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Executive Summary

The comparative analysis of Voluntary National Re-
views (VNRs) identifies similarities and differences 
in the reviews the UN Member States submitted to 
the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable De-
velopment (HLPF) in July 2019. The analysis shows 
that the countries expressed a strong commitment 
to implement the 2030 Agenda. However, steps tak-
en to achieve sustainable development vary signif-
icantly in approach and degree. Most VNR reports 
include a review of progress made on all the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) and are rich 
in content, providing details on efforts made and 
approaches used in the VNR process and their SDG 
implementation. The range of reporting structures 
and approaches demonstrates that countries have 
taken ownership of their VNR processes.

NATIONAL INSTITUTIONAL PLANNING, NATIONAL  
COORDINATION- AND REVIEW MECHANISMS; 

The analysis of the national planning, national co-
ordination- and review mechanisms reveals that 
most of the 2019 VNR countries place a strong em-
phasis on facilitating a coherent SDG implementa-
tion process that follows a ‘whole-of-government’ 
and a ‘whole-of-society’ approach. The institutional 
mechanisms mandated to lead the VNR and SDG 
implementation vary significantly depending on 
government structures and environments. More than 
half of the 2019 VNR countries set up new institu-
tional structures often including a multi stakehold-
er SDG Commission, Council, Working Group or Task 
Force, usually consisting of relevant line ministries, 
national statistical commissions and stakeholders 
such as civil society organisations (CSOs), academ-
ia, the private sector and local and regional gov-
ernments (LRGs), which are increasingly represent-
ed. Moreover, comprehensive reporting on the role 
of parliament and, to some degree, the supreme 
audit institutions (SAIs), indicate the growing role 
parliament and audit institutions play in both the 
VNR process and SDG implementation efforts. 

Despite the progress made in developing inclusive 
SDG institutional mechanisms, self-assessment 
and concrete feedback on the quality and effective-
ness of the SDG institutional arrangements is lim-
ited. Feedback could, for example, include reflec-
tions on whether stakeholders’ responsibilities are 
allocated appropriately, whether functions require 
improvement, or if there is a need to broaden the 
stakeholders who are included. Self-assessments 
on the mechanisms would help provide insight into 
whether the organisations do indeed support na-
tional SDG implementation.

Some countries reported on new constitutional pro-
visions aimed at regulating the implementation of 
the SDGs, however, only a few countries report-
ed on establashing specific legally binding instru-
ments. From a budgetary perspective, the SDGs are 
increasingly incorporated into the national budgets. 
Nevertheless, cost analyses of the SDGs only fea-
ture in a few VNR reports. A cost analysis can help 
understand the costs, assess the scope and com-
prehensiveness of SDG implementation and guide 
decision-making and prioritisation.

Reports also indicate that there are few SDG mon-
itoring and evaluation (M&E) mechanisms and 
standardised procedures for national follow-up 
and review. These mechanisms and procedures are 
needed to measure the impact of strategies, poli-
cies and programmes and can help foster routine 
reporting on the SDGs across sectors and levels of 
government.

MAINSTREAMING AND POLICY COHERENCE

Significant progress has been reported on inte-
grating the SDGs into National Development Plans 
(NDPs) in response to the need to ensure coher-
ent implementation of the SDGs sector wide at all 
levels of government. Incorporating the SDGs into 
the NDP provides an opportunity to foster coherent 
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SDG implementation and monitoring and to con-
sider other international frameworks and commit-
ments. This development reflects a growing trend 
of establishing a ‘new generation of development 
plans’ that responds to the need to integrate the 
2030 Agenda and other international commitments, 
including the African Union Agenda 2063, the Paris 
Climate Agreement and the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR). Furthermore, pro-
gress made and the need to localise the SDGs is 
recognised as a means of strengthening coherence 
and aligning SDG implementation at all levels of 
government. Although there is considerable room 
to scale up SDG localisation efforts, several good 
practices are emerging in the VNR reports, such 
as integrating the SDGs into local plans, involving 
local stakeholders in institutional and coordination 
mechanisms, awareness raising, local data collec-
tion and monitoring.

The 2019 VNR reports express a commitment to 
addressing SDG interlinkages to improve horizon-
tal coherence. However, comprehensive approaches 
aimed at strengthening integrated and cross-sec-
toral strategies are still in the early stages of the 
SDG implementation processes. The reports include 
details of targeted efforts such as reviews and as-
sessments of existing policies, plans and strate-
gies. In many cases Rapid Integrated Assessments 
(RIAs) have helped to inform countries how to inte-
grate the SDGs into national and subnational plan-
ning that addresses the synergies and trade-offs 
between the goals. Furthermore, the reports fea-
ture a broad range of policies and strategies that 
contribute to sustainable development. In terms of 
sector specific initiatives, the 2019 VNR reporting 
reveals that most measures reported relate to cli-
mate change and DRR. In addition to reporting on 
the climate and DRR related policies, plans and 
strategies, including National Adaptation Pro-
grammes of Action (NAPAs) and Nationally Deter-
mined Contributions (NDCs), there is considerable 
reference to the Paris Climate Agreement and the 
Sendai Framework for DRR. 

The majority of countries express a commitment 
to the principle of ‘Leaving No One Behind’ (LNOB) 
as a key priority in integrating the SDGs. The re-
porting however reveals that efforts to address the 
principle often consist of ad hoc programmes or 
projects targeting specific vulnerable groups. Only 

a few concrete examples describe how the prin-
ciple is approached comprehensively. More robust 
strategic approaches are needed to step up efforts 
that ensure ‘no one is left behind’.

The 2019 review of SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and 
Strong Institutions) shows that countries recog-
nise the overall importance of the goal in creat-
ing peaceful and stable societies and undertake a 
broad range of measures to support its implemen-
tation, including developing institutional structures 
and reform processes as well as introducing legis-
lation, policies and programmes. However, despite 
these initiatives, strategic approaches that cover 
the broader thematic aspects of SDG 16 and its in-
terlinkages with other goals and the Agenda are, in 
general, rare. Furthermore, greater clarity is needed 
on goal specific progress on monitoring, stakehold-
er engagement and partnerships, as well as details 
on challenges, shortfalls, needs and future action 
to be taken.

In general, despite a rising trend and commitment 
to a holistic approach to sustainable development, 
continued effort is needed to build on the inter-
linkages of the SDGs, including their trade-offs. 
Although integrated assessments and planning ef-
forts have commenced, mainstreaming the SDGs at 
project level is where the concrete SDG contribu-
tion comes into play. In future, VNR reporting needs 
to go beyond incorporating the SDGs into planning 
and strategic efforts and must expand its focus 
on actions, partnerships and implementation efforts 
that respond to multi-sectoral development chal-
lenges.
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STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

The 2019 VNR reports illustrate that countries 
demonstrate a strong commitment to engaging 
stakeholders across society. Multi-stakeholder  ap-
proaches focus predominantly on the main stake-
holder groups, such as civil society, academia and 
the private sector and including them in consulta-
tions, workshops and conferences. Furthermore, the 
reports feature the diverse role of academia from 
contribution to consultations, workshops and con-
ferences, awareness raising and research to sup-
porting SDG monitoring efforts. The capacity of the 
private sector is strongly acknowledged and is also 
expressed in efforts to create an enabling environ-
ment and approaches aimed at scaling up public 
private partnership cooperation. In addition to the 
role played by CSOs, academia and the private sec-
tor, local and regional stakeholders have increased 
their engagement.

Platforms and mechanisms are emerging that 
strengthen and increase stakeholder engagement. 
However, while formal arrangements for effective 
stakeholder engagement are essential in ensuring 
a ‘whole-of-society’ approach, mechanisms to en-
gage stakeholders in the VNR process are rarely 
described in detail. More attention to stakeholder 
engagement practices would enable a better as-
sessment of its impact and quality. Reporting on in-
stitutionalised mechanisms and establishing stake-
holder engagement plans that include methods for 
engaging different groups can also help achieve 
clarity on countries’ long term approaches to de-
veloping an inclusive SDG planning, implementation 
and monitoring process. 

In addition to engaging key stakeholder groups, the 
core principles of the 2030 Agenda place individual 
citizens at the centre of the Agenda, not only as 
beneficiaries of sustainable development outcomes, 
but also as contributors to achieving the SDGs. 
While there has been some progress in localising 
the SDGs, there are only a few mechanisms that en-
sure direct citizen engagement. Furthermore, a lack 
of awareness of the SDGs is an ongoing challenge. 
Despite countries reporting a broad range of ad hoc 
awareness raising activities, systematic and stra-
tegic communication and outreach programmes are 
needed to increase public knowledge of the SDGs.

STATISTICS AND DATA

The reporting on statistics and data in the 2019 VNR 
reports indicates how SDG monitoring and review is 
still a work in progress. Although there has been 
some headway, a variety of demands and chal-
lenges have been reported. Most countries express 
a need to strengthen the national statistical sys-
tems; scale up the availability of data; bridge data 
gaps; develop, identify and align indicators with 
national priorities; disaggregate data and stand-
ardise methodologies and data collection efforts. 
Supplementing official data with alternative data 
sources has been explored and the reporting shows 
progress has been made on SDG monitoring and 
review efforts at the local level. Still, initiatives in 
these areas are rare and far from fully developed. 

To address the existing data gaps and associated 
challenges, national governments and international 
donors need to step up their efforts. Discussions 
and initiatives are needed to help overcome these 
obstacles and strengthen common approaches to 
tracking SDG progress. This can help to introduce 
good practices and explore the potential of new 
technologies in the data development context, for 
example applying big data or citizen-generated 
data by partnering with civil society, the private 
sector, academia etc.
 

SECOND TIME VNR COUNTRIES

This year, seven countries reported to the HLPF 
for the second time: Azerbaijan, Chile, Guatemala, 
Indonesia, the Philippines, Sierra Leone and Turkey. 
Considerable differences were found in the struc-
ture, content and volume of the reports when com-
paring the 2019 VNR reports to their first VNRs 
in 2016 (the Philippines, Sierra Leone, Turkey) and 
2017 (Azerbaijan, Chile, Guatemala, Indonesia). The 
2019 VNR reports are significantly longer and more 
detailed. Although the first and second VNR reports 
were not harmonised, follow-up action, experiences 
and impact from the first VNR process feature in 
many of the 2019 VNR reports. Lessons learnt and 
areas where progress has been made since 2016 
or 2017 are highlighted in the reports to vary-
ing degrees, some more detailed than others. Pro-
gress since the first report was mainly reported in 
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thematic areas and, in some cases, on monitoring 
and reviewing activities. Approximately half of the 
countries sharing their second VNRs indicated that 
stakeholder engagement had improved and expand-
ed since their first VNR. For the most part, SDG 
institutional arrangements had remained the same. 

While, in most cases, the second VNR reports in-
clude references to the first VNR report, systematic 
assessments and a review of progress from one 
VNR to the next could be strengthened. To improve 
and align future reports, specific and detailed at-
tention should be paid to the progress and im-
pact from one VNR to the next, indicating what 
has changed and why. Furthermore, the second VNR 
reports should contain new information and avoid 
repetitive messages. 

Moreover, approaching a VNR report as a stand-
alone process should be avoided. Instead, VNR re-
porting should be based on an approach that pro-

vides continuity to national SDG implementation 
and monitoring efforts. Producing roadmaps that 
outline steps between reporting periods can help 
ensure actions identified in the first VNR report are 
addressed in the second report. Keeping track of 
progress, set-backs, reflections, as well as ensur-
ing continuous feedback from stakeholder groups 
between reporting periods should all be consid-
ered. Continuity between reports could be ensured, 
for example including a chapter on progress, les-
sons learnt, challenges and impacts from one VNR 
reporting process to the next, thus establishing a 
structured approach to the national implementation 
and monitoring of the SDGs. 

Overall, while VNR reporting is voluntary, there is 
added value in aligning reporting structures from 
one VNR process to the next. By ensuring continuity 
to the VNRs,  the review and reporting processes 
can systematically support countries in achieving 
sustainable development by 2030.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

After the SGDs were adopted in 2015, the Unit-
ed Nations (UN) General Assembly agreed on the 
framework for the ‘follow-up and review’ of the 
2030 Agenda.1 The ‘follow-up and review’ process 
is largely based on the Voluntary National Reviews 
(VNRs), which are carried out by countries to track 
progress on their SDG implementation (see Box 
1). Governments are encouraged to conduct regu-
lar and inclusive reviews, drawing on contributions 
from civil society, the private sector and academia. 
The VNRs are presented at the annual High-level 
Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) 
alongside thematic reviews of the SDGs and the 
global SDG progress report prepared by the UN. 
Since the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in 
2015, a total of 158 VNRs have been reported to 
the HLPF by 142 countries. In 2016, 22 countries 
submitted a VNR to the HLPF, while there were 43 
reporting countries in 2017, 46 countries in 2018 
and 47 countries in 2019. In addition to the reviews 
reported at the HLPF, a growing number of coun-
tries have started conducting regular national SDG 
reviews, e.g. annually or bi-annually. An increasing 
number of cities and LRGs are also reviewing pro-
gress of the SDGs in the form of Voluntary Local 
Reviews (VLRs).  

  

1.1 Partners for Review
 
Partners for Review (P4R) was launched in 2016 on 
behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the Fed-
eral Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conser-
vation and Nuclear Safety (BMU) as a multi-stake-
holder network to support the ‘follow-up and review 
process’. The P4R network consists of government 
representatives and stakeholders from civil society, 
the private sector and academia engaged in the 
VNR process. In the context of the ‘follow-up and 
review’ of the 2030 Agenda and the preparations 

leading up to the HLPF, P4R enables a regular ex-
change on experiences and lessons learnt in the 
VNR process. P4R facilitates dialogues on new and 
emerging issues related to the national monitor-
ing and review of the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda through transnational dialogue, peer learn-
ing, biannual conferences, diverse virtual formats 
and analytical work.

1.2  The P4R Comparative 
VNR Analysis

 
The comparative VNR analysis was developed by 
a senior sustainable development consultant on 
behalf of, and in close cooperation with the P4R 
Secretariat. The analysis aims to identify trends, 
commonalities, differences as well as emerging is-
sues reported by the 2019 VNR countries. Based on 
feedback provided by the P4R network, the scope 
of this year’s comparative VNR analysis has broad-
ened compared to previous analyses and focuses 
on the following five areas: 

1.  National Institutional Planning,  
Coordination- and Review Mechanisms; 

2. Mainstreaming and Policy Coherence;  
3. Involvement of Stakeholders; 
4. Statistics and Data; 
5. Second time VNR countries. 

