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In the face of global
challenges, SALAR
International has been
at the forefront.

Forewordsby Anders Henriksson
Chairman of the Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions

As we celebrate the 25th anniversary of SALAR
International, | would like to shortly reiterate its
importance in an increasingly challenging and
complex global landscape. One of the key
strengths of SALAR International is its ability to
utilize the vast experience and capacities that
Swedish municipalities possess to counter global
challenges and foster international dialogue and
cooperation. This unique advantage enables
SALAR International to draw on proven practices
and innovative solutions from Sweden to create
impactful and sustainable outcomes worldwide,
whilst also strengthening the position of SALAR
and our memberisiternationally andbringing
valuable lessons back home.

One initiative which SALAR International has
worked with through various methods is municipal
partnership programmes. Through establishing
municipal partnerships, the relation between
SALAR I nternational and
been utilized to facilitate bilateral exchanges of
knowledge and best practices, as such allowing
both Swedish and international municipalities to
strengthen their local governance practices and the
quality of life for their respective community.

These partnerships have not only fostered
collaboration but also built bridges of
understanding and cooperation that
transcend borders.

In the face of global challenges, SALAR
International has been at the forefront. By
showcasing and leveraging Swedish initiatives and
capabilities, SALAR International has championed
and achieved sustainable solutions and fostered
resilient communities. The Polaris programme has
been instrumental in supporting meéivel
governance reforms in Ukraine. Meanwhile, in
Lebanon and Turkiye, the RESLOG initiative has
focused on enhancing the resilience of local
governments. In Armenia and Moldova, efforts
have been directed towards equipping local
governments with the capacities needed to meet
European standards of local governance. Across
greatly diverse contexts and settings, SALAR
International is united by a shared commitment of
advancing local governance.

Through SALAR International, Swedish
municipalities have a platform to showcase
their successes and good practices on a
global stage but they also have an
opportunity to gain valuable insights and
experiences.

The engagement of Swedish municipalities not only
benefits international partners but can also bring
back innovative ideas and practices to be adapted to
meet the needs of communities in Sweden.

At the same time, none of these achievements
would have been possible without the ldagn
support of the Swedish International Development
Cooperation Agency (Sida). Their trust in SALAR
International as an implementing partner has been
essential in enabling the implementation of projects
of high relevance and qu
has not only provided the resourcequired but

also affirmed the importance of strengthening local
governance as a cornerstone of sustainable
development. Together with Sida and local partners,
SALAR International have been able to achieve
resuly tharhgve magde anigakdiffeyenge i s
communities worldwide.

SALAR International remains steadfast in its
mission to support local and regional authorities in
navigating the complexities of modern governance.
We, SALAR and its members, will continue to
support this process. Through innovation,
collaboration and advocacy, we can ensure that
local authorities in Sweden continue to take the lead
in enhancing the resilience and sustainability of
local authorities across the world. °
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Where we
have worked

Europe:
Albania
Belarus
Bosnia & Herzegovina
Bulgaria
Czech Republic
Estonia
Georgia
Hungary
Kosovo
Latvia
Lithuania
Moldova
Montenegro
North Macedonia
e Poland
Romania
Russia
Serbia

Slovakia
Ukraine “

Africa:
Algeria
Botswana
Democratic Republic of Congo
Ethiopia
Kenya
Liberia
Libya
Morocco
Namibia
Rwanda
South Africa
Tunisia
Uganda
Zambia
Zimbhabwe

South America:
Bolivia
Colombia

Cuba

Ecuador

Peru
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Asia:
Armenia
Bangladesh
Cambodia
China

India

. -~
Indonesia ‘

Iraq

Jordan
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Lebanon

Mongolia
Myanmar

countries

Tirkiye
Vietnam




hejourney
of SALAR
International

Over the past 25 years, SALAR International has
embarked on a noteworthy journey in international
development cooperation together with partners and
donors around the globe. Our story begins in the
1990s, when the Swedish Association of Local
Authorities (SALA) established a unit for
international cooperation. At the time, the strong
international interest in understanding the Swedish
model of local sefjovernance provided the
foundation for exchanges and collaboration. Out of
this momentum, and through discussions between
SALA and Sida, SALAIDA, now SALAR
International, was created with the purpose of
mobilising the unique competence and experience of
the Swedish local government system.

Our journey from 2000 to today has been marked by
global challenges, shifting political landscapes, and
evolving development priorities. Along the way, we
have strengthened partnerships, broadened our
thematic areas, and contributed to building resilient
and democratic institutions in diverse contexts. In
this chapter, we share some of the moments and
milestones that have been decisive in shaping where
we stand today, 25 years later.

2000
A NEWBEGINNING

SALAR International is established as a separate
entity within SALAR, marking the start of a new
chapter: utilizing Swedish experience in local
democracy and governance in a global context.

2001
TESTING THB/ATERS

Our first international engagements, a project in
Yugoslavia and faefinding mission in Rwanda.

2003
BUILDING
LONGTERM
PARTNERSHIPS
IN TURKIYE

The collaboration with the Union of Municipalities
of Tarkiye (UMT) was not solely our first
engagement in Turkiye. It resulted in two highly
successful projects, Turkisbwedish Partnership
Network (TUSENET) and TurkisBwedish
Partnership for Local Governance (TUSELOG),
both of which included the mobilisation of SALAR
members in partnership with Turkish Municipalities.
It was the start of a relationship that would shape
nearly two decades of continuous cooperation,
which helped to redefine the role of UMT and
supported capacity building and advocacy on a wide
range of thematics.

2004

FIRST STEPS
IN UKRAINE
The project ASupport to a
experiment in the |l rpin r

our journey with Ukraine. Ukraine has later come to
be a central partner highlighting the transformative
potential of governance and decentralisation reforms
in times of democratic transition.

2004

MUNICIPAL '
PARTNERSHIP
PROGRAM

SALAR International designed and led the Swedish
Municipal Partnership Programme, fostering peer
to-peer learning between Swedish municipalities
and their international counterparts. This approach
has later come to be a reoccurring component of our
projects.




2005

ADEEPER ENGAGEMENN THE
WESTERN BALKANS

The Governance Accountability Project (GAP) in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, implemented with
financing from the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) and Sida,
marked the beginning of our work in pasinflict
regions on a larger scale, whilst at the same time
demonstrating how a focus on accountable and
transparent local sefovernance can lay the
foundations for stability.

SUPPORTINGOUTHERN AFRICA
THROUGHP3 PROGRAMME

An important part of decentralisation reform is the
strengthening of the capacities of local government
associations (LGAs). In Botswana, Namibia, and
South Africa, we supported the capacity of LGAs
to provide technical support to member
municipalities, under our first Eiinded, mult
country project. For us, it marked a shift in how we
workedi placing an increased focus on tools that
support transparency in local public service
delivery, including the role that LGAs play in
disseminating best practice.

A

Namibia
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2010

After being approached by Sida, we were entrusted
with the responsibility of leading SymbioCity, a
global programme on urban sustainability that
draws extensively from models, tools, and
approaches developed by Swedish municipalities.

