these indicators (DPME 2014–2019). However, in this development process there was no attempt to synchronise the national development indicators and the SOE indicators with the new strategic outcome indicator set.

The National Planning Commission (NPC) in the Presidency, which is a separate structure next to the DPME but reporting to the same minister in the Presidency, published a National Vision and NDP for South Africa in 2012 (NPC 2012). This comprehensive document of 444 pages spells out in detail what the government wants to achieve by 2030 in South Africa with its transformation goals. The plan is very detailed and technical but does not provide any envisaged measuring instruments to assess progress towards achieving those transformation goals. The National Vision and NDP are further not aligned with the 14 strategic outcomes that are managed by its sister unit, the DPME.

The vision of the NDP aims to eliminate poverty and to reduce inequality by 2030. It envisions a South Africa where everyone feels free yet bonded to others, where everyone embraces their full potential, a country where opportunity is determined not by birth, but by ability, education and hard work. Its specific aims are as follows:


	uniting all South Africans around a common programme to achieve prosperity and equity

	promoting active citizenry to strengthen development, democracy and accountability

	bringing about faster economic growth, higher investment and greater labour absorption

	focusing on key capabilities of people and the state

	building a capable and developmental state

	encouraging strong leadership throughout society to work together to solve problems.



These aims of the NDP are not aligned with either the 14 strategic outcomes of the SA government or with the goals of the NFSD and its implementation instrument, the National Strategy on Sustainable Development (NSSD), although it contains elements of the SOE goals relating to Outcome 10 on the environment. The NDP is in essence a comprehensive shopping list of nice things to have to improve South Africa. It is not a feasible business plan yet. By 2012, the NFSD/NSSD, National Development, SOE and strategic outcomes indicator systems were therefore running parallel but separate and isolated from one another at national government level in South Africa. Next to them a new NDP was established which was not linked to any of these systems and did not have its own indicator assessment framework. The 2012 NDP, now, however, constitutes the new strategic flagship development plan of government and now has to be synchronised with all the still existing legacy development programmes summarised above.

The current MTSF indicators are very uneven. Some are very detailed, while others are very superficial. They are also largely output-based with only a few that are outcome- and impact-based. Thorough revision, rationalisation and synchronisation of these indicators are necessary. Evolving government policies, however, make indicator stability and application even more difficult than they are under normal conditions. An example of this is the envisaged adaptation of the SA government’s economic policies, to focus on what is now increasingly referred to as Radical Economic Transformation (RET). Unfortunately, government is not clear about what it means by RET. Different conceptions of and approaches to RET exist within government and among different stakeholders in government. A more serious problem now is the non-alignment of the MTSF strategies and indicators with the government’s general development indicators, the SOE indicators and the NDP itself. This very brief summary of what now seems to be the most authoritative emerging indicator framework that is intended to measure the progress with achieving the strategic NDP vision for South Africa clearly indicates its lack of compliance with the OECD best practices. This is similar to the situation with the two other competing indicator frameworks assessed so far.

A fourth, largely abortive attempt to establish a comprehensive, integrated, evidence-informed and authoritative indicator framework to measure sustainable development in South Africa is assessed next.

The South African national framework for sustainable development and its national strategy for sustainable development

A draft National Framework for Sustainable Development was published in 2007 (NFSD 2007). This was the first attempt by the SA government to develop such a holistic policy framework for this country. It was necessitated by the resolutions taken during the Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002. Annex 2 of that draft framework contains a series of indicators to measure progress towards SDGs in different sectors in South Africa (Cloete 2015:65).