The P4R comparative VNR analysis also includes 
reflections on the principles and key features of 
the 2030 Agenda such as; ‘whole-of-government 
and ‘whole-of-society’ approaches; the principle 
of ‘Leaving No One Behind’ (LNOB); inclusive and 
participatory approaches; policy coherence; mul-
ti-stakeholder approaches and partnerships; and 
aspects related to the monitoring, review and eval-
uation of the national implementation of the SDGs. 

1   UN Resolution 70/A/684: Critical milestones towards coherent, efficient and inclusive follow-up and review at the global level. UN General Assembly, 2016, 
New York.
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The comparative analysis features a section on the 
progress reported on SDG 16 as requested by the 
P4R network and in light of the HLPF 2019 thematic 
focus on ‘promoting inclusion, addressing inequality 
and empowering people’ and the review of SDG 16. 

All information presented in the analysis is based 
on the content presented in the 2019 VNR reports, 
which were publicly available at the time of prepar-
ing the comparative report2. References to countries 
and examples featured are for illustrative purposes 
only and do not express any judgement, evaluation 
or political views. To the best extent possible, the 
report specifies which countries reported on spe-
cific initiatives. However, owing to the quantity of 
information provided in the VNRs, as well as the 
lack of availability of some reports at the time of 
analysis, there is no guarantee that the examples 
highlighted reflect all the information reported. For 
these reasons, percentages indicated throughout 
the analysis represent approximate figures. 

Overall, the analysis and reflections intend to ben-
efit further critical deliberations and research on 
the SDG ‘follow-up and review process’. 

2   The VNR reports of Eswatini, Fiji and Nauru were not publicly available at the time of preparing the comparative analysis. Furthermore, the reports of 
Oman and Turkmenistan were only available in Arabic and Russian respectively. For these reasons, these reports could not be included in the comparative 
analysis. While Guatemala’s VNR was publicly unavailable, a draft version was shared with the author and taken into consideration.

Box 1:  The Voluntary  
National Reviews

Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) form a 
fundamental part of the ‘follow-up and review’ 
framework of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. The 2030 Agenda encourag-
es countries to “conduct regular and inclu-
sive reviews of progress at the national and 
subnational levels, which are country led and 
country driven” and states that reviews are 
“state-led, undertaken by both developed and 
developing countries, and shall provide a plat-
form for partnerships, including through the 
participation of major groups and other rele-
vant stakeholders.” A set of common reporting 
guidelines and a handbook to prepare the 
VNRs provided by UN DESA seek to support 
countries in conducting VNRs in line with the 
guiding principles on the follow-up and review 
process at all levels. Central to the reviews 
are the core principles of the 2030 Agen-
da, such as universality, “LNOB,” integration, 
inclusiveness and ownership. The VNRs allow 
countries to plan appropriate policies, struc-
tures and processes and to revise or introduce 
new national development plans for achieving 
the SDGs. 
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2.0  GENERAL FEATURES – THE 2019  
VOLUNTARY NATIONAL REVIEWS 

CONCLUDING THE FIRST HLPF CYCLE3, 47 COUNTRIES CARRIED OUT A VNR IN 2019, INCLUDING 
FOUR LATIN AMERICAN, TEN EUROPEAN, 17 AFRICAN AND 16 ASIA PACIFIC COUNTRIES. SEVEN 
COUNTRIES PRESENTED A VNR REPORT FOR THE SECOND TIME: AZERBAIJAN, CHILE, GUATEMALA, 
INDONESIA, THE PHILIPPINES, SIERRA LEONE AND TURKEY. THESE COUNTRIES REPORTED EITHER 
IN 2016 (THE PHILIPPINES, SIERRA LEONE, TURKEY), OR 2017 (AZERBAIJAN, CHILE, GUATEMALA, 
INDONESIA). 

Algeria
Azerbaijan* 
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Burkina Faso
Cambodia
Cameroon
Central African Republic
Chad
Chile*
Republic of the Congo
Côte d‘Ivoire
Croatia
Eswatini

Fiji
Ghana
Guatemala*
Guyana
Iceland
Indonesia*
Iraq
Israel
Kazakhstan
Kuwait
Lesotho
Liechtenstein
Mauritania

Mauritius
Mongolia
Nauru
New Zealand
Oman
Pakistan
Palau
Philippines*
Rwanda
Saint Lucia
Serbia
Sierra Leone*
South Africa

Timor-Leste
Tonga
Tunisia
Turkey*
Turkmenistan
United Kingdom of  
Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland
United Republic of Tanzania
Vanuatu

2019 / 1st-Timer     

*2019 / 2nd-Timer    

VNRS 2019

3   The UN Resolution 70/299 ‘Follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development at the global level’ states that: for the purposes of 
the thematic reviews of progress on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development at the High-level Political Forum on sustainable development, the 
sequence of themes for each four-year cycle of the forum shall reflect the integrated, indivisible and interlinked nature of the Sustainable Development 
Goals and the three dimensions of sustainable development, including cross-cutting issues as well as new and emerging issues, and will serve as the 
framework for reviewing all 17 Goals.
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4  Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish.
5   The reports of Eswatini, Fiji, Guatemala and Nauru had not been published when the comparative analysis was prepared. 
6   Annex to Secretary-General’s Report on critical milestones towards coherent, efficient and inclusive follow-up and review at the global level, A/70/684.
7  Para 8 of resolution 70/299 of 29 July 2016.
8   Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, Central African Republic, Chad, Ghana, Guyana, Iraq, Mauritania, Mongolia, Palau, the Philippines, Timor Leste. 

2.1 Languages Used
 
While countries may submit their VNR reports in all 
of the six official UN languages4, most VNR reports 
were written in English (31), followed by French (9), 
Arabic (3), Spanish (2) and Russian (2). Kazakhstan, 
Iraq and Kuwait also submitted an English transla-
tion of the VNR reports in addition to their original 
reports written in Russian and Arabic respectively.  

2.2 Volume and Coverage
 
Apart from four countries, all of the 47 VNR coun-
tries submitted a report5 and executive summaries 
are available for most of the reports. In terms of 
volume, the reports vary significantly ranging from 
50 to 430 pages. The majority of countries report-
ed on all the SDGs whereas some reports featured 
their nationally prioritised SDGs or reported on the 
SDGs reviewed at the 2019 HLPF: Goal 4 (Quali-
ty Education), Goal 8 (Decent Work and Econom-
ic Growth), Goal 10 (Reduce Inequalities), Goal 13 
(Climate Action), Goal 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions) and Goal 17 (Global Partnerships for 
the Goals) (Figure 1).
 

2.3  Reference to the  
Voluntary Common  
Reporting Guidelines 

 
The UN Voluntary Common Reporting Guidelines 
were prepared by the UN Secretary-General in 20156  
and updated in 2017.7 They provide a framework for 
common elements in reports that countries can ap-
ply in terms of the guiding principles, the structure 
and content of the report, as well as presentations 
at the HLPF. While the Common Reporting Guide-

lines support framing the VNR process, countries 
may voluntarily report according to the suggested 
structure. Although a number of countries refer-
ence the reporting guidelines, only a limited num-
ber of the 2019 VNR reports were developed ful-
ly in line with the UN Common VNR guidelines. 
Hence, a variety of VNR reporting approaches, 
styles and structures were applied, demonstrating 
how countries have taken ownership of their VNR 
processes. Several reports feature explanations, 
overviews or graphical illustrations (Figure 2) of 
the phases and approaches in their VNR process.8 
Reporting also indicates how countries see the VNR 
process as beneficial in addressing multiple pur-
poses. In addition to identifying and taking stock 
of SDG related progress and challenges, countries 
highlight how the VNR is instrumental in raising 
awareness and disseminating knowledge on the 
SDGs (Ghana, Serbia), and in national development 
planning (Mauritania). Others classify the VNR pro-
cess as an effective platform for building dialogue 
between stakeholders (Kazakhstan), an instru-
ment that can support strategic decision-making 
(Saint Lucia) and facilitate partnerships (South 
Africa, Timor Leste). In one case, the VNR pro-
cess is considered as instrumental in highlight-
ing security and geopolitical conflicts (Azerbaijan). 

2.4 Annexes
 
In line with previous VNR reporting trends, 30% of 
the countries included a statistical annex in their 
VNR report. Other annexes contain, among others, 
information on mapping or overviews of SDG priori-
ties (Iceland, Turkey, Vanuatu); a list of training and 
workshops carried out (Kuwait, Sierra Leone); a 
VNR work plan (Vanuatu); an SDG progress tracker 
(Mauritius); a list of stakeholders consulted (Mau-
ritius); a list of recommendations from CSOs (Ser-
bia); a matrix with population groups (Mongolia); 
lists of signed international agreements (Central 
African Republic); institutions represented in VNR 
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FIGURE 1: COVERAGE OF SDGS 2017-2019 
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12%
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preparatory working groups (Chile); an overview of 
feedback on good practices or outcomes of con-
ferences (Azerbaijan, Chile, Ghana); a survey ques-
tionnaire and complementary report by civil society 
(Cameroon); and an overview of the inter-ministeri-
al monitoring committee (Algeria).

FIGURE 2: ILLUSTRATION OF BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA’S VNR PROCESS

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
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SDG Frame-
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Synthesis/
analysis

First BiH SDG 
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Review

High-level 
political 
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Source: ‘Voluntary National Review - Implementation of Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals in Bosnia and Herzegovina’,  
Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019, p. 9.
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3.0  NATIONAL INSTITUTIONAL PLANNING, 
NATIONAL COORDINATION- AND  
REVIEW MECHANISMS

ALTHOUGH NEARLY ALL 2019 VNR COUNTRIES APPLY A ‘WHOLE-OF-GOVERNMENT’ APPROACH, 
THERE IS CONSIDERABLE VARIATION IN THE INSTITUTIONAL ARCHITECTURES, NATIONAL COORDINA-
TION APPROACHES AND REVIEW MECHANISMS USED IN THEIR REPORTS. MOST REPORTS PROVIDE 
DETAILS AND DESCRIPTIONS OF THE INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURES, WHICH IN MANY CASES ARE DE-
SIGNED TO SUPPORT AN INTEGRATED, CROSS-SECTORAL AND PARTICIPATORY SDG IMPLEMENTATION 
PROCESS. AS SUCH, MOST INSTITUTIONAL MECHANISMS INCLUDE LINE MINISTRIES AND NON-GOV-
ERNMENT STAKEHOLDERS, SUCH AS CSOS, ACADEMIA AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR. FURTHERMORE, 
MANY OF THE 2019 VNR REPORTS COVER THE ROLE OF PARLIAMENTS, SAIS AND LRGS.

3.1  SDG Institutional  
Arrangements 

Approximately 50% of the VNR reporting countries 
established new institutional structures, while the 
remaining countries incorporated VNR and SDG im-
plementation mandates into their existing govern-
ment structures. In most cases, a lead ministry was 
appointed to manage, oversee and, in many instanc-
es, coordinate the national VNR and SDG implemen-
tation efforts. Ministries responsible for planning, 
foreign affairs, development, finance and economy 
often lead SDG coordination and implementation ef-
forts. In some countries, the responsibilities were 
assigned to the Prime Minister’s Office. 

3.1.1  INTER-MINISTERIAL AND NON- 
GOVERNMENTAL PARTICIPATION 

More than 50% of the countries set up national 
SDG or sustainable development councils, commis-
sions, (steering) committees, task forces or work-
ing groups. These bodies often ensure coherence 
and in some cases also carry out a coordinating 
role. They are designed to facilitate cross-sectoral 
SDG implementation and engage line ministries, 
government agencies and, in a number of cases, 

national statistical bodies (Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Guyana, Iceland, 
Kazakhstan, Sierra Leone). Along with the govern-
ment, civil society, the private sector, academia 
and LRGs feature in most national SDG institu-
tional structures. Specific examples of stakeholder 
groups were reported, including groups represent-
ing youth, women, persons with disabilities and 
children; and media and communication groups  
(Kuwait, South Africa). Furthermore, UN and devel-
opment agencies (Mongolia, Serbia, South Africa, 
United Kingdom), faith based organisations (Timor 
Leste), trade unions (Sierra Leone) and the Central 
Bank (Sierra Leone) were represented in the SDG 
institutional arrangements.

3.1.2 COORDINATION MECHANISMS

Effective coordination is an essential requirement 
to foster coherent planning in the SDG implemen-
tation process. The 2019 VNR reports indicate that 
coordination of VNR preparation and SDG imple-
mentation efforts is often the responsibility of the 
leading institutions managing the VNR process 
or SDG implementation e.g. lead ministries, SDG 
councils, commissions, (steering) committees, task 
forces or working groups.9  Some countries report 
on specific coordination mechanisms that coordi-

9   Azerbaijan, Burkina Faso, Chile, Côte d’Ivoire, Guyana, Kuwait, Lesotho, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Timor Leste, United Kingdom.
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nate SDG related efforts (Algeria, Mauritania, Indo-
nesia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Pakistan, Saint Lucia). In a 
few cases, core teams were set up to coordinate 
the VNR process (Ghana, Rwanda, Timor Leste). 

Some countries (Mauritius, Mongolia, Tonga, Turkey) 
highlight strengthening coordination as a challenge 
and a number of reporting countries intend to im-
prove their coordination efforts (Côte d’Ivoire, Le-
sotho, Palau, the Philippines, Republic of the Con-
go, Saint Lucia, Sierra Leone). Some reports did 
not specify the coordination functions (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Cambodia, Cameroon, Central African 
Republic, Iceland, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Ton-
ga, Turkey). 

While most of the reported coordination efforts 
involve the coordination of government and mul-
ti-stakeholder activities, Sierra Leone highlighted 
that a specific coordination platform was set up 
for civil society. Apart from the VNR process, the 
‘Integrated SDG Platform for CSOs’ coordinates civil 

society’s efforts and input into the follow-up and 
review of the future implementation of the SDGs.10 

As an example of a comprehensive SDG institution-
al structure, South Africa reported on the establish-
ment of a new institutional mechanism (Figure 3). 
The mechanism was established for internal coor-
dination within the Department of Planning, Mon-
itoring and Evaluation. The mechanism oversees 
strategic planning, coordination and policy design 
and aims to ensure the inclusive engagement of line 
ministries and all relevant stakeholders at differ-
ent levels of government. The institutional structure 
links the SDG implementation process to the imple-
mentation of the NDP as well as other international 
and regional frameworks such as the African Union 
Agenda 2063. The mechanism includes five groups 
of stakeholders: i) national government, ii) provin-
cial and local governments, iii) parliament, iv) civil 
society, private sector and academia; and v) UN, 
AU, SADC and development partners.11  

10   ‘2019 VNR Report on SDGs in Sierra Leone’, The Government of Sierra Leone, p. 14.
11   ‘2019 South Africa Voluntary National Review – Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, South Africa, 2019 p. 24. 

