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Executive Summary

Having completed the first cycle of the High-level 
Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF), 
and considering the global challenges that we face, 
urgent action is needed to pick up the pace on de-
livering the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
For the sixth year since the goals were adopted, 
countries carried out a Voluntary National Review 
(VNR) of their own implementations of the 2030 
Agenda. A total of 42 countries submitted a VNR re-
port to the 2021 HLPF, which was convened under 
the theme ‘Sustainable and resilient recovery from 
the COVID-19 pandemic that promotes the econom-
ic, social and environmental dimensions of sustain-
able development: building an inclusive and effec-
tive path for the achievement of the 2030 Agenda in 
the context of the decade of action and delivery for 
sustainable development’. The HLPF reviewed SDG 
1 (No poverty), SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDG 3 (Good 
health and well-being), SDG 8 (Decent work and 
economic growth), SDG 10 (Reduced inequalities), 
SDG 12 (Responsible consumption and production), 
SDG 13 (Climate action), SDG 16 (Peace, justice 
and strong institutions) and SDG 17 (Partnerships 
for the goals).

Preparing the VNRs provides the countries with an 
opportunity to review and develop their approach-
es to SDG implementation and to track progress 
made. The annual Partners for Review (P4R) com-
parative analysis of the VNRs identifies similarities, 
differences, progress and emerging trends in VNR 
reporting. In line with the previous reporting year, 
this analysis of the 2021 VNR reports looks at six 
themes: i) the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic; 
ii) national institutional structures; iii) SDG main-
streaming and policy coherence; iv) stakeholder 
engagement; v) statistics and data; and vi) repeat-
ed VNR countries.

Overall, VNR reporting practices are evolving and 
this is reflected in the progress made in fields such 
as SDG localisation, SDG budgetary practices and in 
the engagement of national parliaments. Nonethe-
less, the reports indicate that some countries are 
lagging behind in a number of areas. Although there 
has been progress made in SDG implementation, 
specific areas that have fallen behind include: ad-
herence to the principle of ‘Leaving no one behind’ 

(LNOB); private-sector engagement; partnership de-
velopment; statistics and monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) as well as systemic approaches from one 
VNR reporting period to another. Increasingly, feed-
back and reporting from stakeholders feature in 
the VNR reports, adding value to the VNR processes 
and signalling a move towards a more holistic and 
inclusive review of the SDGs. Moreover, peer review 
and peer-learning exercises are emerging, which 
foster inclusivity, knowledge sharing and a deeper 
understanding of the VNR and SDG implementation 
processes, including the specific challenges which 
countries are experiencing.
 

The impact of COVID-19

For the second year in a row, the follow-up and 
review process was impacted by COVID-19, add-
ing a new dimension to the VNRs. Countries report 
extensively on the impact of the pandemic both on 
the VNR process and on the progress of the SDGs. 
In-person stakeholder engagement, consultations 
and events were particularly affected by COVID-19 
mitigation measures. They were mostly replaced 
by virtual events, digital solutions or alternative 
methods. In some cases, this led to more effective 
stakeholder engagement, whereas in others, it re-
duced or prevented stakeholder participation as a 
result of the digital divide.

COVID-19 also disrupted statistical and data col-
lection efforts, potentially affecting the empirical 
foundation of the VNR reports. Many of the 2021 
VNR countries have shared their concerns over the 
impact of COVID-19 on SDG progress. SDG 1 (No 
poverty), SDG 3 (Good health and well-being) and 
SDG 8 (Decent work and economic growth) are con-
sidered to be the areas most affected. 

Generally, the countries recognise the multidimen-
sional and complex impact that COVID-19 has had 
on their societies. Although various recovery efforts 
have been announced, a number of countries decid-
ed to adapt their COVID-19 response to the 2030 
Agenda through recovery plans aligned with the 
SDGs. Bringing the COVID-19 response and recovery 
in line with the 2030 Agenda can help mitigate 
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setbacks and keep the momentum going for the 
SDGs. The pandemic has exposed the interconnect-
ed nature of our societies and exacerbated existing 
inequalities within and among countries. This calls 
for a holistic and inclusive approach that considers 
the synergies and trade-offs among sectors and 
ensures that no one is left behind. COVID-19 has 
also demonstrated the critical role of subnation-
al governments and the importance of multilevel 
governance, calling for effective bottom-up policies 
and decision-making processes, and the strength-
ening of SDG localisation.

Although the pandemic has exposed a number of 
vulnerabilities and slowed down SDG progress, it 
has also triggered the development of new tools 
and initiatives which can help countries adapt to 
a ‘new reality’ and demonstrate their commitment 
to the SDGs and building back better. In future, the 
VNR process can provide context for considering 
the lessons learned from COVID-19 and support ac-
celerated action on the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda.

National SDG institutional structures

Many of the 2021 VNR countries are reporting for 
a second or third time and, in many cases, insti-
tutional set-ups have evolved or expanded. Some 
countries, especially in Europe, have well-estab-
lished systems in place to implement and monitor 
progress on the SDGs, but integrating the SDGs into 
these frameworks, and the role that VNRs can play 
to support these processes, is still a work in pro-
gress. In some cases, the responsibility for the VNRs 
and SDGs was changed, or additional entities were 
added to existing SDG coordination mechanisms. 
While the designs of the institutional structures are 
highly country-specific, most countries practise the 
‘whole-of-government’ and ‘whole-of-society’ ap-
proaches and engage various government entities 
as well as non-governmental stakeholders. There 
is more collaboration with cross-sectoral govern-
ment entities than engagement with subnational 
governments, indicating a pre-eminence of horizon-
tal rather than vertical coordination. Nevertheless, 
some countries have reported a slight increase in 
the participation of local and regional governments 
(LRGs), and specific entities are emerging to man-
age SDG localisation at the national level. This re-
flects a growing recognition of the need to advance 

SDG localisation, however, further measures are 
needed to mainstream the SDGs fully at multiple 
levels of government. While the role of supreme 
audit institutions (SAIs) is diminished, there has 
been marked growth in the role of parliament in the 
national VNR- and SDG-related efforts. In addition 
to participating in the SDG review mechanisms, ev-
er-increasing numbers of parliaments are engaged 
in SDG oversight, monitoring and budgeting activi-
ties. This trend is an encouraging development for 
accountability and the promotion of people-centred 
initiatives in the follow-up, review and implemen-
tation of the 2030 Agenda.

SDG mainstreaming and policy coherence

SDG strategies, roadmaps and action plans are in-
creasingly being developed in order to mainstream 
the SDGs. Moreover, mainstreaming the SDGs into 
national development plans (NDPs) has become 
an established practice and a growing number of 
countries are reporting on ongoing activities that 
aim to ensure policy coherence.

Efforts to localise the SDGs are gaining significant-
ly more ground with many emerging initiatives and 
a rise in the reporting of Voluntary Local Reviews 
(VLRs) and Voluntary Subnational Reviews (VSRs). 
The latter are useful tools for LRGs to report on 
SDG progress and can support the mainstreaming 
of the SDGs in territories, communities and cities. 
Progress is also being reported in SDG budgeting 
and financing. However, concerns are being raised 
over the financing of the SDGs, not least as a result 
of COVID-19. While a few initiatives explore differ-
ent forms of financing for the SDGs, more innova-
tive solutions are needed. Great attention is being 
paid to the Paris Climate Agreement and the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, however, 
a deeper exploration of mainstreaming the 2030 
Agenda and relevant international commitments si-
multaneously may help avoid duplication and foster 
the effective implementation of existing interna-
tional frameworks.

Reporting on the principle of ‘Leaving No One Be-
hind’ (LNOB) indicates a need for more compre-
hensive and systematic approaches to ensure that 
indeed no one is left behind, particularly in times 
of rising inequalities and given the severe impact 
of COVID-19 on certain population groups.
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Stakeholder engagement

Although COVID-19 impacted the stakeholder en-
gagement efforts of the 2021 VNR, a whole-of-so-
ciety approach was still widely applied, particular-
ly through consultative processes, workshops and 
surveys. Civil society is still the group that is best 
represented among stakeholder groups, compared 
to the private sector and the scientific communi-
ty. VNR reporting over the years has shown that 
countries have generally been slow to engage and 
embrace contributions from the private sector. Al-
though some innovative concepts are highlighted in 
the 2021 reports, greater private-sector engage-
ment is needed to achieve the SDGs. Similarly, a 
stronger role for the scientific community may help 
inform SDG mainstreaming efforts or address on-
going SDG statistical and data-related challenges. 
Overall, strategic approaches to stakeholder en-
gagement can help ensure the long-term, mean-
ingful and effective participation of all the relevant 
parties.

Tools and platforms are emerging that facilitate 
multistakeholder collaboration, partly as a result of 
COVID-19 and the resulting need for more virtual in-
teraction. These mechanisms can add accountability 
and facilitate the exchange of experiences, lessons 
learned and good practices during the follow-up 
and review process. At the same time, they can help 
to enhance a structured approach to communication 
and awareness-raising efforts on the SDGs, support 
the development of strong partnerships and thus 
speed up the implementation.

There has been a growing trend in non-governmen-
tal stakeholders reporting on the progress of the 
SDGs. Integrating these reporting practices into the 
VNRs adds value by strengthening inclusiveness, 
accountability and ownership. Inputs, key messages 
or recommendations from stakeholder groups are 
also increasingly included in the reports, signalling 
a greater focus on enabling inclusive and participa-
tory VNR processes.

Statistics and data

While there has been progress in monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) practices, statistics and data de-
velopment are generally still facing many challeng-
es and fully-fledged systemic SDG M&E mechanisms 

remain rare. The limited capacity of national statis-
tical systems, data collection, data disaggregation 
and data availability continue to form a barrier to 
ensuring a thorough evidence-based follow-up and 
review of the 2030 Agenda. COVID-19 also caused 
delays or gaps in data collection for the 2021 
VNRs. The reports on the assessments of the indi-
cator status demonstrate the need to pay further 
attention to SDG indicator development. However, 
increasing numbers of countries are beginning to 
report on an annual, biannual or triannual basis, 
which is beneficial for measuring progress, under-
standing the state of play and setting benchmarks 
for how the country is performing on the SDGs. 
Local SDG monitoring efforts are slowly emerg-
ing, but considerable work is still needed to align 
national and local SDG monitoring efforts, identify 
local indicators and facilitate local data collection. 
In addition to strengthening SDG localisation, these 
measures can help support a coherent implemen-
tation of the SDGs that ensures that no one, and 
no territory, is left behind. Compared to previous 
reporting years, there has been a slight increase 
in the practice of supplementing and broadening 
official statistics with alternative data. Scaling up 
the use of unofficial data sources and new and 
innovative types of data can help to address con-
tinued SDG data challenges. Overall, despite the 
progress reported on SDG-related statistics and 
data, much work is still required to gain a full 
picture of the progress on the SDGs. Continued in-
vestment is needed to scale up the SDG M&E ac-
tivities to ensure evidence-based implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda. This will also enable further 
critical assessments of the follow-up and reviews 
of the SDGs.

Repeated VNR countries

In 2021, there was a significant number of ‘repeat-
ed VNR countries’ i.e. countries who were reporting 
for the second or third time. A comparison between 
the current VNR and earlier reports shows that the 
reporting is evolving and that progress is being 
made in a number of areas. Many of the institution-
al structures remain the same, however VNR and 
SDG mechanisms have expanded or responsibili-
ties changed. Most of the progress was reported in 
stakeholder engagement, which in some cases has 
broadened. Moreover, work on statistics and data 
for the monitoring and review of the 2030 Agenda 
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has advanced, and overall progress was reported 
on the awareness and implementation of the SDGs. 
While many of the repeated VNR countries highlight 
follow-up activities and improvements made since 
earlier reviews, more systemic approaches to the 
review process can help support a consistent ap-
proach to VNR-related activities. Keeping a track 
record of VNR reporting and ensuring continuity can 
benefit the quality of the VNR process and reports, 
improve the understanding of the status of the 
SDGs, identify lessons learned and address obsta-
cles to the transition to sustainable development.

Overall, the 2021 VNR reports demonstrate that 
progress has been made in specific areas of the 
2030 Agenda follow-up, review and implementa-
tion efforts, however, much work is still needed. 
With less than 10 years left to implement the 2030 
Agenda, efforts will need to be scaled up and more 
resources and innovative solutions will be need-
ed to fulfil the global commitments on sustainable 
development as outlined by the Agenda. The fol-
low-up and review process provides a context to 
help countries meet these commitments and can, at 
the same time, make up for the losses caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In this respect, the VNRs 
provide a central framework for a post-COVID re-
covery that can help ensure an inclusive and coher-
ent pathway to sustainable development.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

After the SDGs were adopted in 2015, the Unit-
ed Nations (UN) General Assembly agreed on the 
framework for the ‘follow-up and review’ of the 
2030 Agenda.1 The follow-up and review process 
is largely based on Voluntary National Reviews 
(VNRs), which are carried out by countries to track 
progress on their SDG implementation (see Box 
1.1). Governments are encouraged to conduct regu-
lar and inclusive reviews, drawing on contributions 
from civil society, the private sector, academia and 
other stakeholders. The VNR reports are presented 
at the annual High-level Political Forum on Sus-
tainable Development (HLPF) alongside the global 
SDG progress report prepared by the UN. Since the 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda in 2015, a total of 247 
VNR reports have been submitted to the HLPF. In 
2016, 22 countries submitted a report, while there 
were 43 reporting countries in 2017, 46 countries 
in 2018 and 47 countries in 2019 and 2020 respec-
tively. At the 2021 HLPF, 42 countries presented a 
VNR report. In addition to the VNRs, a growing num-
ber of countries started conducting regular national 
SDG reviews, e.g. annually, biannually or triannually. 
Moreover, stakeholders are increasingly conducting 
additional reviews, e.g. Voluntary Local and Subna-
tional Reviews by LRGs and cities, as well as civil 
society shadow and spotlight reports.

  

1.1 Partners for Review
 
Partners for Review (P4R) was launched in 2016 
on behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the 
Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Con-
servation and Nuclear Safety (BMU) as a multi-
stakeholder network to support the ‘follow-up and 
review process’ of the 2030 Agenda. The P4R net-
work consists of government representatives and 
other stakeholders engaged in the VNR process, e.g. 
from civil society, the private sector and academia. 
In the context of the follow-up and review of the 
2030 Agenda and the preparations leading up to 
the HLPF, P4R enables a regular exchange of infor-

mation on experiences and lessons learned in the 
VNR process. P4R facilitates dialogue on new and 
emerging issues related to the national monitor-
ing and review of the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda through transnational dialogue, peer learn-
ing, biannual conferences, diverse virtual formats 
and analytical work.

1.2  The present report:  
a snapshot of trends in 
SDG reporting

 
This report was developed by a senior sustainable 
development consultant on behalf of, and in close 
cooperation with, the P4R Secretariat. The analysis 
aims to identify trends, commonalities, differences 
as well as emerging issues reported by the 2021 
VNR countries. Similar to last year, the scope of the 
2021 comparative VNR analysis includes a section 
on how the COVID-19 pandemic affected the VNR 
processes as well as its potential impact on the 
progress of the SDGs, and focuses on the following 
six areas: 

1.  the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic;
2. national SDG institutional structures;
3. SDG mainstreaming and policy coherence;
4. stakeholder engagement;
5. statistics and data;
6. countries submitting repeat VNRs.

The P4R VNR analysis also includes reflections 
on the principles and key features of the 2030 
Agenda, such as the ‘whole-of-government’ and 
‘whole-of-society’ approaches, the principle of 
LNOB, inclusive and participatory approaches, pol-
icy coherence, multistakeholder approaches and 
partnerships as well as aspects related to the 
monitoring, review and evaluation of the implemen-
tation of the SDGs.