The indicator measurement approach that was followed in the draft NSDF report was, like the national development indicator system of the Presidency, primarily based on the UNCSD model referred to above, identifying the social, economic, environmental and institutional sectors within which sustainability would be pursued (UNCSD 2007). The proposed NFSD indicator framework was, however, also influenced by the sustainable development indicator framework that was developed by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Carribean (ECLA) for application in Argentina (Argentina 2015; Martínez 2007). Dynamic indicators were conceived, indicating either positive or negative changes in policy outputs and outcomes over a specified period. The use of a combination of dynamic indicator ratios based on both stand-alone indicators and composite indices that reflect change over time is an important strategic departure from the traditional use of stand-alone, static, snapshot indicators that provide a picture of a given moment in time and which is outdated immediately after the measurement was taken (Rabie 2014). The different types of indicators used accommodate and reflect the complexity of the phenomena under investigation. This indicator framework has been summarised and assessed in more detail in Cloete (2015:65). The ECLA indicator model is probably the most sophisticated, evidence-informed indicator framework approach developed so far globally.

At the time, these provisional NFSD indicators still had to be synchronised with the national development indicators discussed above. They were developed by the National Indicator Initiative (NII) which formed part of the GWM&ES coordinated by the Presidency (GWM&ES 2005). Unfortunately, this never happened because of bureaucratic competition between the Presidency and the then DEAT (the lead department of the NFSD). In the end, the final approved NFSD did not contain any additional sustainability indicators (NFSD 2008). The NFSD initiative was developed under the guidance of the then DEAT, approved by the National Cabinet and published in 2008. This policy programme is still coordinated and managed by the successor to the DEAT, now called the DEA, who is also responsible for the management of the SOE indicator set. Since the development of the NFSD started in 2005 and after the publication of the final text of the NFSD and its implementation strategy (NSSD1 2011), the DEA, however, found it extremely difficult to implement the programme. The main reasons for this uphill battle include the following.

Firstly, the required sustainability mindset or culture of sustainable development in South Africa, which is imperative for success, is still largely rhetorical at most governmental levels. This is illustrated by the still overwhelmingly large number of output indicators that are used in the MTSF/NDP indicator set, despite the rhetoric of the outcomes approach that is supposed to go beyond outputs and to focus on outcomes. As is also evident from the general development indicators of the DPME, government prioritises short- to medium-term progress with socio-economic development and poverty alleviation in the country above all other potentially strategic longer term policy goals like sustainability of governmental programmes. This explains the predominance of mostly socio-economic output indicators and the significant absence of environmental and institutional outcome indicators in the general development indicator set of the DPME (2014). J.T. Radebe, minister in the Presidency, also illustrates this focus as follows in his foreword to the first SDG Baseline Report for South Africa:


The NDP presents a long-term strategy to increase employment and broaden opportunities through education, vocational training and work experience, public employment programmes, health and nutrition, public transport and access to information. While there are ‘quick wins’ to be had in each of these areas, the strategies will take time to have a large-scale effect on poverty. (Statistical Services of South Africa [StatsSA] 2017:Foreword)



Secondly, the DEAT and its successor, the DEA, are both relatively junior departments with small budgets compared to more prominent and senior government departments, such as Education, Wealth, Social Development and so on, that are led and managed by more influential political office bearers than the less influential departments. Successive ministers and senior officials in the DEAT/DEA found in the past and are still finding today that it is very difficult to persuade their ministerial and departmental colleagues in more influential and powerful departments to comply with the NFSD’s more gradual approach to resource use. The disagreement between competing advocates of short- and longer term benefit perspectives in government obstructs general consensus about the need to take a more strategic longer term perspective on development in South Africa to promote the sustainability of governmental programmes. This was illustrated during the development of the draft NFSD in 2007. A NFSD drafting delegation interviewed a senior economic planner in the Presidency about potential conflicts between the Accelerated Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa (ASGISA) developed in the Presidency and some principles of longer term sustainable development that were under consideration for inclusion in the NFSD which was in writing at the time. The response was that the interviewee could not see any conflict because the aims of the two programmes were different (Presidency 2006 [Union Buildings, Pretoria] pers. interv.). Continuing intra- and inter-departmental bureaucratic turf battles and empire-building competition among government agencies still preclude the reaching of consensus views about synchronising different, overlapping or competing government programmes to achieve higher degrees of policy consistency and coherence.