The SymbioCity Approach has been systematically
shared with international partners, enabling
practical application and capacity building in cities
across Africa, Asia, and Latin America. This
engagement changed our philosophy and way of
working, moving from bilateral partnerships to a
more active engagement in global knowledge
development and policy advocacy on sustainable
urban development.

The SymbioCity programme also lays the
foundation for our work on participatory and
evidencebased planning for urban infrastructure
improvements across a wide range of thematics.

2010
THEARAB SPRING

Originating in Tunisia, the
Arab spring sparked a wavs
of pro-democracy popular
uprisings across the Middlg
East and North Africa,
driven by frustration with
authoritarian regimes,
widespread corruption, and
poor economic conditions.

Building on our initial engagement in Iraq and
Syria, we established a regional officeJordan,
andsubsequently implemented a wide range of
projects and assignments funded by different
donors to support decentralisation reforms and
institutional resilience across the region.




2011
BUILDINGCONTINUITYIN SERBIA

Following a request for partnership from the
Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities
(SCTM), we started working in Serbia. This
engagement has since continued across several
project phases and themadieas, anihvolved
SALAR members directly. The partnership
highlighted the wide range of thematic areas in
which local governments can exchange
experiences.

2012
ENGAGEMENTN IRAQ: FROM POST

CONFLICT TO INSTITUTIONAL REFORMDEVELOPMENTRCROSS

Local governments are often affected by political
and societal transformations. Fragile contexts
necessitate governance that is highly flexible and
responsive to local needs.

Our engagement in Iraq started with governance
reforms in the social care sector, improving
services in a system under great strain.

Later, between 2018 and 2025, work expanded
within the LOGDEVI project, supporting broader
local governance development at provincial levels
in the south and the Kurdistan region of Iraqg, with
national and regional government take of

results.

The experience in Iraq led to valuable lessons in
terms of the need for flexible and conflegnsitive
approaches, which we have subsequently made use
of in other countries in conflict or pesbnflict.

FRAMEWORKGREEMENT®N
DEMOCRACY ANBIUMAN RIGHTS
(SIDA),GENDER EQUITYSIDA),
GOVERNANCHEU)

SALAR International was awarded Framework
Agreements with Sida and EU. These key
agreements resulted in numerous strategic
assignments in a wide range of countries. The
geographic and thematic insights gained from these
assignments were invaluable to SALAR

I nternational 6s

2013
SUSTAINABLE

CONTINENTS

In 2013, the global SymbioCity programe‘ took us
to Indonesia and China, facilitating municipal
cooperation between Swedish cities and pilot cities.

This cooperation highlighted that despite cultural,
political, and economic differences, cities share
many of the same challenges, further reinforcing our
belief in peefto-peer exchange as a powerful tool

for learning and problersolving.

2014

SOLIDARITY
WITH
UKRAINE & Tao
Following the Maidan revolution, Ukraine

embarked on an ambitious decentralisation reform.
Through the Siddinanced Decentralisation

Support Project and Ebupported Ukraingé Local
Empowerment, Accountability and Development
(U-LEAD) programme, we became deeply
involved in one of Europe
processes. Beyond this, these efforts also laid the
groundwork for subsequent projects that continue

to build institutional capacity, promote local
governance, and foster resilience in Ukrainian
municipalities.
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2015

INTERNATIONATLRAINING
PROGRAMMES

Numerous Siddinanced International Training Programmes were implemented during-202%, some in
cooperation with the International Centre for Local Democracy. These inspired future trainings such as the
Executive Programme in Innovation and Urban Management, implemented with the Arab Urban Development
Institute and Berkeley University California in 2024.

EXPANDINGSYMBIOCITY

In Kenya, following the establishment of forty
seven county governments under the 2010
Constitution, SALAR International collaborated
with the Council of Governors to introduce and
integrate the SymbioCity approach to support the
sustainable development of the newly formed local
governments.

In the same year, the second phase of the global
SymbioCity programme was launched. Building on
the success of the first phase and strengthened by
lessons learned, this phase placed greater emphasis
on gender mainstreaming, participatory planning,
and climate resilience, and was implemented in
collaboration with cities in Colombia, Tunisia,
Ethiopia, and Myanmar.

2016 2017

SUPPORTING THEEACE RESPONDING TO THEYRIAN CRISIS
AGREEMENTN COLOMBIA THROUGH RESLOG
The peace agreement in Colombia placed strong The Syrian crisis triggered mass displacement, with
emphasis on local governance as a key component ~ millions seeking refuge in neighbouring countries
of sustainable peace, as evidenced through the like Turkiye and Lebanon. This sudden influx placed
introduction of territorial development immense pressure on local governments, exposing
programmes. them to complex, muliayered challenges. By

focusing on strengthening the transformative
capacities of affected municipalities, we have
worked to enhance the resilience and effectiveness
of local governance in both countries. RESLOG
generated wideanging lessons on durable solutions
and local migration governance, a space where few
international actors have significant programmatic
experience.

SALAR International supported these efforts
through the FOINCIDE project, working to
enhance inclusion, accountability, and equity in
local governance across pasmnflict regions.




2018 2023

DESCENTRAILSATION BUILDINGCOMMUNITIES OF
REFORMN TUNISIA PRACTICEN THE MENA REGION

Following initial engagement during 2012017,
we supported Tunisiads
reform.

By supporting national policy dialogue (including
fiscal decentralisation reforms), as well as
municipal capacity building, we aimed to foster
conditions for democratic accountability and
balanced regional development in the country.

Following years of work across the region, we
observed a strong demand for a continuation of
support to reform champions across the region.
Hencewe developed an executive training

programme aimed at building local capacity, reform
advocacy and creating a f
across the region. By connecting municipal leaders,
associations, and civil society actors, we have

created a platform for likeninded actors aiming at
governance innovation.

2024

A NEWGLOBAL STRATEGY¥OCUSED
ON AID AND POLICY ADVOCACY

2021

RELOCATIONTO
SALAR OFFICE

SALAR I nternational 6s new
adopted. This Strategy included a first concrete
focus on aid policy advocacy. It has become the

SALAR International relocates to the main basis for a global learning framework, resulting in
SALAR headquarters, ensuring a deeper level of Annual Results Reports across all SALAR
engagement with political representatives and International programmes.

experts working across all SALAR divisions.

2022 )
A~E f KELW

DESCENTRALSATION

JOURNEY

Having signed the European Charte
of Local SelfGovernment, Armenia
has dedicated itself to reforming its
inherited centralised political system

As part of Swede
Armenia, through the Resilient Syunif
initiative, SALAR International works
to support Ar meni
and education decentralisation.
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INAUGURAIAFRICAN 2025

URBAN FORUM SUPPORT TO SWEDISH
) . : REPRESENTATIVES IN THE
Following extensive engagement at successive
World Urban Forums, SALAR International COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS

participated in the first African Urban Forum. This . . .
included a keynote during a panel session on Enhanced engagement in policy advocacy targeting

fsustainable and Resi | i en ngtons Whie SALAR Intemational
Africas. previously supported Swedish representatives in the
Committee of the Regions concerning the
2025 development of opinions on relevant legislatieg.(
Ukraine Facility, 2023), during 2025 our team gave
MOST RECENT input on three opinions on EU enlargement, the

PROJECT Roadmap on Womeno6s Rights
MOLDOVA Gateway. The latter follows extensive dialogue in
PACE LOCAL Brussels on the MukAnnual Financial Framework

(20281 34) and Global Europe, including joint
advocacy under the Council of European
Municipalities.

