
    

 

 

Partners for Review Virtual Networking Days 3  
18-21 May 2021  

Brief report 

 

Partners for Review (P4R) is a global network for representatives of government, civil society, 
academia, the private sector and other stakeholder groups who take part in monitoring and 
reporting on action around the world to achieve the SDGs. P4R was initiated in 2016 by Germany’s 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety (BMU). The Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH has been commissioned to implement it.  
 
The semi-annual meetings – as well as communications between them – gather practical, inclusive 
solutions for delivering on the global commitment to review progress on the 2030 Agenda at the 
national level. Approximately 700 members from 96 countries are part of the P4R community. 
Seven in-person P4R meetings have taken place to date: Bonn, Germany (November 2016); Bogotá, 
Colombia (March 2017); Kampala, Uganda (October 2017); Tbilisi, Georgia (April 2018); Berlin, 
Germany (November 2018); Oaxaca, Mexico (May 2019); and Hanoi, Viet Nam (November 2019). In 
2020, in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the P4R Secretariat organized Virtual Networking Days 
over four days in May and five days in October. 
 
With in-person meetings still restricted during the first half of 2021, GIZ on behalf of BMU and BMZ 
convened the third Virtual Networking Days from 18-21 May 2021. A total of 170 participants 
joined the web-based discussions, representing 39 countries, UN entities and other international 
organizations.  
 
This report summarizes the key outcomes and insights of each session during the third P4R Virtual 
Networking Days (VND 3). It highlights participants’ reflections on the P4R thematic pillars of 
whole-of-government, whole-of-society and the data challenge. 
 

Disclaimer: This report was prepared by the International Institute for Sustainable Development for 
the use and benefit of the P4R network members and is provided for information purposes only. It 
compiles participants’ contributions and discussions from the May 2021 P4R virtual networking days. 
The statements in this report do not represent the views or opinions of either GIZ, IISD, the 
commissioning parties or the cooperation partners. The P4R Secretariat does not assume any liability 
for the accuracy or completeness of the contributions presented.  



    

 

Core Messages of Virtual Networking Days 3 

- Trends and Findings: 
o VNR reports have become more analytical and substantive over time, and “more 

genuine” in identifying their challenges and their lessons learned.  
o The VNRs have progressively used more and better data to track and demonstrate 

SDG progress.  
o High-income countries perform better than developing ones on the SDG Index, and 

they perform more poorly on the International Spillover Index; the HLPF does not 
adequately address this issue. 

o Ensuring independence for sub-national and non-state actors has emerged as a good 
practice to generate dialogue (both whole-of-society and whole-of-government) to 
improve policies and outcomes.  

o With increasing public attention to data, evidence-based policymaking is possible 
and real, but this brings higher demand for quality data.  

o Several platforms have arisen to elevate and support voluntary local reviews 
(VLRs), including an official session during the 2021 HLPF. 

o Voluntary subnational reviews (VSRs) will be included in multiple countries’ VNRs 
in 2021. 

o Parliaments can play a variety of roles; the main accountability role played by 
parliaments so far relates to information and awareness raising. 

o Working with CSOs and parliaments can afford governments with policy continuity 
and institutional memory. 

o COVID-19 circumstances led to a need for different ways to network, find support 
from peers, and conduct outreach. 
 

- Insights and Lessons: 
o Voluntary national reviews (VNRs) should be used to plan action, not to hold “a 

review in a vacuum.” It should be a foundation for joint action, to which both 
government and stakeholders will contribute. 

o Meaningfully engaging stakeholders requires dialogue mechanisms and working 
together to set priorities, develop laws, and mobilize resources.  

o National human rights institutions (NHRIs) and civil society organisations should be 
considered key stakeholders in SDG data partnerships.  

o A national census can provide reliable information for filling SDG data gaps, 
especially if questions are adjusted to capture more information for the SDG 
indicators.  

o An inter-linkages analysis helps identify leverage points for policy action by 
illuminating causes, impacts, and bottlenecks. 

o The VLRs are a tool for: evidence-based policy formulation, reaching the furthest 
behind first, attracting investment, and building a whole-of-society and whole-of-
government approach. 

o To support transformative recovery, the VNRs can be used to investigate how 
COVID-19 has set back vulnerable and marginalized groups, and children and young 
people should be included in consultation platforms. 