1   UN Resolution 70/A/684: Critical milestones towards coherent, efficient and inclusive follow-up and review at the global level. UN General Assembly, 2016, 
New York.
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All the information in the analysis is based on the 
content presented in the 2021 VNR reports. Ref-
erences to countries and examples featured are 
for illustrative purposes only and do not express 
any judgement, evaluation or political views. The 
analysis specifies, where possible, which countries 
reported on specific initiatives. However, due to the 
quantity of information provided in the VNRs, there 
is no guarantee that the examples highlighted re-

Box 1:  The Voluntary  
National Reviews

Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) form a fundamental part of the ‘follow-up and review’ framework 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 2030 Agenda encourages countries ‘to conduct 
regular and inclusive reviews of progress at the national and subnational levels, which are coun-
try-led and country-driven’, and states that reviews are ‘State-led’, undertaken by both ‘developed 
and developing countries’, and ‘shall provide a platform for partnerships, including through the par-
ticipation of major groups and other relevant stakeholders’. A set of common reporting guidelines and 
a handbook to prepare the VNRs provided by the UN Department of Social Affairs (UN DESA) seek to 
support countries in conducting VNRs in line with the guiding principles on the follow-up and review 
process at all levels. Central to the reviews are the core principles of the 2030 Agenda, such as 
universality, LNOB, integration, inclusiveness and ownership. The VNRs allow countries to plan appro-
priate policies, structures and processes, and to revise or introduce new national development plans 
for achieving the SDGs.

flect all the information reported. The percentages 
indicated in the analysis are therefore approximate.

Overall, the analysis and reflections intend to ben-
efit further critical deliberations and research on 
the SDG follow-up and review process.
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2.0  GENERAL FEATURES –  
THE 2021 VOLUNTARY NATIONAL 
REVIEWS 

Forty-two countries carried out a VNR in 2021, including 10 African, 13 Asia Pacific,  
8 European and 11 Latin American countries. Eight countries conducted a VNR for  
the first time, 24 for the second time and 10 countries for the third time (Box 2.1). 

2nd-Timer     

First-Timer     

3rd-Timer    

Box 2.1:  The 2021 VNR countries

FIRST TIME:  
Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Bolivia, Cuba, Democratic Republic of Korea (DPRK),  
Marshall Islands, Nicaragua and San Marino.          

SECOND TIME:  
Afghanistan, Bahamas, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, China, Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominican  
Republic, Germany, Iraq, Japan, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Madagascar, Malaysia, Namibia, 
Norway, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia and Zimbabwe.     

THIRD TIME:  
Azerbaijan, Colombia, Egypt, Guatemala, Indonesia, Mexico, the Niger, Qatar, Sierra Leone and  
Uruguay.
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2.1 Languages used

While countries may submit their VNR reports in 
any of the six official United Nations (UN) languag-
es,2 most VNR reports were written in English (26), 
3 followed by French (4),4 Spanish (10),5 Arabic (1) 
and Chinese (1). China, Iraq, Mexico and Uruguay 
also submitted an English translation of their VNR 
reports written in Chinese, Arabic and Spanish re-
spectively.
 

2.2 Volume and coverage

Each of the 42 VNR countries submitted a report, 
and executive summaries are available for 30 of 
the VNR reports. In terms of volume, the reports 
vary significantly ranging from 49 pages (Afghani-
stan) to 786 (Indonesia).

Approximately 62% reported on all the SDGs6 and 
the remaining countries either covered a subset of 
national priority SDGs (Afghanistan, Bolivia, China, 
Iraq, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Madagas-
car, Marshall Islands, Sierra Leone) or the SDGs 
that were reviewed at the 2021 HLPF, which was 
convened under the theme ‘Sustainable and resil-
ient recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic that 
promotes the economic, social and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable development: building an 
inclusive and effective path for the achievement of 
the 2030 Agenda in the context of the decade of 
action and delivery for sustainable development’, 
and reviewed SDG 1, 2, 3, 8, 10, 12, 13, 16, 17 
(Azerbaijan, Dominican Republic, Malaysia, the Ni-
ger, Qatar, Sierra Leone, Uruguay) (Box 2.2). Lao 
PDR added a national SDG 18 addressing Unex-
ploded Ordnances7 (UXO) and Mine Actions. Some 
landlocked countries did not report on SDG 14 (Life 
below water) (Bolivia, Chad, Paraguay, San Marino). 
In one case, the report reviews the national devel-
opment priorities and not the SDGs (Guatemala).

2 Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish.
3  Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bahamas, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Czech Republic, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Japan, Lao PDR, 

Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Namibia, Norway, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
4 Chad, Madagascar, the Niger, Tunisia. 
5 Bolivia, Colombia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Spain, Uruguay.
6  Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Indonesia, Japan, Mexico, 

Namibia, Nicaragua, the Niger, Norway, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe. 7 SDG 18 was introduced 
in Lao PDR’s first VNR in 2018.

7 SDG 18 was introduced in Lao PDR’s first VNR in 2018.

Box 2.2: Coverage of the SDGs 2017–2021

2017   2018   2019   2020   2021
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Source: Author‘s calculation
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Box 2.3: Areas of transition (GSDR levers) used to structure the  
German VNR report

Source: The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National 
Review to the HLPF 2021’, 2021, p. 13.

2.3  VNR reporting  
structures and  
approaches

The UN voluntary common reporting guidelines were 
prepared by the UN Secretary-General in 20158 and 
updated in 2017, 2019 and 2021.9 They provide a 
framework for common elements that countries 
can report on, guiding principles for the structure 
and content of the report, and presentations at the 

HLPF. While the common reporting guidelines sup-
port customising the VNR process, countries can 
apply this voluntarily. In 2021, nearly 20% of the 
VNR reports were fully aligned with the structure 
suggested in the guidelines (Azerbaijan, DPRK, In-
donesia, Marshall Islands, Namibia, the Niger, Nor-
way, Sierra Leone), 40% of the countries applied 
the guidelines with some adjustments or additions10 
and the remaining 40% used a different structure.11 
Sweden indicates in its report that the VNR guide-
lines may be used in combination with a country’s 
‘own national flavour’.12

8    Annex to the Secretary-General’s Report on critical milestones towards coherent, efficient and inclusive follow-up and review at the global level, 
A/70/684.

9  Paragraph 9 of resolution 70/299 of 29 July 2016.
10  Afghanistan, Angola, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Iraq, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Paraguay, Qatar,  

Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe.
11  Antigua and Barbuda, Bolivia, China, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Germany, Guatemala, Japan, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, San 

Marino, Spain, Sweden, Uruguay, Zimbabwe. 
12 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 19.
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13  Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, Chad, Czech Republic, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq,  
Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Namibia, the Niger, Norway, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand,  
Tunisia, Uruguay.

14  Colombia, Czech Republic, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Japan, Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, the Niger, Paraguay,  
Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, Uruguay, Tunisia.

15  Afghanistan, Angola, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, China, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, 
Lao PDR, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Namibia, Nicaragua, the Niger, Norway, Paraguay, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thai-
land, Tunisia, Uruguay, Zimbabwe. 

16  The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National Review 
to the HLPF 2021’, 2021, p. 13. 

17 Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Cabo Verde, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Indonesia, Kenya, Marshall Islands, Norway, Spain, Sweden.
18  Government of Cabo Verde, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 152.
19  The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, pp. 17–20. 
20 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 14. 
21  Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 4.
22 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 19.
23  Angola, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, Chad, Columbia, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Mexico,  

Nicaragua, Norway, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, Sweden, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.

An increasing number of countries provide in-depth 
descriptions of their VNR approach in a dedicated 
chapter13 or they present methodologies, timelines 
or road maps of the process.14 Some reports feature 
overviews or graphical roadmaps of the process 
(Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Indonesia, 
Marshall Islands) or lists of events that were held 
as part of the VNR preparations (Iraq).

The reports are mostly structured around the SDGs,15 
the five Ps: People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and 
Partnerships (Antigua and Barbuda, Chad, Japan), 
the three dimensions of sustainable development 
(Czech Republic, Republic of Cyprus) or their na-
tional priorities and goals (Guatemala, Madagascar, 
Mexico). The German VNR is structured according to 
the six levers of the Global Sustainable Development 
Report (GSDR), including: i) human well-being and 
capabilities; social justice, ii) energy transition and 
climate action, iii) the circular economy, iv) sustain-
able building and the transformation of transport, v) 
sustainable agriculture and food systems, and vi) a 
pollutant-free environment (Box 2.3).16 

Countries increasingly carried out peer exchanges 
and other exercises.17 For instance, a peer exchange 
was held among five Small Island Developing States 
(SIDS): Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Cabo Verde, 
Cuba, the Dominican Republic and the Marshall 
Islands during the VNR drafting process. This in-
volved, among other topics, discussions on common 
SIDS vulnerabilities and development challenges.18 
The Danish VNR features the main messages from a 
peer review and dialogue among Denmark, Norway 
and Kenya.19 Norway reviewed Indonesia’s20 VNR and 
received support from Denmark and Indonesia in 
the preparatory phase by discussing the process 
and reviewing the draft report.21 Furthermore, Co-

lombia, Spain and the Scandinavian countries were 
involved in peer-learning activities on multistake-
holder cooperation on the 2030 Agenda initiated by 
Colombia and facilitated by the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
The aim was to share experiences on different 
working methods to improve inclusivity.22 P4R fa-
cilitated its second VNR peer exchange, this time 
virtually and over an extended period of several 
months. Participating countries included Guatema-
la, Mexico, Namibia and Sierra Leone.

2.4 Annexes

In line with previous reporting years, approximate-
ly 50% of the VNR reports included a statistical 
annex or made reference to one.23 Other annexes 
consisted of overviews of the VNR process (Do-
minican Republic, Marshall Islands); information 
on stakeholders engaged in the VNR process or 
consultations (Bhutan, Colombia, Marshall Islands); 
stakeholders’ position papers (Germany) and a list 
of companies contributing to the SDGs (Colombia). 
Countries also attached summaries of the SDG in-
stitutional structure (Dominican Republic), a list 
of responsible agencies for each SDG and target 
(DPRK) and the results of the Rapid Integrated As-
sessment and national SDG prioritisation (Domini-
can Republic). Some annexes feature overviews of 
their national development plan and its alignment 
with the SDGs (Angola, Marshall Islands); national 
sector plans and policies (Bolivia, Marshall Islands, 
San Marino), such as sustainable tourism (San Ma-
rino); an overview of legislative acts (Bolivia) and 
details on the budget and expenditure (Dominican 
Republic, the Niger). The annexes also feature de-
tails on the impact of COVID-19 (Denmark) and 
information on local planning efforts (Paraguay).
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3.0  THE IMPACT OF THE  
COVID-19 PANDEMIC

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the follow-up and review process for the second 
year in a row. As related extensively in the VNR reports,24 the pandemic has significant implica-
tions for sustainable development and has impacted VNR preparations in various ways.

Nearly all of the 2021 VNR countries highlight 
socio-economic implications25 and, in particular, 
stress the pandemic’s severe impact on the econ-
omy.26 Countries underscore COVID-19’s negative 
impact on poverty (Chad, Colombia, Czech Repub-
lic, Madagascar, Uruguay, Zimbabwe); rising un-
employment (Colombia, Cuba, the Niger, Paraguay, 
San Marino, Uruguay, Zimbabwe) and its dispropor-
tionate effect on women’s participation in the job 
market (Denmark, Dominican Republic, Paraguay). 
Concerns are raised over specific sectors, includ-
ing the tourism sector;27 education (Cuba, Denmark, 
Dominican Republic, Paraguay); the cultural sector 
(Cuba, Sierra Leone) and agriculture (Chad, Sierra 
Leone). There is also a report of a slowdown in 
plans to address climate change (Uruguay). A num-
ber of countries highlight the pandemic’s impact on 
the health system (Chad, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, 
Dominican Republic, Zimbabwe); vulnerable groups 
(Bhutan, Cuba, Zimbabwe) and the increase in vio-
lence against children and women (Uruguay).

Specific concerns are also expressed over  
COVID-19’s adverse effects on the progress of the 
SDGs (Afghanistan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Dominican Re-
public, San Marino, Sweden, Zimbabwe). Looking 
at the goals individually, countries indicate that  
SDG 8 (Decent work and economic growth) has been 
most affected, followed by SDG 3 (Good health and 
well-being) and SDG 1 (No poverty) (Box 3.1).

Some countries present feedback and figures on the 
impact of COVID-19 on every SDG (Egypt, Iraq).28 For 
instance, Iraq’s VNR report features an illustration 
of the ‘complex crisis’, made up of the political, 
economic and health crises, the impact this has 
had on achieving the SDGs and the response.29

The pandemic is referenced by some as an oppor-
tunity to rethink and rebuild sectors, demonstrating 
the need for long-term, transformative and sus-
tainable solutions (Antigua and Barbuda, Bhutan, 
Denmark, Egypt, Iraq).

24  Countries highlight the challenges and impact of COVID-19 in a specific chapter (Azerbaijan, Bhutan, China, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, 
Guatemala, Iraq, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Zimbabwe) or throughout the report (Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua 
and Barbuda, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, Czech Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Marshall Islands, Namibia, Nicaragua, the Niger, Norway, 
Paraguay, San Marino, Thailand, Uruguay).

25  Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, Chad, China, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Egypt, 
Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Namibia, Nicaragua, Norway, Paraguay, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, 
Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.

26  Antigua and Barbuda, Bhutan, Chad, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Madagascar, Nicaragua, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Spain, Uruguay.
27  Azerbaijan, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Madagascar, the Niger, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
28  Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, pp. 23–77.
29  The Republic of Iraq, ‘The Second National Voluntary Review Report on the Achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals’, 2021, p. 37. 
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30  Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Czech Republic, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Guatemala, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, 
Madagascar, Malaysia, Paraguay, Qatar, Sierra Leone, Thailand, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.

31 Afghanistan, Antigua and Barbuda, Bhutan, Bolivia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Malaysia, Thailand.
32 Afghanistan, Antigua and Barbuda, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Indonesia, Madagascar, Malaysia, Paraguay, Thailand, Uruguay.
33 Comisión ODS Paraguay, ‘Segundo Informe Nacional Voluntario – Paraguay 2021’, 2021, p. 27. 

3.1  Impact on the VNR  
process

COVID-19 has had an impact on most of the 2021 
VNR processes,30 including causing delays in the 
VNR processes themselves (DPRK, Sierra Leone). 
The pandemic particularly affected stakeholder en-
gagement31 and consultation processes (Afghani-
stan, Bhutan, DPRK, Egypt, Madagascar, Paraguay, 
Thailand) thus reducing the number of VNR pre-
paratory meetings (Japan) or preventing non-gov-
ernmental stakeholder engagement (Bolivia).

Countries held virtual consultations instead of 
in-person events,32 gathered written inputs (Bhutan, 
Zimbabwe) or held phone interviews (Guatemala). 
Paraguay included the results from an online sur-
vey on the impact of COVID-19 as an input to its 
VNR report.33 The positive effects of virtual stake-
holder engagement were also highlighted, including 
the flexibility it provided and easy access to stake-
holders (Chad, Czech Republic, Indonesia) within 
the limitations caused by the digital divide.

Box 3.1: SDGs most affected by COVID-19 according to the 2021 VNR 
countries
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Source: Author‘s calculation
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Source: The Republic of Iraq, ‘The Second National Voluntary Review Report on the Achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals’, 2021, p. 37.

Box 3.2: The impact of the political, economic and  
health crisis on the SDGs in Iraq

COVID-19 also impacted data collection efforts 
(Angola, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Qatar, Zimbabwe), in-
cluding delays (Angola, Indonesia), limitations to 
facilities and infrastructure, as well as inequality 
between regions (Indonesia), and a lack of progress 
on data collection for SDG localisation (Lao PDR). In 
some cases, countries tackled the data collection 
challenges by using data from alternative sources 
(Angola, Indonesia, Qatar). For instance, in Qatar, 

alternative data collection methods were employed 
by using call centres or social media, or by access-
ing administrative records.34 

One country stated that the decrease in revenue 
flows as a result of COVID-19 affected financing for 
the VNR (Sierra Leone).

34 State of Qatar, ‘Qatar Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 173. 

CRISIS CONSEQUENCES CRISIS REPERCUSSIONS

COM
PLEX CRISIS

Youth Movement

Resignation of the  
Government

Exacerbation of  
Political Instability

Pressure on  
Health System

Infections and deaths  
Caused by the Pandemic

Decline of Service Quality  
and Coverage

The outcome of these demonstrations: 490 protesters killed, and 7,783 others  
wounded between October 2019 and May 2020
The delay in forming the new government and setting a date for early elections
Delay in IDPs‘ return and failure to end their suffering

Disruption of education activities

Disruption of education activities

The GDP fell by 12.3% in the first half of 2020 compared to 2019

The budget deficit increased from 4% in 2019 to 19% in 2020

42% of the population are living in fragile living situation
Exacerbation of the situation of poor women, children, and IDPs

35% of young men are unemployed 
Exacerbation of women situation

The poverty rate increased to 31,7 that corresponds to 11.4 million 
poor person

The price rise will likely affect the food security situation, especially 
among poor families

Disruption of some economic activities in the public and private sectors,  
especially in the southern provinces

Oxygen shortage crisis A rise in infections among health personnel

Total infections: 1,095,199 cases 
Total deaths: 15,465 up to April 2021

Decline of Economic  
Activity

Exacerbation of Federal 
Buget Deficit

Decline of Living  
Conditions

High Unemployment  
Rates

High Poverty Rates

Threat to Food Security

POLITICAL CRISIS

HEALTH CRISIS

FINANCIAL AND 
ECONOMIC CRISIS
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35 Antigua and Barbuda, Colombia, Denmark, Lao PDR, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, the Niger, Sierra Leone, Spain, Thailand, Uruguay.
36 The Kingdom of Thailand, ‘Thailand’s Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 3.
37  Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 25.