FIGURE 3: SOUTH AFRICA’S INSTITUTIONAL SDG MECHANISM
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Source: ‚2019 South Africa Voluntary National Review - Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality‘, South Africa, 2019, p. 23.
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12   ‘Voluntary National Review(s) – Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, The Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 33.
13   ‘The Voluntary National Review of Progress Towards the Sustainable Development Goals’, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 2019, p. 13. 

3.1.3  PARLIAMENT

The role of parliament is critical for SDG implemen-
tation not only due to its legislative, budgetary and 
oversight function, but also in relation to raising 
awareness as well as contributing to adherence to  
the principles of the 2030 Agenda. Almost all of the 
2019 VNR countries reported on the role of parlia-
ment, reflecting growing recognition of parliaments’ 
contributions to SDG implementation. The reporting 
illustrates how parliaments are engaged in a varie-
ty of ways (Box 2) e.g. in VNR and SDG related con-
sultation processes, workshops, conferences and 
roundtables (Azerbaijan, Cameroon, Chile, Lesotho, 
Iraq, Republic of the Congo, United Kingdom). The 
role of parliament was moreover highlighted in re-
lation to budget approval (Tanzania), training (Paki-
stan), SDG localisation efforts (Indonesia, Pakistan) 
as well as awareness raising (Mauritius, Indonesia, 
United Kingdom). For instance, the Indonesian House 
of Representatives hosted the ‘World Parliamentary 
Forum on SDGs’, bringing together parliamentarians 
from all over the world to discuss sustainable de-
velopment priorities.12 

Some parliaments (Ghana, Mauretania, Tunisia, 
Serbia) reviewed the VNR report, in some other 
countries, parliament plays an active role in SDG 
implementation efforts (Iceland, Indonesia), as well 
as overseeing, monitoring and reviewing progress 
on the SDGs (Pakistan, Serbia, Sierra Leone, South 
Africa, United Kingdom). For instance, as part of 
Serbia’s ‘Institutional Network-Integrated Mecha-
nism’ for SDG implementation, the ‘parliamentary 
hub’ is a focus group of the National Assembly of 
the Republic of Serbia mandated to oversee and 
develop the parliament’s contribution to achieving 
the SDGs.

Israel, Pakistan, Tanzania and the United Kingdom 
reported on efforts to incorporate the SDGs into 
parliamentary committee work or to set up sepa-
rate SDG parliamentary. For example, in the United 
Kingdom, an ‘All Party Parliamentary Group on the 
UN SDGs’ brings together Members of Parliament to 
discuss and promote the SDGs and to monitor their 
implementation.13 

BOX 2: ROLES OF NATIONAL PARLIAMENTS

Consultations Represented in SDG 
Institutional Mechanism

Other (E. g. oversight, aware-
ness raising etc.)

25%

20%

15%

10%
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2018   
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3.1.4 SUPREME AUDIT INSTITUTIONS (SAIS)

A number of countries describe the efforts - or the 
role of SAIs as a means of strengthening account-
ability of domestic SDG related activities (Box 3). 
In some cases, auditing institutions are involved 
in assessing the SDG preparation, implementation 
or monitoring efforts (Chile, Indonesia, Turkey). For 
instance, Turkey’s VNR includes a subsection on the 
‘Audit by the Turkish Court of Accounts’ that carried 
out a thematic audit of the preparation processes 
for implementing the SDGs. The findings of the audit 
will be used to disclose independent and impartial 
information to the public and assess the roadmap 
that was established in Turkey’s first VNR.14 More-
over, Indonesia’s VNR features the results of an 
SDG preparedness audit that was carried out by 
the ‘Audit Board of the Republic of Indonesia’. The 
audit focused on the government’s efforts to adapt 
the SDGs to the national level; identify and fulfil 
resources and capacities; and establish follow-up, 
monitoring and review mechanisms.15 

Other examples that highlight the role of audit in-
stitutions are the SDG performance audits (Sierra, 
Leone Tonga), which measure SDG readiness (Saint 
Lucia, Sierra Leone). In three instances, national au-
dit institutions are represented in the national in-
stitutional SDG mechanisms (Kuwait, Serbia, Sierra 
Leone). For instance, Sierra Leone’s Audit Service 
forms part of the government’s institutional SDG 
mechanism. Training sessions on the role of the 
service were carried out as part of Sierra Leone’s 
VNR preparation process. Furthermore, Sierra Leone 
refers to an audit report that was prepared on SDG 
readiness and highlights its findings in the VNR re-
port.16 Saint Lucia’s VNR report mentions the recom-
mendations of a national audit report that analysed 
the readiness of the SDGs.17 In Burkina Faso, auditors 
received training on the SDGs as a part of their 
role in the SDG implementation process. The training 
aimed to build capacity for the country’s sustaina-
ble development programme, VNR guidelines and its 
various SDG implementation efforts.18 

BOX 3: ROLES OF SUPREME AUDIT INSTITUTIONS19

Assessing SDG Rea-
diness

Represented in SDG 
Institutional Mechanism

Other (e. g. Performance

Analysis, Training)

14%

12%

10%

8%

6%

4%

2%

0%

  

2019

14   ‘Turkey’s Sustainable Development Goals, 2nd VNR, Strong Ground towards Common Goals’, The Republic of Turkey, 2019, p. 18.
15   ‘Voluntary National Review(s) – Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, The Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 33.
16  ‘2019 Report on SDGs in Sierra Leone’, The Government of Sierra Leone, 2019, p. 14.
17   ‘Sustainable Development Saint Lucia, Voluntary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Saint Lucia, 2019, p.1.
18   ‘Rapport National Volontaire de Mise en Oeuvre de Objectifs de Developpement Durable (2016-2018)’, Burkina Faso, 2019, p. 12.
19 The analysis of the various roles of SAIs in the VNR process has been added as a new feature in this report.
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3.1.5 LOCAL AND REGIONAL AUTHORITIES

Although there is a widely acknowledged need to 
strengthen vertical coherence and to localise the 
SDGs, only a slight increase in localisation efforts 
has been observed since 2018. The representa-
tion of LRGs in SDG institutional and coordination 
mechanisms is reported by approximately 30% of 
the 2019 VNR countries. Slightly more than 20% 
of the countries report LRG participation in con-
sultations and workshops. In some cases, reports 
refer to consultations carried out locally (Pakistan, 
the Philippines). Remaining activities where the role 
of LRGs is highlighted include awareness raising 
(South Africa, Tanzania); reporting (Iraq); the de-
velopment of local plans and programming efforts 
(Azerbaijan, Côte d’Ivoire, Indonesia, Pakistan, the 
Philippines, Tunisia), implementation (Côte d’Ivoire, 
Guyana), partnerships (United Kingdom), data col-
lection (Croatia, Guyana, Indonesia, Iraq, Pakistan, 
the Philippines, Tanzania, Tonga) and subnational 
coordination (Indonesia, Lesotho, Turkey) (Box 4). 

Serbia highlights a ‘community led hub’ set up as 
part of Serbia’s national cohesion policy as an 
example of LRGs being included in national SDG 
institutional mechanisms. The community led hub 
will be part of the institutional network and inte-
grated mechanism for the national implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda.20 In some cases, LRGs are 
represented by associations (Iceland, Serbia, Tur-
key). For instance, in Iceland, national and local 
governments approach SDG implementation as a 
joint project and build on a top down and bottom 
up approach. The Icelandic ‘Association of Local 
Authorities’ is an observer in the government’s SDG 
working group and also acts as an integrator and 
coordinator at local level to raise awareness, dis-
seminate information and provide advice.21  

Other reports feature coordination efforts as well as 
local initiatives that contribute to SDG implementa-
tion. Indonesia reports that it has established a ‘Re-
gional Coordination Team’ to strengthen SDG locali-
sation.22 Turkey’s VNR report includes a subchapter 

BOX 4: SDG LOCALISATION EFFORTS

ConsultationsRepresented in SDG 
Institutional Mechanism

Other localisation Efforts
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20   ‘Voluntary National Review of the Republic of Serbia on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Republic of Serbia, 2019, p. 28. 
21   ‘Iceland’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development – Voluntary National Review’, Government of Iceland, 2019, pp. 8-16.
22   ‘Voluntary National Reviews (VNR), Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 32.



Comparative analysis of VNRs submitted to the HLPF 2019

20

that describes how LRGs contribute to many of the 
goals and targets through direct service delivery 
and their close proximity to citizens. The report also 
features an overview of successful local practices 
that contribute to the SDGs in each municipality.23 
The United Kingdom’s report highlights Bristol’s SDG 
localisation efforts and the creation of the ‘Bristol 
SDG Alliance’ in 2016. The Alliance consists of more 
than 110 stakeholders, including Bristol Council of-
ficials who advocate for the SDGs. The Alliance’s 
work resulted in the SDGs being integrated into 
Bristol’s strategic planning processes and the de-
velopment of a VLR in 2019.24 The latter reflects 
a growing trend towards cities and subnational 
territories monitoring and reviewing SDG progress. 

3.2 Review Mechanisms
 
When assessing reporting practices in the 2019 
VNR reports, it appears that standardised or rou-
tine reporting on the SDGs is scarce. For example, 
only a few countries reference annual or biannual 
reporting (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Central African 
Republic). Nevertheless, a number of countries un-
derscore that routine SDG reporting is a priority 
and planned as a next step.25  

Some countries list the VNR itself as a national 
reporting tool (Iraq, Israel, New Zealand). A few list 
follow-up and planned action as part of the overall 
VNR process (Guyana, Iraq, Mauritania, Palau, Saint 
Lucia, Serbia). Guyana’s planned follow-up involves 
intentions to organise a ‘VNR Outcome Workshop’ 
among key stakeholders, including the private sec-
tor and civil society. The workshop aims to identify 
the main lessons learnt to improve reporting as 
well as programme formulation and implementa-
tion.26   

Some countries reviewed the VNR report itself be-
fore the 2019 HLPF. For instance, workshops27 or 
online consultations were held to validate the re-
port (Indonesia). According to Vanuatu’s report, a 
peer-review team examined a draft of the VNR re-
port and provided feedback and recommendations. 

In addition, a review of the VNR was highlighted 
as a means of sharing experiences with neighbour-
ing Pacific countries in the context of government 
planning.28  

Furthermore, setting up M&E entities, mechanisms, 
frameworks and standardised procedures for the 
national follow-up and review of the 2030 Agen-
da is still a work in progress. Institutionally, M&E 
functions in some cases form part of the national 
institutional SDG mechanism (Mauritius, Mongolia, 
Pakistan, Timor Leste, Vanuatu). A few countries 
report that separate M&E units were set up for 
SDG M&E (Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Kazakhstan, Serbia), 
whereas other countries report that M&E systems 
and structures are under development or planned 
(Guyana, Iraq, Pakistan, Rwanda, South Africa, Tan-
zania, Turkey). In one case, a monitoring and re-
porting mechanism was listed as lacking (Saint 
Lucia). As mentioned in section 3.0, some countries 
incorporate an SDG review in the work of the na-
tional parliaments or SAIs to scrutinise and ensure 
accountability in SDG implementation processes. 

3.3 Budget
 
Approximately 30% of the 2019 VNR reports in-
clude specific details about the budget for SDG im-
plementation, which in most cases is incorporated 
in the national budget.29 An example of a compre-
hensive budgetary approach to SDG implementa-
tion features in South Africa’s VNR report, which 
includes an overview of the budget per SDG. South 
Africa furthermore reported that a methodology 
has been developed to support the allocation of 
spending per SDG. Using the global SDG indicators, 
each sub programme in the South African national 
budget was assigned an associated SDG or target.30  

A few countries raise concern over resources (Rwan-
da, Sierra Leone) or report on the need to scale 
up funding and resource mobilisation efforts (Côte 
d’Ivoire, Republic of the Congo, Rwanda, Timor Leste). 
Burkina Faso included a funding table in its VNR 
report, outlining the means of implementation un-

23   ‘Turkey’s Sustainable Development Goals 2nd VNR 2019 – Strong Ground Towards Common Goals’, The Republic of Turkey, 2019, pp. 18-19. 
24   ‘Voluntary National Review of Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals’, The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 2019, p. 17. 
25   Azerbaijan, Cameroon, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Guyana, Iceland, Iraq, Lesotho, Mauretania, Pakistan, Timor Leste
26  ‘Guyana, First Voluntary National Review’, Government of the Co-operative Republic of Guyana, 2019, p. 94.
27  Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guyana, Iceland, Lesotho, Palau, Republic of the Congo, Rwanda, Tunisia, Vanuatu.
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der various categories e.g. bilateral and multilateral 
funding sources, PPPs etc.31 Some countries highlight 
plans to align the SDGs with budgetary and fiscal 
strategies (Iceland, Kazakhstan, the Philippines). 
 

3.4 Legal Measures
 
A number of countries reported on new legal and 
constitutional provisions aimed at regulating the 
implementation of the SDGs (Algeria, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Indone-
sia, Mongolia, Palau, United Kingdom). While in-
troducing specific SDG related legally binding in-
struments is rare, a few examples feature among 
the 2019 VNR countries. For instance Bosnia and 
Herzegovina reports on a legal obligation to align 
strategic documents with the 2030 Agenda at the 
state level.32 Indonesia highlights the enactment of 
a ‘Presidential Decree’ on the implementation of 
the SDGs as a clear commitment to adopting the 
SDGs.33 Other examples of introducing SDG related 
legal measures aim at setting up SDG M&E struc-
tures (Palau, United Kingdom), strengthening policy 
coherence (Mongolia) or frameworks that support 
the development of partnerships (Algeria, Ghana).   

  

3.5 Reflections
 
VNR reporting on national planning, national coor-
dination and review mechanisms reveal that coun-
tries place significant emphasis on facilitating a 
coherent SDG implementation process that follows 
a ‘whole-of-government’ and ‘whole-of-society’ ap-
proach. The institutional mechanisms that oversee 
the VNR and SDG implementation vary considerably 
according to government structures and environ-
ments. However, the reporting indicates that coun-
tries are increasingly setting up multi-stakeholder 
SDG commissions, councils, working groups or task 
forces consisting of relevant line ministries, nation-
al statistical commissions as well as stakeholders 
e.g. CSOs, academia, and the private sector. There is 
a growing focus on the role of LRGs. 