An important third constraint is weak national strategic political leadership in the Presidency where the synchronisation of government programmes has to be initiated and managed. This is evident in the absence of an enforceable regulatory framework in the form of compulsory legislative requirements to ensure policy consistency, coherence, efficiency and effectiveness. The combined effects, therefore, of a still largely short- to medium-term socio-economic poverty alleviation focus in government, accompanied by strong bureaucratic turf battles and weak compliance enforcement, have resulted in the current deadlock.

In 2011, the SA Cabinet approved a 3-year National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan (NSSD): 2011–2014 (https://www.environment.gov.za/node/21/edit?q=content/documents/strategic_docs/national_strategy_sustainable_development/) that provided a programme of action to promote five strategic priority areas of the NFSD during this period (NSSD1 2011). The NSSD contains a range of indicators for the five identified strategic priorities which are integrated planning and implementation systems, sustaining ecosystems and natural resource utilisation, a green economy, sustainable communities and responding to climate change. These indicators are, however, still very unsystematic and incomplete (Cloete 2015). Since 2014 no further updates or revisions to the NFSD and the NSSD have been made, and the status of this sustainable development framework is therefore uncertain. The NFSD/NSSD indicator development project was an attempt to create for the first time in South Africa a comprehensive, integrated indicator framework that would have complied fully with the OECD and UNCSD best practices for consistent and coherent policy measurement instruments. Internal bureaucratic turf battles and politics unfortunately scuttled this envisaged outcome.

At the time of writing, there was therefore no consistent, coherent, integrated set of policy measurement indicators available for use by the SA government. Although this situation is clearly untenable, the isolated use of the respective parallel and competing indicator systems that have been summarised and assessed above still seems to just muddle on in their respective silos since 2007 without anyone in government seemingly willing to commit themselves to improve this situation. In 2014, however, the UN adopted a highly authoritative set of SDG indicators. This presented a fresh opportunity to the SA government to improve this problematical situation by creating more policy consistency and coherence among its respective development programmes.

The Sustainable Development Goal indicators

In 2012, the UN established a full-fledged SDGs Programme, consisting of 17 strategic development goals that all its members states should aspire to achieve by 2030 and then be able to maintain in a durable manner (UN 2012; UNDP 2012; UNEP 2015; UNWG on SDGs 2014; Vandeweerd 2013). These goals are summarised in Table 1.
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The 17 SDGs can be regarded as idealistic in many developing countries that do not always have the basic operational implementation and management skills, experience and resources to pursue them as actively as is required to meet the envisaged outcomes by 2030. This operational constraint on achieving the desired goals is in all those cases also accompanied by a similar, higher order strategic management constraint to monitor and evaluate progress towards goal achievement. Nevertheless, all UN member countries, including South Africa, have accepted the challenge to pursue the achievement of these SDGs.

A comprehensive set of indicators to measure progress towards achieving the 17 relatively ambitious stated SDGs was also developed (Le Blanc 2014:4; UNWG on SDGs 2014:6). Bhamra (2015) emphasised the integrated nature of the sustainable development outcomes that are pursued, and stated very explicitly that:


social, economic, environmental and governance systems cannot be treated in isolation. For the systems to be concurrently aligned in the development paradigm, the first step is to develop a meta-metric framework that identifies indicators and their respective roles in the development processes. A clear comprehensive metric system that not just focuses on economic indicators but includes social, environmental and governance systems is a pre-requisite. (p. 1)



The latest version of 232 agreed-upon indicators to measure progress towards achieving the SDGs was published in 2017 (UNSC 2017). These indicators have been classified as follows (UNSDGs 2017):


	Tier 1 (82 indicators): Indicators are conceptually clear, an internationally established methodology and standards are available, and data are regularly produced by countries for at least 50% of countries and of the population in every region where the indicator is relevant.

	Tier 2 (61 indicators): Indicators are conceptually clear, an internationally established methodology and standards are available, but data are not regularly produced by countries.