Source: Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 25.

Box 3.3: Indonesia’s ‘Build Forward Better’ strategy

 20 

Box 3.3: Indonesia’s ‘Build Forward Better’ strategy 

 
Source: Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 25. 
 
 
The pandemic has triggered the creation of online training tools (Qatar), a strengthening of the 
institutional SDG architecture (Paraguay) or given rise to specific studies (Japan). Japan’s 
parliamentary league prepared a study ‘Challenges of the Sustainable Development Goals in Light 
of the Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic: Strong Promotion of the SDGs through Partnership 
among Parliament, Government, the Business Community and Civil Society.’ The report highlights 
the importance of the principles of the 2030 Agenda and the need for continued efforts on the 
SDGs.38 In Egypt, stakeholders were consulted to produce projections on the impact of COVID-19 
and create the ‘SDG Push’ scenario to project 2030 targets. The SDG Push scenario reflects strong 
SDG policy commitments to i) increasing spending on social protection, ii) strengthening 
governance structures, iii) accelerating digital innovation and iv) promoting the green economy.39 
 

3.3 Reflections 
Countries report extensively on the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the VNR process, 
sustainable development in general and the progress of the SDGs. Stakeholder engagement and 
in-person consultations, meetings and dialogue were particularly affected by COVID-19 prevention 
measures. In many cases, these were replaced by virtual events, digital solutions or alternative 
methods, such as written inputs or phone interviews. While there were some positive aspects of 
virtual stakeholder engagement, i.e. enhanced inclusivity and flexibility, in some cases the digital 
divide and delays affected participation in VNR-related events. COVID-19 disrupted statistical and 
data collection activities. While some countries supplemented data gaps with data from alternative 
sources, others faced delays or setbacks that potentially affected the empirical foundation of the 
VNR processes. 
 
Concerns over the impact of COVID-19 on SDG progress and on specific sectors are widely shared 
by the 2021 VNR countries, particularly in the context of growing the economy, reducing poverty 

 
38 Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward 
achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 2021, p. 42.  
39 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 23.  

3.2  Aligning COVID-19  
recovery planning with 
the SDGs

 
Many countries reference COVID-19 response and 
mitigation efforts, and a number report specific 
plans that align COVID-19 recovery planning with 
the SDGs.35 For instance, Thailand produced an ‘Ad 
Hoc Master Plan’ under its ‘National Strategy in 
Response to COVID-19’. This Master Plan includes 
the impact of the pandemic and plans for recovery 
through the lens of the SDGs.36 Indonesia’s ‘Build 
Forward Better’ strategy for economic recovery and 
social reforms identifies four priority areas to en-
sure a sustainable recovery and future resilience 

from the COVID-19 pandemic: i) industry recovery, 
tourism and investment towards a green economy; 
ii) a strengthened disaster resilience system; iii) 
a strengthened national health system and iv) a 
strengthened social protection system (Box 3.3).37 
Plans were announced to align recovery efforts 
with the SDGs (DPRK).

The pandemic has triggered the creation of online 
training tools (Qatar), a strengthening of the insti-
tutional SDG architecture (Paraguay) or given rise 
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38  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 2021,  
p. 42. 

39 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 23. 

to specific studies (Japan). Japan’s parliamentary 
league prepared a study ‘Challenges of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals in Light of the Impact 
of the COVID-19 Pandemic: Strong Promotion of the 
SDGs through Partnership among Parliament, Gov-
ernment, the Business Community and Civil Soci-
ety.’ The report highlights the importance of the 
principles of the 2030 Agenda and the need for 
continued efforts on the SDGs.38 In Egypt, stake-
holders were consulted to produce projections on 
the impact of COVID-19 and create the ‘SDG Push’ 
scenario to project 2030 targets. The SDG Push 
scenario reflects strong SDG policy commitments 
to i) increasing spending on social protection, ii) 
strengthening governance structures, iii) accelerat-
ing digital innovation and iv) promoting the green 
economy.39

3.3 Reflections

Countries report extensively on the impact the COV-
ID-19 pandemic has had on the VNR process, sus-
tainable development in general and the progress 
of the SDGs. Stakeholder engagement and in-person 
consultations, meetings and dialogue were particu-
larly affected by COVID-19 prevention measures. In 
many cases, these were replaced by virtual events, 
digital solutions or alternative methods, such as 
written inputs or phone interviews. While there 
were some positive aspects of virtual stakeholder 
engagement, i.e. enhanced inclusivity and flexibility, 
in some cases the digital divide and delays affect-
ed participation in VNR-related events. COVID-19 
disrupted statistical and data collection activities. 
While some countries supplemented data gaps with 
data from alternative sources, others faced delays 
or setbacks that potentially affected the empirical 
foundation of the VNR processes.

Concerns over the impact of COVID-19 on SDG pro-
gress and on specific sectors are widely shared by 
the 2021 VNR countries, particularly in the context 
of growing the economy, reducing poverty and in-
creasing employment. In terms of progress on the 
individual SDGs, SDG 8 (Decent work and economic 
growth), SDG 3 (Good health and well-being) and 
SDG 1 (No poverty) are considered to have been the 
most affected.

The countries recognise the multidimensional and 
complex impact that COVID-19 has had on their so-
cieties. Although various recovery efforts have been 
announced, a number of countries have adapted 
their COVID-19 response to the 2030 Agenda e.g. in 
the form of recovery plans that are aligned with the 
SDGs. Bringing the COVID-19 response and recovery 
in line with the 2030 Agenda can help mitigate set-
backs and keep the momentum going on the SDGs. 
The pandemic has exposed the interconnected na-
ture of our societies and deepened the existing in-
equalities within and among countries. This calls 
for a holistic and inclusive approach that consid-
ers the synergies and trade-offs among sectors to 
ensure that no one is left behind. COVID-19 has 
also demonstrated the critical role of subnation-
al governments and the importance of multilevel 
governance, calling for effective bottom-up policies 
and decision-making processes and strengthening 
SDG localisation.

Although the pandemic has exposed numerous vul-
nerabilities and slowed down SDG progress, it has 
also triggered the development of new tools and 
initiatives which can help countries adapt to the 
‘new reality’ and demonstrate their commitment to 
building back better. In future, the VNR process 
will provide a context for considering the lessons 
learned from COVID-19 and support accelerated 
action for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.
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40  Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, China, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Mexico, the Niger, Paraguay, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Tunisia, 
Uruguay, Zimbabwe.

41  The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National Review to the 
HLPF 2021’, 2021, pp.18–19.

42  Angola, Bolivia, Chad, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Madagascar, Marshall Islands, Norway, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Spain, Thailand.
43  Angola, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Chad, Colombia, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Guatemala, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, Paraguay, Spain, Thailand.
44  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’ – 

2021, p. 13.

4.0  NATIONAL SDG INSTITUTIONAL 
STRUCTURES

Six years into the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, many countries have established insti-
tutional structures to manage SDG-related efforts. These structures play a key role in the fol-
low-up and review of the Agenda and can help facilitate the coherent mainstreaming of the SDGs. 
While SDG and VNR-related responsibilities are highly country-specific, most countries apply a 
‘whole-of-government’ approach and engage representatives from across government, predomi-
nantly and increasingly from the subnational level. National statistical offices (NSOs) and par-
liament have a growing role in the national institutional structures and a number of countries 
facilitate participation by major stakeholder groups, such as civil society, the private sector and 
academia.

4.1  SDG institutional  
arrangements

Many of the 2021 VNR countries reported for the 
second or third time and most used their existing 
institutional structures to manage their VNR and 
SDG efforts.40 However, some countries stated that 
the responsibility for VNR and SDG implementation 
had moved to a different ministry or body since 
the previous VNR (Czech Republic, Japan, Malay-
sia, Mexico, Namibia, Norway). In some cases, the 
change was made to enhance certain review or 
implementation efforts, such as strengthening SDG 
localisation (Norway). In others, the SDG institu-
tional structures were expanded and additional 
structures were added (Denmark, Germany, Para-
guay, Sweden). In Germany, interministerial liaison 
offices were established in each ministry, and di-
alogue groups consisting of various stakeholders 
were set up to advise the State Secretaries’ Com-
mittee on Sustainable Development.41 Some coun-
tries appointed a national coordinator for the 2030 
Agenda (Republic of Cyprus, Sweden) and a number 
of countries reported new institutional structures42  

– including some repeated VNR countries. In a few 
cases, no specific institutional structure was men-
tioned (Nicaragua, San Marino).

The lead institution responsible for the VNR and 
SDG efforts varies significantly from country to 
country. Nearly 40% of the VNR and SDG efforts are 
managed by specific bodies or platforms dedicated 
to sustainable development, such as National SDG 
Coordination Councils, teams, task forces, working 
groups or steering committees.43 The Government 
of Japan established the ‘SDGs Promotion Head-
quarters’ to promote the SDGs comprehensive-
ly and effectively both in Japan and abroad. The 
Headquarters is led by the Prime Minister with the 
Chief Cabinet Secretary and the Minister for For-
eign Affairs acting as deputy heads. ‘SDG Promotion 
Roundtable Meetings’ have led to the formulation of 
the ‘SDG Implementation Guiding Principles’, which 
function as a medium to long-term strategy to pro-
mote and implement the SDGs in Japan.44 (Box 4.1).
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45 Bolivia, Colombia, Cuba, Egypt, Guatemala, Indonesia, Iraq, Namibia, the Niger, Sierra Leone.
46 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People‘s Republic of China, ‘China‘s VNR Report on Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 9. 
47  Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government of Bhutan, ‘Transformations for Sustainable Development in the 21st Century - Bhutan’s Second Volun-

tary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 14.

Box 4.1: The Japanese SDGs Promotion Headquarters

Source: Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda –Toward achieving the SDGs in the  
post-COVID19 era’ – p. 13.

In many countries, specific ministries are in charge 
of the VNR and SDG-related efforts or lead these 
SDG committees, councils or other mechanisms. In 
the majority of the 2021 VNR countries, the Min-
istry of Planning leads the efforts,45 followed by 
the Ministry of Economy (Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, 
Chad, Dominican Republic, Mexico, Tunisia); the 
Prime Minister’s Office (Bhutan, Germany, Japan, 
Malaysia, Qatar, Spain); the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs (Antigua and Barbuda, Paraguay); the Ministry 
of Finance (Denmark, Republic of Cyprus); the Plan-
ning and Budget Office (Uruguay) or the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Welfare (Zimbabwe). In some 
cases, multiple ministries are responsible for the 
VNR and SDG activities (Angola, Cabo Verde, Chi-
na, Czech Republic, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Norway). 

For example, in China, the Center for International 
Knowledge and Development drafted the report and 
an interministerial coordination mechanism is re-
sponsible for SDG implementation.46 Norway’s VNR- 
and SDG-related efforts are co-led by the Ministry 
of Local Government and Modernisation and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, reflecting domestic and 
foreign SDG responsibilities respectively (Box 4.2)

In some cases, specific ad hoc committees or work-
ing groups were established to prepare the VNR 
(Angola, Bhutan, Chad, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, 
Qatar, Thailand). For instance, Bhutan reports that 
it set up a multisectoral VNR Task Force to provide 
technical input and guidance.47
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Box 4.2: VNR- and SDG-related responsibilities in Norway

Source: Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, 
p. 48.

4.2  Whole-of-government 
approach

 
With some exceptions, most countries apply a 
‘whole-of government’ approach in their respec-
tive VNR processes, ensure horizontal cross-sec-
toral collaboration and report on the engagement 
of line ministries and government agencies.48 In 
some countries, specific ministries function as the 
custodians for individual SDGs (Denmark, Norway, 
Thailand).

A number of countries enable both a horizontal and 
vertical i.e. multilevel government approach.49 In 
some cases, multilevel governance is facilitated by 

including representatives from LRGs in the VNR 
and SDG institutional mechanisms.50 The Norwe-
gian government mechanism has a strong focus 
on multilevel government alignment and gives a 
prominent role to subnational government while 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has overall re-
sponsibility for international follow-up.51 (Box 
4.2)

In addition to the involvement of governmental 
stakeholders, a number of VNR and SDG insti-
tutional structures ensure the engagement of 
representatives from areas such as the private 
sector,52 civil society53 and academia,54 as well 
as from parliament and NSOs. Parliament55 is 
increasingly engaged in national SDG institu-

48  Afghanistan, Angola, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, China, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, 
Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, the Niger, Norway, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Spain, Sweden, Uruguay, Thailand.

49  Afghanistan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, China, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Mexico, 
Norway, Paraguay, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia.

50  Afghanistan, Cabo Verde, Chad, China, Cuba, Egypt, Germany, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Norway, Sierra Leone, Thailand.
51 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 48. 
52 Afghanistan, Cabo Verde, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, the Niger, Qatar, Spain, Tunisia, Zimbabwe.
53  Afghanistan, Angola, Cabo Verde, Chad, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Germany, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, the 

Niger, Qatar, Spain, Tunisia, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
54 Angola, Cabo Verde, Chad, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Germany, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Qatar, Spain.
55 Afghanistan, Angola, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Madagascar, Mexico, Paraguay, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia.
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tional mechanisms (Box 4.3) and NSOs are reg-
ularly included in a number of SDG institutional 
structures.56 Other stakeholders that play a role in 
the mechanisms include UN Agencies and devel-
opment partners (Afghanistan, Angola, Indonesia, 
Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Tunisia, Zimbabwe), 
labour organisations and youth groups (Indonesia). 
The participation and approaches to stakeholder 
engagement are analysed in more detail below and 
in Chapter 6.

Some countries highlight coordination as a chal-
lenge (Colombia, Cuba, Japan) or indicate that in-
vesting in the coordination of the SDGs is the next 
step (Afghanistan, Madagascar, Namibia, Norway, 
Sierra Leone, Spain), for example by creating a na-
tional platform to coordinate SDG-related efforts 
(Afghanistan, Namibia) or a forum (Norway).

4.2.1 LOCAL AND REGIONAL GOVERNMENTS

LRGs are increasingly engaged in national SDG in-
stitutional structures. This year, LRGs participated 
in national SDG mechanisms in around 40% of VNR 
countries,57 which is slightly more than in 2020. 
Furthermore, a number of initiatives by national 
SDG mechanisms aim to strengthen SDG localisa-
tion. In Paraguay, an SDG Localisation Committee 
was formed as part of its national SDG Commis-
sion.58 In Colombia, the national SDG Secretariat 
developed a strategy to involve local governments 
focused on knowledge sharing among election can-
didates, awareness raising among newly elected 
subnational governments and evaluating SDG main-
streaming into local development plans.59 Some 
national mechanisms coordinate with subnational 
entities (Denmark, the Niger).

Moreover, LRGs play a role in consultations,60 SDG 
awareness raising61 or in SDG implementation.62 

Nicaragua’s report presents specific examples of 

where local governments have a critical role to 
play in SDG implementation, such as SDG 1: contri-
bution to decent housing programmes and SDG 11: 
conducting an analysis of the housing situation to 
identify those in need of housing. In some cases, 
LRGs play a role in M&E (Egypt) and data collection 
(Indonesia, Malaysia).

