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Investing in community initiatives that empower
women and young people is a critical catalyst for
sustainable development and social transformation.
Women and girls make up 51.5 per cent' of
the population and play an essential role in the
socioeconomic development of their societies. With
this in mind, the Sahel Women’s Empowerment
and Demographic Dividend (SWEDD) project has
set up innovative community-based interventions
in Benin to reduce gender inequalities and harness
the demographic dividend. These initiatives include
the Life Skills and Reproductive Health subproject,
which provides young girls and adolescents with
education and training in safe spaces. To take a
holistic approach to gender relations and promote
positive masculinity as a driver of change, young

g

boys and young married men participate in clubs for
boys and men where they learn life skills and how to
challenge harmful gender norms.

The SWEDD project has faced complex challenges
in Benin, including cultural norms, economic
inequalities and limited institutional capacity.
However, thanks to targeted strategies, the project
has achieved notable results in relation to improving
life skills, reproductive health education and social
cohesion. A critical review of these interventions
highlighted Benin's potential to serve as a model
for innovative, community-centred development.
This led to a road map being developed to continue
project interventions after the project came to an
end in December 2024.

. Achievements and innovations

Benin's achievements bear witness to the
effectiveness of the SWEDD project’'s community-
based strategies. The creation of safe spaces was a
cornerstone of these efforts, with 768 of the planned
770 safe spaces fully operational across the country’s
77 municipalities. The creation of these spaces

was supported by the recruitment and training of
1,536 mentores, who provide essential advice and
training on the project’s various themes, including life
skills, reproductive health, leadership and personal
development. In preparation for the end of the project
in December 2024, a sustainability plan was drawn
up in August 2024, in consultation with the heads

of the Departmental Directorates of Social Affairs
and Microfinance (DDASMs in French). Effective
implementation of this plan will ensure that the safe
spaces and boys’ and men's clubs involved can
continue to operate as part of the regular activities

of the one-stop social protection centres (guichets
uniques de protection sociale — GUPS), which cover
the entire country. A plan to achieve synergy between
the operational units of the Ministry of Social Affairs
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and Microfinance — the GUPS —, actors from other
sectoral ministries and community-based actors
has also been drawn up with technical support from
UNFPA.

The powers and responsibilities conferred on the
GUPS and DDASMs by the regulatory acts governing
them will ensure the SWEDD project’'s achievements
are sustainable.?

Furthermore, over 250,000 vulnerable girls aged
between 10 and 24 have been empowered through
the acquisition of essential life skills and education on
sexual and reproductive health and rights. The project
has also set up 555 clubs for boys and men, including
275 youth clubs, serving a total of 34,100 people.
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The programme has made commendable progress in
Benin through several innovative practices:

e Community monitoring committees — made
up of local leaders, young people and women'’s
representatives — ensure that safe spaces are
supported and managed in a way that reflects
local needs and contexts. This approach
contrasts with the reliance on one-size-fits-all
models observed in other countries.

e Another notable innovation is the appointment
of six United Nations Volunteers (UNVs) to
provide local technical assistance to strengthen
coordination and facilitate decentralized data
collection for the information system. Their
presence increased the visibility of SWEDD
project activities, while optimizing collaboration
between local administrative and governance
structures. This model of local support
improved the responsiveness of actors and the
effectiveness of project interventions. UNFPA
plans to adapt the strategy into an inter-agency
intervention to increase the effectiveness of the
flagship projects of successive Government
Action Plans in Benin.

e In addition, the inclusion of initiatives to change
social norms, such as the involvement of the
platform of religious and traditional women
leaders, has made it possible to challenge
harmful practices and promote gender equality.

e The introduction of a referral system for cases
of gender-based violence has also strengthened
social protection mechanisms for vulnerable
populations.

Il. Challenges

Despite its obvious successes, the SWEDD project in
Benin has had to overcome a number of challenges
to ensure that its interventions are sustainable. Over
the course of their time at the safe spaces, some
girls expressed a growing interest in training courses
other than those initially chosen. This change does
not appear to reflect a shift in their underlying aims,
but rather a natural evolution of their aspirations,
inspired by being exposed to new perspectives and
opportunities.

