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BRISTOL’S ENGAGEMENT WITH 
THE SDGS 

The Bristol approach to the 2030 
Agenda started in 2015, when the 
city was European Green Capi-
tal and many organisations and 
stakeholders began considering how 
the SDGs were relevant to them. 

A number of meetings towards 
the end of the year brought to-
gether people from across the city 
to discuss the Agenda. This led to 
the formation of the Bristol SDG 
Alliance. 

The Alliance is a network of organ-
isations from all sectors of society, ©
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BRISTOL, UNITED KINGDOM:

Voluntary Local Review –  
Connecting the SDGs with local realities 

Bristol was the first city in the UK to produce a Voluntary Local Review (VLR), the equivalent of a VNR 
at city level. The report was presented at the HLPF in New York in July 2019. Allan MacLeod, Bristol 
SDG Research and Engagement Associate, shares some of his observations and experiences from the 
SDG review at local level. 



31SDG review as an engine for action: Promising practices from around the world

including academia, business, 
charities, third sector organisations 
and Bristol City Council. Having 
evolved from a group of local stake-
holders, it used existing networks 
and organisations to draw in new 
actors. The Alliance currently has 
more than 140 members discussing 
and working on implementation of 
the SDGs in the city of Bristol and 
advocating for the 2030 Agenda in 
the wider region and across the UK.

To strengthen the process of localis-
ing the SDGs, the members of the 
SDG Alliance successfully bid for 
funding from the University of Bris-
tol. As a result, the Alliance com-
missioned a report in 2016 on “The 
SDGs and Bristol”, which assessed 
the relevance of the goals for Bristol, 
the city’s successes and challenges 
in meeting the global goals, and the 
landscape of existing stakeholder 
activities. To push things forward, 
the University of Bristol decided to 
fund the role of an SDG focal point 

for the city. In this capacity, Allan 
MacLeod focuses on three areas: 
SDG research, city engagement 
through the SDG Alliance, and en-
gagement with the City Council. 

The Bristol SDG Alliance’s  
objectives are to use the SDGs to:
•  drive the policy framework for 

long-term city-region develop-
ment and resilience;

•  increase awareness and share 
best practices, information 
and activities within and 
among Alliance organisa-
tions and networks;

•  monitor progress and en-
able the city region to hold 
itself to account; and

•  clearly connect community and 
city-level action to national and 
global challenges.

In Bristol, planning, implementation 
and review of the SDGs go hand in 
hand. As a result of the Alliance’s 
work and the report, the SDGs were 
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“It is important that cities take 

on the 2030 Agenda, because 

they are the ones closest to the 

people that are affected.”
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ALLAN MCLEOD
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integrated into Bristol’s One City 
Plan and linked with local priorities. 
Seventy-five of the 169 SDG targets 
were found to be directly relevant 
to the city and were mapped onto 
initiatives within Bristol’s One City 
Plan. This was a key success for the 
Alliance in localising the SDGs in 
Bristol.

The One City Plan was developed 
through extensive internal council 
consultations and through external 
citizen and city stakeholder engage-
ment and aims to serve as a long-
term vision for organisations and 
individuals across the whole city. 
“There is an explicit dedication within 
the One City Plan to meet the SDGs 
by 2030,” emphasises MacLeod and 
explains that it took several years 
to develop the One City Plan with 
many different stakeholder groups: 
“What we found was that a lot of the 
issues that people wanted to see deliv-
ered and tackled were issues that were 
within the SDGs.” He highlights the 
fact that the SDGs offer a common 
language for all city partners – public, 
private and third sectors – across all 

of councillors and a variety of other 
stakeholder forums that exist in the 
city, such as the multi-faith forum, 
the disability forum, the LGBT+ fo-
rum and the inclusive cities forum. 
The VLR process thus helped engage 
the wider city, reaching organi-
sations and groups that had not 
previously been involved.

LESSONS LEARNED 
According to MacLeod, “the review 
process is all about iterating, updat-
ing and renewing.” Prior to being 
presented at the 2019 HLPF, the 
draft VLR was discussed at one of 
the city gatherings that are held 
every six months to reflect on the fu-
ture direction of the city. MacLeod 
states that the VLR will be fed into 
the next stage of the One City Plan: 
“Where we have seen challenges in our 
SDG work, we have worked to reflect 
them in the One City Plan and its 
priorities.” 