4.2.2 PARLIAMENT

Parliament continues to play an increasingly prom-
inent role in the VNR processes and national SDG 
efforts. In addition to its engagement with institu-
tional mechanisms,63 a number of countries report 
on parliament’s role in overseeing and scrutinising 
SDG-related questions.64 For instance, the Norwe-
gian Parliament receives the National Action Plan 
and annual reports from the government on SDG 
progress.65 It also plays a role in SDG budgeting. 
In Bhutan, the strategic plans for the two houses 
of parliament were updated and a resolution was 
adopted to embed SDG oversight into parliamentary 
practice. The National Council, also referred to as 
the House of Review, conducts reviews and pro-
vides recommendations on a wide range of critical 
issues that cut across the SDGs.66

A growing number of parliaments have established 
specific SDG committees67 or working groups and 
advisory councils on sustainable development 
(Denmark, Germany, San Marino). In Mexico, a spe-
cial commission for the follow-up and review of 
the 2030 Agenda contributed to the VNR process 
by consulting within parliament and by analys-
ing the main legislative proposals of relevance to 
the SDGs.68 In Denmark, a parliamentary working 
group was appointed to consolidate parliamentary 
responsibility and coordination efforts related to 
the 2030 Agenda. The working group is authorised 
to submit recommendations to the government and 
parliament on future SDG-related efforts.69 

56  Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Paraguay, Thai-
land, Tunisia, Uruguay.

57 Afghanistan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Cuba, Egypt, Germany, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, Sierra Leone, Spain, Thailand, Tunisia.
58 Comisión ODS Paraguay, ‘Segundo Informe Nacional Voluntario – Paraguay 2021’, 2021, p. 33
59 Gobierno de Colombia, Departamento Nacional de Planeación, ‘Reporte Nacional Voluntario 2021’, 2021, p. 81. 
60  Afghanistan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Czech Republic, Germany, Guatemala, Lao PDR, Marshall Islands, the Niger, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Spain, 

Sweden.
61 Cabo Verde, Colombia, Denmark, Egypt, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Sierra Leone, Thailand.
62  Angola, Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, China, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Nicaragua, Norway, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, 

Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand.
63 Afghanistan, Angola, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Madagascar, Mexico, Paraguay, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia.
64 Bhutan Cabo Verde, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Japan, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe.
65 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 49.
66  Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government of Bhutan, ‘Transformations for Sustainable Development in the 21st Century - Bhutan’s Second Voluntary 

National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 79.
67 Cabo Verde, Cuba, Czech Republic, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe.
68 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 24.
69 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 26.



2021 Voluntary National Reviews 

26

Several parliaments were consulted70 or have been 
active in SDG awareness-raising activities (Azer-
baijan, Denmark, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia); 
budgeting (Cabo Verde, Norway, Republic of Cyprus) 
or SDG implementation (Sweden, Tunisia). Sweden’s 
action plan for the 2030 Agenda focuses on com-
mitments made and actions based on the Swedish 
Parliament’s own objectives.71 In one case, parlia-
ment reviewed the VNR report (Marshall Islands).

4.2.3 SUPREME AUDIT INSTITUTIONS

Just under 25% of the 2021 VNR countries report on 
engaging SAIs in the VNR process or SDG implemen-
tation efforts compared to around 30% in 2020 (Box 
4.4) (Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Cuba, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Guatemala, Indonesia, the Niger, 
Norway). In addition to a decrease in engaging SAIs, 
only a few SAIs played an active role in the SDG 
institutional mechanisms (Afghanistan, Bhutan).

Countries that engaged SAIs have done so mostly to 
perform audits and assessments (Azerbaijan, Cuba, 
Denmark, Guatemala, Norway); for general oversight 
(Cabo Verde, Guatemala, Qatar) or to provide feed-

back on the SDG implementation (Czech Republic). 
The Danish National Audit Office conducted an audit 
of the public accounts of its national SDG imple-
mentation efforts. The audit revealed that Danish 
ministries only initiated a few new SDG-related ef-
forts or plans.72 Cuba’s SDG audit programme con-
ducted auditing exercises in 2018 and 2020 on SDG 
5 (Gender equality), SDG 7 (Affordable and clean 
energy), SDG 11 (Sustainable cities and comsmuni-
ties), SDG 13 (Climate action), SDG 14 (Life below 
water) and SDG 15 (Life on land). The exercises 
verified the budget allocation for the programmes 
and the implementation of these SDGs.73 In Azer-
baijan, the national SAI’s mandate was amended in 
2020 to incorporate the SDGs. The so-called Cham-
ber of Accounts carried out a specific assessment 
on forest management in line with SDG 15 (Life on 
land). The findings were used to attract more fund-
ing by raising awareness of the socio-economic 
significance of forests.74 

Guatemala’s SDG audit adopted a multilevel gov-
ernance approach in which the national audit 
institution audited local governments on the im-
plementation of the SDGs. At the same time, the 

70  Angola, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Namibia, Norway, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, 
Sierra Leone, Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe.

71 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 11. 
72 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 30.
73 República de Cuba, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario Cuba 2021’, 2021, p. 25.
74 Republic of Azerbaijan, ‘Third Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 33.

Box 4.3: Roles assigned to national parliaments
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Organization of Latin American and Caribbean Su-
preme Audit Institutions (OLACEFS) evaluated Gua-
temala on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.75  
In some countries, SAIs were consulted during the 
VNR process (Bhutan, Indonesia) or were included 
in awareness-raising activities (the Niger). In Indo-
nesia, the SAI was asked to review the preparation 
of the Indonesian VNR 2021; the Audit Board used 
the following criteria: consistency with previous 
VNR reports, validity of data, consistency of analy-
sis with past audit results and alignment with the 
process recommended in the VNR Handbook.76 

4.3 Reflections

Several countries report on elaborate institutional 
set-ups that, in some cases, have been expanded or 
adapted since the previous VNR. While the design of 
the institutional structures is highly country-specific, 
most countries practise the ‘whole-of-government’ 
approach. Many SDG commissions, councils or task 
forces manage the VNR and SDG efforts and engage 
various stakeholders, including government enti-
ties, NSOs, parliament as well as non-governmental 
stakeholders and others. Some countries, especially 
in Europe, have well-established systems in place 

to implement and monitor progress on the SDGs, but 
integrating the SDGs into these frameworks and the 
role that VNRs can play to support these processes 
is still a work in progress.

There is more collaboration with cross-sectoral gov-
ernment entities than engagement with subnational 
governments, indicating a pre-eminence of horizontal 
rather than vertical coordination. While the vertical 
coordination needs strengthening, a slight increase 
in the participation of LRGs is noted and specific 
entities have been set up to manage SDG localisation 
at the national level – reflecting a growing recog-
nition of the need to advance the mainstreaming of 
the SDGs at the local level. Nevertheless, multilevel 
governance needs to be strengthened further to en-
sure coherent implementation of the SDGs.

While the role of SAIs has diminished, parliaments 
have played a significantly greater role in national 
VNR- and SDG-related efforts. In addition to partic-
ipation in the SDG review mechanisms, there has 
been increased parliamentary engagement in SDG 
oversight, monitoring and budgeting activities. This 
trend is an encouraging development for accounta-
bility and for the promotion of people-centred initia-
tives in the follow-up, review and implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda.

75 Gobierno de Guatemala, ‘ODS en Guatemala – III Revisión Nacional Voluntaria’, 2021, p. 143. 
76 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 12.
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5.0   SDG mainstreaming and  
policy coherence

The transformation towards a more sustainable future relies to a great extent on integrating the 
2030 Agenda and its core principles of universality, the interconnectedness of the three dimen-
sions of sustainable development and LNOB. Mainstreaming the Agenda at the national and local 
level needs to consider the interlinked nature of the SDGs and ensure that every individual and 
every sector of the population benefits from development progress for the transformative change 
needed to achieve sustainable development. This requires integrated and systemic approaches that 
support comprehensive and coherent mainstreaming of the SDGs. The 2021 VNR countries report 
on various SDG mainstreaming approaches, including addressing the individual goals, ensuring 
policy coherence, SDG localisation, SDG-related legal and budgeting measures, and adhering to 
the principle of LNOB.

Box 5.1:  Denmark’s traffic light model to identify  
SDG progress

Source: The Government of Denmark, ‘The Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 92

ASSESSMENT OF PRESENT FULFILLMENT

TRAFFIC LIGHT                     ASSESSMENT

Fulfilled                              Sufficient policy and implementation, and/or fulfilled 
based on data.

Not fulfilled,                        Absence of sufficient policy and implementation, 
and/or lack of fulfilment based on data.

Not fulfilled,                       Sufficient policy in the area, but a lack of implementation, 
but well-positioned              and/or partial fulfilment based on data.
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77  Afghanistan, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Chad, Colombia, Czech Republic, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Iraq, Lao PDR, Namibia, the 
Niger, Norway, Tunisia, Uruguay.

78 See Chapter 7.2.
79 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 92.
80  Sustainable Development Solutions Network’s (SDSN) Africa SDG Index and Dashboards Report ranks 52 African countries based on 97 indicators. The dashboards 

help monitor progress and provide an overview of national as well as regional performance on the SDGs. The report focuses on the efforts that African govern-
ments are taking to incorporate the SDGs into their national strategies, budgets, public engagements and coordination between branches of government.

5.1  SDG progress  
summaries

A number of countries carried out self-assessments 
of their SDG progress, which are reflected in the 
reports as summaries or overviews of progress 
on single SDGs.77 SDG progress is sometimes la-
belled using a ranking system or other means of 
assessment (Antigua and Barbuda, Czech Repub-
lic, Denmark, Germany, Marshall Islands, Norway) 
e.g. in the form of progress snapshots (Antigua and 
Barbuda, Marshall Islands). The German VNR uses 
weather symbols to indicate progress on the indi-
cator status78 and the Danish VNR report features 
a traffic light model, which is applied for the SDG 
progress review. The model indicates progress by 
using green, red and yellow traffic light colours 

Box 5.2: Results of the OECD ‘Measuring Distance to the SDG Targets’ 
study in the Czech Republic

Source: Ministry of the Environment of the Czech Republic, ‘Second Voluntary National Review of the 2030 Agenda in the Czech Republic’, 2021, p. 77.

(Box 5.1) and arrows to show trends. The assess-
ment of the current achievement of each target is 
based on quantitative data or qualitative assess-
ments of policies in a given area.79

Some reports highlight the ranking based on ex-
ternal assessments, such as using the SDG index 
of the Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
(SDSN)80 or methodologies provided by the OECD 
(Czech Republic, Mozambique, Republic of Cyprus, 
Uganda). The Czech Republic’s progress was as-
sessed using the OECD Measuring Distance to the 
SDG Targets study, which was developed to as-
sist countries with the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda. It provides an overview of the strengths 
and weaknesses in performance across the SDGs 
and the five Ps (People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace 
and Partnership) (Box 5.2).

GOALS

1: Eradicate poverty

2: Food

3: Health

4: Education

5: Gender equality

6: Water

7: Energy

8: Economy

9: Infrastructure

10: Reduce inequality

11: Cities

12: Sustainable production

13: Climate

14: Oceans

15: Biodiversity

16: Institutions

17: Implementation

  Levels of achievement to be attained by 2030
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5.2 Mainstreaming the SDGs 
and strengthening policy 
coherence

The 2021 VNR countries report many types of ap-
proaches as the mainstreaming of the SDGs is sub-
ject to a variety of country contexts. Efforts in-
clude identifying national priorities, ensuring policy 
coherence, mainstreaming the SDGs into planning 
activities, SDG budgetary and legal initiatives, SDG 
localisation as well as adherence to the principle 
of LNOB.

5.2.1 PRIORITY SETTING

Most countries have identified SDGs to be reflected 
in their national priorities,81 which in some instanc-
es take the form of broad strategic areas or pil-
lars (Afghanistan, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, 
DPRK, Indonesia, Namibia, Nicaragua, Norway). For 
instance, Norway’s eight policy priorities coincide 
with the SDGs: i) equal access to welfare, ii) a 
society where everyone can participate, iii) work in 
more sustainable ways, iv) sustainable and local 
communities, v) a carbon-neutral society, vi) effec-
tive use of economic resources, vii) a lifestyle that 
considers the environment and viii) decision-mak-
ing with respect for the environment.82 

In addition to nationally identified priorities, one 
country (Cabo Verde) highlights priority areas and 
SDGs for its municipalities, which include pover-
ty reduction (SDG 1), water and sanitation (SDG 
6), sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), 
partnership development (SDG 17), gender equality 
(SDG 5), health (SDG 3), education (SDG 4) and 
economic development (SDG 8).83 

5.2.2 SDG INTERLINKAGES

Understanding and identifying the interlinkages be-
tween the SDGs is a prerequisite for their coherent 
implementation. Countries report on various meas-

ures that consider the synergies and trade-offs be-
tween SDGs. As highlighted in the previous chapter, 
many of the SDG institutional structures have been 
designed to enable cross-cutting collaboration and 
thus strengthen the interlinkages through coordi-
nation.

Most countries recognise the importance of consid-
ering the interlinkages between the SDGs,84 how-
ever, provide varying levels of detail. Some VNR 
reports feature a considerable amount of detail and 
analyses of the interlinkages.85 The Swedish VNR 
highlights a number of efforts aimed at strength-
ening policy coherence in line with the OECD Rec-
ommendation on Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development (PCSD) and its eight principles.86 Pol-
icy coherence reviews are regularly carried out by 
civil society in the form of ‘Barometer’ reports. The 
Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) launched a 
pilot project to survey synergies and trade-offs be-
tween the SDGs at national level. The pilot aimed 
to provide an overview of systemic effects in the 
implementation of the SDGs and consisted of two 
stages. The initial stage entailed expert assess-
ments on how the SDGs have been found to influ-
ence each other. In the second stage, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs worked jointly with stakeholders 
to obtain views on the synergies and trade-offs 
between the SDGs that were surveyed.87 In Spain, 
working groups were set up to evaluate and fol-
low-up on policy coherence for sustainable devel-
opment. Regular reporting exercises are carried out 
to ensure accountability on the progress made on 
policy coherence.88

In some cases, the interlinkages between the SDGs 
are reflected in the national development goals 
and the national strategic framework (Antigua and 
Barbuda, Bhutan, Czech Republic, DPRK, Egypt, 

81  Afghanistan, Angola, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, China, Cuba, Czech Republic, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, 
Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand.

82 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021, Norway’, 2021, p. 34.
83  Government of Cabo Verde, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 43.
84  Afghanistan, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Chad, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Lao 

PDR, Madagascar, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Spain, Thailand, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
85 Angola, Colombia, Czech Republic, Egypt, Guatemala, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Mexico, Qatar, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden.
86  The eight principles promoting policy coherence: 1) political commitment and leadership, 2) strategic long-term vision, 3) policy integration; 4) whole-of-govern-

ment coordination, 5) subnational engagement, 6) stakeholder engagement, 7) analysing policy and financing impact and 8) monitoring, reporting and evaluation. 
87 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 70. 
88 Gobierno de España, ‘Informe de Progreso 2021 y Estrategia de Desarrollo Sostenible 2030’, 2021, p. 341.

5.2 Mainstreaming the SDGs and strengthening 
policy coherence
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89 Republic of Zimbabwe, ‘Zimbabwe’s Second Voluntary National Review (VNR)’, 2021, p. 37.
90  The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National Review to the HLPF 

2021’, 2021, p. 65. 
91 Cabo Verde, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Norway, San Marino, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Zimbabwe.
92 The Kingdom of Thailand, ‘Thailand’s Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p.1.
93 Ministry of the Environment of the Czech Republic, ‘Second Voluntary National Review of the 2030 Agenda in the Czech Republic’, 2021, p. 5.
94 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 22.
95  Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Bhutan, Chad, Cuba, Czech Republic, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Lao PDR, Malay-

sia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Namibia, Nicaragua, Norway, Qatar, Sierra Leone, Tunisia, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
96 State of Qatar, ‘Qatar Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 171.
97 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 21.

Marshall Islands). In others, the COVID-19 national 
recovery plan is aligned with the SDGs and its in-
terlinkages (Indonesia, Japan).