 



    

 

Opening: Peer exchanges and mutual learning for SDG follow-up and 

review 

Representatives of UN DESA and organizers offered opening remarks, with one speaker stating the 
P4R network is more necessary than ever to build a more sustainable, fairer, and more inclusive 
society and economy after the “calamity” of COVID-19. Nine countries will bring their first-ever VNR 
to the HLPF in 2021, while the reports already presented have shown promising trends. They have 
become more analytical and substantive, and they are “more genuine” in identifying their 
challenges and their lessons learned. The VNRs presented to date also use more and better data on 
their SDG progress.  
 
Another speaker noted that Germany will present its second VNR in 2021. It will use the recently 
updated German Sustainable Development Strategy as a basis and will reflect a recent federal ruling 
on setting a binding trajectory towards climate neutrality by 2045. 
 

 
 
Participants reported in an opening ice breaker that, one year into the COVID-19 pandemic, they 
felt “uncertain,” and “tired”, but also “hopeful” and “optimistic.” 
 
A panel discussion then showcased successful peer exchanges to support SDG follow-up and 
review. A partnership initiated by P4R in collaboration with the Danish Institute for Human Rights 
and the International Civil Society Centre aimed to establish multistakeholder partnerships for 
measurement and data collection in six pilot countries1, in order to advance the mandate of the 
Cape Town Global Action Plan for Sustainable Development Data. The initiative promoted national 
human rights institutions (NHRIs) and civil society organisations as key stakeholders in data 
partnerships since they produce data on connections between human rights and the SDGs as well as 
data generated by citizens. Among the results of the partnership: The Philippines increased efforts 
to collect data on the murder of journalists (SDG target 16.10.1); Costa Rica plans to develop a 

 
1 Canada, Costa Rica, Ghana, Nepal, Palestinian Territories, the Philippines 



    

 
multi-stakeholder platform to unite official and non-official data; and the Palestinian Territories 
will create a handbook on processing administrative data.  
 
In another peer exchange organised by Partners for Review, VNR coordinators from four countries2 
held a series of online meetings. In this non-high-level, “less stressful” atmosphere, they could ask 
questions, express feelings, and see that others faced the same challenges. At the outset, the 
participants jointly decided on the topics to be discussed during the exchange. Depending on the 
topic, stakeholder representatives and/or resource persons were invited to the individual sessions. 
One participating country said the experience helped them decide on the type of document to 
create for the VNR and the methodology to use.  
 
In another example, a three-day activity was held to test peer learning approaches on policy 
coherence for the 2030 Agenda, convened by the OECD in collaboration with the governments of 
Colombia, Spain and Sweden. Through the exchange, participants identified a major barrier to 
effective stakeholder engagement: “different perceptions of stakeholders.” Thus, there is a need for 
dialogue mechanisms, as well as for governments and stakeholders to work together to set 
priorities, develop laws, and mobilize resources. The activity resulted in a formalized SDG 
multistakeholder platform in one country. 
 
Speakers said they were motivated to initiate or participate in these peer exchanges by: pressure to 
create a high-standard VNR; a change in government responsibility for preparing the VNR; the 
desire to make VNRs more relevant to each country context and provide different mechanisms for 
engaging stakeholders in each country; the need for networking opportunities due to COVID-19; 
difficulties with accessing and using data, despite data being available; and the belief that cities 
could help filling data gaps.  
 
Reflecting on the impact of the pandemic on peer exchanges, one panelist noted the difficulty of 
ensuring meaningful participation with virtual formats and shorter amounts of time. It helped to 
use a neutral facilitator to create safe spaces, and to use polls and other online tools. Another 
panelist said COVID-19 had shown the urgency of reaching results, and led to using digital devices 
to “achieve more with less resources.” She advised finding a good digital platform, paired with 
offline tools for reaching those without connectivity, and continuing this approach even beyond the 
pandemic. 
 