PACE Local, our most
recent project, aims to
support the Moldovan
government to implemer
their Public
Administration Reform
Strategy, as well as assist
the country on its path to
EU-accession.

Years of
impact
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FI’O[T] local to European: governmentsvere not just participants but key

¢tKS aedySNHe& 06SGgSSyadtfods yiinl AEbani ads dece
decentralisation and Elintegration their knowledge of the requirements of the EU
accession process was enhanced. DAAC was a
comprehensive effort aimed at developing the
In the intricate process of European Union Albanian Association of Communes (AAC
integration, local governance often plays a pivotal
yet understated role. Local and regional Focusingnot only on institutional developmetite
governments are responsible for implementing projectalso strived to embed European values such
70% of the EU acquis, covering critical policy as transparency, accountability, and public
areas such as governance, environment, participation within local governance structures.
infrastructure, and regional development. This Through targeted training programmes on financial
responsibility underscores the necessity of management, strategic planning, and service
equipping local governments with the capacities to delivery, the project equipped local governments
manage EU accession and meet its stringent with the necessary skills to understand and
standards implement EU policies. Mirroring EU financing
mechanisms, a Small Grant Scheme was created that
Without robust local governance, the risk of allowed Communes such Bsishatto improve local

recentralisation and diminished local democratic ~ waste management and Paper to provide drinking
oversight in the face of EU accession looms large. Water to twenty families living in a particularly
Thisis where the synergy between remote location

decentralisation and EU integration becomes not

just important, but essential. Local governments, ~ The AAC also published an "ABC of European
when empowered, can tailor their approachesto  Union for Local Government Units," demystifying
meet the specific needs of their communities, EU structures and expectations for local officials.
leading to more effective and efficient outcomes.  Introduced well before other external support placed

a focus on EU accession requirements, the project

SALAR International's role in Albania enhanced capacity and understanding of EU

integration on the local level. Today, Albanian local

Between 2005 2012, with Sida support, SALAR governments are far bett
I nternational i mpl ement &UWintéghaton fonbeedyratheothamsimply beind

Al bani an Association of spédatomtoites o ( DAAC)

project. The focus was on ensuring tloal

Albania applied for membership in the
European Union in 2009 and was granted
official candidate status in 2014

Accession negotiations formally opened ’ »
in 2020

Albania has completed the EU screening
process and opened 24 chapters in its E
accession negotiatiofissecond only to
Montenegro among Western Balkan
countries.

The country aims to conclude
negotiations by 2027, with full
membership readiness by 2030.



ifiSwedenbés decentral.i
governance, characterized by strong,
autonomous municipalities, served as a
benchmark throughout the DAAC project.
Through SALAR International, Swedish
expertise was directly transferred via peer
exchanges, workshops, and technical
support missions. Albanian local
governments learned how Swedish
municipalities engage citizens, plan
territories sustainably, manage public
finances effectively, and advocate through
strong associations. These experiences
helped Albanian stakeholders visualize
what a functioning, Etaligned local
governance system could look like and
inspired the localization of such models in
the Al banian context. o

The DAAC project can highlight several messages
for actors working with Ekintegration through,
and on the local level:

A Inclusion must be intentional: Local levels of
government are not able to meaningfully
engage in EU integration processes unless
explicitly included in national strategies and
supported with adequate resources.

A Capacity and ownership go hand in hand:
All training and technical support must be
paired with the building of local ownership to

AGRON HAXHIMALI
Executive director of the Institute for
Albanian Municipalities

By supporting capacity development, facilitating
regional exchanges, and promoting participatory
governance models, Sweden can help ensure that
Albania’'s path to EU membership is both inclusive
and s us tA&giomHmthimadi, ERecutive
Director Of The Institute For Albanian Municipalities

Perhaps the most tangible outcome of the DAAC
project was the support it provided to AAC and
national authorities on key reform initiatives that
would ensure Albanian local governments
possessed better structural conditions to provide
public services and to take account of the challenges

ensure that local governments see themselves asand opportunities presented by the EU accession

co-creators of their Eduture.

A Associations matter:It is vital to recognize the
role of LGAE as critical intermediaries.
Strengthening their policy and service delivery
capacity can allow them to multiply their
impact on the local level as well as ensuring
that national policies are aligned with local
realities.

AfLooking ahead, the fut
Albania will be increasingly defined by how well

it reforms and empowers its local governance.
Strong municipalities will be the frontline
implementers of EU policies, especially in areas
like environmental protection, infrastructure,

social services, and regional development.
Sweden, through its longstanding support and
proven expertise, can continue to play a key role
in this journey.

process. Building on the experiences of an earlier
Swedish municipal amalgamation process, SALAR
International experts presented options and a
process for territorial reform that ultimately resulted
in a reduction from 350+ to 65 local governments
units in Albania. This was a game changer for the
country and its EU accession process; Albania
appears to now be a frontrunner to join the EU.

The story of Albania's EU integration is not just one
wfrnational ambiEan but aisb ef paalempowermerit. o
With support from SALAR International, Albania's
local governments have been equipped to play a
crucial role in this transformative process. By
aligning local governance practices with EU
standards, building capacity, advocating for policy
alignment and improving service delivery, Albania
is laying a strong foundation for its future within the
EU. The path to Europe is not only paved in
national capitals, but in the towns and municipalities
throughout each candidate country. @
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Reflections from past and present coworkers
) : At the heart of every project are the individuals who turn the project visions into reality. They are not
¥ Voices superheroes in capes, but committed professionals, local leaders and community builders who
from the dedicate their time and energy to driving change where it matters most.
Ground These sections gives space to some of those voices. Through their memories, reflections and
achievements, we see how reform and cooperation take shape in practice. Their stories remind us tha
progress and sustainable change is carried forward by people.

VARSENIK
MNATSAKANYAN

Building bridges
between schools
and municipalities
IN Armenia

==
lir o’
Role Local Project Manager

Project Support to Decentralisation and Local Self
Government Reforms in Armenia (Dealog)

As Local Project Manager for the project Support to Decentralisation and Local Self
Government Reforms in Armenia (Dealog), Varsenik Mnatsakanyan has played a
central role in bringing people together around dialogue and reform. One of her fondest
memories is from the very beginning of the project, during a study visit to Stockholm
with high-level decision makers from Armenia.