Some reports specify sector-specific trade-offs 
(Germany, Zimbabwe). Zimbabwe’s VNR report high-
lights the trade-offs and potential policy conflicts 
in the tobacco industry, which has economic impor-
tance but, at the same time, causes environmental 
degradation and a risk of diseases such as tubercu-
losis. The report outlines a number of ways in which 
the government intends to mitigate the trade-offs.89 
Germany highlights its Seventh Energy Research 
Programme, which will pursue a holistic approach.90

5.2.3 SDG-SPECIFIC PLANS, STRATEGIES AND 
POLICIES

Countries typically highlight numerous sectoral 
plans, policies and strategies that contribute to im-
plementing the 2030 Agenda. However, a growing 
number of SDG-specific national strategies, action 
plans, visions or roadmaps are emerging.91 For in-
stance, Thailand’s ‘SDG Roadmap’ provides a blue-
print for move forwarding in six key areas; policy 
integration and coherence, enabling mechanisms, 
partnerships, pilot projects, M&E and awareness 
raising.92 The Czech Republic’s approach to the 2030 
Agenda is formulated in the ‘Strategic Framework 
Czech Republic 2030’, which is used to coordinate 
public policies and sectoral and departmental 
strategies to achieve sustainable development.93

Efforts were also initiated to advance SDG local-
isation plans, strategies or policies. Indonesia de-
veloped guidance to prepare SDG action plans at 
national and subnational level, including guidelines 
for all participation platforms.94

Some countries refer to the mainstreaming and 
implementation of the SDGs as challenging (An-
gola, Denmark, Norway, Paraguay, Sweden), and a 
number of countries announced plans to enhance 
the mainstreaming of the SDGs (Bolivia, Chad, Co-
lombia, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Sweden), in-
cluding through the formulation of an SDG roadm-
ap (Malaysia, Namibia) or SDG national framework 
(Dominican Republic). Others aim to strengthen the 
mainstreaming of the SDGs in state governance 
structures (Japan) or by strengthening the links 
between the 2030 Agenda and the NDP (Chad, Co-
lombia, Lao PDR).

5.2.4 MAINSTREAMING THE SDGS INTO NATIO-
NAL DEVELOPMENT PLANS

A considerable number of countries report that 
they are continuing to mainstream the SDGs into 
their NDPs and strategies.95 For instance, the SDGs 
were mainstreamed into Qatar’s National Develop-
ment Strategy (NDS). The progress of this strategy 
is measured in line with the SDG indicators and 
reporting is submitted by different ministries to 
the statistical commission.96 Indonesia’s National 
Development Plan (RPJMN) 2020–2024 sets targets 
in alignment with the SDGs and guides the formu-
lation of local development plans. In addition, an 
SDG roadmap for 2019–2030 and an SDG national 
action plan support the achievement of the SDGs 
(Box 5.3).97

In some cases, the SDGs are mainstreamed into 
national development planning together with oth-
er international frameworks. Egypt’s Sustainable 
Development Strategy (SDS): Egypt Vision 2030 is 
aligned with the 2030 Agenda and with the African 
Union’s AU Agenda 2063 and acts as the governing 
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98 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, pp. 10–11. 
99  Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, China, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, 

Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe.
100  Afghanistan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Cuba, Denmark, Egypt, Guatemala, Lao PDR, Marshall Islands, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, 

Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Zimbabwe.
101 Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Cuba, Indonesia, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden.
102 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 41.

framework for all development programmes. Sever-
al sector-specific strategies were developed in the 
context of the Sustainable Development Strategy 
(SDS). As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
SDS was updated based on the concept of plac-
ing citizens at the centre of development planning, 
while guaranteeing equity and accessibility for all, 
combined with resilience and adaptation.98 

5.2.5 SDG LOCALISATION

Efforts to localise the SDGs are gaining signifi-
cant ground (Box 5.4). Most of the 2021 VNR coun-
tries report on various types of SDG localisation 
activities,99 including mainstreaming the SDGs into 
local plans, consultations, VLRs and VSRs, local 
data collection, monitoring and reporting, and local 
SDG implementation efforts. Many of the reports 

include a separate chapter devoted to localisation 
(Egypt, Colombia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Ma-
laysia, Paraguay, Tunisia) or feature feedback from 
local consultations or case studies (Czech Repub-
lic, Norway).

Whereas LRGs have been consulted in many cas-
es,100 and a number of parties have reported main-
streaming the SDGs into local plans,101 some coun-
tries highlight strategic approaches to localise 
the SDGs (Czech Republic, Sweden), such as the 
national strategy for ‘Sustainable regional devel-
opment in Sweden 2021–2030’. The strategy was 
originally initiated by the Swedish Parliament and 
seeks to encourage more coordinated implemen-
tation of subnational development policies to pro-
mote the integration of the three dimensions of 
sustainable development throughout the country.102

Box 5.3: Indonesia’s National Development Agenda’s alignment with 
the SDGs

Source: Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 21.
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103 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 33. 
104 Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Malaysia Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021‘, 2021, p. 10.
105  The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National Review to 

the HLPF 2021’, 2021, p. 19. 
106 See Chapter on Statistics and Data for further feedback.
107  Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, pp. 

93–110.
108  U4SSC is a UN initiative coordinated by the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) and the 

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) to achieve SDG 11 (Sustainable cities and communities).
109 Cabo Verde, Denmark, Germany, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway, Sweden, Thailand, Zimbabwe.
110 Republic of Zimbabwe, ‘Zimbabwe’s Second Voluntary National Review (VNR)’, 2021, p. 49. 

Box 5.4:  VNR reporting on SDG localisation efforts  
(2018–2021)

Institutional structures were also established to 
help facilitate, coordinate or monitor SDG localisa-
tion (Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, Sweden). In Indo-
nesia, an ‘SDG Subnational Coordination Team’ was 
set up to support local implementation activities 
using a multistakeholder approach.103 To strengthen 
SDG localisation, Malaysia established an ‘All-Party 
Parliamentary Group’104 and in Germany, a format 
for dialogue was set up in which more than 30 
mayors representing cities and LRGs participated 
to set out strategic sustainable development prior-
ities at the local level.105

Two VNR reports also document progress on local 
data collection and monitoring (Norway, Spain).106 
The Norwegian VNR report features detailed efforts 
by municipalities and indicates key challenges and 
lessons learned, as well as various case studies 
and best practices.107 The report moreover presents 
an overview of key findings for the VLR as well as 
the Norwegian Association of Local and Regional 
Authorities’ (KS) recommendations for the govern-

ment. According to the United for Smart Sustaina-
ble Cities (U4SSC) report (Box 5.5), more than 30 
municipalities in Norway have conducted monitor-
ing of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs).108 The re-
port acknowledges that there is still a lack of SDG 
indicators for LRGs so existing data sources were 
applied to measure progress.

A growing number of governments are conduct-
ing a VLR or VSR,109 reflecting a recognition of 
the benefits of local SDG follow-up and review 
efforts. Some of the 2021 VNR reports showcase 
the results of these local and subnational reviews 
(Denmark, Germany, Mexico, Norway), while others 
explore plans to prepare additional local reviews 
(Denmark, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe). In Zimbabwe, 
Harare and Victoria Falls carried out local reviews, 
which were presented at the Sixth Session of the 
Africa Regional Forum for Sustainable Develop-
ment. Plans are under way to strengthen work on 
the VLRs and to incorporate SDG indicators into 
service level benchmarking at local level.110 Tools 
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and good practices are also emerging that sup-
port LRGs in the VLRs (Malaysia, Mexico). Mexico 
highlights the guidelines for conducting a VLR that 
were established by development partners, aca-
demia and the National Governance Conference.111 
In Malaysia, VLRs are supported112 by guidance and 
a working methodology, the sharing of experiences 
and learning opportunities, as well as by connect-
ing cities undertaking VLRs in the country.113

Box 5.5: The U4SSC Norway Disc

Source: Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, 
p. 100.

Other examples of SDG localisation efforts include 
local SDG implementation (Azerbaijan, China, Nor-
way, Republic of Cyprus), specific SDG localisation 
programmes (Angola, Iraq) or concepts, such as 
‘smart cities’114 or ‘future cities’ (Czech Republic, 
Japan), as well as the concept of ‘Village SDGs’ 
(Indonesia). All provide a framework for main-
streaming the SDGs in cities, across communities 
or in villages.

111 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 33.
112  United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat), United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) and United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP).
113 Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Malaysia Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021‘, 2021, p. 36.
114  The smart cities concepts can be defined as ‘initiatives or approaches that effectively leverage digitalisation to boost citizen well-being and deliver more 

efficient, sustainable and inclusive urban services and environments as part of a collaborative, multi-stakeholder process’ (OECD, Housing Dynamics in Korea, 
Building Inclusive and Smart Cities, 2018).
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Box 5.6: International frameworks and conventions ranked by those 
referenced most frequently

FRAMEWORK 2021 VNR COUNTRY

Paris Agreement Afghanistan, Angola, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Cabo 
Verde, China, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Germany, 
Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagas-
car, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Norway, Paraguay, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, San 
Marino, Spain, Sweden, Tunisia, Uruguay

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction Angola, Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Cuba, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, 
Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Paraguay, 
Qatar, Spain, Thailand, Tunisia, Uruguay, Zimbabwe

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of  
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)

Bhutan, DPRK, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, 
Mexico, Namibia, the Niger, Thailand, Tunisia

Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD) Afghanistan, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, 
Norway, San Marino, Spain, Zimbabwe

Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA) Angola, Cabo Verde, Cuba, Czech Republic, Germany, 
Indonesia, Lao PDR, Namibia, Norway, Sierra Leone, 
Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Chad, Germany, Guatemala, Nicaragua, the Niger, 
Tunisia

SAMOA Pathway Angola

United Nations Human Rights Mechanism and the  
Universal Periodic Review 

Spain

Istanbul Programme of Action Norway

115  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 
2021, p. 135.

116 República de Cuba, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario Cuba 2021’, 2021, p. 30. 
117 Gobierno de Guatemala, ‘ODS en Guatemala – III Revisión Nacional Voluntaria’, 2021, p. 21.
118 Angola, Chad, Dominican Republic, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Norway, Paraguay, Sierra Leone.

Some countries are starting to localise the SDGs 
(Cuba, Japan, Guatemala). Japan has developed a 
concept for SDG finance for local development.115 In 
Cuba, the government approved a policy to foster 
SDG localisation,116 and Guatemala has made plan-
ning guidelines available to 340 municipalities to 
facilitate linking the municipal plans to the national 
priorities.117

A number of countries’ next priority is to localise 
the SDGs118 by setting up local SDG research and 
implementation centres (Indonesia); SDG main-
streaming into local plans (Lao PDR) and strength-
ening local institutional capacities (Indonesia, Nor-
way). Some countries highlight SDG localisation 
as a challenge (Indonesia, Japan, Mexico, Sierra 
Leone) due to the lack of links between the lo-

Source: Author‘s analysis
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cal communities, companies and organisations in 
achievement of the SDGs (Japan); the digital divide 
between regions (Sierra Leone); limited capacity 
(Mexico) or a lack of awareness of the SDGs at the 
local level (Tunisia).

5.2.6 INTERNATIONAL AND REGIONAL  
COOPERATION AND FRAMEWORKS

The 2021 VNR reports reference a variety of forms of 
international and regional cooperation and frame-
works. However, in many cases, these references 
are made without elaborating further. By far the 
strongest emphasis is placed on the Paris Agree-
ment (Box 5.6), including in the context of report-
ing on the progress on SDG 13 or climate change 
policies (Bhutan, Nicaragua) and energy plans or 
institutional measures (San Marino). In some cas-
es, specific frameworks are linked to the SDGs 
(Azerbaijan, Mexico). In Mexico, a study quantifies 

the benefits of climate action by implementing the 
2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement for sustaina-
ble development. The study identifies opportunities 
to accelerate progress on both agendas, avoid du-
plicating work and reduce implementation costs.119  
Azerbaijan highlights the ‘Global Pact for Safe and 
Regular Migration’ and the ‘Global Compact on Ref-
ugees’ in the context of its newly drafted Migration 
Strategy that aims to manage migration policies in 
line with the SDG targets.120 

A number of countries highlighted the promotion of 
sustainable development in the context of regional 
cooperation or initiatives. African countries refer 
to the AU Agenda 2063 (Angola, Egypt, Namibia, 
the Niger, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe) while Europe-
an countries refer to collaboration on sustainable 
development with reference to the European Union, 
the European Green Deal (Czech Republic, Germany, 
Norway, Republic of Cyprus, Spain) and the Eu-

Box 5.7: Percentage of the national budget allocated to each SDG 
in Uruguay

Source: Uruguay Presidencia, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario Uruguay 2021’, national budget per SDGs, p. 24.

119 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 30. 
120 Republic of Azerbaijan, ‘Third Voluntary National Review’, 2021, pp. 92–93.
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REDUCCIÓN DE LAS DESIGUALDADES REDUCED INEQUALITIES

SALUD Y BIENESTAR GOOD HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

PAZ, JUSTICIA E INSTITUCIONES SÓLIDAS PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS

EDUCACIÓN DE CALIDAD QUALITY EDUCATION

FIN DE LA POBREZA NO POVERTY

CIUDADES Y COMUNIDADES SOSTENIBLES SUSTAINABLE CITIES AND COMMUNITIES

INDUSTRIA, INNOVACIÓN E INFRASTRUCTURA INDUSTRY, INNOVATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE

TRABAJO DECENTE Y CRECIMIENTO ECONÓMICO DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

ALIANZAS PARA LOGRAR LOS OBJETIVOS PARTNERSHIPS FOR GROWTH

HAMBRE CERO ZERO HUNGER

ropean Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan (Czech 
Republic). Asia Pacific countries mainly reference 
regional collaboration on the SDGs in the context of 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASE-
AN) (Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Thailand) and the 
‘Advancing Partnership for Sustainability’ (Thailand).

Some countries emphasise that the VNR process is 
an opportunity to strengthen collaboration among 
the global community and development partners 
(Bhutan, Namibia, Thailand) e.g. through knowledge 
exchange (Bhutan, Thailand). Bhutan expresses 
eagerness to exchange lessons learned and best 
practices with other countries in SDG monitoring 
data platforms and dashboards. It references the 
Cambodian SDG Framework, which was developed 
in a participatory manner, with outcome level met-
rics agreed with relevant ministries and agencies. 
This approach may be used as an inspiration for on-
going SDG data collection, analysis and monitoring 
efforts in Bhutan.121 

Calls have also been made for international assis-
tance for national recovery (Afghanistan, Tunisia, 
Zimbabwe), compliance with Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) commitments (Cuba) as well as 
technical support for the implementation of the 
2030 Agenda (Azerbaijan, Paraguay), including ca-
pacity development and strengthening of data sys-
tems (Paraguay).

5.3 Budget

A number of reports feature details on how to 
finance the SDGs.122 However, comprehensive ap-
proaches to SDG budgeting are still a work in 
progress. Most countries indicate links between 
financing for the SDGs and their national devel-
opment plan and budgets,123 ODA and financing 
for development measures (Denmark, Guatemala, 
Namibia, Sierra Leone, Sweden). For instance, the 
Danish VNR report highlights the work of the SDG 
Investment Fund for developing countries that tar-
gets SDGs 1, 2, 6, 7 and 9.124 Uruguay’s VNR report 
specifies the percentage of the national budget al-
located to each SDG (Box 5.7).125

Only a few countries have fully incorporated SDG 
budgeting in their annual national budgets or work 
programmes (Norway, Indonesia). For instance, in 
Indonesia, annual SDG-related programmes and 
their budget allocations are listed in the Govern-
ment Work Plan and the State Budget.126 Some 
countries have included SDG budgeting in their 
sustainable development action plans (Denmark, 
Japan, Spain). The Spanish action plan to imple-
ment the SDGs includes a section which focuses on 
aligning the national budget with the 2030 Agenda. 
The 2021 Draft General State Budget includes the 
first report on Budget Alignment with the SDGs.127 

121  Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government of Bhutan, ‘Transformations for Sustainable Development in the 21st Century - Bhutan’s Second 
Voluntary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 15.

122  Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, DPRK, Egypt, Guatemala, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Namibia, Norway, Para-
guay, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden, Tunisia, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.