Other lessons learned from the peer exchanges were: not all countries require a formal platform to 
have effective multistakeholder engagement, but only an agreement on principles, roles, and steps 
to take together; and indigenous knowledge is very important for sustainable development and 
must be listened to. A speaker highlighted that it “takes a long time to build trust, and one incident 
to destroy it” to underscore the importance of data privacy. 
 

  

 
2 Guatemala, Mexico, Namibia, Sierra Leone 



    

 

Addressing SDG interlinkages and spillover effects during follow-up and 

review 

This session elicited examples and ideas of how VNRs can address SDG interlinkages and cross-
border spillover effects. Participants said the 2030 Agenda’s paradigms of integration and 
indivisibility are what make it truly innovative, but these same qualities mean trade-offs and 
synergies arise. Speakers explained that a country’s spillover effects, also called externalities, can 
generate positive or negative impacts on other countries, affecting their capacity to achieve the 
SDGs. A forthcoming study by the Sustainable Development Solution Network (SDSN) identifies 
four dimensions of international spillovers: environmental and social; cross-border flows in air and 
water; economic and finance; and peace and security (figure below, Sachs et al, 2021 
(forthcoming)). 
 
 

 
 
 
 



    

 
 

This study also shows 

how high-income 

countries, which 

perform better than 

developing ones on the 

SDG Index, perform 

lower on the 

International Spillover 

Index, indicating fewer 

positive and higher 

negative spillover 

effects (figure to the 

left, Sachs et al, 2021 

(forthcoming)). 

The discussion noted that in the context of trade, which generates environmental and social 
spillover effects (as illustrated in the International Spillover and the SDGs figure), the focus should 
not be about adopting a “degrowth” strategy but rather a “decoupling” one, ensuring that negative 
spillover effects are decoupled from the trade activity (for instance by strengthening trade 
partnerships and make those greener, or by making public procurement more sustainable). Also, in 
the context of the current pandemic, there is growing evidence that unsustainable supply chains 
and increased deforestation may lead to zoonotic pathogens in the future. Therefore, understanding 
and addressing such spillover impacts is important for the prevention of these outbreaks. One 
participant said it is part of global responsibility to be aware of spillover effects.  
 
Challenges in understanding the extent of spillover effects are mostly related to data availability, 
which as a multi-dimensional concept requires the integration of environmental, financial, and 
social data sets as well as a multi-regional model for data production.  
 
In an example of action from Finland, spillover effects are integrated in the national implementation 
framework while the 2020 Voluntary National Review report dedicates a specific paragraph to 
“externalities and spillovers.” Finland plans to report on positive effects of measuring and reducing 
spillovers in its next VNR in 2025.  
 
In a discussion on interlinkages among the Goals, participants examined a study by UNDP Oslo 
Governance Centre presenting evidence on SDG 16 as an “enabler.” The analysis (depicted below) 
shows all possible interlinkages between SDG 16 and other Goals and the strengths of these 
interactions, and contextualizes them at country level. Paired with a literature review to better 
understand causal relationships, the research approach illustrates how scientific evidence can be 
used to further understand the causality of SDGs interlinkages to inform policies. This study will be 
presented at the July 2021 HLPF session. 



    

 

 
 
The session highlighted the experience of Mongolia in addressing SDGs interlinkages. An inter-
linkages analysis identified leverage points for policy action such as air pollution. An interlinkages 
approach helped in understanding causes, impacts, and bottlenecks for this cross-cutting issue, in 
order to develop more effective solutions. The government undertook a series of actions to 
decrease air pollution, leading to a 50% reduction over the past two years. By 2025, the 
government aims to decrease air pollutants by 80%.  
 
For more information on the Mongolian experience, see:  
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Mongolia.pdf  
 

Enabling efficient review processes at all levels – linking Voluntary Local 

Reviews and VNRs  

With an increasing number of subnational governments producing voluntary local reviews (VLRs), 
this session focused on how they can feed into national-level reviews (VNRs) and how they can 
serve as tools for discussion between different levels of government.  
 

