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UN ESCAP: 

Role and experiences of a UN  
regional commission in supporting 
VNR processes
The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) is the largest inter- 
governmental platform in the region, with 53 member states and 9 associate members, rang-
ing from Turkey to the Pacific Islands. ESCAP’s strategic focus is to foster implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda, including VNR processes. It does so by performing its key functions of (i) 
supporting intergovernmental processes, (ii) providing advisory services and capacity building 
and (iii) making knowledge products available. A fourth initiative, the twinning programme, 
was added in 2019 to promote peer learning on VNRs. Dr Katinka Weinberger, Chief of ESCAP’s 
Environment and Development Policy Section, explains how the different programmes work.
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REGIONAL FORUM ON  
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

ESCAP’s annual Asia-Pacific Forum 
on Sustainable Development serves 
as a preparatory meeting for the 
HLPF. It usually focuses on the set 
of SDGs that are under review at 
the HLPF and provides a space for 
member states to exchange experi-
ence and good practices concerning 
the process of conducting a VNR. 
In 2019, about 1,200 participants 
attended this event, of whom 
around one third were government 
officials, one third came from civil 
society and one third represented 
other groups such as UN agencies, 
other international organisations, 
academia and the private sector.

Given that the forum is an intergov-
ernmental meeting, it follows a for-
mal structure with clearly assigned 
speaking rights. To enable a dia-
logue among all stakeholders about 
VNRs, a special session is offered to 
participants from countries that will 
be presenting a VNR at the subse-

quent HLPF. In 2019, a total of 12 
countries took part in this session. 
In addition to government officials 
and UN resident coordinators, 
participants included representatives 
from parliaments, supreme audit in-
stitutions (SAIs) and various stake-
holder groups. Questions were used 
to prompt interactive discussions 
concerning challenges and solutions 
that the countries had identified. 

The plan for the future is to slightly 
adapt the structure of that session. 
About half of the 11 countries from 
the region that are going to present 
VNRs at the 2020 HLPF will be 
doing so for the second time. “Their 
VNRs have usually already achieved 
a different quality, and they are strug-
gling with different issues,” explains 
Weinberger. In her experience, the 
‘first-timers’ tend to be most inter-
ested in discussing the process and 
the steps they have taken to develop 
a good VNR. For the ‘second-tim-
ers’, the issues are more about 
follow-up: how to use the VNR 
recommendations, how to match 

them with appropriate funding and 
how to ensure proper budgeting, etc. 
“We are therefore thinking of giving 
separate spaces to first-timers and 
second-timers to discuss their different 
issues.”

COUNTRY-LEVEL SUPPORT

For technical capacity building on 
VNRs, ESCAP cooperates closely 
with the UN resident coordinators 
and their teams to support a number 
of countries every year. In 2019, 
for example, ESCAP worked over 
several months with eight of the 14 
countries from the region that are 
developing a VNR. Beyond concep-
tual input and training, this involved 
helping the partners identify coun-
try-specific answers to all questions 
that are relevant to them. Issues 
covered included the following:
1.  Clarifying the overall VNR pro-

cess, e.g., what are time frames, 
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how to work with different agen-
cies and organisations and how to 
structure the various inputs.

2.  Data and statistics, e.g., where to 
find the required data, what data 
sources may be tapped beyond 
official statistics, and how to work 
with and present these data.

3.  Stakeholder engagement, e.g., 
whom to bring on board for the 
VNR, how to engage with CSOs, 
how to adequately reflect their 
inputs and how to communicate 
back to them.

4.  Using the VNR to support a mul-
ti-dimensional policy approach: 
systems thinking, i.e., looking at 
problems and identifying solu-
tions in an integrated way.

The knowledge products comple-
ment technical capacity building. 
Much of what goes into capaci-
ty building is based on previous 
research and analyses. ESCAP has 
tools on stakeholder engagement 
and integrated assessments, for 
example, which are shared in the 
capacity building programmes. In 

addition, it is launching a dedicated 
online course on VNRs hosted on 
the ESCAP SDG Help Desk.

FOSTERING PEER LEARNING ON 
VNRS

Catering to the increasing demand 
for peer learning and south-south 
exchange, ESCAP recently incorpo-
rated a new element: the twinning 
programme, which helps create a 
closer working relationship between 
pairs of countries. Each pair consists 
of one country that is conducting 
a VNR for the first time, and one 
for the second time. “We have been 
thinking about this for a while,” says 
Weinberger. “However, funding 
constraints kept us from launching it 
before 2019. And since there are now 
countries doing a second VNR, we felt 
it makes sense to bring first-timers and 
second-timers together.” In this pilot 
round of the programme, four coun-
tries were paired up: Uzbekistan 
with Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan with 
Armenia. All four of them are pre-
paring a VNR for the 2020 HLPF. 

For Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan it is 
the first time, while for Georgia and 
Armenia it is the second.

At the heart of the programme is a 
week-long study tour, during which 
the first-timers visit the second-tim-
ers. The groups were deliberately 
kept small (between 12 and 16 
people) to enable in-depth quali-
ty discussions. Nevertheless, each 
delegation had representatives both 
from the relevant ministries and 
from civil society, parliaments, the 
private sector and academic groups. 
The individual participants were 
selected through a dialogue between 
the national focal point, ESCAP 
head office and the UN resident 
coordinator – a rather time-consum-
ing process. However, the organisers 
felt it was important to ensure that 
the participants represent diverse 
stakeholder groups to help foster the 
understanding that all stakeholders 
need to be involved in a VNR.

Thematically, all elements were in-
corporated that, based on ESCAP’s 
previous experience, require the 
most attention: data and statis-
tics, how to engage with various 
stakeholders, and looking at inter-
linkages. Going forward, financing 
and budgeting are to be included 
as well, as this issue is increasingly 
raising concerns, especially for the 
second-timers. In terms of meeting 
formats, one element was direct peer 
exchange, e.g. a parliamentarian 
with a parliamentarian, or a business 
person with a business person. The 
other format consisted of dialogues 
among all representatives from 
both countries. The UN resident 
coordinators were heavily involved 
throughout the visit, as they will 
continue to provide day-to-day 
support at country level.
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“There is definitely high interest in 

peer learning, in our region and at 

global level.” 

The feedback on this initiative 
has been very positive. Given that 
all participating countries are in 
the process of developing a VNR, 
everybody picks up new ideas from 
the dialogue. Since the first-timers 
come from another country, they 
look at things in a different way 
and ask different questions, so the 
second-timers also get new sugges-
tions. “There is definitely high interest 
in peer learning, in our region and at 
global level,” Weinberger remarks. 

However, there are no formal calls 
or an application process for the 
twinning programme so far, because 
funding has not yet been secured. 
The pilots were funded from the 
regular budget to support capacity 
building in countries conducting a 
VNR, with the demand for this spe-
cific activity having been expressed 
by the participating countries. “If 
we can secure funding for this pro-
gramme, we will be happy to formal-
ise it,” states Weinberger. For now, 
a proposal has been made to the 
UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (DESA) to consider 
allowing the twinned countries to 
present their VNRs together at the 
2020 HLPF, thus helping them and 
others take joint learning forward.

SUCCESS FACTORS AND  
OBSERVATIONS 

According to Weinberger, the 
most important success factor in a 
country’s VNR process is sustained 
ownership and commitment from 
the government. In her experience, 
a structure right under the prime 
minister’s office helps provide the 
political clout. Furthermore, she 
emphasises the need for countries 
to understand that a VNR is not 
just a report that can be easily put 
together from existing resources or 
by international consultants. “Stake-
holder involvement is key, and you 
need to start early bringing different 
ministries, agencies and other stake-
holders to the table,” she says. “I think 
that is something that many countries 
underestimate.” 

One area where Weinberger thinks 
that everyone’s efforts still need to 
be reinforced is in helping countries 
ensure that no one is left behind – 
neither in implementing the Agenda 
nor in the VNRs. She observed that 
many countries are still struggling 
to show how they are involving the 
most marginalised groups and how 
they will work with them going 
forward. “I think that collectively, 
we need to support countries better to 
achieve that particular principle of the 
2030 Agenda,” she concludes.

Overall, Weinberger feels that this 
is where ESCAP and other UN re-
gional organisations can make a real 
difference. “When we have the oppor-
tunity early enough to make countries 
aware of these things, then the results 
are usually better,” she says. “We 
have seen some very impressive VNRs 
from our region, and we believe we 
have made an important contribution 
through our support to the countries.”
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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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countries took part in this session. 
In addition to government officials 
and UN resident coordinators, 
participants included representatives 
from parliaments, supreme audit in-
stitutions (SAIs) and various stake-
holder groups. Questions were used 
to prompt interactive discussions 
concerning challenges and solutions 
that the countries had identified. 
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About half of the 11 countries from 
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VNRs at the 2020 HLPF will be 
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VNRs have usually already achieved 
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and their teams to support a number 
of countries every year. In 2019, 
for example, ESCAP worked over 
several months with eight of the 14 
countries from the region that are 
developing a VNR. Beyond concep-
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Regional Forums on Sustainable Development: 
http://www.regionalcommissions.org/regional-forums-on-sustainable-development/

Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable Development: 
https://www.unescap.org/apfsd/7/

ESCAP VNR Twinning Programme: 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/3.VNR%20Twinning.pdf
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