123 Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Cuba, Czech Republic, DPRK, Malaysia, Namibia, the Niger, Paraguay, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
124 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 79.
125 Uruguay Presidencia, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario Uruguay 2021’, 2021, p. 24. 
126 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 22. 
127 Gobierno de España, ‘Informe de Progreso 2021 y Estrategia de Desarrollo Sostenible 2030’, 2021, p. 323.
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Japan’s SDGs Action Plan aims to organise specific 
measures and their corresponding budgets and to 
visualise the contribution of each project to the 
SDGs.128 Some countries (Mexico, Paraguay) devel-
oped guidance to mainstream the SDGs into the na-
tional budget. In Paraguay, a guide was developed 
to support links between the national budget and 
the SDGs and enable public sector contributions to 
the SDGs to be identified.129 In Mexico, three tech-
nical tools were developed to guide the legislative 
area in the analysis, discussions and approval of 
the national budget from a sustainable perspective: 
i) a methodology and manual for aligning the budg-
etary programmes to the SDGs, ii) sustainability 
criteria and iii) ways of documenting the incorpo-
ration of the SDGs in the national budget.130

Some reports highlight the value of budgeting (An-
gola, Antigua and Barbuda, Iraq); the need for bet-
ter links between the national budget and nation-
al planning based on the 2030 Agenda (Lao PDR) 
or the importance of strengthening SDG financing 
through taxation (Dominican Republic). Several 
countries are developing plans to strengthen SDG 
budgeting (Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Colombia, Egypt, 
Lao PDR, Madagascar, Mexico, Republic of Cyprus). 
Azerbaijan plans to establish an ‘SDG Financing 
Mechanism’ with private-sector engagement.131 
Egypt envisages establishing an ‘Integrated Nation-
al Financing Framework’, which is supported by the 
UN SDG Fund and aims to identify the national re-
sources to finance the SDGs in various sectors, in-
cluding health, social protection, water and sanita-
tion, transportation and women’s empowerment.132 

Some countries mention challenges related to SDG 
budgeting and concerns over the financing of the 
SDGs (Antigua and Barbuda, Chad, Guatemala, In-
donesia, Iraq, Mexico, Sierra Leone, Uruguay). These 
challenges are related to the pandemic (Indonesia, 
Sierra Leone), limited access to financing (Antigua 
and Barbuda, Tunisia) or the lack of a mechanism 
to finance the SDGs (Cuba). As good practice in 
SDG financing, Japan launched an ‘Advisory Panel 

on New Funds for Achieving the SDGs’ to discuss 
i) taxation measures to finance travel documents, 
visas, stock and bond transactions, and foreign ex-
change transactions; and ii) measures to mobilise 
private capital to promote impact investment, the 
issuance of bonds in SDG-related projects and the 
use of blended finance.133

Uruguay stresses the need to align capital markets 
to the SDGs, and some countries suggest that the 
next steps are to strengthen SDG budgetary efforts 
and financing for the SDGs (Iraq, Lao PDR, Mada-
gascar).

5.4 Legal measures

While most countries present a number of sec-
tor-specific legislative acts that are relevant to 
sustainable development, some countries report on 
targeted legal measures and constitutional provi-
sions aimed at regulating the follow-up and review, 
and the implementation of the 2030 Agenda (Cuba, 
Lao PDR, Mexico, San Marino, Sweden, Thailand). 
These consist of measures related to the institu-
tional architecture (Paraguay) or assigning respon-
sibilities to institutions in the field of sustainable 
development (Cuba, Mexico, San Marino, Thailand). 
In Cuba, a resolution outlines the coordinating role 
of the national mechanism responsible for the 2030 
Agenda, prioritising the balance between the so-
cial, environmental and economic dimensions of 
sustainable development.134 In Sweden, parliament 
approved a government bill with the aim of imple-
menting the 2030 Agenda with a strong focus on 
ensuring policy coherence.135 In Mexico, 33 decrees 
on 15 SDGs were approved to integrate a sustain-
able vision into the legal system,136 and a planning 
law was reformulated to enable the public admin-
istration to consider strategies that advance the 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda in their plan-
ning processes.137

128  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda ¬– Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 
2021, p. 15.

129 Comisión ODS Paraguay, ‘Segundo Informe Nacional Voluntario – Paraguay 2021’, 2021, p. 70.
130 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, pp. 76–77.
131 Republic of Azerbaijan, ‘Third Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 134.
132 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 80.
133  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 29.
134 República de Cuba, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario Cuba 2021’, 2021, p. 23. 
135 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, pp. 21–22.
136 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 76.
137 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 22.
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5.5 Leaving no one behind

Most of the countries recognise and address the 
principle of LNOB in their VNR reports.138 In one 
case, the VNR was based on the principle of LNOB 
(Lao PDR). However, while countries list many initi-
atives and efforts that contribute to the principle of 
LNOB, comprehensive approaches are still lacking. 
Only a few countries carried out assessments or 
studies specifically on the principle of LNOB (Cabo 
Verde, Denmark, Indonesia, Paraguay, Sweden, Tu-
nisia). In Cabo Verde, the government developed a 
detailed LNOB study in cooperation with the UN.139 

The study followed the UN guidelines for the LNOB 
assessment and conducted a thorough analysis of 
the groups at risk of being left behind, the barriers 
in access to social services and economic opportu-
nities and the causes of exclusion.140 Sweden high-
lights the report titled ‘Sweden and the Leaving no 
one behind principle’ of June 2020, which features 
the country’s main contributions to delivering on the 
principle and includes seven main messages for ac-
celerated action including: i) ensuring human rights 
and gender equality; ii) strengthening empowerment 
and participation; iii) advancing the transition to-
wards resource-efficient, resilient and climate-neu-
tral economies; iv) promoting multidimensional 
poverty reduction; v) promoting social dialogue and 
decent work; vi) progressively advancing towards 
universal social protection and vii) improving data 
and monitoring. In Denmark, an independent as-
sessment was carried out on the extent to which 
Denmark’s international efforts fulfil its promise on 
LNOB. The government and a number of civil society 
organisations discussed the results of the assess-
ment in a virtual hearing.141 

Whereas specific LNOB strategies or plans are lim-
ited, most countries highlight programmes that tar-
get vulnerable groups142 or inclusive policies,143 in 
some cases in the context of the pandemic response 
(Bhutan, Spain). Specific efforts are reported in the 
area of social development (Qatar, Sierra Leone) 

or targeting specific population groups, including 
women (Angola, Bhutan, Sierra Leone, Sweden), 
youth and persons with disabilities (Sierra Leo-
ne, Sweden), LGBTIQ (Sweden), and older persons 
and children (Sierra Leone). Other efforts include a 
poverty eradication strategy (China) and measures 
enhancing web accessibility (Norway).

In some cases, a territorial approach was taken to 
LNOB (Colombia, Czech Republic, Egypt, Indonesia). 
In Egypt, Haya Karima (Decent Life) aims to improve 
the quality of life in the poorest villages and mar-
ginalised rural areas.144 In Colombia, a stakeholder 
mobilisation strategy was established to support 
the implementation of the principle of LNOB.145 In 
the Czech Republic, municipalities and regions can 
use an online web tool and methodology for terri-
torial impact assessments of the planned projects 
or activities to enhance sustainable development. 
The tool assesses the positive and negative impact 
of projects based on the three dimensions of sus-
tainable development.146 

Some countries highlight strengthening the nation-
al approach to delivering on the principle of LNOB 
as the next step (Republic of Cyprus, Sweden).

5.6 Reflections

With less than 10 years left and in light of the 
setbacks caused by COVID-19 in the implementa-
tion of the SDGs, there is an urgent need to main-
stream the SDGs. SDG strategies, roadmaps and 
action plans are increasingly being developed and 
the mainstreaming of the SDGs into NDPs has be-
come an established practice. Most of the 2021 
VNR countries recognise the importance of the 
SDG trade-offs and synergies and several coun-
tries report on initiatives aimed at strengthening 
the interlinkages. Even though the cross-sectoral 
mainstreaming takes precedence over multilevel 
governance, increased attention is generally be-

138  Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Cabo Verde, Chad, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Guatemala, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Mada-
gascar, Norway, Qatar, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Tunisia, Zimbabwe.

139 Government of Cabo Verde, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 45.
140 Government of Cabo Verde, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 45.
141 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 137. 
142  Afghanistan, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Cuba, Czech Republic, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Namibia, the Niger, Norway, Republic 

of Cyprus, Sweden, Zimbabwe.
143  Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, 

Marshall Islands, Mexico, Namibia, Norway, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe.
144 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 13. 
145 Gobierno de Colombia, Departamento Nacional de Planeación, ‘Reporte Nacional Voluntario 2021’, 2021, pp. 80–114. 
146 Ministry of the Environment of the Czech Republic, ‘Second Voluntary National Review of the 2030 Agenda in the Czech Republic’, 2021, p. 21.
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ing paid to policy coherence among the 2021 VNR 
countries.

Efforts to localise the SDGs are gaining signifi-
cantly more ground with many countries presenting 
initiatives. In addition to efforts such as local SDG 
planning, national SDG localisation strategic plans 
and local data collection activities, a growing num-
ber of VLRs are being carried out. These are useful 
tools for LRGs to report on SDG progress and can 
help to mainstream the SDGs at a local level.

Progress is reported in budgeting and financing for 
the SDGs, in particular efforts to incorporate the 
SDGs into the national budget. Concerns have also 
been raised over their financing, among others, as a 
result of COVID-19. While a few initiatives explore 
forms of financing for the SDGs, more systematic 
approaches to finance are needed to foster innova-
tive solutions and help mobilise contributions, e.g. 
from the private sector.

There is recognition of the significance of interna-
tional collaboration and frameworks for the SDGs. 
Peer-learning exercises are emerging between 
countries and stakeholder groups, which can sup-
port the sharing of experiences on different work-
ing methods and benefits the quality of the VNRs 
and SDG implementation in general. Great attention 
is paid to the Paris Climate Agreement and climate 
priorities as well as the importance of the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. A deeper 
exploration of the connections between the 2030 
Agenda and relevant international commitments 
may support effective simultaneous implementation 
of the existing international frameworks.

With the exception of policies, programmes and ef-
forts that address vulnerable groups, there were 
only a few wide-ranging LNOB initiatives. Although 
most of the 2021 VNR countries recognise the im-
portance of the principle, more comprehensive and 
systemic approaches are required to address the 
ongoing rising inequalities and the impact of COV-
ID-19 on vulnerable groups.
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6.0   Stakeholder engagement

The engagement of non-governmental stakeholders is considered a key prerequisite for the fol-
low-up, review and implementation of the 2030 Agenda. The Agenda encourages the inclusion and 
collaboration of various stakeholders to catalyse the transformative change needed to achieve the 
SDGs. This requires effective and meaningful multistakeholder and partnership approaches with all 
relevant stakeholders, including the private sector, civil society, academia and others to acceler-
ate the action and efforts of the ‘whole of society’.

6.1  Engagement  
approaches

The 2021 VNR reporting indicates that nearly all of 
the 2021 VNR countries have applied a whole-of-so-
ciety approach147 and have engaged multiple types 
of stakeholders in their VNR processes and SDG im-
plementation efforts. Stakeholder engagement takes 
many forms, including consultations, workshops, 
seminars or meetings. However, an increasing num-
ber of countries have established platforms and 
mechanisms that help facilitate stakeholder en-
gagement as described below. A few countries re-
port on structured approaches to support their VNR 
process (Egypt, Malaysia). In Egypt, an engagement 
plan facilitated the participation of key stakehold-
ers in the VNR preparation148 while Malaysia en-
gaged stakeholders in a phased approach through 
an SDG roadmap as part of the VNR process.149

Some countries recognise the importance of engag-
ing stakeholders in the VNR process (Azerbaijan, 
Bhutan, Egypt, Marshall Islands, Sweden, Thailand), 
others reference this in detail (Denmark, Indone-
sia, Marshall Islands, Paraguay, Thailand). A few 
countries provide an overview of the stakeholders 
that were involved in the VNR process (Indonesia, 
Marshall Islands, Thailand), a description of the 
methodology applied (Paraguay) or an overview of 
the events organised throughout the VNR process 

(Denmark). Stakeholders contributed data for some 
VNR reports (Afghanistan, Czech Republic, Malay-
sia, Sierra Leone).

Two countries report that no stakeholders were en-
gaged in the VNR preparations (Bolivia, Nicaragua) 
due to COVID-19 (Bolivia) among other reasons, 
or that only civil society (Antigua and Barbuda) 
or a few stakeholder groups (Zimbabwe) were en-
gaged. Some countries (Indonesia, Japan, Qatar) 
discussed the challenges to VNR stakeholder en-
gagement efforts. Efforts were hampered due to 
time constraints (Japan) or communication barriers 
with stakeholders (Qatar). A number of countries 
plan to strengthen stakeholder engagement,150 in-
cluding by developing a mechanism aimed to sup-
port stakeholder participation (Chad, Colombia, Lao 
PDR, Republic of Cyprus, Thailand).

6.2  Multistakeholder  
engagement

 
Whereas many countries include non-governmental 
stakeholders in their SDG institutional mechanisms, 
multistakeholder approaches are, for the most part, 
applied only in consultative processes, workshops 
and surveys. For instance, Thailand’s VNR includes 
various multistakeholder case studies. Some coun-

147  Afghanistan, Angola, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, China, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, 
Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Namibia, the Niger, Norway, Paraguay, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, San Marino, Sierra 
Leone, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe.

148  Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 17. 
149 Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Malaysia Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021‘, 2021, p. 14.
150 Chad, Colombia, Egypt, Lao PDR, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Norway, Sierra Leone, Republic of Cyprus, Sweden, Thailand.
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tries set up SDG-related working groups, networks, 
advisory groups, forums or committees to facili-
tate the engagement of various stakeholders and 
to promote collaborative SDG activities.151 In Spain, 
the ‘Open Government Forum’ is a space for per-
manent participation and dialogue between pub-
lic administrations and representatives from civ-
il society to promote collaboration, transparency, 
participation and accountability.152 In Norway, the 
‘Advisory Forum on Policy Coherence’ was set up 
to engage non-governmental stakeholders in re-
sponse to Norway’s commitment to initiate a policy 
coherence reform. The forum engages the private 
sector, civil society, academia and labour organi-
sations and is co-chaired by the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Ministry of Local Government and 
Modernisation.153 In Denmark, the 2030 Network is 
a forum that enables broad and inclusive debate on 
the SDGs. The network consists of the Danish Par-
liament, the Danish Business Association, civil so-
ciety and other stakeholders. It promotes the SDGs 
and supports their mainstreaming in the work of 
the Danish Parliament. An additional body, the so-
called 2030 Panel, supports the network through 
dialogue, knowledge sharing and analytical input. 
The Panel is a cross-sectoral advisory body, whose 
members are appointed by the network.154

Some countries highlight coordination efforts, 
frameworks or platforms that help facilitate mul-
tistakeholder engagement (Egypt, Indonesia, Japan, 
Madagascar, Republic of Cyprus, Sweden). Egypt’s 
digital multistakeholder engagement mechanism is 
an interactive platform born out of the need to en-
courage digital engagement with the VNR process 
due to COVID-19. The platform has turned into a 
permanent mechanism where stakeholders can con-
tinue to submit their contributions to the SDGs.155 

Multistakeholder approaches are also highlighted 
as part of the COVID-19 response (Lao PDR) as well 
as at subnational level (Germany, Mexico).

6.3 Stakeholder groups

Civil society organisations (CSOs), the private sec-
tor and the scientific community are among the 
major stakeholder groups that support the fol-
low-up and review process and the implementation 
of the SDGs in various ways. These groups, and a 
number of other stakeholders, are active and con-
tribute to the SDGs through their representation in 
the SDG institutional structure, but also through 
consultations, data collection, awareness-rais-
ing or reporting efforts. VNR reports increasingly 
feature independent assessments of SDG progress 
from civil society and others, which is elaborated 
on in section 6.6.

6.3.1 CIVIL SOCIETY

Civil society remains the dominant stakeholder 
group engaged in VNR- and SDG-related processes. 
In addition to participation in the SDG institution-
al structures and mechanisms, the engagement of 
CSOs in VNR and SDG efforts is predominantly re-
ported through consultations.156 However, the 2021 
VNR reports feature some specific initiatives that 
evaluate or help advance the role of civil socie-
ty (Republic of Cyprus, Sweden). In the Republic 
of Cyprus, the ‘Social Actors’ Involvement Survey’ 
evaluated the role of civil society in achieving 
the SDGs.157 In Sweden, civil society organisations 
signed a joint declaration of intent setting out high-
er ambitions for implementing the 2030 Agenda.158 

The reports mention particular civil society groups 
that represent specific sectors of the population. 
There is wide-ranging engagement with youth 
groups159 and also with women,160 children (Bhu-
tan, Norway, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Zimbabwe) 
and persons with disabilities (Afghanistan, Cuba, 
Indonesia, Iraq, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe). Only a 
few countries refer to older persons (Cuba, Czech 
Republic); refugees (Afghanistan); migrants (Zim-
babwe) and HIV patients (Zimbabwe).