There are significant lessons to be 
learned from the VLR process in 
Bristol. These include: reaching out 
and learning from others; using 
existing networks to engage the 
wider city; engaging representatives 
from all three dimensions of sus-
tainability; seeking political support; 
and engaging citizens and commu-
nities. As MacLeod states: “There is 
more weight to the argument for the 
SDGs if you have universities, major 
businesses, charity groups and the 
environmental sector all engaged and 
interested in this issue.” 

However, it took a lot longer than 
initially expected to get the funding 
approved for this process, leaving 
less time to develop the actual 
report. Given the time constraints, 
finding the right data was one of the 
challenges. Moreover, urging stake-
holders, including the City Council, 
to adopt the SDGs as a development 
framework was difficult at times. 

three dimensions of sustainability. 
The VLR was produced with a 
second grant from the Universi-
ty of Bristol especially dedicated 
to this purpose. In addition to a 
comprehensive review of statistical 
indicators, the process involved an 
extensive consultation exercise: In-
formation for the VLR was collected 
and shared through the networks 
of the SDG Alliance, the network 
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BRISTOL’S ONE CITY PLAN 
was launched in January 
2019. It sets out the city’s 
key challenges up to 2050 
and brings the city together 
around a shared vision. The 
approach unites a wide range 
of public, private and third 
sector partners that share 
the aim of making Bristol a 
fair, healthy and sustainable 
city and is updated annually 
to reflect new challenges and 
priorities within the city.
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a lot of what they were doing was 
already contributing to the SDGs,” 
states MacLeod. On a positive note, 
the Bristol experience shows that it 
is possible to convince city leaders 
that the SDGs do not necessarily 
create extra work but can help them 
achieve their existing goals. 

Overall, the SDG review in Bristol 
has led to increased engagement 
with the 2030 Agenda, even beyond 
the city boundaries. Many local 
action plans and the City Council’s 
corporate strategy and business plan 
are now being mapped against the 
SDGs. There is a clear mandate to 
consider the SDGs in future plans 
with the City Council. Moreover, 
having undertaken the review, “other 
cities and international organisations 
are now asking us questions,” re-
marks MacLeod. Through local and 
national events, Bristol is sharing its 
experiences and lobbying for better 
representation of the local level in 
the national reports. For example, 
to help motivate other cities to 
conduct a VLR process, Bristol is 
engaging with the multi-stakeholder 

network UK Stakeholders for Sus-
tainable Development (UKSSD), 
which supports organisations that 
advance sustainable development 
and helps facilitate delivery of the 
SDGs in the UK. Moreover, Bristol 
is part of several international city 
networks that support SDG engage-
ment and exchange of experiences 
among cities across the world. 

A priority for the near future is a 
gap analysis of Bristol’s VLR. This 
“review of the review” is to be fed 
back into the One City Plan to 
further increase the momentum of 
the 2030 Agenda process. Further-
more, Bristol has launched a VLR 
handbook to help other cities un-
derstand how they can implement 
the SDGs, and to provide guidance 
to those interested in producing 
a VLR. Another initiative focus-
es on education and awareness 
raising: a Global Goals Centre in 
Bristol is being developed to help 
children and citizens understand 
the relevance of the SDGs to their 
own lives and the impact that their 
choices have on others around the 
world. 

Asked about recommendations, 
MacLeod highlights that it is worth 
considering the variety of ways of 
doing a VLR. For instance, the 
funding can come from a univer-
sity, but there are also many other 
options such as consultancies or 
charities. Secondly, he underlines 
that city-wide engagement is a very 
powerful tool to understand what 
everybody is working on. “Using 
existing networks to communicate and 
disseminate information will help you 
reach a wider audience,” he suggests. 

Against the backdrop of his experi-
ences, Macleod thinks that a VLR 
as carried out in Bristol raises public 
awareness and interest in the SDGs. 
“It is important that cities take on 
the 2030 Agenda, because they are 
the ones closest to the people that are 
affected,” he stresses. “Without cities 
working to adopt the goals, you end 
up with a large disconnect between 
the national government and the local 
person experiencing it.” 

KEY LESSONS LEARNED  
FROM THE VLR           

•   Build on existing networks  
and expertise

•   Engage citizens and  
communities

•   Demonstrate the value of  
the SDGs for people’s lives

•   Use anchor institutions  
(e.g. universities)

•   Seek political support  
(e.g. from the mayor) 

•   Designate a focal point  
and/or a small team to push  
things forward

•   Reach out and learn from 
others
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THIS MIGHT ALSO BE INTERESTING FOR YOU

from such diverse organisations 
was a new experience. In the past, 
the PSA had worked mainly with 
government and selected business 
data. Now the boundaries of the 
new data ecosystem were extended 
to explore data from all kinds of 
sources – and quality became a con-
cern that required special attention. 
For instance, most of the CGD were 
found to be generated only once as 
part of project outputs of the CSOs. 
In order for these CGD to be useful 
for SDG monitoring and to perhaps 
complement data generated from of-
ficial statistics, however, CGD must 
be released on a periodic basis (e.g. 
annually or biennially) and should 
provide data on specific sectoral 
groups or at sub-national level. 