AThe trip spar ke-ormaloi n topkingback, Varsenik highligmsovhat makes

discussions, fostering horizontal and vertical working with SALAR International unique: the

di al ogues around refor g dnissat iroencdes| ladhi | ity t
experience of local sefovernment into

For Varsenik, the most meaningful achievement  international development work.

within the Dealog project has been the creation of

the AMumoeli pal ity NexusAdhmhaughi BiAtLiAR,i veALAR |

established cooperation between municipalities actively bear and promote the values of local

and schools, aiming to replace old practices with a democracy, channelled and fed by the

culture of partnership. experiences of all member municipalities and
regions. Its extensive knowledge in local

nThe nexus has | ed to gowmereranobemakts!| geah v

and human development in Armenian says.

c 0 mmu n ishe iexplains with pride.
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Symbiocity:

Towards sustainable and inclusive cities
In 2009, as Sida phased out its urban development 2
department, they were keen to find a new home
for the SymbioCity Approach, a concept for
support to sustainable urban development
essentially rooted in Swedish municipal
experiences.

SALAR International was tasked to coordinate the
SymbioCity Approach in a Swedish national
effort, taking into consideration the entry points
and expertise of different actors such as
government ministries, academia, the private
sector, civil society, and local governments. The
new approach was used as a global tool to
influence networks of cities, planners, and local
leaders to do things differently. SymbioCity
evolved into a practical, adaptable methodology
that has since been applied in cities across Africa,
Asia, and Latin America. Each city brought its
own challenges and opportunities. Each found its
own answers.

At the heart of this journey, there has been a
shared commitment to inclusive, integrated, and
locally driven urban development, including the
prioritisation of infrastructure investments
involving the private sector. SALAR
International, building on our close ties with
municipalities and regions in Sweden, and
engaging closely with Business Sweden, has
played a key role in this evolutidnsupporting
cities, facilitating partnerships, and helping to
translate ideas into action

From concept to practic€ experiences
from cities on four continents

SymbioCity began as a conceptual framework, but P
its strength lies in its adaptability and practical iy
applicability. In the town oProbolinggo

Indonesia, a partnership with the municipality of
Helsingborg, Sweden, led to a pilot edilage
project and a new way of thinking about waste,
water, and climate resilience. The initiative not
only addressed environmental challenges like
waste and flooding but also helped shape national
policies. The Indonesian Ministry of Public Works
later integrated the SymbioCity methodology into
its Green Cities Programme, rolling it out to over
one hundred cities.



In Colombia, the cities ofPitalito andApartad6
used the approach to tackle issues related to
mobility and urban safety. Their work led to new
strategies, new bicycle infrastructure, and a shift
in how public spaces are used and valued
Ethiopia, cities likeShashemenand Debre
Berhan developed their solid waste management
system, including inclusive strategies that
involved informal waste workedsmany of them
womerd and embedding new solutions and
projects into municipal and city budgets.

In Myanmar, the SymbioCity approach was
institutionalized through a national training
programme. The participants included
representatives from the local, regional, and
national levels as well as academic institutions. It
equipped more than two hundred officials with
greater knowledge on an inclusive and democratic
approach to sustainable urban development as
well as practical capacities to plan and manage
urban spaces in perspectives of i.e. Improved
livelihoods, sustainable mobility solutions,
heritage conservation, urban resilience building,
disaster risk reduction, green infrastructure, city
profiles and data analyses.

Through the inclusion of higkevel

representatives as well as national town planning
teams, the training was linked with the
development of legal frameworks, new planning
documents, and budgeted town improvement
projects.

Subsequent tthe training, town planning teams in
the Ministryinstitutionalsedthe SymbioCity
methodology and tools, including perspectives of
participatory processes, gender equality, cross
departmental collaboration, and evidetesed
development, in new cities and towns in
Myanmar, showcasing institutionalization and
local ownership of results. The Urban Research
and Development Institute (URDI) was developed
as a hub for sustainable urban knowledge,
equipped with new priorities, a public lecture
series, and a city profiling tool for national
dissemination.

These results did not come from external
consultants or topgdown mandates. They came
from local governments, civil servants, and
communities. The SymbioCity approach offered a
structure. The cities did the work which has
ensured local ownership and commitment to

sustainable results.
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About Projects Method Services Resources Posts Contact

Cities define the future
SymbioCityis a holistic and:inclusive approéch to sustainable urban i

development that transforms urban challenges intp op&ortunities.
o

A platform for learning and exchange

One ofSy mb i o defininyféatures is its
emphasis on peer learning. Swedish municipalities
such as Helsingborg, Boras, ddoheahave all
shared their experiences with counterparts in
Indonesia, Colombia, and beyond. They do not
primarily participate as experisbut as peers.
Through study visits to Sweden and numerous
international trainings programmes (ITPs), city
leaders have developed visions for what is possible
when planning is integrated, socially inclusive, and
long-term.

The approach also evolved. Toolkits were
developed on gender mainstreaming, participatory
planning, and practical guidelines such as for solid
waste systems. A newebsite made a range of
different expert resources accessible. The focus
gradually sharpened: more on social inclusion and
gender equality, more on poverty, more on urban
resilience and climate change adaptation.

A shared effort

While SALAR International has helped coordinate
and support the global SymbioCity effort, the real
drivers of change have been the cities themselves.
Local governments, civil societyrgansations and
community members have embraced the approach,
adapted it to their contexts, and made it their own.
The success of SymbioCity demonstrates how local
insight, international partnership, and a united
vision for sustainability can create transformative
change.

It has shown that sustainable urban development is
not just about infrastructudeit is about people,
participation, and longerm thinking.

As urbangationaccelerates and the climate crisis
deepens, the need for integrated, inclusive, and
locally led solutions is greater than ever. The
SymbioCity Approach has not just offered a
methodology, but a mindsetone that continues to
evolve through the experiences of the cities and
communities that use it. With the right tools,
partnerships, and commitment, cities everywhere
can become more sustainable, more inclusive, and
more resilient.

Looking ahead, the lessons of SymbioCity are
highly relevant for the
initiative, where infrastructure investments must be
matched with democratic governance, social
inclusion, and sustainability, if they are to last. They
are also central to the Team Sweden Smart Cities
strategy, which can showcase Swedish solutions that
are green, digital, and socially inclusive. In both
arenas, SymbioCity demonstrates how Swedish
experienceand the Swedish resource base can
contribute beyond simply providing technical
solutions: they can bring a way of working that is
participatory, evidenebased, innovative and
grounded in local ownership. This is precisely what
is needed to ensure that global strategies translate
into real change for people and communities on the
ground.


https://symbiocity.org/
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BELAY FILE GAROMA

How SymbioCity
contributed to
Sustainable Urban
Development in |
Ethiopia

Role Currently working aBrogrammeManagement Officer for UIlabitat Ethiopia.
SALAR InternationdProject SymbioCity irshashemenand DebreBerhan Ethiopia

In Ethiopia, Belay has been particularly proud of the capacitybuilding initiatives that
helped local authorities identify problems and apply planning approaches rooted in the
SymbioCity methodology. These trainings strengthened local planning skills and
introduced new ways of thinking about urban development that are both practical and
sustainable.

