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

JAPAN
The role of small towns and municipalities 
in national SDG planning and monitoring 
frameworks

Key considerations 

Regardless of the scope of available 
resources (human and financial), and 
with the support of national author-
ities and through partnerships with 
other stakeholders, Shimokawa town 
in Japan has proactively participated 
in the national SDG follow-up and 

review framework by contributing 
actual information, local experienc-
es and ideas. 

In 2018, Shimokawa, a small town 
in the north of Japan with a popu-
lation of about 3,200, prepared the 
first city-level progress report on im-
plementation of the SDGs in close 
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cooperation with the Institute for 
Global Environmental Strategies 
(IGES). This collaborative partner-
ship was a result of the ‘SDGs Fu-
tureCity’ Initiative supported by the 
Government of Japan, and the selec-
tion of Shimokawa town as an SDG 
model project to promote integrated 
planning and enable the active par-
ticipation of local authorities in the 
national SDG review framework. 
Along with four other pilot city-lev-
el assessments, the preparation of the 
Voluntary Local Review (VLR) of 
Shimokawa town and the participa-
tory approach to engage local stake-
holders and citizens, and align with 
national development priorities, 
has set a standard for sub-nation-
al SDG monitoring and strength-
ened the mechanisms of local ac-
countability that can subsequently 
be replicated by a larger group of 
cities. This will encourage cross-
city comparisons, horizontal coop-

eration, peer learning and exchange 
of good practices among munici-
pal authorities. With IGES support, 
a further 19 local reviews have been 
planned. These will explore in greater 
depth the diverse local contributions, 
and gather inputs from sub-nation-
al stakeholders on local mechanisms 
and practices relating to sustainable 
development. 

Similar to other countries, Japan fac-
es challenges with regard to the avail-
ability of sub-national data. There-
fore, Shimokawa town, alongside 
other cities, is working to develop a 
set of localised indicators that are 
adapted and specific to each terri-
tory and context. Such a contextual-
ised approach will enrich the national 
SDG monitoring processes by incor-
porating local factors, and foster 
discussions and interpretations of 
the collected data that are particu-
lar to the different situations at the 

sub-national level. Shimokawa town 
has already elaborated a set of specif-
ic local indicators through interactive 
workshops organised by Shimokawa’s 
SDGs FutureCity Committee The 
committee comprised 15 citizens 
and 15 local officials. Its purpose 
was to incorporate citizens’ perspec-
tives into indicators, and gather ide-
as/opinions to better inform SDG 
implementation, monitoring and re-
porting in ways that are specific to 
the town’s circumstances and needs. 
Under the patronage of the mayor of 
Shimokawa, the town administration 
has also been promoting the SDGs 
through various initiatives to help lo-
cal citizens better understand how lo-
cal actions can contribute to SDG 
achievement. So far, Shimokawa has 
drawn up the ‘Shimokawa SDGs 
Map’ together with young local of-
ficials, the SDGs FutureCity Com-
mittee, and university students from 
Keio University. Through partner-
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thematic case

THEME 
Even very small towns and 
municipalities with no substantial 
resources can play an important role 
in monitoring and assessment of the 
SDGs.

Case study: Japan » The role of small towns and municipalities in national SDG planning and monitoring frameworks
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ship with Japan’s largest talent agen-
cy – Yoshimoto Kogyo CO., LTD. – 
the town has collaborated in holding 
events during a festival, and in mak-
ing a musical and a movie to raise 
awareness of the SDGs.

Municipal representatives from 
Shimokawa town and other cities, as 
well as a wide range of other stake-
holders (government agencies, civil 
society organisations, experts, private 
sector representatives, international 
organisations, etc.), have participated 
in the process of revising the ‘SDGs 
Implementation Guiding Princi-
ples’. This is an initiative chaired 
by the Office of the Prime Minis-
ter, which is designed to promote a 
whole-of-government and whole-
of-society approach to SDG imple-
mentation, monitoring and report-

ing. In addition, the Government of 
Japan has been supporting various 
awareness-raising activities and ca-
pacity building measures, and has 
been allocating resources designed 
to increase the engagement of lo-
cal authorities. At the same time, it 
has encouraged the mobilisation of 
partnerships with and among sub-
national representatives and other 
stakeholders. This is designed to en-
hance diversity and knowledge-
based participation, and ensure 
representative decision-making at 
all levels in the national SDG mech-
anisms. This enabled Shimokawa 
town and other municipal authori-
ties to provide inputs and contribute 
to the revision of the SDGs Imple-
mentation Guiding Principles, thus 
promoting structured dialogue on 
the role and responsibilities of local 

govern-
ments 
in achiev-
ing the objec-
tives of the 2030 
Agenda. Although 
local governments have 
only been involved on an ad 
hoc basis in the preparation of the 
2021 Voluntary National Review 
(VNR) of Japan, the findings of the 
city-level SDG baseline assessments 
will inform the VNR report. 

Participatory methods for conduct-
ing local level SDG assessments are 
very important for accelerating pro-
gress on the SDGs, but pose chal-
lenges for local governments (more 
so for small cities and rural munici-
palities) which may not have the re-
quired resources, capacities and 
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relevant information. To overcome 
these constraints, the collaborative 
partnership between Shimokawa 
town and IGES leveraged skills and 
expertise, aligned priorities and, 
with targeted support provided by 
national authorities, showcased how 
small towns and municipalities can 
play an even more significant role in 
promoting inclusive SDG progress 
evaluations with locally driven in-
formation and incorporating indi-
vidual citizens’ perspectives. Build-
ing on the pilot experiences of the 
city-level assessments, IGES is ex-
amining the options which can op-
erationalise the process and provide 
structured mechanisms to ensure 
that local achievements and re-
sults are recognised and included 
in the national SDG progress mon-
itoring and reporting frameworks. 

For this purpose, IGES is develop-
ing customised guidelines for prep-
aration of the Voluntary Local Re-
views, and plans to support more 
cities and municipalities in conduct-
ing city-level SDG assessments and 
identifying relevant indicators that 
are specific to each territory. The en-
gagement of Shimokawa town in the 
national SDG institutional arrange-
ments and similar platforms, which 
involved providing contextual infor-
mation and localised progress assess-
ment results capturing diverse local 
stakeholders’ and citizens’ ideas, fos-
tered peer learning among local gov-
ernments. It also set a performance 
criterion that encourages other cit-
ies and municipalities to reinvigor-
ate their contributions to the nation-
al SDG monitoring and reporting 
processes. 

Key partners

 | Shimokawa Town, Hokkaido, 
Japan

 | Sustainable Forest Future 
Community ‘Ichinohashi’ Bio-
Village of Shimokawa town

 | Institute for Global 
Environmental Strategies (IGES)

Links

 | Progress report on 
implementation of the SDGs

 | Institute for Global 
Environmental Strategies (IGES)

 | SDGs Implementation Guiding 
Principles
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