One issue involved the questionnaire 
itself. Although great effort had gone 
into developing an easily under-
standable form, the replies revealed 
some misunderstandings about the 
statistical concepts used. This made 
follow-up necessary to validate and 
complement the information. The 
other issue concerned the diversity 
of methods and tools that CSOs 
apply. Assessing each of the data 
holdings showed that the organisa-
tions use a variety of approaches to 
collect and process data. A special 
task force was established to address 
these issues.

AN INNOVATIVE TASK FORCE TO 
DEFINE THE QUALITY ASSUR-
ANCE FRAMEWORK

The mandate of the interagency Task 
Force (TF) on CGD for Official 
Reporting is to discuss and agree on 
the CGD quality assurance frame-
work and help institutionalise the 
efforts and recommendations of 
the PSA-PARIS21 project. The TF 

includes represent-
atives from three 
government agen-
cies and the Univer-
sity of the Philip-
pines. Unusually, 
apart from these 
four entities, the 
majority of mem-
bers are CSOs. As 
San Buenaventura 
explains, “This is a 
landmark committee, 
because it is the first 
time that the Philip-
pines has an interagency TF composed 
mainly of CSOs.” The quality assur-
ance framework was used to assess 
CSO data holdings in terms of (a) 
relevance of the data, (b) credibility 
of the source, (c) timeliness and 
punctuality of releases, (d) docu-
mentation of methods used and (e) 
accessibility of aggregate data. Based 
on this analysis, a score allocation 
matrix was subsequently applied to 
identify which CSO data holdings 
have the potential to be used as 
inputs for SDG monitoring.

FINALISING THE PROJECT AND 
MOVING INTO THE FUTURE

In October 2019, the PSA organized 
the national CGD Dissemination 
Forum and several local forums to 
share the preliminary assessment 
with all CSOs that had returned the 
questionnaire. This gave them the 
opportunity to understand which 
quality dimensions of the delivered 
data require improvement. At the 
same time, the organisations were 
able to comment on and help refine 
the quality assurance framework. 
“The dissemination forum was also a 
way to recognise the CSOs for their in-
puts,” says San Buenaventura. “Their 
active participation was essential for 

us to complete this project.” The final 
project report will be released in the 
first half of 2020.

Looking to the future, all eyes are 
now on ensuring sustainability. After 
obtaining a commitment from the 
National Statistician (the head of the 
PSA) to continue, a roadmap was 
agreed to institutionalise CGD use 
in the Philippines. Some elements of 
this roadmap are:

•  Simplifying the questionnaire to 
make it easier for CSOs to under-
stand the questions and provide 
reliable information.

•  Building on the existing inventory 
of CGD and evaluating further 
high-potential data holdings 
through technical reviews and 
dialogue with CSOs and related 
government agencies.

•  Capacity building of CSOs, with 
customised information on statisti-
cal concepts and procedures. In the 
course of the project, many CSOs 
expressed interest in learning how 
the PSA carries out surveys, uses 
estimation techniques, etc. to ena-
ble them to implement best prac-
tices in their own organisations.
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a lot of what they were doing was 
already contributing to the SDGs,” 
states MacLeod. On a positive note, 
the Bristol experience shows that it 
is possible to convince city leaders 
that the SDGs do not necessarily 
create extra work but can help them 
achieve their existing goals. 

Overall, the SDG review in Bristol 
has led to increased engagement 
with the 2030 Agenda, even beyond 
the city boundaries. Many local 
action plans and the City Council’s 
corporate strategy and business plan 
are now being mapped against the 
SDGs. There is a clear mandate to 
consider the SDGs in future plans 
with the City Council. Moreover, 
having undertaken the review, “other 
cities and international organisations 
are now asking us questions,” re-
marks MacLeod. Through local and 
national events, Bristol is sharing its 
experiences and lobbying for better 
representation of the local level in 
the national reports. For example, 
to help motivate other cities to 
conduct a VLR process, Bristol is 
engaging with the multi-stakeholder 

network UK Stakeholders for Sus-
tainable Development (UKSSD), 
which supports organisations that 
advance sustainable development 
and helps facilitate delivery of the 
SDGs in the UK. Moreover, Bristol 
is part of several international city 
networks that support SDG engage-
ment and exchange of experiences 
among cities across the world. 