Although most SDG institutional arrangements en-
gage multiple stakeholders, inter-ministerial and 
stakeholder coordination is still reported as chal-
lenging. Reporting on the role of parliament as 
well, SAIs reflect an increased recognition of their 
contributions to SDG implementation and monitor-
ing as well as the countries’ recognition of the 
need to add scrutiny and accountability to the SDG 
implementation efforts.

Despite progress made in establishing inclusive 
SDG institutional mechanisms, self-assessment 
and concrete feedback on the quality and effec-
tiveness of the SDG institutional arrangements is 
limited. Feedback could, for instance, include re-
flections on whether responsibilities among stake-
holders are allocated appropriately, functions need 
improvement, or if there is a need to broaden the 
inclusion of stakeholders. Self-assessments on the 
functioning of the mechanisms would help provide 
insight into whether the structures support nation-
al SDG implementation coherently.

Some countries report on new constitutional pro-
visions aimed at regulating the implementation of 
the SDGs. However, few specific legally binding 
instruments have been established. The SDGs are 
increasingly integrated into national budgets, al-
though cost analyses of the SDGs only feature in 
a few VNR reports. Cost-analyses can help enable 
an understanding of the costs, assess the scope 
and comprehensiveness of SDG implementation and 
guide decision-making and prioritisation.

Many countries do not yet have fully established 
routine reporting and M&E of the SDGs. Systemised 
reporting, M&E mechanisms and standardised pro-
cedures for the national follow-up are needed to 
measure the impact of strategies and policies put 
in place all need to be strengthened. The reporting 
and M&E structures should consider all relevant 
sectoral SDG contributions and efforts at multiple 
levels of government.

28  ‘Republic of Vanuatu Voluntary National Review’, Republic of Vanuatu, 2019, p. 16.
29  Cambodia, Ghana, Guyana, Indonesia, Mauritius, Palau, Republic of the Congo, Serbia, Sierra Leone, Timor Leste.
30  ‘2019 South Africa Voluntary National Review’, South Africa, p. 113.
31  ‘Rapport National Volontaire de Mise en Oeuvre des Objectifs de Developpement Durable (2016-2018)’, Burkina Faso, 2019 pp. 92-93. 
32   ‘Voluntary National Review - Implementation of Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals in Bosnia and Herzegovina’, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019, p. 29. 
33   ‘Voluntary National Reviews (VNR), Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 31. 
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4.1  SDG Progress  
Summaries

 
This year approximately 66% of the VNR countries 
reported on all the SDGs. The remaining countries 
reported on the Goals 4, 8, 10, 13, 16 and 17 that 
were reviewed at the 2019 HLPF - or included a 
custom set of SDGs in accordance with national 
priorities.34

 
While reporting on individual SDGs for the most 
part involves a lot of information, only a few coun-
tries include detailed self-assessments of their 
overall national SDG implementation efforts. Exam-
ples feature in Palau’s VNR, which includes a pro-
gress summary35 and Cambodia, which references a 
comprehensive three-way summary assessment of 
progress made at the target and goal level. The as-
sessment features feedback on progress that is ‘on 
track’, ‘ahead of track’ or ‘below track’.36 Further-
more, Turkey highlights an ‘SDG Heat Map’, which 
was created to demonstrate the compliance level 
by identifying baselines and gaps for each SDG in 
terms of policy strategy, legislation institutional 
framework, project inventory and implementation.37 

4.0  Mainstreaming and Policy Coherence

THE TRANSVERSE NATURE OF THE SDGS AND TARGETS REPRESENTS OPPORTUNITIES AS WELL AS 
CHALLENGES FOR COUNTRIES’ AND STAKEHOLDERS’ IMPLEMENTATION EFFORTS. WHILE INTEGRATING 
THE SDGS INTO NATIONAL POLICIES, PLANS AND STRATEGIES IS ESSENTIAL TO ACHIEVE SUSTAINA-
BLE DEVELOPMENT, IT IS A COMPLEX ENDEAVOUR THAT INVOLVES IMPLEMENTING THE INDIVIDUAL 
SDGS WHILE AT THE SAME TIME CONSIDERING THE CROSS-CUTTING NATURE OF THE SDGS AT ALL 
LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT. THE 2019 VNR REPORTS REFLECT HOW INCORPORATING SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT INTO NATIONAL REALITIES IS APPROACHED IN A VARIETY OF WAYS. APPROACHES 
RANGE FROM ADDRESSING THE INDIVIDUAL GOALS TO ENSURING POLICY COHERENCE, STEPS TAKEN 
TO INTEGRATE THE SDGS INTO NATIONAL, LOCAL AND SECTORAL PLANS, AS WELL AS ADHERING TO 
THE PRINCIPLE OF ‘LEAVING NO ONE BEHIND’ AND THE 2019 REVIEW OF SDG 16.

 

4.2 Policy Coherence
 
The degree of alignment between national, subna-
tional and local development plans and sectoral 
strategies within the scope of the SDGs is important 
when integrating the SDGs. A number of countries 
reported on the use of the Rapid Integrated As-
sessment (RIA) as a way of guiding provisions that 
help enhance both horizontal and vertical policy 
coherence, while integrating the SDGs in planning 
processes.38 These assessments help determine the 
relevance of the SDGs to the country’s context by 
identifying existing links between the SDGs and ar-
eas of potential multi-sectoral correspondence at 
the national and subnational level.

4.2.1 SDG INTERLINKAGES 

The promotion of horizontal policy coherence is 
strongly driven by efforts that integrate the three 
dimensions of sustainable development and/or 
build on the links between SDGs. Identifying and 
understanding the synergies and trade-offs be-
tween SDGs can help inform national SDG strat-
egies and policies. Although most countries ac-
knowledge the importance of addressing the links 

34  See figure 1, Coverage of the SDGs 2017-2019.
35  ‘Pathway to 2030 – 1st Voluntary National Review’, Republic of Palau, p. 62. 
36  ‘Cambodia’s Voluntary National Review 2019’, Royal Government of Cambodia, 2019, p. 22 and p. 45. 
37  Turkey’s 2nd VNR 2019 Sustainable Development Goals – Strong Ground towards Common Goals, Government of Turkey, 2019, p. 27. 
38   Azerbaijan, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Burkina Faso, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Guyana, Iraq, Mauretania, Kazakhstan, Pakistan, Republic of the Congo, Serbia, Tonga, Tunisia.
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measures. A significant number of countries refer-
ence initiatives in the area of climate change41 and 
DRR.42 With respect to social policies and strat-
egies, they highlight examples such as poverty  
reduction strategies (Iraq, Tanzania), government 
social plans (Côte d’Ivoire), health and gender re-
lated initiatives (Cameroon, Vanuatu), the estab-
lishment of a national youth policy (Timor Leste) 
and a child poverty reduction plan (New Zealand).

While many countries list sectoral initiatives, a 
few of the 2019 VNR reports include comprehen-
sive overviews that illustrate how these initiatives 
align with the 2030 Agenda (Azerbaijan, Tanzania, 
Turkey). For instance, Azerbaijan includes a table 
(Figure 4) that illustrates the correspondence be-
tween specific national programmes and strategies, 
and SDG targets.43  

4.2.3 NATIONAL PLANS 

A significant number of countries highlight the need 
to integrate the SDGs into NDPs, in line with the 
rising trend to develop ‘a new generation of devel-
opment plans’. Approximately 30% of the 2019 VNR 
reports44 indicate that the SDGs were incorporated 
in their NDPs, while other countries envisage in-
tegrating the SDGs in the next plan (Azerbaijan, 
Cameroon). To improve coherence, some countries 
have embarked on integrating the SDGs into na-
tional planning processes alongside other interna-
tional frameworks such as the AU Agenda 2063 or 
the Paris Climate Agreement (Sierra Leone, South 
Africa). 

Moreover, a number of countries reference national 
development strategies (Croatia, Guyana, Rwanda, 
Saint Lucia, Tonga, Tunisia), and national visions 
that incorporate the SDGs (Guyana, Iraq, Kuwait, 
Lesotho, Mongolia, Pakistan, Rwanda, Vanuatu).  
 
The United Kingdom and Liechtenstein state that 
the SDGs were mainstreamed into their respective 

between sustainable development dimensions and 
goals39, comprehensive analyses or strategic ef-
forts that capture SDG synergies and trade-offs 
against national priorities only feature in a few 
reports (Ghana, Lesotho, Mauritius, Republic of the 
Congo). The reports include various areas where 
countries have focused on strengthening coherence 
across the SDGs, such as assessments (Chad), 
planning and a roadmap (Kuwait, Indonesia, Saint 
Lucia); an institutional mechanism (South Afri-
ca); mapping (Guyana, Turkey); training (Pakistan); 
workshops (Iraq), the M&E framework (Sierra Leo-
ne) as part of policies and programming (Vanuatu, 
Sierra Leone) and stakeholder engagement (Ice-
land). As a concrete example that requires coher-
ent policy efforts, the Mongolian VNR has a chapter 
that describes the issue of air pollution as a key 
multi-sectoral development challenge. The report 
describes approaching the issue from a cross-cut-
ting perspective by applying a systems analysis. 
It furthermore illustrates the national efforts un-
dertaken, shortfalls and the way forward to im-
prove air quality as a multi-sectoral contribution 
to achieving the SDGs.40  Some countries plan to 
strengthen cross-sectoral initiatives as a next step 
(Mauritania, Mongolia, Tonga).

4.2.2. SECTOR SPECIFIC POLICIES, PLANS AND 
STRATEGIES. 

Understanding how well existing sectoral policies, 
plans and strategies align with the 2030 Agenda 
is critical for mainstreaming the SDGs. To inte-
grate the SDGs into sector specific measures, the 
VNR reports illustrate that approximately 30% of 
the countries reviewed existing policies, plans and 
strategies. 

A majority of VNR reports highlight sectoral plans, 
policies and strategies of relevance to sustainable 
development. Whereas the reports include a broad 
range of sector specific measures, countries high-
light notable reporting on environmentally related 

39   Chad, Croatia, Guyana New Zealand, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Kuwait, Pakistan, Palau, the Philippines, Saint Lucia, Serbia, Timor Leste, Tonga, Turkey, United Kingdom, 
Vanuatu.

40  ‘Mongolia Voluntary National Review Report’, Government of Mongolia, 2019, pp. 49-62. 
41  Azerbaijan, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Chile, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Iceland, Israel, Mauritania, Palau, Tanzania, Tonga, Tunisia, Vanuatu.
42  Chad, Chile, Côte d’Ivoire, New Zealand, Palau, Republic of the Congo, Rwanda, Tanzania, Tunisia, Vanuatu.
43   ‘Second Voluntary National Review of the Republic of Azerbaijan on the implementation of “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 

Republic of Azerbaijan, p. 41.  
44    Algeria, Central African Republic, Chad, Ghana, Indonesia, Iraq, Kuwait, Mauritius, the Philippines, Republic of the Congo, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Tanzania, Turkey, 

Vanuatu.
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4.2.4 SDG LOCALISATION/LOCAL PLANS
 
A number of countries reference efforts to integrate 
the SDGs into local plans.47 For instance, Indonesia 
reports that local SDG plans are in place for 19 
of its 34 provinces.48 In Pakistan, provinces have 
started to develop localisation plans.49 Pakistan’s 
VNR report includes an overview of local policies 
and legal measures aligned with the SDGs.50  

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s SDG strategic framework 
consists of aligning national and local planning ef-
forts.51 Bosnia and Herzegovina’s RIA mapped the 
existing policy landscape across different levels of 
governance and provided recommendations on the 
measures required to guide the incorporation of 
the national SDG policy efforts at all levels of gov-
ernment.52 Similarly, strong emphasis is placed on 
aligning the SDGs with local efforts in Serbia’s VNR 
report. It explains how cities and municipalities 
assessed their contributions to the SDGs to foster 
cohesive SDG implementation. In Serbia’s VNR re-

government work programmes. Furthermore, some 
countries have integrated the SDGs into strate-
gic frameworks, action plans or roadmaps (Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, Guyana, Indonesia,  
Pakistan, Republic of the Congo, Tanzania, Timor 
Leste, Tunisia). 

As an example of strengthened alignment between 
the SDGs and national planning efforts, Mongolia’s 
VNR report features an assessment of the coher-
ence between the national sustainable development 
vision and the SDGs. The assessment found that 
approximately 50-60% of the SDGs were reflected 
in the vision. A systematic review of all medium 
and short-term policies to strengthen alignment 
and eliminate policy gaps was carried out.45 Paki-
stan’s VNR also features an overview of the over-
laps between the SDGs and the national plan. A 
roadmap outlines the steps towards integrating the 
SDGs into the national plan (2019-2023) and il-
lustrates the links between the national strategies 
and the SDGs.46 

FIGURE 4: OVERVIEW OF PROGRAMS AND STRATEGIES CONSISTENT WITH SDGS, AZERBAIJAN  

Programes and strategies with best coverage across SDG targets, #of targets out of 169

Azerbaijan
2020:

Look into the 
Future Concept 
of Develop-
ment_19 
targets

State Program on 
Socio- 

Economic 
Development 
of Regions of 

the Republic of 
Azerbaijan for 
2014-2018_
12 targets

State Program 
on Maternal 
and Child 
Health  

Improvement 
for 2014-
2018_

6 targets

National Action  
Program on increas-
ing the effectiveness 
of human rights and 
freedoms_5 targets

National Strategy for the  
Development of Information 
Society in the Republic of  
Azerbaijan for 2014-2020_

8 targets

The Employment  
Strategy of the  

Republic of Azerbaijan 
for 2019-2030_

7 targets

State Program for  
Industrial Develop-
ment in the Republic 

of Azerbaijan for 
2015-2020_5 targets

National 
Strategy for 

the Protection 
and Sustain-
able Use of 

Biodiversity in 
the Republic of 
Azerbaijan for 
2017-2020_
6 targets

State Program on 
Azerbaijani Youth 
in 2017-2021_

9 targets

Strategic Road 
Map for the 
manufacture 

and processing 
agricultural 
products  
in the  

Republic of  
Azerbaijan_ 
19 targets

45  ‘Mongolia Voluntary National Review Report 2019’, Government of Mongolia, p. 39. 
46   ‘Pakistan’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development – Voluntary National Review’, Government of Pakistan, 2019, p. 69.
47  Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cameroon, Ghana, Indonesia, Pakistan, the Philippines, Serbia, Sierra Leone, Tunisia, Turkey.
48   ‘Voluntary National Reviews (VNR) – Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 32. 
49   ‘Pakistan’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development – Voluntary National Review’, Government of Pakistan, 2019, p. 63. 
50   ‘Pakistan’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development – Voluntary National Review’, Government of Pakistan, pp. 20-21.
51   ‘Voluntary National Review - Implementation of Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals in Bosnia and Herzegovina’, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019, pp. 27-30. 
52   ‘Voluntary National Review - Implementation of Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals in Bosnia and Herzegovina’, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019, p. 16.