                     

   

       

             

               

             

               

          

             

           

                                                                            

                                                                                 

                                                                             

                                                                              

                                                                               

                                                                            

                                                                          

                                                                          

                                                                          

                                                                         

                                                                                     

                                                                              

                                                                   

                                                                        

                                                                                 

                                                                                     

                                                                                

                                                                             

                                                                             

                                                                       

                                               

                                                        

                                                   

                                             

                                                                              

                                                                         

                                                                            

                                           

                                                                 

                                                                        

                                                                           

                                                              

https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Mongolia.pdf


    

 

 
 
At the outset of the session, participants identified the enabling factors for strengthening multi-
level governance for the 2030 Agenda. They cited “trust” above all, followed by “transparency” and 
“communication” (see word cloud above). 
 
In a dialogue between two panelists, speakers said that like the VNRs, the VLRs are more than a 
reporting tool. They described the VLRs as an evidence-based policy formulation tool, a tool for 
enhanced dialogue, a tool to track progress in localizing the SDGs, and a tool to reach the furthest 
behind first by identifying gaps and challenges. Ultimately VLRs are valuable in informing 
policymaking, attracting investment and shaping the future of communities. They also help to build 
a whole-of-society and whole-of-government approach, create ownership of the SDGs, and provide 
a common language for national government, local government, and stakeholders. 
 
Citing the diversity of VLRs, the discussion highlighted that over 60 VLRs have been produced to 
date in municipalities as large as Sao Paolo in Brazil and as small as Shimokawa in Japan, with a 
population of 4,000. Peer exchange has been valuable for municipalities producing VLRs, as it can 
point out existing indicator sets so nobody must “reinvent the wheel.” 
 
Speakers said three organizations – UN Habitat, UN DESA, and United Cities and Local Governments 
(UCLG) – are producing new guidance on linking VLRs with VNRs. Governments are seeking 
guidance on how to start, what indicators to use, and which stakeholders to involve. UN Habitat is 
providing analysis of VLR content on its Urban Agenda reporting platform, and is developing a 
harmonized set of indicators to monitor the SDGs and the New Urban Agenda at the local level.  
 
The panelists pointed to several platforms and opportunities to elevate and support VLRs: 

• In 2021, an official HLPF session titled ‘Going Local,’ on 8 July, will consider ways to support 
local authorities in implementing the SDGs and to build on voluntary local reviews;  

• The HLPF outcome is expected to recognize VLRs as a “useful tool” for local implementation 
of the SDGs; 

• On the HLPF sidelines, the fourth Local and Regional Governments Forum (LRGF) on the 
2030 Agenda will convene, DESA will hold a VNR Lab on linkages with VLRs, and VLRs will 
be presented at several side events; 

• A three-day session on subnational reporting will take place immediately after the LRGF.  



    

 

• The next World Urban Forum (WUF11) will take place in Katowice, Poland, with a focus on 
VLRs as evidence-based policymaking tools and multilevel governance tools; and 

• The UN regional forums for sustainable development have begun to feature VLRs in their 
proceedings. 

 
Participants shared their impression of links between local and national SDG monitoring in their 
countries, with most saying the levels are “slightly linked” or “not linked” (see word cloud below). 
 

 
 
The session continued with two case studies in successfully linking national and local action 
through voluntary reports. 
 
One speaker reported on coordinating a voluntary subnational review (VSR) in Norway after 
finding the official VNRs to fall short in capturing local experiences and progress on the SDGs. The 
Association of Local and Regional Authorities produced the report and built on its existing mutual 
trust with the national government to do so. The VSR will incorporate five forthcoming VLRs from 
Norwegian municipalities. The official VNR, in turn, will have a dedicated chapter on local and 
regional governments’ work on the SDGs, using the findings from the VSR. The panelist said the 
government is providing “total independence” for the VSR chapter and subnational governments 
will join the national delegation to the HLPF.  
 
