COLOMBIA:

Follow-up and lessons
learned from repeated VNRs
Colombia has already presented two VNRs, one at the HLPF in 2016 and the second in
2018. In the first VNR, the National Planning Department (DNP) reported on institutional
preparations for the 2030 Agenda and provided an analysis of the national context for each
SDG. The second VNR focused on presenting lessons learned from developing the national
SDG implementation strategy and on showcasing the contributions of non-governmental
stakeholders. Adriana Castro González, former SDG Coordinator at DNP, explains these
processes and shares some of her insights.
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FOLLOW-UP

“Indicators are important. But there is so much more
going on. CSOs and the private sector are doing a
lot. We need to capture what everybody is doing, and
A PROCESS WITH A HISTORY

Knowing what would be coming,
Colombia had begun to set up
institutional structures at an early
stage to coordinate SDG implementation. The main motivation
for presenting the first VNR was
for DNP to share that process with
other countries and to maintain the
internal momentum. This report
was written exclusively by DNP as
the leading entity of the SDG Commission with little involvement by
stakeholders. While DNP felt that
this was a good start, it was already
clear that the further national Agenda process would need to include
other stakeholders.

ADRIANA CASTRO GONZÁLEZ

SHARING LESSONS LEARNED:
2018 VNR

“They may not be ‘branded’ in terms of
the SDGs, but they contribute a lot. So
while reporting about our own process
and lessons learned, it was important for us to show what the others
are doing.” This meant approaching
stakeholders in a different way, stipulating new types of cooperation with
and among them, and appreciating
all contributions.

A key motivation for Colombia to
present a second VNR after only
two years was to share its experience of the strategy process. Besides
documenting central-government
action and achievements, DNP
also highlighted the contributions
of other actors. “There are so many
initiatives out there,” says Castro.

Within the government, for example,
defining the entities that would be
leading and supporting the different
SDGs took a while to negotiate, as
working together was a new experience for many of them. Ultimately,
that process helped break sectoral silos
and introduced a new way of thinking
about policy coherence.

capacities; (iii) creating territorial
strategies; and (iv) partnerships and
dialogue with non-governmental
actors. These reflect, among other
things, some of the lessons learned
by Colombia from the MDG process. (See box on page 12)
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FOLLOW-UP OF THE 2016 VNR
The most important step after the
2016 VNR was for Colombia to
initiate a multi-stakeholder process
to develop the national SDG implementation strategy. This took more
than one year of workshops to raise
awareness and build capacity and of
consultations and technical discussions with line ministries, local and
regional governments, and non-state
actors. The resulting policy document was adopted in March 2018.
It is built around four main policy
guidelines: (i) monitoring and reporting; (ii) strengthening statistical
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Colombia’s commitment to the
SDGs originates from its experience
with the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs). Since 2012, the
country had been one of the main
drivers for a more integrated global
agenda and also contributed to
developing the SDGs, so it was only
natural for Colombia to be among
the first 22 countries to present a
VNR at the 2016 HLPF.

that’s not possible through indicators alone.”
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COLOMBIA’S STRATEGY FOR IMPLEMENTING THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS:
FOUR POLICY GUIDELINES
1. MONITORING AND REPORTING
While it had taken several years to develop indicators for the MDGs, Colombia was keen to develop national SDG
indicators quickly and address the interlinked nature of the 2030 Agenda. Taking advantage of the global indicators published in March 2016, Colombia developed a set of national SDG indicators, baselines from 2015, targets
for 2030 and intermediate targets. For each SDG target, the guideline also defines a leading entity and supporting
bodies, which are dedicated to designing policies and programmes to meet the targets by 2030.

2. STRENGTHENING STATISTICAL CAPACITIES
A key challenge in Colombia, as elsewhere, is the lack of disaggregated data. National surveys do not always adequately represent sub-national levels or allow for differentiation of aspects such as gender or age. Another issue
is frequency of data collection, with periods being too long for effective use in policy-making. The guideline aims
to improve this situation by helping local and regional governments to produce high-quality data and by promoting
the use of administrative, ‘big’ and other data to complement traditional surveys.

3. CREATING TERRITORIAL STRATEGIES
While the MDGs were perceived as a central-government agenda, the Agenda principle of leaving no one behind in
Colombia means addressing regional inequalities too. For example, while national poverty indices have shown improvements over the last two decades, other data reveal that in some regions poverty levels are double the national average. This guideline addresses capacity development and resource mobilisation, with the aim of supporting
all local and regional governments in understanding and implementing the Agenda in their territories.

4. BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS AND PROMOTING DIALOGUE WITH NON-GOVERNMENTAL ACTORS
Non-governmental actors were hardly involved in the MDG process. The goal of this guideline is thus not only to
create awareness of the 2030 Agenda and help stakeholders understand their role in it, but also to take account of
what civil society organisations (CSOs), companies and academia are contributing to turn the SDGs into reality.

Photos: © National Planning Department (DNP) Colombia 2018
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Working with local and regional
governments brought a range of
existing SDG-related initiatives to
light. This was very motivating for
DNP: “It’s amazing to see the commitment of local governments, to see
things moving and developing a life
of their own on the ground,” remarks
Castro. After local and regional elections in October 2019, DNP began
supporting the new mayors and
governors in aligning their development plans with the 2030 Agenda.
With the private sector, a pilot
project to design indicators based
on the Global Reporting Initiative
(GRI) standards – developed with
the support of the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP)
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1 https://www.ods.gov.co/en/sdg-corporate-tracker

country office and the GRI, regional
partners and sectoral associations –
helped measure businesses’ contributions to the SDGs. “This fundamentally changed our conversation with
the private sector,” Castro explains.
“Initially, companies had been mainly
expected to help fill the financing gaps.
Appreciating what they are doing
and inviting them to take part in the
learning process as partners made all
the difference.” This project has now
evolved into the SDG Corporate
Tracker.1
With civil society, a mapping exercise with umbrella organisations
provided an overview of who is
doing what in the country. Public
surveys, open for anyone to register

FOLLOW-UP
projects, complemented the process
and helped identify relevant initiatives. A series of regional workshops
involved documenting what CSOs
are doing and how.
As a result, the 2018 VNR contains
five stories about different stakeholders’ contributions to the SDGs.
An important element in working
with all those stakeholders was the
web portal that Colombia developed
with support from the Swedish
Government, and that became a key
communication tool in the process.

REAPING THE BENEFITS
The participatory strategy development and the 2018 VNR broadened
public awareness and strengthened
local processes. This also helped
carry the vision and spirit of the
2030 Agenda through the transition
after the 2018 presidential elections.
The broad commitment fostered
continuity, and the SDGs provided a transcending element for the
2018–2022 National Development
Plan. “In addition, the new First Lady
agreed to be our ambassador for SDG
17,” reports Castro. “She had already
worked with the private sector and
others on some Agenda-related issues.
Now she’s promoting partnerships
around the SDGs, and that works very
well.”

drawing up a VNR is to think beyond indicators: “We need indicators,
of course. But there is so much more
going on. CSOs and the private sector
are doing a lot. We need to capture
what everybody is doing, and that’s
not possible through indicators alone.”
Secondly, she recommends peer
learning: “Preparing a VNR can seem
like an impossible task. But when you
talk to peers from other countries, you
realise that you’re not alone. And you
see that they’ve already solved some of
your issues.” Castro appreciated the
VNR labs at the HLPF and suggests
making them even more interactive,
using methods that enable oneon-one exchange. “The real value is
learning from the people behind the
scenes, how they carried out their pro-

cess and how they dealt with the issues.”
She would also like to see VNR processes involving ‘thematic peers’: people from other countries with special
expertise in fields such as stakeholder
involvement, data and financing. “But
I’m not sure that will be possible, because
of resources,” she regrets.
Asked about possible further VNRs,
Castro explains that Colombia had
applied for the 2020 HLPF. But since
there were already a number of other
countries that wanted to present a
VNR, some of them for the first time,
the application was declined. Would
they do anything differently in their
third VNR process? She smiles: “We
have several ideas, but I won’t elaborate
on them now, since we are not presenting.
But any time soon, we will.”

Reflecting on the experiences,
Castro’s main recommendation for
SDG review as an engine for action: Promising practices from around the world
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“Indicators are important. But there is so much more
going on. CSOs and the private sector are doing a
lot. We need to capture what everybody is doing, and
that’s not possible through indicators alone.”

>>

A PROCESS WITH A HISTORY

THIS MIGHT ALSO BE INTERESTING FOR YOU

ADRIANA CASTRO GONZÁLEZ
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