	Tier 3 (84 indicators): No internationally established methodology or standards are yet available for the indicators, but methodology/standards are being (or will be) developed or tested.

	Multiple tiers indicators (5 indicators): Different components of the indicators are classified into different tiers.



In an earlier report published at the start of the SDG indicator development exercise, the UNSDSN (2015:3) also advised that ‘[a]ll SDG indicators need to be considered as an integrated package and must work in harmony with one another’. Christopoulos, Horvath and Kull (2012:305) conclude that sustainable development and its constituent elements and the need for integrating the social, economic and environmental aspects in development are widely accepted. The current global focus is now on improving the institutional framework. This view implies that a deliberate balance must be achieved among social, economic, environmental and institutional development to be durable or sustainable in the longer term (UNCSD 2007). Effective implementation of SDG programmes therefore requires not only basic project implementation and management capacities but also higher level sectorally integrated data monitoring, collection, analysis and assessment capacities in the form of appropriate evaluation systems and processes for these purposes. In this process, policy design and implementation consistency and coherence are important for success.

The latest OECD report on good policy coherence practices (OECD 2016:53) states that:


[t]he 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development calls upon all countries to ‘enhance policy coherence for sustainable development’ (SDG target 17.14) as an integral part of the means of implementation. The report states further that ‘…[p]olicy coherence for development (PCD) has focused on avoiding or minimising the negative spill-over effects of various policies on the development prospects of developing countries. Policy coherence for sustainable development (PCSD) requires us to go one-step further, moving beyond a “do-no-harm” approach and towards a partnership approach based on “win-win” solutions. Importantly, PCSD will be fundamental for fostering synergies between economic, social and environmental policies in the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and take into account more systematically the effects of policies on the well-being of people living in other countries as well as of future generations’. (OECD 2016:19)



The OECD has also developed a PCSD framework consisting of eight building blocks, schematically represented in Figure 2.
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The 2017 PCSD framework builds on the 2009 PCD framework and applies its principles specifically to ensure that the potential of achieving SDGs in the longer term is maximised. Emphasis is, for this purpose, placed on the synchronisation of policy objective setting and prioritisation, with the effective coordination of policy implementation, monitoring and evaluation processes. Best practices to do this include the ensuring of logical coherence among the following main elements of the PCSD framework:


	Accumulating evidence of committed leadership at the highest levels of government to mobilise all government resources behind strategic transformation programmes.

	Integrating, synchronising and aligning related, supplementary programmes to avoid potential silo-effect contradictions and to mitigate potential negative implications of adopted programmes.

	Taking a long-term transformation perspective that goes beyond single political electoral cycles and factors in longer term implications.

	Institutionalising coordinating mechanisms to maximise success potential and to resolve programme conflicts effectively and efficiently, fully utilising public participation strategies.

	Ensuring that appropriately institutionalised monitoring, evaluating and reporting processes and structures are in place to track implementation processes, results and impacts through clear target and milestone-setting and measuring levels of progress through appropriate indicators.



The OECD developed its PCSD model through practical experiences with the implementation of sustainable development practices in OECD countries. The PCSD framework is therefore not in principle substantially different from the PCD framework. It just contains more explicit details about the main requirements for longer term desired results. The coordinated, integrated approach that is followed both in the OECD’s PCD and PCSD models is as relevant for the SDG indicators as for the SA government’s national indicator systems discussed above because of the existence of a similar number of overlapping and competing international indicator frameworks to measure different aspects of sustainable development. They include inter alia:


	A Sustainable Society Index (http://www.ssfindex.com/ssi/framework/).

	A Gross National Happiness/Well-being (GNH/GNW) Index (https://www.iim-edu.org/grossnationalhappiness/) (Prescott-Allen 2001).

	A Better Life Index (http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/#/11111111111).

	An Environmental Sustainability Index (http://sedac.ciesin.columbia.edu/data/collection/esi/).

	A Human Development Index (http://hdr.undp.org/).

	Various political or governance indices (http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/#home, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2017), https://infographics.economist.com/2017/DemocracyIndex/).