ﬁThe mo s t me molred?“thlgdevelgpseen e

commit ment of local

outcomes were Seeing governments in the Global South. SALAR

International brings knowledge,

Iocal teams apply these _experience, and a level of dedication that
approaches in theirown 's rare. and | deeply

. explains.
contexts. o
For Belay, the SymbioCity project is not just

. . about technical solutiord i t 6 s about
What sets SALAR International apart for Belay is empowering local governments, building capacity,

E e organ IRl e Ereeien | and fostering sustainable development that can
and its global reach.

grow and adapt over time.
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a2y3z2f Al Qa
governance model,

designed through
Swedish experience

In the early days of its journey of
democratization, Mongolia turned to
Sweden as a source of inspiration.
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azy32f Al Qagobetndricd
model, designed through Swedish
experience

Twenty years ago, Mongolia was one of SALAR
I nternational 6s most
countries, seeing several consecutive projects
being i mplemented under
development cooperation strategies that were in
place between 1997 and 2010.

The new democratic Constitution adopted by
Mongolia in 1992 established the legal foundation
for local governance. This was later followed by a
Law on Administrative and Territorial Units and
their Governance (LATUG) that created a local
sefgovernance system wit
representativikhurals(local councils) at local and
provincial levels. Subsequent revision of the legal
framework increased the authority and autonomy
of local governments, introduced key elements of
decentralisation, and clarified division of
responsibilities between the central government
and subnational governments.

At this moment, Mongolia is guided by a leng

term devel opment policy
20500. In the field of
development policy serves to:

o Establish a citizetgentred government
structure.

o0 Ensure efficient and accessible delivery of
public services

"The support of Sweddmatrticularly through the :

i m

a Sd Sstablish an enabling environment for the

independent and sustainable development of
municipalities, provinces, and regions.

e Swedish moglgl ag 3 source, of
|nsp|rat|on

Sidaés bilateral
In the early days of its journey of democratization,
Mongolia turned to Sweden as a source of
inspiration and concrete experience of functional
local selfgovernance. Between 1997 and 2005, the
t wo phases of the #fAStren
LocalSelfGover nment Bodi esod i
implemented by SIPU International and SALA ,
later through SALA IDA- the predecessor of

IPALAR lateynatiomal. Ci t i zends

The partnership with the Mongolian Cabinet
Secretariat and the Mongolian Association of Local
Authorities (MALA) worked in many different

areas related to decentralisation. Some of the main
areas were:

o Improvement of the local governance legal
framework

Ingrasiyction of new yethedolpdies far logal i s i
slevelapmegt plgnsingard usiget preparagon
Capacity building programmes for members of
local councils and local government leadership
Institutional development of the Mongolian
Association of Local Authorities

Action research on citizen participation

p
I

0
0

o

dedicated partnership with SALAR International j | itk

and Sid& was nothing short of foundational in th
introduction and institutionalization of local self
governance in Mongol.i
transition to democracy and the adoption of its
new Constitution in 1992. At a time when
Mongolia was navigating the complexities of
decentralisation and
timely and visionary support helped breathe life
into the principle of localseff o v er n me n{:

Byambasuren Urgamal, Deputy Chief Cabinet
Secretary of the Government of Mongolia
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During the course dhe projects over two hundred Mongolian civil servants (primarily representatives of
local councils) participated in experiepsigaring visits to Sweden, 42 Mongolian local governance Master
trainers were developed, and over three thousand local representatives were trained on various themes
following two local elections.

Beyond this, dozens of handbooks were developed and widely disseminated amongst local authorities in
Mongolia. A similar Swedish project later rolled out an official leadership programme, where Mongolian
Master trainers were given the capacity to train 3900 Mongolian civil sealhatsosghe country. Many
Mongolian municipalities also engaged in municipal twinning projects focusing on energy efficiency with
municipalities in northern Sweden.

Reestablishing relationships between two countries

When Sweden decided to phase out development cooperation with Mongolia from 2010, the Swiss Agenc)
Development and Cooperation (SDC) and German GIZ continued with substantial programming on local
governance and public administration reform support.

Nonetheless, the conviction that the Swedish system of locajeadfnance can serve as a role model for
Mongolia has not faltered. In 2025, through an initiative from MALA, SALAR International received a
delegation from Mongolia, consisting of representatives of the Mongolian Government, MALA, and senior

|l ocal government politicians and officials. The
experiences of local governance, service delivery, urban planning, waste management, and climate chang
adaption, amongst other topics. To conclude the visit, an MoU was signed between MALA and SALAR
International to emphasize the intent to find prospects of future cooperation between Sweden and Mongoli

- N\ N\
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Global problems,  Foos ey Trery™
local solutions

Friendship and solidarity between municipalities
have historically played an important role, not
least between neighbouring countries in the
aftermath of the Second World War. This legacy social issues, environmergducationand
also influenced the design of early municipal urban planning

6twinningd projects, which focused on

relationships and exchange more than the project During the course dhe programme, a total
content. In an increasingly interconnected world, of 113 partnerships between Swedish and
it became clear that municipalities also viewed other country local and regional authorities
international partnerships in a new and more Wele EeEEnse)

pragmatic way. In dialogue with Sida, SALAR
Internatipr_mal therefore t(_)ok the initiativg to design 20 countries, 11 through the NoiSouth

the Municipal Partnership Programme in 2004. programme and 9 through the East

The new programme gave Swedish local and programme.

regional governments the opportunity to seek

strategic partnerships and design projects that

address common concerns or build on joint The Municipal Partnership Programme sought to
strengths. capitalize on this strength through the creation of
platforms for local voices to influence and shape
development agendas, ensuring that initiatives
were grounded in real community strengths and

SALAR International managed the municipal
partnership programme between 2@IH9,
after which it was handed over to ICLD.

The partnerships covered 8 themes, including
local governance, economic development,

The programme facilitated partnerships with

PaulDixelius needs.

original designer of the

Municipal Partnership A core ambition of the programme was to localise
PHEIENIE El S IR Swedenos devel opment ass

Int ti | . . s .
niemationa municipalities being empowered to take the lead

in development cooperation. Swedish
municipalities, with their deep expertise in social
welfare, infrastructure, and public services,

AiThe municipal partnershipg,nddlblepdifersio®hidsin efeding

regional governments an opportunity to demonstrate democracies. However, the partnerships were

el capacity to addr_ess dlimel e rellEnges Wi intentionally designed to create mutual benefits.
local solutions, sustainable development, and mutual

growt ho.

Through the partnerships, the goal was for
Swedish municipalities to primarily broaden their
perspectives, enhance institutional capacities, and
strengthen their role in global development
efforts. Peer learning was encouraged, allowing
both sides to exchange experiences, address
shared challenges, and-ceate innovative
solutions.

A central pillar of the municipal partnerships has
been the principle of democratisation.
Municipalities, by their very nature, are the level
of government closest to the people. They
operate at the level where citizens feel the most
direct impact of governance and where citizens
are in the best position to hold leaders and
governments accountable. This proximity allows
for democracy to be truly participatory, where
citizens and civil society are not only heard but
are actively involved.