The second country featured in this exchange, Mexico, has 32 states, over 2,500 municipalities, 364 
languages, and 500 indigenous territories, each with its own governance structure. The speaker 
said the complex subnational landscape makes it essential that local voices are heard to develop 
more effective policies. Due to this diversity, to prepare its 2021 VNR, Mexico created a multilevel 
reporting system. It drew on the 2030 Agenda Office, which was created in each state five years ago 
and has led to a “sustainable community” among the 32 states. The VNR will incorporate: three 
voluntary state and local reviews produced earlier – by Mexico City, Oaxaca, and Yucatan; two new 
municipal voluntary reviews; and four new state reviews. The VNR will directly link to the 
databases from the subnational level provided by the national statistical office and others. The 
speaker said none of its stakeholder engagement work for the VNR would be possible without the 
governance structure that had already been in place and the relationships it fostered. 
 

https://wuf11.katowice.eu/


    

 
A speaker remarked on the government’s investment in a “sophisticated infrastructure” to 
intentionally include city and state voices and said it will yield a wealth of information from around 
the country, in addition to the VNR. 
 
In Norway and Mexico, independence for sub-national actors has emerged as a good practice to 
generate dialogue needed to improve policies and outcomes. The moderator observed a continuum 
ranging from acknowledging and consulting stakeholders, to creating space for them, to providing 
support, engaging in dialogue and collaboration, and proactively building an enabling environment 
for stakeholder engagement. 
 
On the role of civil society in linking national and local action, a speaker said the SDGs cannot be 
localized without the people that live there. They “own the problems and own the solutions.” 
However, it is resource-demanding to include civil society in the reporting process. A panelist said 
working with CSOs ensures policy continuity. 
 
Panelists shared lessons in creating a two-level platform for action. In Norway, the municipalities 
and national government devised a model for collaboration in the course of preparing the VSR. 
They developed indicators, identified best practices, and planned joint action: the review “is not just 
a paper, but filled with action to take together.” Both sides will contribute resources to the action 
plan. In Mexico, a subnational committee was created within the National Council on the 
Implementation of the 2030 Agenda. The subcommittee has eight state authorities and 
organizations, and eight municipal authorities and organizations. The final meeting of the 
intersectoral committee on the VNR will define plans for the subnational committee’s ongoing 
work. 
 
The panelists said what comes after the HLPF is “all the work.” In Norway, the next steps will be to 
develop indicators and tools, and craft better, cross-sectoral policies. Mexico will also hold an SDG 
Week during which it will diffuse the VNR nationally to kick off implementation. The national 
government will build an action plan and implement it, having brought more sectors into the 
process through the VNR.  
 
For more information on the Mexican National Council for the 2030 Agenda, see: 
https://www.nachhaltigkeitsrat.de/en/projects/the-global-forum-for-national-sdg-advisory-bodies/.  
 
For more information on Norway’s approach to SDG indicators, see: https://www.ssb.no/en/natur-og-
miljo/artikler-og-publikasjoner/a-taxonomy-for-indicators-related-to-the-sustainable-development-
goals 
 

The role of parliaments in SDG accountability  

This session highlighted the SDG accountability functions assigned to parliaments around the 
world. A comparative analysis conducted by the German Development Institute of 136 VNRs 
submitted between 2016 and 2019 indicates the accountability role of parliaments is found mainly 
in information activities. For instance, many VNRs showed many parliamentary initiatives on 
raising awareness about the SDGs, or that parliamentarians were consulted in the process of VNR 
preparation. Less evidence was found of a heavier accountability role for parliaments, such as 
budget control and national priority-setting. Speakers presented four examples of how 
parliamentarians are concretely contributing to SDG follow-up and review.  

https://www.nachhaltigkeitsrat.de/en/projects/the-global-forum-for-national-sdg-advisory-bodies/
https://www.ssb.no/en/natur-og-miljo/artikler-og-publikasjoner/a-taxonomy-for-indicators-related-to-the-sustainable-development-goals
https://www.ssb.no/en/natur-og-miljo/artikler-og-publikasjoner/a-taxonomy-for-indicators-related-to-the-sustainable-development-goals
https://www.ssb.no/en/natur-og-miljo/artikler-og-publikasjoner/a-taxonomy-for-indicators-related-to-the-sustainable-development-goals


    

 
 
In Denmark, an All-Party Group on the SDGs was created in 2017, mobilizing more than one third of 
the parliamentarians. Working with Statistics Denmark, this Group developed a set of indicators, 
supplementing those in the UN’s global framework, to measure progress and understand challenges 
at the local level. This tool will be presented at an event during the 2021 HLPF.  
 