A priority for the near future is a 
gap analysis of Bristol’s VLR. This 
“review of the review” is to be fed 
back into the One City Plan to 
further increase the momentum of 
the 2030 Agenda process. Further-
more, Bristol has launched a VLR 
handbook to help other cities un-
derstand how they can implement 
the SDGs, and to provide guidance 
to those interested in producing 
a VLR. Another initiative focus-
es on education and awareness 
raising: a Global Goals Centre in 
Bristol is being developed to help 
children and citizens understand 
the relevance of the SDGs to their 
own lives and the impact that their 
choices have on others around the 
world. 

Asked about recommendations, 
MacLeod highlights that it is worth 
considering the variety of ways of 
doing a VLR. For instance, the 
funding can come from a univer-
sity, but there are also many other 
options such as consultancies or 
charities. Secondly, he underlines 
that city-wide engagement is a very 
powerful tool to understand what 
everybody is working on. “Using 
existing networks to communicate and 
disseminate information will help you 
reach a wider audience,” he suggests. 

Against the backdrop of his experi-
ences, Macleod thinks that a VLR 
as carried out in Bristol raises public 
awareness and interest in the SDGs. 
“It is important that cities take on 
the 2030 Agenda, because they are 
the ones closest to the people that are 
affected,” he stresses. “Without cities 
working to adopt the goals, you end 
up with a large disconnect between 
the national government and the local 
person experiencing it.” 

KEY LESSONS LEARNED  
FROM THE VLR           

•   Build on existing networks  
and expertise

•   Engage citizens and  
communities

•   Demonstrate the value of  
the SDGs for people’s lives

•   Use anchor institutions  
(e.g. universities)

•   Seek political support  
(e.g. from the mayor) 

•   Designate a focal point  
and/or a small team to push  
things forward

•   Reach out and learn from 
others
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2019 VLR Bristol: 
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/cabot-institute-2018/documents/BRIS-
TOL%20AND%20THE%20SDGS.pdf

 
Driving the SDGs at the local level (Bristol, 2018): 
https://bristolgreencapital.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Bristol-Method_Driving-
the-SDGs-agenda-at-city-level-in-Bristol_17-Jul-2018.pdf 

Aligning Bristol’s One City Plan with the SDGs (SDS TReNDS, 2019): 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b4f63e14eddec374f416232/t/5cb648ab71c10b6866
1d288f/1555450031449/LDASI-England-Bristol_April19.pdf 

2019 VNR United Kingdom: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&ty-
pe=30022&nr=1185&menu=3170

Reports from local authorities: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg11/local 

Online VLR Lab: 
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/projects/vlr 

SDGs Learning Module 3 on Reporting to national & local reviews (UCLG et al., 2019): 
https://www.learning.uclg.org/module-3 (log-in required)

Towards the localization of the SDGs (UCLG, 2019): 
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/towards_the_localization_of_the_sdgs_0.pdf 

European Handbook for SDG VLRs (European Commission, 2020): 
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC118682/european_hand-
book_for_sdg_voluntary_local_reviews_online.pdf 

The following links are for members of the P4R Community only. If you interested in 
becoming a member, please apply at: partnersforreview@giz.de

Berlin interview with Junko Ota, IGES
https://partners-for-review.net/p/Interviews

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/cabot-institute-2018/documents/BRISTOL%20AND%20THE%20SDGS.pdf
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/cabot-institute-2018/documents/BRISTOL%20AND%20THE%20SDGS.pdf
https://bristolgreencapital.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Bristol-Method_Driving-the-SDGs-agenda-at-city-level-in-Bristol_17-Jul-2018.pdf
https://bristolgreencapital.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Bristol-Method_Driving-the-SDGs-agenda-at-city-level-in-Bristol_17-Jul-2018.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b4f63e14eddec374f416232/t/5cb648ab71c10b68661d288f/1555450031449/LDASI-England-Bristol_April19.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b4f63e14eddec374f416232/t/5cb648ab71c10b68661d288f/1555450031449/LDASI-England-Bristol_April19.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=1185&menu=3170
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=30022&nr=1185&menu=3170
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg11/local
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/projects/vlr
https://www.learning.uclg.org/module-3
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/towards_the_localization_of_the_sdgs_0.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC118682/european_handbook_for_sdg_voluntary_local_reviews_online.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC118682/european_handbook_for_sdg_voluntary_local_reviews_online.pdf
https://partners-for-review.net/p/Interviews