Source: Second Voluntary National Review‘, Republic of Azerbaijan, 2019, p. 41.
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Overall, national efforts have sought to address 
and integrate the principle of LNOB to varying 
degrees. Efforts highlighted include government 
programmes (Cambodia, New Zealand, Tunisia), 
data (the Philippines, Tanzania, United Kingdom), 
measures to promote social inclusion (Cameroon) 
and social protection (Cambodia, Republic of the 
Congo); studies (Republic of the Congo), mapping 
of vulnerable groups (Chile, Tonga) and policies, 
programmes and efforts that address the needs of 
vulnerable groups (Chile, Serbia, United Kingdom). 
Some countries state that their development frame-
works incorporate the principle of LNOB (Republic 
of the Congo, Ghana, Guyana, Saint Lucia, Vanuatu). 

Chile’s ‘Compromiso País’ is a comprehensive pro-
gramme that addresses the principle of LNOB. 
It targets complex social questions and aims to 
find solutions to address the needs of vulnerable 
groups. Following the work of cross-sectoral work-
ing groups, 16 vulnerable groups were identified 
as target groups in the context of the principle 
of LNOB. The programme also brings together the 
public and private sector.58 The Republic of the Con-
go refers to a LNOB study called ‘Do Not Leave 
Anyone Behind’ and highlights how the principle is 
reflected in the NDP in areas such as; health and 
social protection services, inclusive development, 
access to decent housing and balanced sustainable 
development.59 

Some reports (Azerbaijan, Chile, Mongolia, Tanza-
nia) feature assessments and identify groups con-
sidered to be at risk of being left behind. More 
commonly, efforts are targeted at supporting spe-
cific groups, mainly older persons, young people, 
children, persons with disabilities and indigenous 
peoples. New Zealand’s VNR indicates that its offi-
cial statistics agency is partnering with the Maori 
to further develop indicators based on concepts of 
wellbeing from a Te Ao Maori perspective.60 Its VNR 
also reports on the setting up a ‘permanent com-
mission for inquiry’ that aims to address grievances 
over the treatment of indigenous peoples.61  

port on the individual SDGs, sub-chapters on local 
efforts feature under each goal.53 Ghana’s report 
includes a sub-section on its ‘decentralised plan-
ning system’ and describes how the system will 
enable SDG localisation while building on collab-
oration and consultation between government and 
non-government stakeholders through a decentral-
ised planning approach.54 

4.2.5 INTERNATIONAL AND REGIONAL  
COOPERATION AND FRAMEWORKS

Almost all of the 2019 VNR reports feature ref-
erences to international and regional frameworks, 
with the majority emphasising the international 
climate and DRR commitments. Over 50% of the 
reports reference the Paris Climate Agreement, 
indicating the strong priority given to addressing 
climate change in the context of sustainable devel-
opment. A number of countries highlight the Sendai 
Framework for DRR55, as well as the Addis Ababa 
Action Agenda (AAAA).56

In terms of regional frameworks and cooperation, 
some countries (Azerbaijan, Cambodia, Chile, Indo-
nesia) reference the work undertaken by the UN Re-
gional Commissions. Furthermore, the Small Island 
Developing States (SIDS) (Cambodia, Mauritius, New 
Zealand), the SAMOA Pathway (New Zealand, Mau-
ritius, Saint Lucia, Tonga) and European Union (EU) 
strategic frameworks such as Horizon 2020 and EU 
regional instruments, are highlighted (Croatia, Is-
rael, Serbia). A number of countries expressed their 
commitment to the AU Agenda 2063, in the context 
of the need for integrated development planning.57 

4.3 Leaving No One Behind
 
Whereas most countries express their commitment 
to the principle of LNOB, around 40% of the VNR 
reports include a chapter or sub-chapter on LNOB. 
In one case, the principle is addressed throughout 
the VNR report by featuring a symbol in the margin 
in chapters containing information on LNOB (Ice-
land). 

53   ‘Voluntary National Review of the Republic of Serbia on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Republic of Serbia, 2019, p. 13.
54   ‘Ghana: Voluntary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Republic of Ghana, 2019, p.5.
55  Algeria, Chad, Croatia, Ghana, Guyana, Indonesia, Lesotho, New Zealand, Palau, Saint Lucia, Serbia, Tonga, Tunisia
56   Algeria, Cameroon, Ghana, Guyana, Kazakhstan, Lesotho, Mongolia, Saint Lucia, Serbia, South Africa, Timor Leste, Tonga, Tunisia, Turkey, United Kingdom.
57  Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Lesotho, Mauretania, Republic of the Congo, Rwanda, South Africa, Tunisia.
58  ‘Informe Nacionale Voluntario 2019’, Chile, 2019, pp. 38-39. 
59  ‘Contribution Nationale Volontaire à la mise en œuvre des ODD’, Republique du Congo, 2019, p. 19.
60  ‘He Waka Eke Noa, Towards a Better Future, Together – New Zealand’s Progress Towards the SDGs’, Government of New Zealand, 2019, p. 12.  
61  ‘He Waka Eke Noa, Towards a Better Future, Together – New Zealand’s Progress Towards the SDGs’, Government of New Zealand, 2019, p. 75.  
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international organisations. The group’s work led 
to the development of a roadmap to facilitate the 
implementation of SDG 16 at the national level and 
to strengthen international support.64  

With regard to institutional changes and other im-
provements, approximately 45% of the 2019 VNR 
countries highlight institutional structures or re-
form processes set up to strengthen the judicial 
system (Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ice-
land, Mauritania, Rwanda). In some cases, these ef-
forts focus specifically on promoting human rights 
(Algeria, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Timor Leste, Tunisia). 
Other efforts consist of action plans and processes 
to reform public administration (Azerbaijan, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Mongolia, the Philippines, Rwanda, Timor Leste). 
In some cases, institutions or bodies were set up 
to address specific issues, such as financial crime 
(Central African Republic), organised crime (Chile), 
anti-corruption (Croatia, Tunisia), domestic vio-
lence and victim support (Ghana), human traffick-
ing (Palau) and the prevention of torture (Tunisia). 
New Zealand set up an agency65 to strengthen the 
government’s capacity to partner with indigenous 
peoples. Its mandate, among others, is to address 
inequalities in the justice system.66 

While a few countries set up agencies to address 
human rights, some countries report on human 
rights plans (Cameroon), measures that protect 
the rights of vulnerable groups (Chad) and efforts 
aimed at ensuring inclusive human rights’ moni-
toring and reporting practices (Palau, Serbia). For 
instance, Serbia highlighted the creation of a plat-
form consisting of 18 CSOs to monitor and imple-
ment human rights’ related commitments. The plat-
form aims to contribute to a better understanding 
and to implement the commitments Serbia under-
took in ratifying UN conventions.67 

Some countries (Burkina Faso, Central African Re-
public, Chile, Indonesia, the Philippines, Rwanda, 
Tonga) reported strategic efforts to promote good 
governance, including initiatives that foster open 
government partnerships (Burkina Faso, Chile, In-
donesia). In this context, Chile highlighted the work 
of the Open Government Partnership (OPG) and the 

Only a few countries reference groups that repre-
sent LGBTQ people (Guatemala, New Zealand, Timor 
Leste) or migrants and refugees (Algeria, New Zea-
land, Turkey). Turkey’s VNR report focuses on the 
large number of Syrian refugees that have arrived 
in Turkey since 2011. Elaborating on its humani-
tarian response to the refugee crisis, Turkey high-
lights that since 2015, it has hosted the world’s 
highest number of refugees. Under the umbrella of 
a humanitarian and inclusive open-door policy, re-
gardless of religion, sect or ethnicity, there are 
approximately 4 million people under international 
protection in Turkey, of whom 3.6 million are from 
Syria.62  

With regards to reporting on gender aspects, a 
number of countries highlighted policies, pro-
grammes, strategies and legislation aimed at en-
hancing gender equality.63 Some countries high-
lighted efforts aimed at eliminating female genital 
mutilation through strategies, awareness rais-
ing campaigns and specific programmes (Burkina 
Faso, Cameroon, Central Republic of Africa, Chad, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Mauritania, Sierra Leone, Tanzania).  

4.4  SDG 16: Peace, Justice 
and Strong Institutions 

 
In the context of a review of SDG 16 and the 2019 
theme of ‘promoting inclusion, addressing inequali-
ty and empowering people’, most countries refer to 
measures that are relevant to the scope of SDG 16, 
such as institutional changes or reform process-
es, measures aimed at strengthening human rights, 
good governance, establishing programmes, intro-
ducing legislation and in some cases plans and 
strategies. Some countries highlight the overall im-
portance of SDG 16 in creating peaceful and stable 
societies (Central African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Timor Leste). As an example of a comprehensive 
effort to implement SDG 16, Chad reported that the 
inter-sectoral synergies of SDG 16 were examined 
by a working group - the „Pathfinders for Peaceful, 
Just and Inclusive Societies“ bringing together sev-
eral UN Member States, development partners and 

62  ‘Turkey’s Sustainable Development Goals 2nd VNR – Strong Ground Towards Common Goals’, Republic of Turkey, 2019, p. 44.
63  Algeria, Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Cameroon, Central Republic of Africa, Chad, Ghana, Mauretania, Serbia, Sierra Leone, Tanzania.
64  ‘Examen National Volontaire 2019 de la République du Tchad’, Présidence de la République du Chad, 2019, p. 21.
65  The Office for Maori Crown Relations – Te Arawhiti was created in 2018.
66  ‘Towards a better future, together New Zealand’s Progress towards the SDGs’, New Zealand, 2019, p. 110.
67   ‘Voluntary National Review of the Republic of Serbia on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Republic of Serbia, 2019, p. 71.
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Some countries introduced measures targeted at 
women (Côte d’Ivoire, Tanzania, Turkey, Vanuatu) 
and children (Iceland, Indonesia, Kazakhstan). Ef-
forts were highlighted that aim to ensure inclusive 
decision-making, governance and institutions at 
the local level (Cameroon, Chad, Guyana, Indonesia, 
Serbia), as well as initiatives to fight corruption 
(Chile, Ghana, Republic of the Congo, Rwanda, Si-
erra Leone, United Kingdom). The latter also fea-
tured as a challenge (Central African Republic, the 
Republic of the Congo). Other challenges related 
to SDG 16 were reported in relation to statistical 
capacity and data availability for the goal (Guyana, 
Timor Leste). To this end, Croatia recognised the 
potential of ‘open data’ by adopting an open data 
policy that, among others, supports transparency.70  

4.5 Reflections
 
The reporting on mainstreaming efforts in 2019 VNR 
reports illustrate the countries’ strong commitment 
to implementing the SDGs coherently. Although 
progress on building on the synergies and trade-
offs of the SDGs is still in its early stages - map-
ping, reviews and assessments have taken place 
that aim to strengthen horizontal policy coherence. 
Countries list a number of sector specific policies, 

establishment of the multi-stakeholder ‘Open Gov-
ernment Roundtable’ (2017) that engages govern-
ment, civil society and academia.68  

Around 50% of the 2019 VNR countries list legisla-
tion adopted to protect the rights of persons with 
disabilities (Azerbaijan), address financial crime 
(Burkina Faso, United Kingdom), fight domestic vi-
olence (Croatia, New Zealand, Serbia), ensure pro-
tection of whistle blowers (Croatia, Tunisia) and 
address corruption (Kuwait, Rwanda). Furthermore, 
legislation was highlighted that aimed to foster 
transparency and accountability in public affairs 
(Central African Republic, Ghana), as well as leg-
islation aimed at increasing access to justice (Cro-
atia, Côte d’Ivoire, Republic of the Congo, Tunisia) 
and information (Cambodia, Ghana, Vanuatu). 

Additional initiatives to increase access to justice 
include setting up a ‘Legal Aid Fund’ (Burkina Faso) 
and developing an ‘Access to Justice Index’ (Indo-
nesia). Indonesia reports that the ‘Access to Justice 
Index’ was initiated by a consortium of partners, 
consisting of the ‘Indonesian Judicial Monitoring 
Society’, the ‘Indonesian Legal Roundtable’, the 
‘Indonesia Legal Aid Foundation’ and government 
institutions, including the Ministry of National De-
velopment Planning, Ministry of Law and Human 
Rights and Central Bureau of Statistics.69 

68  ‘Informe Nacionale Voluntario 2019’, Chile, 2019, p. 124.
69  Voluntary National Reviews (VNR), Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 149.
70    ‘Voluntary National Review of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development Implementation’, Government of the Republic of Croatia, 2019, p. 78. 
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plans and strategies that contribute to sustainable 
development, with particular progress reported in 
the areas of climate change and DRR. Considera-
ble progress is reported on integrating the SDGs 
into NDPs. In some cases, it is emphasised that 
SDG integration into national planning should con-
sider other international frameworks such as the 
AU Agenda 2063 and the Paris Climate Agreement. 
Furthermore, progress on and a commitment to 
localising the SDGs is recognised as a means of 
fostering coherence, with a number of examples 
of efforts to integrate the SDGs into local plans. 
However, continued efforts are needed to localise 
the SDGs.

While increased attention to the links between the 
SDGs and other international frameworks confirms 
the trend towards a holistic approach to sustain-
able development, more effort is needed to build 
on the synergies of integrated policy making and 
analysing the trade-offs. Continued efforts to align 
sectoral and multi-level government planning doc-
uments are of significant importance. However, in-
tegrating the SDGs at the project and activity level 
is where a concrete SDG contribution comes into 
play. VNR reporting needs to focus increasingly on 
actions and implementation efforts that respond to 
multi-sectoral development challenges. 
 
The majority of countries express a commitment 
to the principle of LNOB as a key priority in in-
tegrating the SDGs. Adherence to the principle is 
reported in the context of various mainstreaming 
efforts, e.g. government policies and programmes, 
data collection and partnership cooperation. The 
reporting however indicates that efforts to address 
the principle of LNOB often consist of ad hoc pro-
grammes or projects targeting specific vulnerable 
groups. Only a few concrete examples describe how 
the principle is approached comprehensively. More 
robust strategic approaches are needed to step up 
efforts to ensure no one is left behind. For instance, 
integrating LNOB into national development plan-
ning frameworks can provide a pathway to inte-
grate the principle coherently. 