Participants also highlighted the Parliamentarians for the Global Goals, which is a non-profit 
initiative to share experiences and tools for parliamentarians in advancing the SDGs. The network 
counts 177 parliamentarians from 47 countries as members, and is addressing COVID-19 recovery 
plans and ways to use the SDGs as a framework for recovery. 
 
Malaysia is a multi-ethnic, multilingual, and multicultural society with a population of 33 million 
people, and 222 parliament members. The All-Party Parliamentary Group Malaysia on SDGs 
(APPGM-SDG) was established with the objective of localizing the SDGs and engaging with local 
communities for roles including holding the executive branch accountable. The APPGM-SDG 
secretariat provides input to Malaysia’s VNR, and representatives are members of both the 
technical and steering committees of the VNR process. This example illustrates a “two-fold” 
accountability process, functioning both downward, by localizing the SDGs, and upward through 
engagement in the VNR process. 
 
Finally, a presentation on Sierra Leone highlighted how the country has overcome the issue of 
continuity between government elections, by setting up a secretariat within the parliament that can 
coordinate and oversee the activities of the government and allocate budget for the SDGs.  
 
Sierra Leone will present its third VNR in July 2021, with a focus on SDG 4 (quality education) 
which has been identified as an accelerator for the country. Sierra Leone has allocated 21% of its 
GDP to achieve this goal.  
 
The Parliament also created and legislated a tax regime that allows the country to generate 
domestic revenue for the implementation of the SDGs. Sierra Leone is also working closely with the 
National Statistics Office for developing local SDGs indicators, but the parliament has identified 
difficulties in tracking ODA data, statistical gaps, and engaging the private sector in the 
implementation of the SDGs. 
 

Filling SDG data gaps with the 2020 census round in times of pandemic  

A session on censuses generated ideas to fill SDG data gaps. The moderator observed that “we are 
living in a data moment” in which the public is excited about data, and evidence-based 
policymaking is a reality. However, this means that the demand for quality data has never been 
higher. 
 
Participants submitted their views on the biggest challenge of conducting a census during the 
pandemic, highlighting “resources,” “safety,” and “reaching people” (see the word cloud below). 

 

https://www.pfgg.org/


    

 

 
 
Presentations underscored that censuses can provide reliable information for filling SDG data gaps, 
especially in small population groups, and on issues related to demographics, education, disability, 
income, and housing. They can also show disparities in population groups, provide disaggregated 
data on different populations, and help measure trends over time. 

 
One panelist encouraged countries to adjust some census questions to capture more information 
for the SDG indicators. For example: marital status questions could ask “age at first marriage” to 
provide statistics on early/child marriage, and literacy questions could be separated into reading 
and writing skills. 
 
Another panelist described national efforts to conduct the census in Costa Rica, including a training 
video for census-takers on how to conduct the interview, the use of small, face-to-face groups 
throughout the country with responses entered into a mobile app, and an experimental census 
conducted before the official version to test health measures. As half of Costa Rica’s population 
lacks internet access, special efforts were taken to conduct interviews on paper and enter the 
results into a digital device. 
 
On COVID-19’s census impacts, a panelist said 75% of the countries with censuses planned for 2020 
or 2021 have had to postpone them, including all of the scheduled censuses in Africa and many in 
Europe. 
 
One panelist from Canada said the pandemic has affected analytical considerations of not only the 
data quality in the country but also the results: education due to remote learning; residential 
demographics due to the stay-at-home order and impacts on secondary residences; borders were 
closed, affecting immigration trends; and income, due to the support packages from the 
government. The speaker reported all of these impacts must be disentangled from the impacts of 
longer-term policies. 
 
In both countries, the panelists reported on the value of strategic, aggressive communications to 
encourage the public to complete the census, and especially to overcome safety concerns about 
interacting with the census workers. Statistics Canada for instance used social media and events to 
reach a wider population, which followed on previous efforts to modernize communications. In 
Costa Rica, the outreach began in elementary schools to let children know the importance of the 
census. 
 



