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.
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BRISTOL’S ENGAGEMENT WITH
THE SDGS
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The Bristol approach to the 2030
Agenda started in 2015, when the
city was European Green Capital 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 together 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 organisations from all sectors of society,

for the city. In this capacity, Allan
MacLeod focuses on three areas:
SDG research, city engagement
through the SDG Alliance, and engagement 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 development and resilience;
• increase awareness and share
best practices, information
and activities within and
among Alliance organisations and networks;
• monitor progress and enable 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

“It is important that cities take
on the 2030 Agenda, because
they are the ones closest to the
people that are affected.”
ALLAN MCLEOD
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To strengthen the process of localising the SDGs, the members of the
SDG Alliance successfully bid for
funding from the University of Bristol. As a result, the Alliance commissioned 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
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including academia, business,
charities, third sector organisations
and Bristol City Council. Having
evolved from a group of local stakeholders, 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.
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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+ forum and the inclusive cities forum.
The VLR process thus helped engage
the wider city, reaching organisations and groups that had not
previously been involved.

>>
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 engagement and aims to serve as a longterm 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 delivered 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
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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.

three dimensions of sustainability.
The VLR was produced with a
second grant from the University of Bristol especially dedicated
to this purpose. In addition to a
comprehensive review of statistical
indicators, the process involved an
extensive consultation exercise: Information for the VLR was collected
and shared through the networks
of the SDG Alliance, the network

According to MacLeod, “the review
process is all about iterating, updating 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 future 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 sustainability; seeking political support;
and engaging citizens and communities. 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 stakeholders, including the City Council,
to adopt the SDGs as a development
framework was difficult at times.
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LESSONS LEARNED

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,” remarks 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 Sustainable 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 engagement 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. Furthermore, Bristol has launched a VLR
handbook to help other cities understand how they can implement
the SDGs, and to provide guidance
to those interested in producing
a VLR. Another initiative focuses 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.

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

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 university, 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 experiences, 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.”
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“We had to help them recognise that
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.
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