151 Angola, Cabo Verde, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Namibia, the Niger, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Thailand. 
152 Gobierno de España, ‘Informe de Progreso 2021 y Estrategia de Desarrollo Sostenible 2030’, 2021, p. 97. 
153 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 24.
154 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 26.
155 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 17.
156  Angola, Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Iraq, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall 

Islands, Namibia, the Niger, Norway, Paraguay, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia.
157 Republic of Cyprus, ‘Second Voluntary National Review’, 2021, pp. 15-16. 
158 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 31. 
159  Angola, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Czech Republic, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Norway, Republic of Cyprus, 

Sierra Leone, Sweden, Zimbabwe.
160 Afghanistan, Bhutan, Czech Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Marshall Islands, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe.
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Civil society’s important role as a watchdog to 
oversee government is underscored (Afghanistan), 
as well as in the context of COVID-19 and SDG im-
plementation (Antigua and Barbuda).

6.3.2 PRIVATE SECTOR

The private sector participates in approximately 
30% of the SDG institutional frameworks161 and is 
widely consulted.162 However, reporting indicates 
there is considerable room for improvement in en-
gaging with the private sector. Only a few countries 
highlight specific initiatives that help advance the 
private sector’s role and contributions in the review 
and implementation of the 2030 Agenda (Colom-
bia, Denmark, Guatemala, Japan, Mexico). Some of 
these aim to track progress on the SDGs from a 
business perspective, such as a study on the status 
of the SDGs in company supply chains (Mexico). 
Colombia’s VNR report features an ‘SDG Corporate 
Tracker’, which measures and visualises the private 
sector’s contributions to the progress on the SDGs 
as presented in the 2018 VNR process. The lessons 
learned include: i) introducing standardised plat-
forms or mechanisms for data capturing to reduce 
error probability, ii) supporting reporting processes 
or private business through technical assistance 
and iii) strengthening the description of information 
required for each of the indicators.163 

Some reports feature innovative private-sector 
related initiatives (Denmark, Guatemala, Japan). 
In Japan, the SDGs Status Survey was conducted 
by the UN Global Compact and the Institute for 
Global Environmental Strategies (IGES). The survey 
results show that corporate management’s aware-
ness of the SDGs has reached 85%, indicating that 
understanding about the SDGs is becoming more 
prevalent in this group.164 The Japanese business 
federation, Keidanren, launched a number of initia-
tives which proposed the concept of ‘Society 5.0 for 
SDGs’. Society 5.0 provides a framework for private 

companies to help implement the SDGs. Its vision 
is to create a human-centred society that aims 
to address problems and develop economic val-
ue through the use of technologies.165 It focuses 
on environmental, social and corporate governance 
(ESG) investing, SDG investing and impact invest-
ing, as well as the promotion of private capital for 
projects in social fields. The ‘Corporate Governance 
Code’ and the ‘Guidelines for Investor and Company 
Engagement’ were revised to encourage construc-
tive dialogue on sustainability between companies 
and investors.166 Moreover, the ‘SDGs Action Plat-
form’ was established to share good practices in 
SDG implementation by the private sector and oth-
er organisations.167 

In Denmark, the Council for Corporate Responsi-
bility and Sustainable Development Goals was set 
up to strengthen framework conditions support-
ing companies working with the SDGs. The Council 
consists of company representatives and experts 
that promote social responsibility, new sustaina-
ble business models and advise the government on 
the SDGs, corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 
sustainable business practices.168 The next Danish 
action plan on the SDGs introduces a ‘smart ma-
trix’ of measures to promote responsible business 
conduct, including legislation, sector initiatives and 
further guidance.169 In Guatemala, a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) between the Ministry of Plan-
ning and the Corporate Social Responsibility Center 
aims to bring business action in line with the NDP 
which is, in turn, aligned to the 2030 Agenda. The 
MoU gives context to the CSR Center’s strategy on 
integrating CSR into business models.170

Some countries report that the private sector is en-
gaged through public-private partnerships (PPPs) 
(Cabo Verde, Chad, China, Czech Republic, Germany, 
Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR) or, as in the case of 
Qatar’s VNR, the contributions of specific private 
sector partners are presented for each SDG.171

161  Angola, Cabo Verde, China, Czech Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Norway, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand.
162  Angola, Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Iraq, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, Marshall 

Islands, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden, Tunisia.
163 Gobierno de Colombia, Departamento Nacional de Planeación, ‘Reporte Nacional Voluntario 2021’, 2021, pp. 118-119.
164  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 135.
165  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 27.
166  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 135. 
167  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 18. 
168 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 33.
169 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 36. 
170 Gobierno de Guatemala, ‘ODS en Guatemala - III Revisión Nacional Voluntaria’, 2021, p. 25. 
171 State of Qatar, ‘Qatar Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, pp. 167–169.
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Some countries consider effective and meaningful 
private-sector engagement to be a challenge (An-
gola, Azerbaijan, Marshall Islands) and others view 
strengthening the engagement of the private sector 
as the next step (Afghanistan, Colombia, Thailand), 
including through capacity building (Colombia) or 
PPPs (Thailand).

6.3.3 ACADEMIA

The scientific community is represented in approxi-
mately 35% of the national SDG institutional frame-
works.172 For the most part, academia is consulted173 
and contributes with research, data and studies 
(Cabo Verde, Japan, Mexico, Sweden, Zimbabwe) or 
provides advice and support (Cabo Verde). In Japan, 
the University of Tokyo and the Government Pension 
Investment Fund carried out a joint research report 
on ‘The Evolution of ESG investment, Realization of 
Society 5.0 and Achievement of the SDGs’, which 
presents concrete measures for ESG investment 
that will contribute to achievement of the SDGs.174 

In some cases, academia has contributed to the 
VNR (Germany, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway, Thailand, 
Zimbabwe). Elsewhere, SDG Academic Networks 
have provided inputs to the VNR report (Malaysia); 
academia has also assessed the implementation of 
the SDGs as part of the VNR preparation (Zimba-
bwe) or has helped draft the VNR presentation at 
the HLPF (Germany).

Academia plays an important role in awareness 
raising (Dominican Republic, Guatemala). In Gua-
temala, it contributes to the SDGs through an out-
reach programme that aims to raise awareness and 
foster the development of strategies that contribute 
to the NDP.175 In the Dominican Republic, the ‘Acad-
emy for the 2030 Agenda’ was established between 
the government, the UN and different universities. 
The aim of the academy is to raise awareness of 
the 2030 Agenda, promote a debate on public policy 
that contributes to the SDGs and foster a space for 
review and follow-up of the SDGs.176 

The aim of Norway’s ‘National Committee for the 
2030 Agenda’, which was established by the Uni-
versity of Bergen, is to strengthen the role of ac-
ademia in the 2030 Agenda. The annual high-lev-
el SDG Conference Bergen serves as a meeting 
point for various stakeholders to engage with the  
SDGs.177

6.3.4 OTHER GROUPS

In addition to the main stakeholder groups dis-
cussed above, countries highlight various other 
stakeholders that either participated in the SDG in-
stitutional mechanism or in consultations. The main 
population sectors referenced are youth;178 women 
(Afghanistan, Bhutan, Denmark, Madagascar, the 
Niger); children (Bhutan, Denmark, Guatemala, Par-
aguay, Tunisia); persons with disabilities (Afghan-
istan, Cuba, Madagascar, the Niger); older persons 
(Cuba) and indigenous peoples (Paraguay). In Tuni-
sia, a group of 120 children from various schools 
discussed the VNR report, made a presentation of 
‘the Tunis they dream off’, identified priorities and 
thus contributed to the final report.179 

Elsewhere, development partners and international 
organisations (Angola, Cabo Verde, Egypt, Japan, 
Lao PDR, Sierra Leone) – including UN Agencies 
(Lao PDR, Mexico, Sierra Leone) – trade unions 
(Cabo Verde, Egypt, Sweden) and the media were 
included in the institutional structures. In some 
cases, volunteer networks (Lao PDR, Republic of 
Cyprus, Thailand), religious organisations (Cuba, 
Egypt), social partners (Angola) and technical and 
financial partners (the Niger) were engaged. Con-
sultations were carried out with trade unions (Re-
public of Cyprus), employers’ organisations (Repub-
lic of Cyprus), the media (Bhutan, Colombia, Sierra 
Leone), UN Agencies (Lao PDR) and development 
partners (Lao PDR).

Several countries practised direct citizen engage-
ment (Guatemala, Egypt, Indonesia, Republic of Cy-
prus, Thailand) using social media or surveys. The 

172 Angola, Cabo Verde, Czech Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Malaysia, Norway, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden, Thailand.
173 Angola, Azerbaijan, Chad, Colombia, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Mexico, Paraguay, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sweden.
174  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 27. 
175 Gobierno de Guatemala, ‘ODS en Guatemala – III Revisión Nacional Voluntaria’, 2021, p. 26.
176 Gobierno de la República Dominicana, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021’, 2021, p. 90. 
177 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 36.
178 Bhutan, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Madagascar, the Niger, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, Thailand, Tunisia.
179 République Tunisienne, ‘Rapport national volontaire sur la mise en œuvre des objectifs de développement durable en Tunisie’, 2021, p. 61. 
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government of Guatemala undertook a consultation 
process on social media. Seven hundred citizens 
gave their opinion on the country’s progress on the 
three dimensions of sustainable development.180 
Similarly, in the Republic of Cyprus, the Gener-
al Public Satisfaction Survey assessed citizens’ 
awareness. Responses indicate that 85% are aware 
of what sustainable growth is and 65% are familiar 
with the SDGs and prioritise SDG 3, 4 and 8.181 In 
Egypt, the Citizen’s Plan was launched for the sec-
ond time in 2020/2021. The plan aims to enhance 
community participation, transparency and account-
ability and ensure the citizen’s right to be aware of 
Egypt’s annual sustainable development plan. The 
plan is published on the government’s website and 
includes information on the investments allocated 
to specific sectors in each territory. Citizens can 
use a mobile app to engage in the design, monitor-
ing and implementation of projects.182 

6.4 Partnerships

Most of the feedback on partnerships is reported in 
the context of SDG 17 (Partnerships for the goals), 
however, countries highlighted specific types of 
partnership collaboration among various stakehold-
er groups. Some countries underscored the impor-
tance of initiatives that advance the development of 
multistakeholder partnerships (Cabo Verde, China, 
Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Malaysia, Sweden). 
Lao PDR’s SDG planning and implementation efforts 
are based on a ‘Multistakeholder Partnership (MSP) 
framework’.183 In Sweden, a platform for interna-
tional sustainable business aims to enhance the 
cross-sectoral dialogue and cooperation between 
the public sector, businesses, academia and civil 
society in order to foster innovation and mobilise 
resources.184 Japan established the ‘SDGs for Re-
gional Revitalization Public-Private Partnerships 
Platform’ to facilitate information sharing between 
the public and private sector to strengthen partner-
ships between businesses, NGOs, universities and 
research institutions trying to solve local issues 
and revitalise local economies, in cooperation with 
local governments.185

A number of countries highlight PPPs (Cabo Verde, 
Chad, China, Czech Republic, Germany, Indonesia, 
Japan, Lao PDR) and, in one case, a partnership 
with civil society has been implemented to estab-
lish an evaluation platform aligned to the SDGs 
(Paraguay).186 

Some countries (Germany, Indonesia, Mexico, the 
Niger, Paraguay, Zimbabwe) point to strengthen-
ing opportunities for multistakeholder partnerships 
and collaboration as the next step, including at the 
local level (Indonesia) or through the promotion of 
international partnerships (Colombia, Iraq).

6.5  Communication and 
awareness raising

Most of the 2021 VNR countries have been en-
gaged in communication and awareness-raising. 
Many countries have run SDG awareness-raising 
campaigns.187 Nevertheless, only a handful have 
introduced specific SDG strategies or work plans 
that outline communication, outreach or aware-
ness-raising efforts (Afghanistan, Bhutan, Japan, 
Lao PDR). As a result of its previous VNR, Lao PDR 
developed an SDG advocacy and communication 
work plan. The plan has four strategic objectives: 
i) integrating the SDGs into the national educa-
tion curriculum, ii) raising public awareness among 
stakeholders in line with the principle on LNOB, iii) 
creating a platform for public participation in SDG 
implementation and iv) monitoring and evaluating 
the effectiveness of the communication strategy.188 

Different kinds of initiatives have been reported to 
help raise SDG awareness, including SDG awards 
(Czech Republic, Japan); SDG Summits (Malaysia); 
mainstreaming the SDGs into the school curriculum 
(Japan) or pilot projects (Marshall Islands). Some 
countries highlight communication activities that 
were carried out during the VNR process (Azer-
baijan, Indonesia, Marshall Islands, Sierra Leone), 
including by means of social media (Indonesia, 
Republic of Cyprus). In the Republic of Cyprus, a 

180 Gobierno de Guatemala, ‘ODS en Guatemala - III Revisión Nacional Voluntaria’, 2021, p. 11. 
181 Republic of Cyprus, ‘Second Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 16. 
182 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 13. 
183 Lao People’s Democratic Republic, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 2021‘, 2021, p. 70.
184 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 32.
185  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 23.
186 Comisión ODS Paraguay, ‘Segundo Informe Nacional Voluntario – Paraguay 2021’, 2021, p. 60. 
187  Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Chad, China, Cuba, Czech Republic, DPRK, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Marshall Is-

lands, Norway, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Thailand.
188 Lao People’s Democratic Republic, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 2021‘, 2021, p. 23. 
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social media survey was launched to evaluate the 
level of awareness among the general public. The 
outcome confirmed a need to step up awareness 
on SDG-related initiatives.189 In Norway, a nation-
al website functions as a two-way communication 
channel in developing the National Action Plan. The 
website provides knowledge about the SDGs and, 
at the same time, engages stakeholders and the 
public in developing its Action Plan.190 

In some cases, communication efforts to raise 
awareness on a local level were highlighted (Cabo 
Verde, Egypt). In Cabo Verde, the ‘Municipal Plat-
forms Program’ for awareness raising on SDG lo-
calisation aims to support planning and local gov-
ernance on the 2030 Agenda.191 

Some countries (Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Bhu-
tan, Chad, Japan, Mexico, Namibia, Zimbabwe) in-
dicated that improving access to information and 
strengthening SDG awareness is the next step, in-
cluding developing a communication plan for the 
SDGs (Antigua and Barbuda, Chad, Namibia, Zim-
babwe).

6.6  SDG Reporting  
by stakeholder groups

Reporting on the progress of the SDGs by non-gov-
ernmental stakeholders is a growing trend in the 
follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda. These re-
porting efforts, or key messages from stakeholder 
groups, are increasingly featured in the VNR reports 
(Afghanistan, Denmark, Germany, Japan, Mexico, 
Norway, Sweden, Thailand). In terms of non-gov-
ernmental reporting efforts, the German VNR report 
includes reports and papers on SDG implementa-
tion from LRGs, the private sector, trade unions 
and civil society.192 In Sweden, Barometern 2020 and 

Ungdomsbarometern – Gen Z (Youth Barometer) are 
initiatives that report on the government’s imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda and policy coherence 
for sustainable development.193 

Some countries feature progress assessments of 
the SDG implementation from a non-governmen-
tal perspective (Denmark, Japan, Norway). Japan’s 
VNR report contains feedback from non-govern-
mental stakeholders, including evaluations of each 
goal as well as challenges and recommendations 
for change.194 The Danish195 and Norwegian196 VNR 
reports refer to two assessments on the progress 
of each SDG; one by civil society and one by gov-
ernment.

Some VNR reports also contained inputs from VLR 
and VSR reports (Denmark, Mexico, Norway). In 
Denmark, six Danish municipalities contributed to 
the VNR report about their work with the SDGs.197 

In Mexico, 32 states provided feedback and infor-
mation for the VNR through a digital platform man-
aged by the Office of the 2030 Agenda. The VNR 
also benefited from inputs from eight VLR and VSR 
reports that were presented by municipalities and 
cities.198 

A number of VNR reports featured key messages 
and recommendations from multiple stakeholder 
groups.199 For instance, Thailand’s VNR highlights 
the ‘views from all sectors within Thai society’, in-
cluding the overall perspectives, challenges and 
recommendations from civil society and volunteer 
networks, youth, academia and the private sec-
tor.200 The Lao PDR report includes recommenda-
tions and inputs from youth, local communities and 
other stakeholder groups, and the Danish VNR re-
port features sections written by parliament, civil 
society, the private sector and academia. In some 
cases, stakeholders were involved in drafting the 
VNR report (Cabo Verde, Malaysia, Norway) or val-
idating it (Marshall Islands, Indonesia).