The reporting on SDG 16 indicates that countries 
take a broad range of actions to support the im-
plementation of SDG 16, including establishing 
institutional structures, reform processes, intro-
ducing legislation, policies and programmes. Coun-
tries recognise the overall importance of SDG 16 
in creating peaceful and stable societies. However, 
despite its far reaching scope, only one country 
referenced the importance of approaching SDG 16 
from an interlinked perspective. While the 2019 
VNR reports list many separate initiatives that 
contribute to SDG 16, strategic approaches that 
cover the broader thematic aspects of the goal, as 
well as its links with other goals and the Agenda 
overall, are rare. Furthermore, more detail should 
be provided on engaging stakeholders and the ben-
efit of partnerships in the implementation of SDG 
16. With respect to reports on current progress in 
the monitoring and reporting on SDG 16, only a few 
countries have provided details on data availability 
or practices and steps taken to measure the pro-
gress of the goal. Similarly, there are a few reports 
on the challenges, shortfalls, needs and the next 
steps to take in implementing SDG 16. 
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Some reports (Croatia, Iceland, Pakistan) feature 
chapters on stakeholder engagement and sub-chap-
ters on how stakeholders contribute to the SDGs. 
In addition to stakeholder participation in national 
SDG institutional mechanisms, engagement is high-
lighted in relation to consultations and awareness 
raising efforts, such as workshops, conferences and 
meetings. To ensure broad stakeholder engagement, 
some countries set up online platforms to strength-
en engagement and ensure relevant input is con-
sidered in the VNR process and/or SDG implemen-
tation efforts (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, 
Iceland, Indonesia, the Philippines). For instance, 
on its SDG website, Indonesia published the first 
draft of the VNR online for consultation. It also 
sent emails to all stakeholders in which they were 
asked to provide feedback on the draft VNR report.71  
  
A few reports include examples of approaches that 
were applied to map and select stakeholders (the 
Philippines, Turkey). For instance, Turkey refers to a 
comprehensive ‘Stocktaking Analysis Project’, which 
was carried out with the contribution of multiple 
stakeholders. The project included an analysis of 
the current situation, gaps and emerging needs 
in line with priority SDG targets. It aimed to map 
the SDGs, inform the VNR process, define priorities 
and identify the key stakeholders responsible for 
SDG contributions and partnership cooperation.72  
 
A few countries reported that the VNR process 
had provided an opportunity to strengthen stake-
holder engagement and partnership cooperation 
(South Africa, Vanuatu). For instance, South Africa 

reports that participation in the 2019 VNR facili-
tated partnerships across government, the private 
sector, CSOs and development partners on strate-
gic priorities, challenges, lessons and next steps.73  
Vanuatu highlights that the process has provided an 
opportunity to strengthen stakeholder coordination.74 

 

5.1  Multi-Stakeholder  
Approaches and  
Partnerships 

The SDG institutional arrangements in many coun-
tries are designed to take multiple interests into 
account. Feedback from, and the participation 
of, various stakeholders features predominant-
ly in the context of consultations and workshops. 
To ensure sustained SDG dialogue across stake-
holder groups, some countries highlight initi-
atives that aim to apply a systematic approach 
to ensuring multi-stakeholder engagement, such 
as plans, mechanisms or platforms (Azerbaijan, 
Chile, Croatia, Ghana, Mauritius, Turkey). For in-
stance, Mauritius developed a stakeholder engage-
ment plan to ensure inclusiveness and participa-
tion in the VNR process.75 Ghana’s CSO platform76  
serves as a focal point to enable multi-stakeholder 
partnerships between CSOs, the private sector and 
the government. Croatia established a cooperation 
platform of the Chamber of Economy that aims to 
promote partnerships between the business sector, 
government institutions and civil society. The plat-

5.0  Stakeholder Engagement

RESPONDING TO THE INCLUSIVE NATURE OF THE 2030 AGENDA, THE 2019 VNR REPORTS INDICATE 
THAT SIGNIFICANT ATTENTION WAS PAID TO ENGAGING STAKEHOLDER GROUPS IN THE VNR PROCESS 
AND SDG IMPLEMENTATION, INCLUDING CIVIL SOCIETY, ACADEMIA AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR. MOST 
OF THE 2019 VNR COUNTRIES REFER TO APPLYING MULTI-STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATORY APPROACH-
ES AT VARIOUS STAGES IN THE VNR PROCESS AND SDG IMPLEMENTATION. 

71   ‘Voluntary National Reviews (VNR), Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 36. 
72   ‘Turkey’s Sustainable Development Goals 2nd VNR 2019 – Strong Ground Towards Common Goals’, The Republic of Turkey, 2019, pp. 12-14.
73   ‘2019 South Africa Voluntary National Review – Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, South Africa, 2019, p. 17.
74  ‘Republic of Vanuatu Voluntary National Review’, Republic of Vanuatu, 2019, p. 50. 
75  ‘Voluntary National Review Report of Mauritius’, Government of Mauritius, 2019, p. 7.
76  See Chapter 5.1.
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form facilitates multi-sector and multi-stakeholder 
dialogue and contributed to the VNR.77 Turkey high-
lights the ‘Business for Goals Platform’ that aims 
to help businesses integrate the SDGs and mobilise 
multi-stakeholder partnerships.78  

Whereas partnerships are for the most part ad-
dressed in the context of the reporting on Goal 
17, various reports feature multi-stakeholder initi-
atives aimed at strengthening the development of 
public-private partnerships (PPPs). In this context, 
Iceland, Mauritania, Mongolia, Rwanda and Tunisia 
reported on the development of regulatory and in-
stitutional frameworks as well as efforts to pro-
mote PPPs (Mauritania, Tunisia) and Ghana men-
tioned the adoption of a national policy on PPPs. 
Iceland’s governmental SDG working group initiated 
a partnership agreement with the ‘Icelandic Centre 
for Corporate Social Responsibility’, which aimed to 
promote the SDGs among corporations. Under the 
agreement, an educational programme and aware-
ness raising activities are rolled out to strengthen 
private sector contributions to achieving the SDGs.79  

In addition to these examples, a number of countries 
report that strengthening multi-stakeholder ap-
proaches and partnerships is a future priority (Burkina 
Faso, Cameroon, Guyana, Palau, Timor Leste, Vanuatu). 
 

5.2 Civil Society
 
In addition to civil society representation in na-
tional institutional SDG mechanisms, civil society 
engagement is reported in the context of a broad 
spectrum of activities. Activities range from consul-
tations to projects and partnerships and, in some 
cases, contributions to data collection. The majority 
of countries report on engaging civil society in con-
sultations, workshops or public hearings. 80 Serbia’s 
VNR includes an annex that features recommenda-
tions provided by CSOs in the consultation process. 

A few reports feature examples of civil society ef-
forts to report on the SDGs. For instance, Ghana, 
Cameroon and Chile refer to independent reports 
that highlight contributions as well as civil society 
perspectives on SDG implementation. Cameroon’s 
VNR report includes a summary of the CSO report.81 
Moreover, countries list various activities that help 
strengthen the role of CSOs, such as the adop-
tion of a civil society strategy (United Kingdom) or 
training (Cameroon, Mongolia). 

The reports indicate that some countries have set 
up mechanisms that help strengthen CSO engage-
ment, such as CSO platforms (Ghana, Palau, Sierra 
Leone Tanzania), discussion groups (Mauritania), 
‘SDG clubs’, (Cameroon) or a CSO advisory group 
(Timor Leste). For instance, Ghana highlights a ‘CSO 
Platform on SDGs’ that was set up to ensure coor-
dination and partnerships on the SDGs and has a 
membership of more than 300 CSOs. The platform 
is divided into 17 goals and is also a member of 
the country’s ‘High-level Ministerial Committee’ on 
the SDGs.82  
 

5.3 Academia
 
Most VNR reports reference engagement by aca-
demics in the VNR process or SDG implementa-
tion. In some cases, academia were included as a 
stakeholder in VNR consultation processes (Cam-
bodia, Iceland, Mauritius, Mongolia, Pakistan, the 
Philippines, Tanzania, Turkey, South Africa) or in 
preparing the VNR report (Sierra Leone). In a few 
instances, academia played a role as a think tank 
(Lesotho, Pakistan) producing analytical reports 
or supporting the development of the VNR report’s 
statistical annex (Israel). They were also engaged 
in awareness raising activities or in hosting SDG 
summits (Cambodia, Croatia, Iceland, Iraq, New 
Zealand, Pakistan). In some cases, examples were 
highlighted of comprehensive programmes and ini-
tiatives aimed at strengthening academic contribu-

77   ‘Voluntary National Review of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development Implementation’, Government of the Republic of Croatia, 2019, p. 90.  
78   ‘Turkey’s Sustainable Development Goals 2nd VNR 2019 – Strong Ground Towards Common Goals’, The Republic of Turkey, 2019, p. 20.
79   ‘Iceland’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development – Voluntary National Review, Government of Iceland, 2019, p. 17. 
80   Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, Guyana, Iceland, Iraq, Israel, Lesotho, Liechtenstein, Kazakhstan, Kuwait, Mauritius, Mongolia, Pakistan, Palau, the Philippines, 

Saint Lucia, Serbia, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Tanzania, Tunisia, Turkey, United Kingdom.
81  ‘Forum Politique de Haut Niveau Objectifs de Developpement Durable ODD’, Republique du Cameroun, 2019, Annexes
82   ‘Voluntary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Republic of Ghana, 2019, p. 7. 
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tions to SDG achievements (Pakistan, Sierra Leone). 
For instance, Pakistan reports on the establishment 
of ‘SDG Centres of Excellence’ that aim to spear-
head research on different SDGs. Its VNR also high-
lights the contributions of academia in monitoring 
progress at the subnational level.83 Sierra Leone 
mentions its initiative on developing a ‘partnership 
framework for universities’ with a similar aim of en-
hancing research on the SDGs. The framework seeks 
to integrate the SDGs into university curricula and 
create research opportunities that can contribute to 
the evidence-based implementation of the SDGs.84 

  

5.4 The Private Sector
 
Attention given to the private sector in the 2019 
VNR reports reflects a powerful acknowledgement 
of private sector contributions and the potential of 
sustainable business practices for SDG implemen-
tation. The role of the private sector is described 
in most of the 2019 VNR reports in terms of its 
contributions to the VNR process, awareness rais-
ing, implementation, as well as in the context of 
partnership cooperation.85 

According to a considerable number of VNR reports, 
the private sector was consulted or took part in 
VNR and SDG themed workshops and dialogues.86 A 
few countries carried out surveys among the private 
sector (Liechtenstein, Rwanda, Serbia). In addition 
to engaging in stakeholder consultations, a num-
ber of countries referred to setting up SDG related 
‘Business Councils’, platforms or networks (Croatia, 
Indonesia, Mauritius, New Zealand, Serbia, Turkey). 
In some of these cases, business associations or 
Chambers of Commerce function as coordinating 
bodies (Azerbaijan, Chile, Croatia, Turkey). For in-
stance, Croatia established a ‘Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals Platform’ that provides guidance to its 
members and seeks to increase the understanding 
of the importance of Corporate Social Responsibil-

ity (CSR) and sustainable business. Croatia’s VNR 
report also features a long list of examples that il-
lustrate how Croatian businesses contribute to the 
SDGs.87 Chile references the ‘Inclusive Companies 
Network’, which was created in 2015 with the spon-
sorship of the Manufacturers‘ Association (SOFOFA) 
and the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and 
brings together 41 companies interested in em-
ploying and including persons with disabilities.88   

5.5 Communication and 
Awareness Raising 
 
Several VNR reports (Cambodia, Ghana, Pakistan, 
Saint Lucia, Serbia, South Africa, Tanzania, Timor 
Leste) express a need for strong communication 
and awareness raising efforts. Overall, the reports 
illustrate the diversity in countries’ and stakehold-
ers’ communication and awareness raising efforts. 
Despite a broad range of projects, many of the ex-
amples featured are ad hoc initiatives, such as SDG 
themed workshops and conferences.89 Other efforts 
include social media campaigns, platforms and 
websites (Chile, Iceland, Kuwait, Pakistan, Republic 
of the Congo, Tanzania, Tunisia, Turkey); as well as 
SDG training programmes, in some cases targeting 
specific stakeholder groups, such as parliament 
(Chad, Serbia), the private sector (Saint Lucia, 
Turkey), young people and children (Tunisia). The 
reports also reference disseminating information 
about the SDGs through educational programmes 
and the school curriculum. 

Only a few countries reported examples of main-
streaming SDG communication efforts, for exam-
ple, in the form of an SDG communication strategy 
(Mauritius) or by setting up specific teams to raise 
SDG awareness, such as an advocacy team (Mon-
golia) or a Media Awareness Task Force (Kuwait). 
Serbia’s VNR report highlights plans to conduct a 

83   ‘Pakistan’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development – Voluntary National Review’, Government of Pakistan, 2019, p. 58. 
84  ‘2019 Report on SDGs in Sierra Leone’, The Government of Sierra Leone, 2019, p. 41.
85  See section 5.1. 
86    Cambodia, Cameroon, Chile, Croatia, Guyana, Iraq, Kuwait, Lesotho, Mongolia, Pakistan, the Philippines, Rwanda, Saint Lucia, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Timor Leste.
87   ‘Croatia Voluntary National Review of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Government of the Republic of Croatia, 2019, pp. 89-107.
88   ‘Informe Nacionale Voluntario 2019’, Chile, 2019, p. 95.
89   Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burkina Faso, Ghana, Guyana, Indonesia, Iraq, Mauretania, Palau, Saint Lucia, South Africa, Tanzania.
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comprehensive public awareness raising campaign 
on the key findings of the VNR report to help raise 
visibility of the 2030 Agenda.90 

Some countries (Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Pakistan, 
South Africa, Tanzania, Tonga) highlighted the im-
portance of communication and awareness raising 
aimed at strengthening SDG ownership at the lo-
cal level. For instance, Pakistan reported on a ‘Lo-
cal Government Summit’ and the appointment of 
SDG ambassadors in each district. To improve the 
understanding of the SDGs, Ghana translated the 
goals into local dialects, braille, local proverbs 
and adinkra symbols91. To reach rural communities, 
the ‘Ghana Community Radio Network’ launched the 
‘Participatory Community Radio and the Right to 
Communicate – A Singular Pathway to the SDGs’.92  

5.6 Reflections
 
The 2019 VNR reporting illustrates that countries 
firmly recognise the engagement of stakeholders 
and ensuring a ‘whole-of-society’ approach as key 
to SDG implementation. Many countries also ex-
press a need to broaden stakeholder engagement, 
strengthen coordination and increase awareness 
raising efforts. Systematic communication and out-
reach programmes are required to help increase 
public knowledge of the SDGs.