	Other competing sustainability indices are summarised by the World Economic Forum (WEF) at http://reports.weforum.org/global-competitiveness-report-2014-2015/the-measurement-of-sustainable-competitiveness/.



Although many of these sustainable development indicator frameworks and systems overlap, they were all developed by different international agencies and interest groups for slightly different but overlapping and/or related purposes, without effective coordination. The result is that until recently, no consensus existed about which one of these systems could be said to be the best one to measure progress with achieving sustainable development outcomes and impacts. This situation is largely similar to the indicator development and application experience in South Africa, summarised earlier. In the case of the SDGs it changed when agreement was reached among UN member states to join forces behind its recent SDGs Programme. It is the latest attempt to try to rationalise the wide-ranging existing international approaches and to combine them into a single authoritative approach to sustainable poverty reduction across the globe. Successful poverty reduction also implies improvement in living conditions and therefore also in quality of life and hopefully in perceptions of well-being. This is what is needed in South Africa too.

The SDG indicator framework is the most authoritative international indicator system yet developed because it has been formally adopted by all UN member states. This system complies well with the consistency, coherence and integration imperatives required for optimal policy success.

Aligning South African policy indicator systems with the Sustainable Development Goals and Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development policy coherence frameworks

Achieving SDGs necessitates buying into the longer term, more gradual, integrated resource use mindset underlying the UNCSD conceptualisation of what sustainable development is. As a member of the UN, South Africa has now also formally adopted the SDG Programme. This means that South Africa has to report regularly to the UN on its progress towards achieving the targets, milestones and eventually the strategic vision and goals of the global SDG Programme. Development programmes in South Africa that have not in the past accommodated SDGs, therefore, have to be re-aligned to include these revised goals in future because reports to the UN for this purpose have to apply the SDG indicators. This will inevitably have a very significant impact on the current application of the country’s different overlapping and competing indicator systems that are in any case seriously defective in terms of the UN and OECD requirements for integration, consistency and coherence of policy programme design and implementation. It is therefore clear that the authoritative nature of the SDG indicators will in principle necessitate a serious reconsideration and redesign of current indicator systems in the country to formally adopt the SDG approach and then redesign a single, authoritative, integrated and coherent indicator framework system for both domestic and international applications. This can only lead to improvement.

There seems to be a realisation that something needs to be done to break this persistent and detrimental silo approach to sustainability management in South Africa, but insufficient political will and initiative seem to exist to make the needed breakthrough. In 2016, only an inter-departmental working group under the lead agency of the Statistical Services of South Africa (StatsSA) started to try to work on some form of integrated compromise among the respective silo indicator systems that were summarised and assessed so far in this article. It started off as a working group that was truly representative of the main stakeholders in the exercise. These stakeholders included the DPME in the Presidency, DEA, National Treasury, the Department of Public Service and Administration – dealing with human resource issues, and representatives of various provinces, local authorities and other minor institutional stakeholders. The main task of the group was to draft an SDG indicator baseline report for South Africa. This was successfully completed and submitted to the UN in September 2017 (StatsSA 2017). The report succeeded in establishing baseline data for the SDG exercise in South Africa, but could not report on all the required SDG indicators. Table 2 contains a summary of the reported indicators.
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The minister responsible for both the NPC that produced the NDP and the DPME that produced the GWM&ES, for example, stated in his foreword to the 2017 StatsSA Baseline SDG Indicator Report for South Africa that:


[o]ne of the key issues underpinning both the NDP and the SDGs is the necessity for an integrated approach to development that incorporates all sectors of society and fosters a mind-set and behavioural shift of ownership and agency…So, it falls upon us to reflect on whether we are being held back by insufficient collaboration, coordination and accountability on system-wide activities. There may often be good reasons why things are the way they are; but change for the better, sooner rather than later, we must. (StatsSA 2017:5)



This problem diagnosis from the responsible minister is very significant, but unfortunately the goals of cooperation and coherence that are stated are still largely rhetorical and little concrete progress towards achieving them has so far been made. Despite the acknowledgment of the head of StatsSA in the SDG Baseline Report that ‘the role of government departments, civil society, and international agencies that contributed towards the development of our Baseline Indicator Framework’ (StatsSA 2017:10), the reality was that towards the end of the drafting exercise of the report, it was largely an internal StatsSA effort because external stakeholders seemed to allegedly have lost interest in the conclusion of the report.