For example, the early collaboration between the
municipality of Gothenburg and their South
African counterpart; Nelson Mandela Bay
Metropolitan municipality, which jointly guided

the design of the programme, led to mutual
insights and learnings in areas such as education,
social issues, environment and city planning.



ilt has been really
peers from different municipalities have inspired
each other over the years. | remember
representatives from the mountainous town of
Duyunin China who said that cycling was not an
option in their city. After their visit taEskilstuna

Salar Internationat 25 years of impact

e n ¢ d&ven iathe facgof administragivee hundeesvand h e

political tensions, longerm, sustainable results

were achieved. Such results should be measured not
only by the amount of completed projects, but by

the lasting relationships and strengthened
institutional capacities. In fact, municipalities were

they said- we are going to build bicycke a n e s ! dnot,the only beneficiaries of the project. Civil

PaulDixelius.

Another key domain of the programme was its
emphasis on strengthening local governance. By
supporting democratic institutions at the local
level, it helped lay the foundations for loteym
political stability and inclusive development in
various countries. In fragile democracies, these
partnerships served as a lifeline by allowing
reformminded local leaders to connect and gather
inspiration from experienced Swedish
counterparts.

Bjorn Kullander,
former programme
manager of the
Municipal Partnership
Programme

il nternati onal

an i
governance system stands out as exceptionally
strong. With municipalities responsible for
approximately 75% of welfare production, they
manage the issues closest to citifeoseating deep
expertise among municipal politicians and civil
servants. Recognizing their potential as actors in

n

Swedenbés devel opment assi
especially when aiming to strengthen local
democracies. The inclusion of the local level is vital,
as municipalities possess the contextual knowledge
needed to drive meaningful and sustainable local

change. 0

The selection of partners was strategic, based on
shared goals and complementary strengths. While
the approach varied depending on the codntry
partnerships within Turkiye, for instance, differed
significantly from those with South Afriéathe
underlying principle remained the same;
collaboration rooted in mutual respect and shared
learning. This adaptability was crucial in
navigating complex political landscapes of
different countries.

perspective,

society organizations gained access to international
networks and contributed with vital community
insights, whilst businesses shared technical
expertise and gained exposure to new markets. In
short, a whole of society approach. Together, these
actors helped create inclusive, locally grounded
partnerships that supported democratic development
and innovation.

The programme recognized that municipalities are
not solely service providers, they are also agents of
change. The programme also helped concretize
international collaboration and development
assistance on a local level, making global
engagement tangible and impactful for everyday
citizens and local stakeholders.

We believe that the power of local governance lies
in the ability to bridge the global and local, driving
change that is sustainable and locally owned. The
partnership programme stands as testament to this
potentiali that when local governments cooperate,
they create enduring solutions.

Swedenos |
The legacy of the Municipal

Partnership Programme

Following a handover to our sister organisation,

the InternationaCenterfor Local Democracy

(ICLD), the philosophy of partnerships between
l9qalgaveraments hag beancentinuqusly present,
both through SALAR I nter
6Partnership Councild of
Partnership Programme, and in SALAR
International's wider work.

ocal

0 TheTurkish-Swedish Partnership Network
(TUSENET) and Turkistswedish Partnership for
Local Governance (TUSELOG) projects mobilised
Swedish Municipalities in partnership in a wide range
of thematic local partnerships with Turkish

Municipality clusters.

SymbioCity facilitated municipal partnerships to
support bilateral knowledge exchange and capacity
development in the field of sustainable, urban
development.

TheCities4Cities| United4Ukraine initiative connects
Ukrainian and international municipalities to support
Ukrainebs aspirati onswarof

recovery
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MATS
JARNHAMMAR

Reflecting on

SymbioCity
Programmes

Role Was working as Senior Expert.

2 /
“L'\
)

Project SymbioCity projects in Indonesia, Kenya, Myanmar, Turkey, as well as regional programmes in
Southeast Asia, East Africa, the Balkans, and Eastern Europe.

Mats Jarnhammar reflects on his work with SALAR International with gratitude for the

people he has met along the way.

nAIlI of the
people | have had the
privilege of meeting from
all over the globé many
of whom are now my
friendso

One of his proudest achievements comes from the
SymbioCity programme in Kenya, where seven
county governments were supported in strategic
urban planning. Working closely with local
communities and stakeholders, the strategies
developed during the project were transformed
into development plans connected to funds for
implementing innovative solutions.

combined

~ : h
itrmtaii%aaﬁdiggg/%evelopment with

tangible results on the ground. Today, you can

see homerown solutions in public spaces,

waste management, flooding, and local economic
devel opment in these co

For Mats, what sets SALAR International apart is
its unique position as part of the Swedish
Association of Local Authorities.

ANo consultancy can mat
knowledge and experience from Swedish local
governments. It allows us to collaborate as peers,
acting as trusted partners rather than mere

service providers. There is also a strong culture

of professionalism and a focus on achieving real
out comes. 0

Through his work, Mats has seen how careful
planning, collaboration, and local ownership can
turn ideas into lasting improvements in
communities, demonstrating the real impact of
supporting local governments in a meaningful

way.
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Resilience, fragility, and crisis response are no
longer side issuéisthey are central to how
governments at all levels must act. As part of our
work to advance local governance and
decentralisation across the world, these issues,
including the absorptive, adaptive, and
transformative capacities of local governments,
are at the core of our work. The Resilience in
Local Governance (RESLOG) project,
implemented in Turkiye and Lebanon, offers
context sensitive, structured, holistic and inclusive
solutions for how institutional and community
resilience can be strengthened to respond to
complex crises. By providing local actors with the
capacity to enhance service delivery, foster local
economic development and engage in
environmental and physical planning, sustainable
development and resilience can be promoted
through structures that are sustainable beyond
initial responses to crises.

When States suffer from fragility, thisadl the
moreimportant. Local governments are at the
forefront of responses to external shocks,
regardless of whether they originate from natural
disasters, economic instability or social unrest.
They furthermore possess greater knowledge
about local, contextual issues, allowing for risk

assessments that are thoroughly grounded in local § s

perspectives. Furthermore, they contribute to
social cohesion, laying foundations for
peacebuilding, inclusive recovery and sustainable
local development.

T |
b ‘f |
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rs of impact

During the course adlmost a decade, the Union of
Municipalities and pilot municipalities of the

RESLOG project in Turkiye and Lebanon
encountered several large, as well as smaller, natural
ormanmade crises. In Leban
AreaBased approach was applied to strengthen
intermunicipal structures for crisis management,
based on strong local leadership and governance
which contributed to improved local, regional and
national crisis response. Innovation, ownership and
datadriven solutions such as geospatial analysis,
together with weklanchored platforms for

community engagement, strengthened local
governments, not only to withstand shocks but
equally enforced their systems for sustainable
recovery.
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In Turkiye, RESLOG formulated a response to the
massive earthquakes in 2023 based on the
Resilience Assessment Methodology, initially
developed for municipalities to respond to the
migration crisis from Syria which since then
continued to develop to a unique tool (Integrated
and Inclusive Resilience Framework 2IRF) for

local governance resilience to multifaceted shocks.

The methodology enabled local governments,
together with their inhabitants, to analyse the
effects of a crisis, or multiple crises, on different
municipal competences, including their own
institutions, and to develop a systematic and
inclusive response. Through these efforts, 11
earthquakeand displacemersffected
municipalities developed recovery plans which
also helped attract international funding.