Another challenge is that safe spaces are not sufficiently
integrated into local service ecosystems. This is
particularly the case with regard to health centres,
employmentagencies and vocationaltraining institutions.
This lack of coordination limits the potential for creating
holistic support networks that maximize the benefits
of SWEDD interventions. It is therefore necessary to
develop a collaborative approach that brings together
all departments of the sectoral ministries, to achieve
synergy between interventions that complement the
aims of the GUPS and DDASMs.

In addition, cultural and family resistance continues to
restrict some girls’ access to non-traditional careers.
This should be the focus of a large-scale information
and advocacy campaign to break down the prejudices
that prevent young women from choosing an innovative
career path.

lll. Sustainability strategy and
follow-up activities

The sustainability of SWEDD interventions in Benin will
be improved by institutionalizing these efforts within
existing government frameworks. GUPS and DDASMs
are well placed to take on this role, given their mandates
and resources. As decentralized units of the Ministry of
Social Affairs and Microfinance, GUPS already deliver
social services and support networks of community
actors, including women'’s associations, youth groups
and religious leaders. By integrating SWEDD project
activities into their operations, these bodies can ensure
the continuity and effectiveness of these initiatives.
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The government is the lead actor when it comes
to maintaining the progress made, followed by the
decentralized authorities and then technical and
financial partners, which will support institutional efforts.
Resource mobilization is another essential element of the
strategy to ensure the initiatives continue and expand.
Community involvement must also remain a priority, with
local leaders and other stakeholders actively involved in
planning and monitoring interventions.

A gradual transition to SWEDD project activities being
managed solely by the government is recommended.
This process should integrate and strengthen the
mechanisms that national institutions have already put
in place. It is suggested that the GUPS manage the safe
spaces, with the support of qualified social workers able
to serve as facilitators and provide constant supervision.

Strategy implementation diagram

Capacity-building programmes must equip GUPS and
DDASM staff with the knowledge and skills they need
to deliver these interventions effectively and ensure they
continue into the future.

Data management systems also need to be strengthened
to enable comprehensive monitoring of project
participants and results. This will involve integrating
SWEDD data into national social services databases.
Regularengagement with technical and financial partners
will be necessary to refine and adapt the sustainability
strategy to new needs and challenges.
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IV. Recommandations

The synergies between the various SWEDD
initiatives should be strengthened. Aligning life skills
/—© and sexual and reproductive rights education with the
economic empowerment projects could create a more

holistic approach that addresses the multifaceted needs
ll\\lll\ of adolescent girls. For example, providing women and

adolescent girls with information about career options
beyond traditional roles can encourage them to follow an
unconventional path.

A detailed participant profile should be

drawn up as a priority during the initial

phases. Understanding each individual's
situation, aspirations and challenges allows for more-
targeted and more-effective support. This approach should
be complemented by a map of the ecosystem of services
available in each community. Identifying opportunities in
the health, education and employment sectors can foster x
collaborations that amplify the impact of interventions.

\ V

Transferring the management of project activities

O from NGOs to government bodies is crucial for their

\\\\\ ‘ sustainability. This requires capacity-building for local
«© government bodies, in particular the GUPS and DDASMs.
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Benin's experience of the SWEDD project illustrates the importance of

gradually institutionalizing community-based interventions to ensure their

sustainability. Integrating activities into existing government bodies, such as the GUPS and DDASMs,

is key to ensuring that the project’'s achievements continue. While these bodies did mobilize at

certain stages of implementation, notably for community-based support and local coordination, the

end-of-project review did not allow for their contributions to be assessed in-depth nor for specific

recommendations on this point. Nonetheless, their institutional foundations and proximity to project

participants make them key actors that must be strengthened to support the transition to national
management of the interventions.

Strengthening the synergies between interventions (safe spaces, men’s and boys’ clubs,
economic empowerment, socioeducational classes) makes it possible to adopt a holistic approach
that maximizes the impact of the activities carried out. The involvement of local communities
(traditional and religious leaders, families, young people) plays a key role in changing social norms
and overcoming cultural resistance to girls’ empowerment. Moreover, better coordination with local
service ecosystems (education, health, employment) makes interventions more effective and fosters
career pathways tailored to the needs of project participants.

Finally, gradually transitioning activities to government management, supported by a robust
monitoring and evaluation system, will make it possible to adapt strategies to emerging challenges
and ensure sustainable impact on a large scale. These principles, adapted to the specific contexts of
each country, can serve as a template for exporting the Beninese model to other parts of West and
Central Africa.
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