In addressing the roles of individual stakeholders, 
the reports illustrate that some countries are de-
veloping CSO structures and platforms that aim to 
strengthen or improve the coordination of engage-
ment. Furthermore, the reports reflect the diverse 
role of academia, including its contribution to con-
sultations, workshops, conferences and research 
based activities and, in some cases, data collection 
efforts. The role of the private sector is also rec-
ognised and expressed in efforts to create an ena-
bling environment to develop PPPs. Many countries 

acknowledge the role of local and regional stake-
holders and list SDG localisation as a key priority 
in future SDG implementation.

Multi-stakeholder approaches that engage the main 
stakeholder groups, such as civil society, academia 
and the private sector, feature predominantly in 
the context of consultations, workshops and con-
ferences. While countries report on stakeholder 
consultations, only a few showcase feedback from 
stakeholders in the report e.g. in an annex. 

In addition to engaging the main stakeholder 
groups, the core principles of the 2030 Agenda 
place individual citizens at the centre of the Agen-
da, not only as beneficiaries of sustainable devel-
opment, but also as contributors to achieving the 
SDGs. While the need to engage local stakeholders 
is increasingly recognised, mechanisms that ensure 
direct citizen engagement including citizens from 
disadvantaged groups, are still limited. 

Overall, while formal arrangements for effective 
stakeholder engagement are essential in ensuring 
a ‘whole-of-society’ approach, mechanisms to en-
gage stakeholders in the VNR process are rarely 
described in detail. More attention to stakehold-
er engagement practices would enable better 
assessment of its impact and quality. Reporting 
on institutionalised mechanisms and establishing 
stakeholder engagement plans, understanding how 
different groups engage, can also help to clarify 
countries’ long-term approaches to developing an 
inclusive SDG planning, implementation and moni-
toring process.

90   ‘Voluntary National Review of the Republic of Serbia on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Republic of Serbia, 2019, p. 14. 
91   Adinkra symbols are visual symbols with historical and philosophical significance originating from Asante royals of Ghana. 
92   ‘Ghana: Voluntary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Republic of Ghana, 2019, p. 34. 
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The 2019 VNR reports provide considerable feedback 
on the efforts, state of play, next steps and chal-
lenges to SDG statistical and data related activi-
ties. For most countries, this is a work in progress 
as they continue to strengthen statistical systems 
as well as monitoring and data collection efforts.93 

While countries provide a wealth of information and 
describe various types of actions that are carried 
out, many challenges still exist. A number of coun-
tries express a need for stronger capacity and tech-
nical expertise, data disaggregation and resources.

Approximately 30% of the 2019 VNR reports include 
a statistical annex, which is slightly less than the 
previous reporting year (Box 5). A few reports fea-
ture specific chapters or sub-chapters on M&E ef-
forts. 

6.1 Priority Setting 
 
Approximately 75% of the 2019 VNR reports refer-
enced priority setting exercises. In some reports, 
the prioritisation process is described in detail 
whereas other reports merely list the priority SDGs, 
targets and indicators. 

Approaches reported include efforts such as map-
ping (Palau, Tanzania), surveys (Sierra Leone), 
multi-stakeholder conferences, consultations and 
workshops (Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Iraq, Kazakhstan, Lesotho, Pakistan, Saint Lucia); 
or activities as part of the overall process to align 
the SDGs with national priorities (Iraq, Kazakhstan, 
Mauritania, Rwanda). In a few cases, priorities were 

6.0  Statistics and Data

BOX 5: STATISTICAL ANNEXES INCLUDED IN THE VNR REPORTS
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93   Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Cameroon, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Guyana, Kazakhstan, Mauritania, Mongolia, the Philippines, Saint Lucia, Tanzania, Timor Leste, Tunisia, United 
Kingdom.
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identified with the help of RIA (Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Chad, Iraq, Republic of the Congo, Tunisia), 
MAPS (Republic of the Congo), or the use of ‘SDG 
Dashboards’. For instance, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
used ‘SDG dashboards’ to review data systems and 
capacities to explore availability, inter-operability 
and enable data integration from external sourc-
es.94 New Zealand’s VNR report features the ‘Living 
Standards Framework’ that puts emphasis on sus-
tainable intergenerational wellbeing and measures 
and analyses the dynamics of wellbeing as well as 
risk and resilience across a broad range of eco-
nomic, social and environmental domains. The ‘Liv-
ing Standards Framework’ also includes a ‘dash-
board’ (database of indicators) aimed at supporting 
progress towards the SDGs in New Zealand.95

In some instances, priorities are set for stake-
holders e.g. CSOs, businesses (Saint Lucia) and 
local stakeholders (Cameroon, Pakistan, Pa-
lau, Tunisia). Some countries refer to strategies, 
roadmaps and plans outlining priorities aimed at 
strengthening statistical efforts with a view to 

developing SDG indicators (Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, 
Lesotho, Tanzania, Timor Leste, Tonga, Tunisia). 

6.2 Gap Analysis
 
More or less 75% of the countries refer to gaps 
or assessing gaps in the SDG statistical and data 
collection. In some cases, these were identified as 
a result of mapping exercises (Israel, Palau), con-
sultations or workshops (Guyana, the Philippines, 
Rwanda) or through analyses.96 A few countries in-
clude results or overviews of the gap analysis in 
the VNR report (Mongolia, the Philippines, South 
Africa, Turkey). For instance, Mongolia reported it 
had carried out a ‘data readiness assessment’ of 
the SDG indicators. The assessment evaluated data 
in line with criteria such as ‘not applicable’, ‘read-
ily available’, ‘available after additional estimation’ 
and ‘not available’.97 Data gaps for each SDG were 
identified as a result of the readiness assessment 
(Figure 5).
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developing SDG indicators (Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, 
Lesotho, Tanzania, Timor Leste, Tonga, Tunisia). 

6.2 Gap Analysis
 
More or less 75% of the countries refer to gaps 
or assessing gaps in the SDG statistical and data 
collection. In some cases, these were identified as 
a result of mapping exercises (Israel, Palau), con-
sultations or workshops (Guyana, the Philippines, 
Rwanda) or through analyses.96 A few countries in-
clude results or overviews of the gap analysis in 
the VNR report (Mongolia, the Philippines, South 
Africa, Turkey). For instance, Mongolia reported it 
had carried out a ‘data readiness assessment’ of 
the SDG indicators. The assessment evaluated data 
in line with criteria such as ‘not applicable’, ‘read-
ily available’, ‘available after additional estimation’ 
and ‘not available’.97 Data gaps for each SDG were 
identified as a result of the readiness assessment 
(Figure 5).

FIGURE 5: READINESS ASSESSMENT OF SDG INDICATORS, MONGOLIA
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94   ‘Voluntary National Review - Implementation of Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals in Bosnia and Herzegovina’, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019, p. 14.
95   ‘Towards a better future, together New Zealand’s Progress towards the SDGs’, New Zealand, 2019, pp. 4-5. 
96   Burkina Faso, Lesotho, Mongolia, Pakistan, Palau, the Philippines, Rwanda, Tanzania, Timor Leste, Tunisia, Turkey
97  ‘Mongolia Voluntary National Review Report’, Government of Mongolia, 2019, p. 44.

Source: ‚Mongolia Voluntary National Review Report 2019, Government of Mongolia, 2019, p. 44.
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Overall, the most common gaps identified are lack 
of data availability and the need for disaggregat-
ed data. In other cases, sector specific gaps were 
highlighted and the need for climate related data 
was underscored. Efforts that help bridge the data 
gap include strengthening coordination and moni-
toring capacity (Cambodia, Chad, Guyana, Iraq, Le-
sotho), expanding data availability, developing new 
indicators (Algeria, Palau, Turkey) and strengthening 
alignment between national and local data (Iraq). 
To strengthen data collection efforts, a few coun-
tries highlight web-based portals (Algeria, Paki-
stan, Rwanda), national reporting platforms or sta-
tistical databases (Iraq, Israel, Saint Lucia, Tunisia, 
Turkey, United Kingdom). In some cases, these are 
also developed to help strengthen the dissemina-
tion of information (Algeria, Burkina Faso, Croatia). 

6.3  Data Availability,  
Disaggregation and 
Quality

 
Almost 50% of the 2019 VNR countries include con-
crete feedback on the availability of data. In most 
cases, the feedback consists of specific percent-
ages or numbers of indicators covered. Percent-
ages range from 25.9% (Guyana) to 74% (United 
Kingdom) of indicators covered by available data.98  

Disaggregated data is mentioned in most reports, 
however in many VNR reports it is classified as 
a challenge and a work in progress.99 Chile’s VNR 
report includes detailed information on indicators 
presented with the information collected for each of 
the indicators for monitoring the 17 SDGs. A sum-
mary table is presented for each objective followed 
by disaggregated statistics.100  

A few countries reference data quality or highlight 
efforts that were undertaken to assess the quality 
of the indicators (Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Iceland, In-
donesia, Iraq, Lesotho, Tunisia, the United Kingdom). 
Ghana reported on setting up a quality assurance 

framework. The framework was developed with the 
support of partners and stakeholders to ensure the 
integrity of official statistics.101 Furthermore, Ice-
land introduced a ‘Criteria-Based Framework’ as 
part of a comprehensive process to prioritise the 
SDG targets. After a quality assessment and se-
lection of the proposed data, the framework was 
applied to evaluate priority proposals using four 
criteria; i) conformity with the government coali-
tion platform, ii) connection to Icelandic reality, iii) 
access to data and distance to target, as well as 
iv) use of a specific scale. Following consultations 
with government experts, 65 targets were priori-
tised in Iceland’s SDG implementation.102 Guyana’s 
data collection and assessment was carried out 
with the help of the ‘SDG Indicator Collection and 
Assessment Tool’ (ICAT), which was used to collect 
data for the relevant indicators in each target.103 

6.4  Localising Statistics 
and Data 

 
While some countries (Algeria, Côte d’Ivoire, Tuni-
sia, United Kingdom) report a challenge in efforts 
to localise SDG monitoring, data collection and 
the development of local indicators, a number of 
countries have made progress in this field (Chad, 
Guyana, Indonesia, Iraq, Israel, Mongolia, Pakistan, 
the Philippines, Tanzania). Particularly advanced 
data localisation is carried out in Indonesia and 
the Philippines. For instance, Indonesia reported 
that at the local level, data is available for 14 
SDGs and 41 of the 169 targets. In its VNR report, 
Indonesia describes the role of ‘Statistics Indone-
sia’ in supporting the development of subnational 
SDG plans, efforts to provide disaggregated data, 
survey work, as well as awareness raising activi-
ties.104 The reports of Chad, Croatia, Iraq and Serbia 
indicate that plans, tools and packages are devel-
oped to strengthen the localisation of SDG related 
statistics, monitoring and data collection efforts.  

100   ‘Iceland’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Government of Iceland, 2019, pp. 147-227. 
101   ‘Voluntary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Government of Ghana, 2019, p. 11. 
102  ‘Iceland’s Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, Government of Iceland, 2019 p. 9. 
103  ‘Guyana First Voluntary National Review’, Guyana, 2019, p. 10.
104   ‘Voluntary National Review (VNR) Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, 185.
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6.5 Use of Non-Official Data 
 
 
More than 50% of the 2019 VNR countries include 
references to or use non-official data sources in 
their reports. Many reports reference data from 
international organisations and development part-
ners, such as the World Bank, OECD and the UN e.g. 
Human Development Index, FAO, UNICEF, and WHO. 
The role of CSOs as data providers is highlighted105  
as well as research and data supplied by academ-
ia (Cambodia, Israel, South Africa). Some countries 
supplement or have plans to broaden official sta-
tistics with unofficial data sources, and new and 
innovative types of data (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guyana, Kazakhstan, Lesotho, 
Pakistan, Serbia, United Kingdom).

Cambodia, Iceland, Iraq and the United Kingdom used 
online surveys and platforms to broaden data col-
lection sources. Cambodia reports on building an 
open data and statistical ecosystem, linked to 
global SDG platforms, that: i) provides platforms to 
enable the timely collection and sharing of quality 
and reliable data; ii) promotes appropriate disclo-
sure and the accountability of data producers; and 
iii) raises awareness of non-government stakehold-
ers to data as part of engagement in SDG monitor-
ing and implementation.106 

Iraq’s ‘Sustainable Development Network 2030’ col-
lected data for indicators of SDG 16 using Face-
book. By publishing a questionnaire on the Face-
book pages of local NGOs, youth and academia 
from different regions, the network managed to 
collect data for four indicators, for which no data 
was available.107

The United Kingdom referenced “Open SDG”, which is 
a reporting platform developed to manage and pub-
lish data and statistics related to the SDGs. Built 
exclusively with open-source libraries and tools, it 
is freely available to any country or organisation and 
can be hosted and maintained using free services. 108 

6.6 Reflections
 
 
The information on statistics and data in the 2019 
VNR reports reveals that SDG monitoring and re-
view is still a work in progress. Many countries 
express a need to strengthen the national statis-
tical systems. Furthermore, a considerable number 
of countries highlight that the lack of data avail-
able and the quality of data pose a challenge to 
monitoring progress on the SDGs. There is a need to 
develop, identify and align indicators with nation-
al priorities and to standardise methodologies and 
data collection efforts across government. There is 
a recognition of the need to disaggregate data, but 
for many countries this is an ongoing process. 

Some countries include data collected by non-gov-
ernmental stakeholders or international organisa-
tions or acknowledge the need to supplement data 
with alternative and new data sources. The poten-
tial role of CSOs, academia or other stakeholders 
as data providers is recognised as the need to lo-
calise statistics and data collection. However, pro-
gress in transforming and broadening traditional 
data sources and data localisation is still limited. 

Overall, both national governments and internation-
al donors must step up their monitoring of the SDGs 
to address significant data gaps and associated 
challenges. While VNR reporting often specifies in 
detail the percentage of indicators that lack data, 
little consideration is given to solutions or plans to 
address the data gap. Discussions and initiatives 
are needed to help overcome these obstacles and 
strengthen common approaches to track SDG pro-
gress. This can help introduce good practices as 
well as explore the potential of new technologies 
in the data development context e.g. applying big 
data, or citizen-generated data by partnering with 
civil society, the private sector and academia.

