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Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

AUSTRIA
Using the VNR process 
as a catalysing factor for 
engagement of CSO 
networks

48

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

 M
ar

ti
n 

Jo
rd

an
 F

ot
og

ra
fie



49

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review PART 2

Key considerations 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) 
as well as governments can use the 
momentum generated by prepara-
tion of the Voluntary National Re-
views (VNRs) to (i) leverage resourc-
es; (ii) improve the participation of 
all relevant stakeholders; (iii) increase 
government accountability, and (iv) 
build multi-stakeholder partnerships, 
in order to promote more meaning-
ful engagement in the SDG review 
processes and trigger the long-term 
and systematic participation of non-
state actors in implementation of the 
2030 Agenda. 

In 2020, Austria presented its first 
VNR at the High-level Political Fo-
rum (HLPF), which reflected contri-
butions from different stakeholders. 
The Austrian Government adopted 
an ‘SDG mainstreaming approach’ 
in 2016, meaning that each federal 
ministry is accountable and responsi-
ble for achieving the SDGs. From the 
point of view of civil society organ-
isations, there was only little politi-
cal leadership and interest in imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda at the 
federal level before 2020, and limited 
consultation of civil society organisa-
tions in implementation of the 2030 
Agenda by the federal government. 

In order to facilitate a participa-
tory SDG review, in 2019 the Aus-
trian Government’s Inter-Ministeri-
al Working Group tasked with VNR 

preparation reached out to civil so-
ciety organisations and other stake-
holders, such as academia and pri-
vate sector representatives, in order 
to engage them in the process. SDG 
Watch Austria, a platform of more 
than 210 broad-based civil socie-
ty organisations that support imple-
mentation of the SDGs in Austria, 
was also consulted and invited to 
participate in the process of drawing 
up the VNR report. 

SDG Watch Austria was invited to 
take part in the sessions of the work-
ing group that prepared the VNR, 
which was led by the Federal Chan-
cellery and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. SDG Watch Austria was then 
part of the working group meetings, 
and could therefore articulate their 
point of view as well as recommenda-
tions from civil society at these meet-
ings. Member organisations of SDG 
Watch Austria could provide short 
texts on best practice examples, a 
kind of short summary of their work 

on SDG implementation at nation-
al and federal level, which were then 
included in the VNR as part of the 
sections on best practice examples 
of implementation. In the course of 
the development of the VNR report 
by the government’s working group, 
SDG Watch Austria was also invit-
ed to review the draft chapters of the 
government’s text and was asked to 
provide recommendations that could 
be included in the draft text of the 
VNR. 

After finalisation of the VNR report, 
SDG Watch Austria was asked to 
prepare a short video statement con-
taining structural recommendations 
on how to strengthen implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda. This was 
created for the specific purpose of in-
cluding it in the government’s VNR 
presentation at the 2020 High Level 
Political Forum. Furthermore, SDG 
Watch Austria organised and was in-
vited to speak on a panel on CSO en-
gagement and best practice examples 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
civil society organisations

TYPE
thematic case

THEME 
CSOs participated in 
the development and 
drafting of the 2020 VNR 
in Austria alongside the 
government.

Case study: Austria » Using the VNR process as a catalysing factor for engagement of CSO networks

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

 N
in

a 
Ob

er
le

it
ne

r/
SD

G 
W

at
ch

 A
us

tr
ia

, 2
01

7



50

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

in the VNR process at a side event 
organised in cooperation with the 
European Environmental Bureau, 
SDG Watch Europe and Austria’s 

Permanent Mission to the UN in 
New York. 

The experience of SDG Watch Aus-
tria showed that it was essential to 
cooperate with the inter-ministeri-
al working group that prepared the 
VNR. Furthermore, it was found 

crucial to continuously build the 
necessary trust between gov-

ernment and non-govern-
mental actors. While SDG 

Watch Austria could not 
review all parts of the 

VNR, and notably 
could not review the 
statistics section of 

Austrian Statistics used to measure 
progress on the SDGs, the civil socie-
ty organisations were able to provide 
feedback, recommendations and best 
practice examples for implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda. These were 
included in the final text of the VNR 
report. 

For the Austrian Government, the 
2020 VNR preparation process was 
a catalyst for mobilising the engage-
ment of civil society in implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda in Austria. 
The VNR represented an opportu-
nity for a constructive dialogue be-
tween government and civil society 
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stakeholders. Although the long-
term institutional arrangements to 
establish a systemic engagement of 
stakeholders in the SDG follow-up 
and review frameworks have yet to 
be put in place in Austria, the VNR 

process has laid the foundation for 
further cooperation between civil 
society actors and governmental in-
stitutions on implementation of the 
2030 Agenda in Austria. 

Key partners

 | SDG Watch Austria
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