As actors, local governments are wadisitioned

to advance work across, and in adherence to, the
triple (humanitariardevelopmenpeace) nexus.
When responsibilities and fiscal capacities are
devolved to them, local engagement strengthens
national responses, helping to ensure that they are
effective, contexspecific, and truly sustainable.
Within the RESLOG project, the experiences
gained by the Union of Municipalities of Turkiye,
regional Unions of Marmara amplikurovaand

their members, helped to shape lociy

advocacy concerning national migration policies.

A common repercussion of centralized,-tigwvn
responses is their ineffectiveness at times when
the need for swift, localized action is paramount.
As such, preestablished centralised coordination
mechanisms often fall short of effectively
addressing and managing the complexities of
large, multifaceted crises. While centralised
systems can be beneficial for maintaining
uniformity and control, they can be slow to adapt
to rapidly changing circumstances, and protracted
humanitarian response architecture does not
produce dividends in terms of sustainable
recovery. Moreover, a lack of local context and
understanding can result in solutions that are not
tailored to the specific needs and conditions of
affected communities.

In contrast, local governance structures are
inherently more agile and responsive. They possess
a deeper understanding of local context, resources
and vulnerabilities, enabling them to implement
more effective and immediate solutions. Local
governments can mobilize resources quickly,
engage with community members directly, and
adapt strategies in re@me to meet the evolving
demands of a crisis. They are also bgttaced to
consider longeterm recovery scenarios that are
relevant to context.

-, < fppd

It is concerning that the role of local governments
are often not recognized by national and
international responses, commonly manifested
through a centralized responsibility for allocation of
resources and a preference for international actors,
instead of locallynmandated ones, within the
humanitarian response architecture.

At SALAR International, we believe that local
governments and their respective communities are
best placed to prepare for, and respond to, crises.
Local governments, with their specific mandates,
play a crucial role in spearheading mobility policies,
overseeing environmental services, and taking
account of the physical environment during
planning processes. Additionally, they support local
economic developmeditfactors that are essential
preconditions for building resilient societies. These
capabilities are vital in addressing the increasingly
complex development challenges we face today.

In our engagement in Lebanon, through the
RESLOG project, this philosophy has been a

driving force. Lebanon has faced a multitude of
crises that have significantly impacted the national
landscape. RESLOG worked to increase the
resilience of local governments in Lebanon by
strengthening their capacities througheaga based
approach combining technical support, and localised
participatory and inclusive mechanisms and

governance innovations.



The projectods di
Local Datadriven
leadership: governance:
Placing Building local
municipalities capacity to
and inter collect and
municipal analyze data
structures at the informed
heart of strategy decisioamaking,
design and improved

implementation
ensured context
relevance and
community
legitimacy, and
accountability.

Incorporating fragility as a policy subject in
development initiatives is an integral part of
creating outcomes that are truly sustainable and
stresgresistant. However, this dimension is often
ooked
Global Gateway Strategy, anticipated for a deeper
roll out under the forthcoming MuitAnnual

Finance Framework, aims to synchronize member
nvest ment s
links across digital, energy, and transport sectors;

overl

stat esod

transparency, and
fostered
accountability.

i n |

st

arger

nctive

Inclusivity and
participation:

Mechanisms
involving youth,
women, refugees,
and marginalized
groups increased
public trust and
strengthened
social cohesion.

proposition

Embedded
crisis
management:
Integrating
emergency
preparedness into
routine
governance
enhanced
responsiveness to
shocks and long
term risk
mitigation.
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includes:

Sustainability
and
localization:

Focusing on
permanent,
locally anchored
systems reduced
reliance on
external aid and
improved
continuity of
services.

RESLOGS work in Tiirkiye and Lebanon shows

how local governments, when empowered, can

lead inclusive planning, foster community
participation and inclusion, and deliver services

p o |thatreflectftire eeatitewvan thk groundTThese E U 6
lessons are highly relevant as the global aid

landscape undergoes a major shift, there is a need

to move beyond tedown investment strategies

i n sameembrace lacdl gogemancesas alcoreeestone ofe
resilience.

much homework is still needed when it comes to

fragile contexts.

The RESLOG project demonstrates that it is
possible to make investments even in fragile
contexts. Where national governments are obvious
partners, this needs to come hand in hand with an
equally important local partnership and ownership.
Local governments need to be invited early into
dialogue that can influence the design of
investments based on local needs and realities.
They also need to be equipped with context

sensitive capacities, to own planning,

implementation and monitoring in participatory
and inclusive manners. Only in this way can
development efforts become more effective,
transparent, and sustainable. Furthermore, this
approach not only improves the distribution of
resources but can help promote stability and
enhance adaptability to evolving challenges.
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SOURAYA
HAMMOUD

A voice for local
resilience in
Lebanon

Role Local Project Manager.
Project Resilience in Local Governance (RESLOG) Lebanon

As Local Project Manager for Resilience in Local Governance (RESLOG) Lebanon,
Souraya Hammoud has seen firsthand how local actors can transform crisis response
when given the tools and trust to lead. Her favourite memory goes back to the projects
first national conference on community fi
Akkar was presented as a success story.

iSeeing our wor k r e Whenlebanon faced thednternal displacement

mething th Id insDir n crisis in 2023, these efforts proved th_eirworth.
selEil e vl Gelle [spllE Ee LS The knowledge and tools developedurdEl

repllcated el_sewhere in Lebanon was Qaytehwere replicated in other municipal unions,
deeply emotional. It reflected showing that even in fragile contexts, locally led
everything we had been working crisis responses can serve as a model for others.

toward: a truly localized, aredased
For Souraya, SALAR I ntei

approach that fills the gap left by years working has been key to these successes.
of underinvestment. When

coordination is done right and local fiwhat makes SALAR I nt e
actors are trusted, the impact does not its genuine commitment to partnership,
stay |l oc al |t gr o Wgearn'@g, and local ownership. It listens, €o

creates, and grows with its partners. There is a
humility in the way the team works that allows

Among the many achievements, Souraya , ) ,
for trust to build, even in the most fragile

highlights the establishment of local crisis

management structures in underserved areas such S € [ [ ings. o
asJurdElQayted . These structures allowed
municipalities to respond to crisis more quickly Through her and RESLOGs work, Souraya has

and confidently, coordinating efforts between first helped demonstrate that local actors can transform
respondersl Vo|unteers’ and |0ca| actors. CriSiS response When given the tOO|S and trust to
lead, resulting in impact that does not stay local: it

ifiLocal actors began actiHWSproactively, thinkin
ahead, and mobilising resources from both local
and internat $heexglains.partners, 0
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The MENA region is marked by contrasts:
booming capitals alongside neglected rural towns,
wealthy oilproducing states beside fragile
economies, and entrenched political elites
governing over increasingly youthful populations.
Centralised systems have often failed to respond
effectively to these realities. The result has been
not only inequality, but also authoritarianism and
mistrust in public institutions.