105   Azerbaijan, Cambodia, Central African Republic, Chad, Croatia, Iraq, Israel, Mauretania, Mauritius, Mongolia, New Zealand, Palau, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, South Africa, 
Timor Leste, Tunisia.

106   ‘Cambodia’s Voluntary National Review 2019’, Royal Government of Cambodia, 2019, p. 92. 
107   ‘First Voluntary National Voluntary Review on Sustainable Development Goals 2019 – The Triumph of National Will’, Iraq, 2019 p. 63. 
108   ‘Voluntary National Review of Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals’, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, p. 20.
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This year, seven countries reported to the HLPF for 
the second time: Azerbaijan, Chile, Guatemala, In-
donesia, the Philippines, Sierra Leone and Turkey. 
Having previously reported either in 2016 (the Phil-
ippines, Sierra Leone, Turkey) or 2017 (Azerbaijan, 
Chile, Guatemala, Indonesia), this section will shed 
light on the consistency between the first and sec-
ond VNR reports, as well as progress reported be-
tween the first and the second report.

When comparing the countries’ first and sec-
ond VNR reports, it appears that the reports vary 
significantly in structure and content. Overall, 
the second VNR reports are more comprehensive 
with respect to content and volume reflecting an 
evolved VNR process that features areas where 
progress was made and lessons learnt. Further-
more, while the first VNR reports generally fo-
cused on the institutional arrangements, countries 
started to report on progress in their second VNR.  

7.1  Progress Made From 
First to Second VNR

 
In most cases, institutional SDG arrangements that 
were reported in the first VNR reports remained the 
same (Chile, the Philippines, Sierra Leone), with the 
exception of Turkey where the lead responsibility 
for SDG implementation changed from the Ministry 
of Development to the Presidency of Strategy and 
Budget.  

Most of the second time 2019 VNR reports include 
specific feedback on areas where progress was 
made compared to the first VNR. For instance, Si-
erra Leone indicates how agreed LNOB vulnerability 
indicators had improved since its 2016 report.109 
Sierra Leone also provides information on updates 
to sector policy papers and progress on identify-
ing financing of the SDGs.  Chile reports that spe-

cial emphasis was placed on updating informa-
tion on the indicators set out in the first report.110 
The Philippines’ second VNR report showcases the 
country’s achievements made since 2016 in a num-
ber of areas: SDG coordination, monitoring and cre-
ating an enabling environment for the implementa-
tion of SDG supportive programmes and projects.111 
Complementing the first VNR submitted in 2017 – 
Guatemala’s 2019 VNR focuses primarily on the-
matic and statistical adaptation, national condi-
tions and progress made in integrating the SDGs 
into the NDP.

As an example of a comprehensive review from pre-
vious VNR reports, Indonesia’s 2019 VNR report fea-
tures a section on progress made since its 2017 VNR. 
The section includes a trend analyses, the challeng-
es and way forward on specific prioritised SDGs.112 

7.2 Lessons Learnt
 
 
Apart from one report, all second VNR reports refer 
to the first VNR report and include examples of 
lessons learnt. For instance, Indonesia highlights 
how lessons learnt in the 2017 VNR process served 
as a reference to improve the effectiveness and 
efficiency of national and subnational policies.113  
It moreover underscores that the 2017 VNR pro-
cess contributed to enhancing joint ownership by 
the government and non-government organisa-
tions and helped to strengthen inclusiveness and 
the involvement of stakeholders in the planning, 
implementation and M&E of the SDGs.114 The Phil-
ippines describes how the 2016 VNR focused on 
moving towards the SDG era and building on the 
lessons learnt from the MDGs, whereas the 2019 
VNR provided an opportunity to discuss the mile-
stones achieved and lessons learnt focusing on the 
SDGs.115 Turkey highlights how its first VNR report 
laid down a roadmap setting out the steps towards 

7.0  Second time VNR Countries

109  ‘2019 VNR Report on SDGs in Sierra Leone’, The Government of Sierra Leone, pp. 9-12. 
110  ‘Informe Nacionale Voluntario 2019’, Chile, 2019, p. 27.
111  ‘The 2019 Voluntary National Review of the Philippines’, The Philippines, 2019, p. 9.
112  ‘Voluntary National Reviews (VNR) – Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, pp. 169-222.
113  ‘Voluntary National Reviews (VNR), Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, p. 2.
114  ‘Voluntary National Reviews (VNR), Empowering People and Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality’, Republic of Indonesia, 2019, pp. 35-37.
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achieving the SDGs. Its second VNR report focused 
on the status of progress towards the SDGs.116  Gua-
temala and Turkey also report that lessons learnt 
from the 2017 VNR led to broadening participation, 
including increased engagement by line ministries, 
LRGs and social groups that contributed to the 
2019 VNR. Chile indicates that the 2017 VNR made 
children and adolescents a national priority.117   

7.3 Reflections
 
A comparison of the first and second VNR reports 
reveals a considerable difference between the 
structure, content and volume of the reports. The 
2019 VNR reports are significantly longer and more 
detailed, reflecting a development in approaches. 
Although the first and second VNR reports are not 
harmonised, the follow-up actions, experiences and 
impact in the first VNR process feature in many 
of the 2019 VNR reports. Lessons learnt and are-
as where progress was made since 2016 or 2017 
are highlighted in the reports to varying degrees, 
some in more detail than others. Progress since 
the first report was mainly reported in thematic 
areas and in some cases on monitoring and review 
activities. Approximately half of the second time 
VNR reporting countries signalled that stakehold-
er engagement had improved and expanded since 
their first VNR. For the most part, SDG institutional 
arrangements remained the same. 

While second VNR reports in most cases include 
references to the first VNR report, systematic as-
sessments and a review of progress from one VNR 
to the next needs strengthening. To improve and 

align future reports, specific and detailed attention 
should be paid to the progress and impact from 
one VNR to the next, indicating what has changed 
and why. Furthermore, second VNR reports should 
feature new information and avoid repetition. 

Moreover, approaching a VNR report as a stand-
alone product should be avoided. Instead, VNR 
reporting should be based on an approach that 
adds continuity to national SDG implementation 
and monitoring efforts. Producing roadmaps that 
outline steps between reporting periods, can help 
ensure actions identified in the first VNR report 
are addressed in the second report. Consideration 
should be given to keeping track of progress, set-
backs, reflections as well as ensuring continuous 
feedback from stakeholder groups between report-
ing periods. There should be greater continuity be-
tween reports, for example by including a chapter 
that describes progress made, lessons learnt and 
the challenges and impact from one VNR reporting 
process to the next, thus establishing a structured 
approach to the national implementation and mon-
itoring of the SDGs. By strengthening follow-up on 
the reporting process, the VNR can systematically 
support countries in achieving sustainable devel-
opment by 2030. 

115  ‘The 2019 Voluntary National Review of the Philippines’, The Philippines, 2019, p. 3.
116  ‘Turkey’s Sustainable Development Goals 2nd VNR 2019 – Strong Ground Towards Common Goals’, The Republic of Turkey, 2019, p. 7. 
117  ‘Informe Nacionale Voluntario 2019’, Chile, 2019, p. 124.
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Four years into the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda, 47 countries conducted a VNR process and 
reported to the 2019 HLPF. Seven countries report-
ed for the second time. To record good practice and 
lessons learnt, mobilise knowledge and share ex-
pertise on new and emerging issues, P4R’s Compar-
ative Analysis of the 2019 VNR reports focused on 
five areas: i) national institutional planning, nation-
al coordination- and review mechanisms; ii) main-
streaming and policy coherence; iii) involvement of 
stakeholders; iv) statistics and data; and v) second 
time VNR countries. 

The analysis shows a great diversity of styles, ap-
proaches and information among the VNR reports. 
Although the essence of the UN Voluntary Common 
Reporting Guidelines is present, many countries 
used their own approaches, reflecting how coun-
tries take ownership of the reviews. A number of 
them reiterated the value of the VNR process as a 
mechanism to take stock of SDG progress.  

Progress on national implementation suggests that 
SDG institutional arrangements are more or less in 
place and respond to the need to ensure a coher-
ent SDG coordination and implementation process. 
Most countries reported on engagement by line 
ministries, statistical commissions and non-state 
organisations, demonstrating a strong commitment 
to the ‘whole-of-government’ and ‘whole-of-so-
ciety’ approach. Reporting on the participation of 
non-state stakeholders indicates a commitment to 
engaging traditional stakeholder groups, such as 
representatives from civil society, the private sec-
tor and academia. While parliament and audit in-
stitutions are, to a limited extent, represented in 

the SDG institutional mechanism, their roles are 
increasingly recognised with respect to the need 
to add accountability and scrutiny to national SDG 
implementing efforts. In addition, reporting indi-
cates that SDG M&E mechanisms and standardised 
procedures for national follow-up and review are 
limited. These reporting and M&E structures should 
be set up to foster routine reporting on the SDGs 
across sectors and levels of government.

Some countries reported on new constitutional pro-
visions aimed at regulating the implementation of 
the SDGs. However, few specific legally binding in-
struments were established. From a budgetary per-
spective, the SDGs are increasingly integrated into 
national budgets. Only a few VNR reports report 
on the cost-analyses of the SDGs. Cost-analyses 
can help to enable an understanding of the costs, 
assess the scope and comprehensiveness of SDG 
implementation and guide decision-making and 
prioritisation. 

In mainstreaming the SDGs, there is also a clear 
recognition of the need to ensure coherent SDG 
implementation across sectors at all levels of gov-
ernment. Significant progress is reported on inte-
grating the SDGs into NDPs, which has considerable 
potential to foster coherence of SDG implementa-
tion. Furthermore, progress on and a commitment 
to localising the SDGs is recognised as a means to 
strengthen coherence and align SDG implementa-
tion at all levels of government. While there was 
a slight increase in localisation efforts since 2018, 
there is room for significant improvement.

Despite a rising trend and commitment to a holis-
tic approach to sustainable development, continued 
work is needed to build on the interlinkages of 
the SDGs, including the trade-offs. A number of 
countries have launched integrated assessments 
and planning, however incorporating the SDGs at 
project level is where concrete SDG contributions 
come into play. In future, VNR reporting should 

8.0 Conclusion
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focus more on actions, partnerships and imple-
mentation efforts that respond to multi-sectoral 
sustainable development challenges, including in 
addressing the principle of LNOB.

In reviewing SDG 16, the countries recognise the 
overall importance of the goal of creating peaceful 
and stable societies and undertaking a broad range 
of efforts that support its implementation, includ-
ing establishing institutional structures and reform 
processes and introducing legislation, policies and 
programmes. However, despite these initiatives, 
strategic approaches that cover the broader the-
matic aspects of SDG 16 and its interlinkages with 
other goals and the Agenda as a whole are rare. 
Furthermore, greater clarity is needed on goal spe-
cific progress in monitoring, stakeholder engage-
ment and partnerships, as well as details on the 
challenges, shortfalls, needs and next steps.

With regard to stakeholder engagement, the 2019 
VNR reports demonstrate how the engagement of 
CSOs, the private sector and academia occurs in 
the context of various efforts such as engagement 
in SDG institutional mechanisms, consultations and 
awareness raising. Platforms and mechanisms are 
emerging to strengthen and increase stakeholder 
engagement. However, while formal arrangements 
are essential to ensure a ‘whole-of-society’ ap-
proach, mechanisms to engage stakeholders in the 
VNR process are rarely described in detail. More 
attention to these practices would enable a better 
assessment of their impact and quality. Reporting 
on institutionalised mechanisms and the establish-
ment of stakeholder engagement plans, including 
how different groups are engaged, can also help 
clarify the countries’ long term approach to devel-
oping an inclusive SDG planning, implementation 
and monitoring process.

In addition to engaging key stakeholder groups, the 
core principles of the 2030 Agenda place individ-
ual citizens at the centre of the 2030 Agenda, not 
only as beneficiaries of sustainable development 
outcomes, but also as contributors to achieving 
the SDGs. While some progress is witnessed in lo-
calising the SDGs, mechanisms that ensure direct 
citizen engagement are still limited. Furthermore, a 

lack of awareness on the SDGs is an ongoing chal-
lenge. Despite countries reporting a broad range of 
awareness raising activities, systematic and stra-
tegic communication and outreach approaches are 
needed to increase public knowledge on the SDGs.

In tracking progress on the SDGs, the reporting 
indicates that SDG monitoring and review is still a 
work in progress. Many countries express a need 
to strengthen the national statistical systems. Fur-
thermore, the lack of data availability, the quality 
of data and data disaggregation present a chal-
lenge to monitoring progress on the SDGs. There 
is a need to develop, identify and align indicators 
with national priorities and to standardise method-
ologies and data collection efforts across govern-
ment, including at the local level. 

Efforts by national governments and international 
donors need to be stepped up to address the signif-
icant data gaps and associated challenges. Discus-
sions and initiatives are required to help overcome 
these obstacles and strengthen common approach-
es to track SDG progress. This can help introduce 
good practices as well as explore the potential of 
new technologies in the data development context 
e.g. applying big data, or citizen-generated data by 
partnering with civil society, the private sector or 
other sources.

Finally, an analysis of the first and second VNR 
reports reveals that while countries highlight fol-
low-up actions, experiences and impact made in 
the first VNR process, the reports differ significant-
ly in structure, content and volume. The 2019 VNR 
reports are significantly longer and more detailed, 
reflecting a development of different approaches. 
Progress since the first report was mainly reported 
in thematic areas and in some cases on monitor-
ing and reviewing activities. Approximately half of 
the second VNR reporting countries signalled that 
stakeholder engagement had improved and ex-
panded since their first VNR. For the most part, 
SDG institutional arrangements remained the same. 

While, in most cases, second VNR reports include 
references to the first VNR, systematic assess-
ments and reviews of progress from one VNR to the 
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next need strengthening. To improve and align fu-
ture reports, specific and detailed attention should 
be paid to the progress and impact from one VNR 
to the next, stating what changed and why. En-
suring continuity between reports e.g. by outlining 
roadmaps that define follow-up between reporting 
periods or including a chapter in the VNR report 
that captures progress, lessons learnt, challenges 
and impact from one VNR reporting process to the 
next can help establish a structured approach to 
the national implementation of the SDGs. 

Overall, while VNR reporting is voluntary, there is 
added value in aligning the reporting structures in 
VNRs. By strengthening the follow-up between re-
ports, the VNR process can fulfil its role of system-
atically supporting countries to achieve sustainable 
development by 2030. 
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