UN ESCAP:

Role and experiences of a UN
regional commission in supporting
VNR processes
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The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) is the largest intergovernmental platform in the region, with 53 member states and 9 associate members, ranging 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 experience 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 intergovernmental meeting, it follows a formal structure with clearly assigned
speaking rights. To enable a dialogue 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 institutions (SAIs) and various stakeholder 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 struggling with different issues,” explains
Weinberger. In her experience, the
‘first-timers’ tend to be most interested in discussing the process and
the steps they have taken to develop
a good VNR. For the ‘second-timers’, 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 conceptual input and training, this involved
helping the partners identify country-specific answers to all questions
that are relevant to them. Issues
covered included the following:
1. Clarifying the overall VNR process, e.g., what are time frames,
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how to work with different agencies 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 multi-dimensional policy approach:
systems thinking, i.e., looking at
problems and identifying solutions in an integrated way.
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The knowledge products complement technical capacity building.
Much of what goes into capacity 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
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addition, it is launching a dedicated
online course on VNRs hosted on
the ESCAP SDG Help Desk.

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

FOSTERING PEER LEARNING ON
VNRS

At the heart of the programme is a
week-long study tour, during which
the first-timers visit the second-timers. The groups were deliberately
kept small (between 12 and 16
people) to enable in-depth quality 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-consuming 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.

Catering to the increasing demand
for peer learning and south-south
exchange, ESCAP recently incorporated 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 countries were paired up: Uzbekistan
with Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan with
Armenia. All four of them are preparing a VNR for the 2020 HLPF.

Thematically, all elements were incorporated that, based on ESCAP’s
previous experience, require the
most attention: data and statistics, how to engage with various
stakeholders, and looking at interlinkages. 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.

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 specific activity having been expressed
by the participating countries. “If
we can secure funding for this programme, we will be happy to formalise 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. “Stakeholder involvement is key, and you
need to start early bringing different
ministries, agencies and other stakeholders to the table,” she says. “I think
that is something that many countries
underestimate.”

Overall, Weinberger feels that this
is where ESCAP and other UN regional organisations can make a real
difference. “When we have the opportunity 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.”

“There is definitely high interest in
peer learning, in our region and at
global level.”
KATINKA WEINBERGER

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

49

UN REGIONAL COMMISSION

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 suggestions. “There is definitely high interest
in peer learning, in our region and at
global level,” Weinberger remarks.

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.
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