The Arab Spring revolutions of 20112012 sent
shockwaves across the region, forcing states,
societies, and international partners t@xamine
governance systems that had long been
characterised by authoritarian control. While the
early uprisings promised democratic openings, the
trajectory has since been uneven: some countries
slid back into authoritarianism or conflict, while
others experimented with local governance
reforms. A second wave of uprisings in 2018
reinforced demands for dignity, participation, and
accountable governance in different countries in
the region, most prominently in Iraq, Lebanon,
Sudan and Algeria.

SALAR International has been engaged in MENA
for two decades. Our work has underscored a
consistent lesson: decentralisation is not just a
technical reform; it is a political project. It is not a
panacea, but it offers pathways to more inclusive
governance, balanced development, and a deeper
social contract between citizens and the state.
Municipalities and regions closer to citizens are
better placed to prioritize urgent needs, adapt
policies to local realities, and involve communities,
including women and youth, in shaping their own
future. Where local governments are trusted, they
can also play a stabilizing role in times of cisis
something made starkly clear during the conflicts
that followed the Arab Spring.

Yet decentralisation cannot be seen as astree
fits-all reform. Each country has its own political
economy, its own historic stag®ciety relations,
and its own risks. Reforms that ignore context are
unlikely to work. What is needed are gradual,
tailored processes, rooted in the realities of local
actors and institutions. This requires a concerted
effort and the right kind of international support.
Since 2024, we have seen renewed calls for
reforms across the MENA regioRegrettablywe
have also observed a decline in donor interest. But
recent shifts in regional and global politicaot

least under Global Eurofiemay create new
opportunities to revitalise local governance
support.

Tunisia: Promise and setbacks

Tunisia was the first country to embark on a
serious decentralisation journey after 2011. A new
Constitution in 2014 enshrined devolution of
powers and introduced local democracy as a
cornerstone of governance. For a time, Tunisia
stood out as a regional beacon.

SALAR International supported this process
through successive phases. First, by providing
credible technical arguments that helped Tunisian
stakeholders embrace decentralisation. Later, by
contributing to lawmaking, strengthening the
National Federation of Tunisian Municipalities,
and supporting reforms in local financial
management. These efforts laid down foundations
for local governance that could deliver.

However, the broader democratic transition in
Tunisia has faltered. Democratic backsliding in
recent years shows that decentralisation cannot
survive in isolation. It requires political will,
institutional checks and balances, and sustained
citizen demand. Still, the Tunisian case shows both
what is possible and what is fragile.
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Iraq: Building from below

Irag also experimented with decentralisation. Laws were passed to strengthen local governance, but reforr
soon stalled. Political patronage and the capture of oil revenues by elites limited the space for genuine loc:
empowerment. The risk was clear: decentralisation on paper can turn into frustration in practice.

For over a decade, SALAR International ds wor k i
from bel owo. I n Diwaniyah governorate, for exam
sectors created transparency and enhanced process effectiveness. Several successful local initiatives wer
shared upwards from provincial level to influence national policy. This battomodel has been key to

keeping the decentralisation agenda alive in a challenging environment, and today most political actors in |
agree that decentralisation is a necessary way forward.

From implementers to change agents:
An Iragi NGO taking the lead in transformative governance

Since 2010, IRFAD, an Iraqi NGO, has worked nAt the start, | RFAD
with SALAR International in a series of Swedish imp'ementing the p|ans of various

funded projects aimed at improving local service organisations and donors that most often

delivery and strengthening governance at the :
provincial level in the north and south of Irag. At Wgre defined else_whe_:re. UL L
unique partnership with SALAR

the start, work was mainly focused on improving

social services, but as the Iragi government International, we have gradually been

seriously, although a bit dubc, started trusted with significant influence over what
decentralisation reform initiatives from 2014 is needed and how change in the Iraqi
onwards, SALAR International and IRFAD context can best be stimulated. As a result of
became the main actors in providing proof of this experience,td®RFA

concepts for the national and regional government
agencies of how decentralisation could be
manifested and realized at the local level. Over the

organisation in Baghdad and south of Iraq
when it comes to institutional development

years, IRFAD has served as a crucial institutional | Nt he [ ocal governan
partner of SALAR International that has helped to
manoeuvre the intricate sogilitical Sarmed alKazraji , Chairperson IRFAD.

environment of Iraq and drive effective change at
the local level. Jointly, we have realised local
governance results that few believed possible.

Lebanon: Between fragility and local innovation

Lebanonés trajectory after the Arab Spring has
governance failures, compounded by financial collapse and the 2020 Beirut port explosion. Despite politica
deadlock at the national level, municipalities and unions of municipalities have shouldered a disproportiona
burden of crisis respongdrom hosting large numbers of Syrian refugees to coping with collapsing public
services.

SALAR International, through the Resilience in Local Governance (RESLOG) project, has highlighted how
participatory local planning and municipaivil society collaboration can mitigate tensions and channel

' i mited resources effectively. Lebanonds case s

state, and the enduring importance of empowering local actors as anchors of stability and service delivery |
fragile contexts.



Syria: Decentralisation amid Jordan: Reform in search of momentum

fragmentation Jordan offers another important case of theipost
Syria remains one of t heAdberinger Reformsdodhe Logah mp | e x

cases. The 2011 uprising was met with extreme Administration Law in 2015 and 2021 introduced
repression and violent conflict, producing state new layers of governance but also created
fragmentation, displacement, and humanitarian fragmentation, unclear mandates, and weak
catastrophe. Local administration structures accountability. Public confidence in structures like
evolved in highly uneven ways: in regitheld governorate councils has been low, while fiscal
areas, reforms such as Law 107 promised transfers to municipalities have declined.
devolution but were implemented selectively, often  These developments have triggered a review of de
reinforcing central control through appointed jure and de facto local governance arrangements.
governors. In opposition and seliministered The Royal Committee to Modernize the Political
areas, ad hoc local councils emerged as lifelines System has recommended reforms that resonate
for gommunities but lacked resources and legal strongly with international principles:

clarity. strengthening elected local institutions, clarifying

Following an initial engagement in 2010 under the ~ responsibilities, embedding participation, and
EU6s Decentralisation an&nSlciand Defvien @Moiema f ol

(DLDP) project, SALAR International has the Inclusive Local Governance (INLOG) project
monitored these dynamics closely and, through the ~@nd a parallel support to national policy dialogue
INLOG project, explored programmatic Options during 2025, SALAR International has eXp|0I’ed
after the fall of Assad in 2024. Our engagement how these principles could translate into practice.
with Syrian civil society partners points to the Jordan stands at a crossroads: incremental but
importance of supporting locailed recovery, strategic reforms could make municipalities more
building transparent planning and citizen functional, accountable, and developmeriented,
engagement mechanisms, and strengthening but a deficit in concerted international assistance
municipal services as a bridge from humanitarian for reforms and the recent revisiting of key

relief to reconstruction. A renewed focus on legislation highlight the risk of moving forward in
municipal functionality whether through service the absence of participatory and evidehased
delivery, participatory planning, or local policy dialogue.

developmen® could lay the foundation for
national reconciliation.