Conclusions

The need for balanced and integrated sustainable development outcomes across the globe is generally accepted as a prerequisite for sustainable human progress. The UN kick-started a major initiative already as far back as 1987 with the appointment of the Brundtland Commission (1987) to achieve this strategic global goal. This initiative is gaining strength, as the positive and negative global impacts of human activities across the world in social, economic, environmental and institutional sectors of society become clearer. Under the auspices of the UN, there is a clear international trend developing towards the measurement of progress towards achieving sustainable development in different sectoral dimensions. Sustainability assessment has to focus on all of these dimensions to achieve an accurate perspective on the durability of these envisaged policy interventions. An emerging good practice is further to assess sustainable development more accurately within a complexity and resilience paradigm.

The success of sustainable development outcomes depends on the effective synchronisation and reinforcement of balanced developmental programmes in the social, economic, environmental and institutional sectors of society. For this purpose, policy coherence and consistency is imperative to avoid policy programme contradictions and conflicts. The OECD model of policy coherence is an effective guideline to optimise the implementation of sustainable development programmes.

A comprehensive system of monitoring and evaluation of governmental programmes has been institutionalised since 2005 in South Africa. Over time it has slowly started to take root in a top-down way, driven and coordinated by the Presidency. This top-down model has also now been emulated in a number of other African countries and seems to be an effective strategy to fast-track the implementation of a more rigorous evaluation of the results of public sector interventions in those societies. Different parallel sets of policy programme indicators have also been developed in South Africa to measure different programmes. These indicator systems have been developed and still operate in parallel silos with little horizontal interaction and coordination. Current SA indicator systems are incomplete, defective in many cases, inconsistent and incoherent. They are, for example, in many cases fragmentary, contradictory, overlapping and not synchronised. Despite the SA government’s declared undertaking to move beyond the measurement of inputs, activities and outputs, which are currently still largely the foci of evaluations, to measuring the developmental outcomes and sustainable impacts of governmental programmes, this has not yet happened. Most SA indicator systems also conceptually confuse outputs, outcomes and impacts, and even where outcomes and impacts are supposed to be measured, output indicators are largely used for this purpose. These competing and overlapping indicator systems further have no alignment with global SDG indicators.

These weaknesses in the SA indictor systems mean that accurate measurements of outcomes and impacts, and especially of sustainable development achievements, are not currently possible. The implementation of these parallel systems further creates uncertainty, inefficiency, extra work and costs. Current competing national development, SOE, MTSF/NDP and NFSD/NSSD indicator systems in South Africa need to be significantly rationalised, revised and integrated into the newly adopted SDG indicators. This is necessary to achieve higher levels of accuracy, efficiency and effectiveness in measuring developmental outcomes and impacts, especially the sustainability of these developmental programmes, which is currently unfortunately still largely inadequate.

The draft indicators that have been developed for measuring the SA NFSD have the potential to establish a generic framework of sustainability indicators that is evidence-informed internationally, and would also be applicable with some customisation in other national contexts.

There is clearly a need for improved consistency, coherence, balanced and integrated measurement of sustainable development outcomes and impacts, not only for South Africa but also to compare this country’s progress with implementing the global SDGs. There are early indications of an awareness in government circles that this has to be done, but so far there is little evidence of progress towards this goal. The perception of urgency to rationalise still seems to be absent, probably because of strong vested interests, the complexity of the task and a significant lack of knowledge, skills and experience to do it. One can just trust that this situation will improve soon.
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FIGURE 1: The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development policy
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