    

 
For more information on using censuses to measure the SDG indicators, see the UN Statistics Division’s 
technical report, ‘Measuring SDG Indicators from Population and Housing Censuses and Civil 
Registration Data.’ 
 

Closing: VNRs as a tool to foster transformative recovery in the Decade 

of Action  

In the final session of the meeting, speakers said there is “no need for anything new” to ensure  
VNRs support a transformative recovery from COVID-19. The HLPF has a mandate to cover new 
and emerging issues, while the UN’s revised guidelines on the VNRs call for the reports to be 
analytical and forward-looking. The Secretary-General’s COVID recovery strategy uses the SDGs 
underpinned by human rights, and the VNRs can be used to investigate how COVID-19 has set back 
vulnerable and marginalized groups, including older people, homeless people, slumdwellers, 
women and girls, and persons with disabilities.  
 
A speaker said the 2030 Agenda recognizes children as vulnerable people, yet two thirds of VNRs 
produced from 2016-2019 do not identify children as a marginalized group. This creates an 
accountability gap that must be addressed “before we get to recovery.” 
 
To figure out what works, one speaker suggested three starting points: ex-post and ex-ante 
assessment: establishing policy goals before their implementation and evaluating their SDG impacts 
afterwards; creating policies that cross sectors, such as in the WHO’s countdown report on health 
and climate change; and comparing across countries, such as with the green response tracker tools 
that have been developed. 
 
A speaker reported Colombia’s VNR will include an analysis of COVID-19’s impacts on SDG 
implementation, both positive and negative impacts on all 161 national SDG indicators, using 
information from government and non-government sources. The second part of its report is a 
recovery plan, the “new commitment for Colombia’s future.” 
 
Another suggestion is to include children and young people in consultation platforms. A panelist 
reported that during the pandemic, young people set up makeshift, socially distanced classrooms to 
teach younger students in areas without internet, or climbed to treetops to get a phone signal to 
participate in consultations. The speaker suggested finding a “platform to channel their infinite 
capacities for activism into the creation of a better world,” in the words of the 2030 Agenda. 
 
Participants identified strategies for using the VNR for a transformative recovery:  

• Bring line ministries together to identify effects of COVID-19 on each sector, determine if 
traditional responses (e.g. corporate bailout) will support a transformative recovery;  

• Look for partnerships: Colombia’s platform for private sector reporting (SDGs Corporate 
Tracker) has over 300 companies providing information that will help foster recovery; 

• Conduct an inclusive review of policies in all sectors, to ensure they are aligned with the 
2030 Agenda; 

• Use the VNR to plan action, not to hold “a review in a vacuum;” and 
• Include young people in SDG processes and VNRs. 

 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/census/documents/tr_on_sdg_in_phc_crvs.pdf
https://www.ods.gov.co/en/sdg-corporate-tracker
https://www.ods.gov.co/en/sdg-corporate-tracker


    

 
On ensuring countries work together for the recovery, panelists said the HLPF is not yet effective at 
addressing how one country’s SDG progress could undermine another’s. The discussion also 
emphasized the value of inviting other countries to provide a peer perspective on the draft VNR 
report, following Finland’s example in 2020. One participant suggested a mechanism to ensure 
follow-up between countries after the VNR. P4R is offering to support countries in forming peer 
groups for both review and follow-up.  
 
A speaker noted that although VNR time during the HLPF is limited, other opportunities have been 

created for discussion: peer reviews of 
draft VNRs, side events, VNR Labs, 
learning platforms, and exhibitions. 
 
For more information on linkages 
between COVID-19 recovery and human 
rights, see DIHR’s Human Rights Guide to 
Sustainable Recovery.  
 
In the final word cloud of the meeting, 
participants submitted their takeaways 
(see word cloud on the left). 
 

 
 

 
 

https://www.humanrights.dk/tools/human-rights-guide-sustainable-recovery
https://www.humanrights.dk/tools/human-rights-guide-sustainable-recovery