189 Republic of Cyprus, ‘Second Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 8. 
190 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 29.
191 Government of Cabo Verde, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 43. 
192  The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National Review to the 

HLPF 2021’, 2021, p. 127.
193 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 13.
194  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 9.
195 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 9.
196 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 55.
197 The Danish Government, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 18.
198 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 25.
199 Afghanistan, Denmark, Germany, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Mexico, Sweden, Thailand.
200 The Kingdom of Thailand, ‘Thailand’s Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 76. 
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6.7 Reflections

Although COVID-19 impacted the stakeholder en-
gagement efforts of the 2021 VNR countries, a 
whole-of-society approach was widely applied. 
While many non-governmental stakeholders are 
represented in the SDG institutional mechanisms, 
they are, for the most part, engaged through con-
sultative processes, workshops and surveys. Civil 
society is still the group that is best represent-
ed. Youth and women’s groups are more frequently 
represented compared to other population groups, 
such as older persons, persons with disabilities and 
indigenous peoples.

The participation of the private sector and aca-
demia in the SDG institutional mechanisms is still 
fairly low. While there are reports of some inno-
vative private-sector contributions to sustainable 
development, overall, greater engagement with the 
private sector is needed to accelerate the progress 
required on the SDGs. Similarly, increased engage-
ment from the scientific community may help inform 
SDG mainstreaming efforts or address ongoing SDG 
statistical and data-related challenges.

Even though multiple types of stakeholders are 
engaged in the VNR preparation and SDG imple-
mentation, strategic approaches to stakeholder 
engagement are still rare. Introducing stakeholder 
engagement plans or strategies can help ensure the 
long-term, meaningful and effective participation of 
all the relevant stakeholders.

Partly as a result of COVID-19, various mechanisms, 
including forums or platforms, are emerging to fa-
cilitate multistakeholder engagement, coordinate 
efforts and disseminate knowledge in the context of 
the VNR process or beyond. These mechanisms can 
add accountability, facilitate the exchange of expe-
riences, lessons learned and good practices during 

the follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda. They 
can also help to enhance a structured approach to 
SDG communication and awareness-raising efforts, 
support the development of strong partnerships 
and accelerate SDG implementation.

Reporting on the progress of the SDGs by non-gov-
ernmental stakeholders is a growing trend in the 
follow-up and review process. Increasingly, these 
reporting efforts, such as the VLRs, CSO shadow 
and spotlight reporting, or other SDG progress re-
ports, are referenced or featured in the VNR re-
ports. The integration of these reporting practices 
adds value to the VNRs by strengthening inclu-
siveness, accountability and ownership. The reports 
also increasingly include inputs, key messages or 
recommendations from stakeholder groups, signal-
ling a greater focus on enabling inclusive and par-
ticipatory VNR processes.
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7.0  Statistics and data

The reporting on SDG-related statistics and data 
efforts reveals how countries are at different stag-
es in the development of their SDG M&E approach-
es. While progress is reported, many challenges 
remain. These relate to issues such as indicator 
development, data availability and data disaggre-
gation. Most of the 2021 VNR reports include a 
statistical annex,201 a reference to the statistical 
annex (Czech Republic, Norway, Sweden) or feature 
an overview of indicators (Tunisia) (Box 7.1). The 
NSOs are increasingly represented in the SDG in-
stitutional mechanisms202 or play a role in the VNR 
process by contributing to the VNR report (Egypt, 
Mexico, Tunisia). In Egypt, the National Committee 
for Monitoring the Implementation of the SDGs and 
the Sustainable Development Unit in the Central 
Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics were 
co-authors of the country’s VNR report.203 The Tuni-
sian VNR includes recommendations from the NSO.

7.1  Monitoring and  
evaluation efforts

 
Work on SDG M&E is continuing to improve. A num-
ber of countries report they have established a spe-
cific framework to monitor and evaluate progress 
on the SDGs.204 In countries that mainstreamed the 
SDGs into the NDP, SDG M&E is part of the broader 
national M&E (Bhutan, Chad, Guatemala, Madagas-
car). In some cases, work is ongoing to establish 
or strengthen SDG M&E approaches (Afghanistan, 
Azerbaijan, Dominican Republic, Japan, Marshall 

Islands, Spain, Zimbabwe), either by setting out 
a strategy (Afghanistan, Iraq) or policy (Zimba-
bwe). In some reports, no specific SDG monitoring 
framework was mentioned (Antigua and Barbuda, 
Denmark, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Madagascar, 
Paraguay) or details on SDG M&E were not included 
in the VNR report (Nicaragua, San Marino).

Whereas in many cases the NSOs are responsible 
for M&E and SDG-related data collection efforts,205  

sometimes, specific working groups, steering com-
mittees or SDG councils lead on SDG M&E (Angola, 
Guatemala, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Marshall Is-
lands, Paraguay). Other entities that are responsi-
ble for SDG-related statistical and data questions 
include the National Monitoring and Evaluation De-
partment (Sierra Leone), the Ministry of Planning 
(the Niger) and the Ministry of Economy (Tunisia). 
In the Republic of Cyprus, the National SDG Co-
ordinator is in charge of monitoring the progress 
on the SDGs. In Mexico, a ‘Special Commission for 
Monitoring the Implementation’ of the 2030 Agenda 
was approved in 2020,206 and in Spain, focal points 
from ministries and various levels of government 
monitor implemented policies.207

Separate from the VNR processes, countries are 
increasingly carrying out routine SDG progress re-
views.208 This type of routine reporting is complet-
ed either annually, biannually or every three years 
and, in some cases, annual reporting is performed 
as part of the NDP monitoring efforts (Madagascar, 
Marshall Islands, Qatar). Initiatives are under way 
to publish annual SDG status reports in a couple of 
countries (Denmark, Spain).

201  Angola, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, Chad, Columbia, Cuba, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Mexico, Nicaragua, Para-
guay, Republic of Cyprus, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.

202  Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, DPRK, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Marshall Islands, Mexico, Paraguay, 
Thailand, Tunisia, Uruguay.

203 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 16. 
204 Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Cuba, Egypt, the Niger, Republic of Cyprus, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
205  Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Colombia, Czech Republic, Egypt, Germany, Indonesia, Iraq, Malaysia, Namibia, Norway, Paraguay, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Spain, 

Sweden.
206 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 31. 
207 Gobierno de España, ‘Informe de Progreso 2021 y Estrategia de Desarrollo Sostenible 2030’, 2021, p. 341.
208 Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, Czech Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Namibia, Norway, Sweden.
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Other projects that support the review and evalu-
ation of SDG progress include Paraguay’s ‘Congre-
so2030’ initiative, which provides information for 
monitoring SDG implementation,209 and Sierra Le-
one’s ‘Embedding Evaluation in Voluntary National 
Reviews’ online training, which was held to support 
government officials and development agencies in 
SDG review activities.210 In Japan, the strengthening 
of the M&E system is laid down in the national ‘SDG 
Implementation Guidelines’ and involves noting the 
ongoing status of its global indicators to measure 
achievement of the SDGs.211 In Bhutan, the ‘Dash-
board to Enhance Wellbeing of All’, or ‘DEWA Plat-
form’, is an integrated dashboard that was estab-
lished to monitor Gross National Happiness (GNH), 
the SDGs and development management. The aim of 
the dashboard is to enable up-to-date analysis of 
the indicators’ status, data gaps and availability.212 

Many countries highlight efforts to strengthen sta-
tistical systems and SDG data collection as the 
next step213. Some include the development of a 
monitoring platform (Lao PDR).

Box 7.1: Statistical annexes included in the VNR reports

7.2 SDG indicators

Nearly all of the 2021 VNR countries provide up-
dates on their national SDG indicators, including 
specific details on their nationally defined indica-
tors (Afghanistan, Bolivia, Bhutan, Zimbabwe). In 
addition, regional or subnational indicator sets are 
referenced, including the European Union’s EU SDG 
indicator set (Republic of Cyprus) or subnational 
indicators (Cuba, Norway). Some countries highlight 
that indicators have been assigned to responsible 
line ministries and agencies (Denmark, Lao PDR, 
Spain) and some are featured in the VNR report 
(Lao PDR).

Many countries make reference to the quality of 
the indicators214 and report on assessments of the 
status and data availability (Colombia, Czech Re-
public, Denmark, Guatemala, Malaysia, Qatar). For 
instance, Guatemala’s statistical annex includes an 
‘on-track column’ showing the status of the in-
dicators by QR colour code. Columbia’s NSO has 
developed a tool that shows the data available for 

209 Comisión ODS Paraguay, ‘Segundo Informe Nacional Voluntario – Paraguay 2021’, 2021, p. 70. 
210 Government of Sierra Leone, ‘2021 VNR Report on SDGs in Sierra Leone’, 2021, pp. 22–23. 
211  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 94. 
212  Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government of Bhutan, ‘Transformations for Sustainable Development in the 21st Century - Bhutan’s Second Volun-

tary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 15. 
213 Angola, Azerbaijan, Chad, Colombia, Cuba, Czech Republic, DPRK, Guatemala, Lao PDR, Madagascar, the Niger, Norway, Paraguay, Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe.
214 Angola, Cabo Verde, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Norway, Qatar, Thailand.
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Box 7.2: Progress in SDG indicator status in Malaysia

Source: Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Malaysia Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 16.

the global indicators. The tool is used to classify 
the availability of data to determine whether it has 
been produced, whether there is some information 
available which needs further sources, or whether 
no data is available for the indicator.215

Malaysia’s VNR report shows progress has been 
made in the monitoring and reporting of the indica-
tors; it features the results of two assessments of 
the status of the indicators. An initial assessment 
was carried out in 2018 and was updated in 2020, 
revealing a slight improvement in the availability of 
indicators (Box 7.2).216 

In Germany, the Federal Statistical Office reports 
extensively on the national sustainability indicators 
in its ‘Indicator Report’, which is linked to the ‘Ger-
man Sustainable Development Strategy’. Weather 
symbols are used to show the degree to which 
targets are likely to be achieved217 (Box 7.3).

A lack of SDG indicators is reported at the local 
level (Norway) as well as challenges in integrating 
the SDG indicators into the planning and M&E sys-
tem (Angola, Madagascar). A number of countries 
highlight plans to develop more comprehensive 
indicators (Antigua and Barbuda, Colombia, Cuba, 
Guatemala, Norway, Thailand, Tunisia, Zimbabwe).

215 Gobierno de Colombia, Departamento Nacional de Planeación, ‘Reporte Nacional Voluntario 2021’, 2021, pp. 62-63.
216 Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Malaysia Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021‘, 2021, p. 16.
217  The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National Review to the 

HLPF 2021’, 2021, p. 29.
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Box 7.3: Evaluation matrix on the status of the indicators in Germany

Source: The Federal Government of Germany, ‘Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – German Voluntary National 
Review to the HLPF 2021’, 2021, p. 29.

7.3 Data availability, data 
disaggregation and gap 
analysis
Some countries undertook data analysis,218 however 
the lack of data is generally still a challenge.219 
Increasingly, there are efforts to make use of al-
ternative data to fill some of these gaps, which are 
addressed in section 7.5.

Some countries report that data is missing for 
around half of the indicators (Czech Republic, Egypt) 
or more (Iraq). The Czech VNR report goes into spe-
cific details about data availability and features a 
diagram showing the percentage of data available 
per SDG, only approximately half of the indicators 
have sufficient data220 (Box 7.4).

Difficulties were reported in data collection due to 
COVID-19 (Angola, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Qatar, Zim-
babwe), including delays (Angola, Indonesia).

Most countries report on the lack of disaggregated 
data,221 which remains a challenge.222 Norway high-
lights that there is no individual-based data for the 
indigenous population223 and Sweden indicates that 
disaggregated, high-quality statistics on vulnera-
ble and marginalised groups is not always possible 
to obtain for ethical reasons.224 

The need to strengthen data collection efforts is 
underscored (Afghanistan, Angola, Azerbaijan, Chad, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Qatar, San Marino), including 
strengthening data collection per sector (Angola, 
Indonesia); fostering open data collection (Czech 
Republic) or improving the quality of disaggregated 
data (Lao PDR, Zimbabwe).

218 Afghanistan, Bhutan, Colombia, Denmark, Madagascar, the Niger, Spain, Uruguay, Zimbabwe.
219 Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Chad, Czech Republic, Egypt, Iraq, Malaysia, Qatar, Tunisia.
220 Ministry of the Environment of the Czech Republic, ‘Second Voluntary National Review of the 2030 Agenda in the Czech Republic’, 2021, p. 40.
221  Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Bolivia, Chad, Colombia, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Japan, 

Lao PDR, Madagascar, Mexico, Namibia, Nicaragua, the Niger, Norway, Paraguay, Qatar, San Marino, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia, Uruguay, 
Zimbabwe.

222 Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Egypt, Guatemala, Lao PDR, Malaysia, the Niger, Norway, Sweden, Zimbabwe.
223 Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 Norway’, 2021, p. 46. 
224 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 54. 

On target or almost on target

Trajectory heading in right direction, but target will be missed by  
between 5% and 20%

Trajectory heading in right direction, but gap more than  
20% remains

Trajectory heading in wrong direction

No assessment possible

STATUS OF THE INDICATORS
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7.4  Localising statistics  
and data

According to the 2021 VNR reports, SDG statisti-
cal, data, monitoring and reporting efforts are in-
creasingly being initiated at the local level.225 For 
instance in Egypt, SDG progress reports from 27 
municipalities were published for the first time. The 
reports will be updated annually and aim to provide 
i) an overview of SDG achievement for 11 SDGs; 
ii) a gap analysis to inform the planning of pro-
grammes, policies and measures; and iii) a ranking 
of the performance among municipalities.226 In Iraq, 
some provinces have started to publish provincial 
reports, which has led to the development of local 
roadmaps for achieving sustainable development.227  
In Indonesia, each province submits subnational 
SDG monitoring reports to the SDG national coordi-
nation team every six months.228 

While some countries refer to subnational indi-
cator development (Cuba, Norway), others report 
on institutional structures that were established 
to monitor the SDGs at the local level (Indonesia, 
Mexico). In Mexico, all states and some municipal-
ities have a unit that is dedicated to the follow-up 
of the 2030 Agenda. They operate on the basis of 
a multistakeholder approach229 and many of them 
have their own online platforms.230 

7.5 Use of non-official data

A number of countries make references to data 
from alternative data sources for the VNR report,231  
such as Transparency International’s Corruption 
Perceptions Index (Egypt, Lao PDR, Namibia, Nor-
way, Republic of Cyprus, Sweden, Thailand); World 
Press Freedom Index (Cabo Verde, Malaysia); Hu-
man Rights Watch reporting (Angola) or the Pardee 

Center for International Future Studies at the Uni-
versity of Denver (Egypt).

In some cases, data was taken from civil society 
reports on the SDGs (Sweden) or from networks 
and research institutes. Japan’s VNR report draws 
on the ‘SDGs Status Survey’, which was conduct-
ed by the Global Compact Network Japan and the 
Institute for Global Environment Strategies.232 The 
Chinese VNR report highlights the ‘International 
Research Centre of Big Data for SDGs’ in relation 
to its data support during the VNR preparation.233 

A couple of countries feature information obtained 
from the private sector in their VNR reports (Azer-
baijan, Indonesia). Indonesia’s report refers to 
companies’ sustainability reports234 and addresses 
data gaps by using secondary data collected from 
various surveys by Statistics Indonesia, ministries 
and institutions, studies from other institutions and 
ministries’ programme reports.235

The use of non-official data to close the data gap 
for SDG monitoring is still limited. In some cases, 
there are plans to supplement official data collec-
tion efforts and to use big data (Bhutan, Colombia). 
Bhutan highlights its ‘Strategic Plan to Improve 
Statistics in Bhutan (2020-2023)’, which will ex-
plore the use of big data.236

 

7.6 Reflections

Generally, M&E practices are advancing in sever-
al countries, however, statistics and data devel-
opment are still facing many challenges. Among 
the most common obstacles are the capacity of 
national statistical systems, data collection, data 
disaggregation and data availability. Data collec-
tion was also affected by COVID-19, causing delays 
or gaps for the 2021 VNRs. These factors may have 
affected an evidence-based follow-up and review 
of the 2030 Agenda in 2021.

225 Cuba, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Mexico, Norway, Sweden, Thailand.
226 Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, ‘Egypt’s 2021 Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 12.
227 The Republic of Iraq, ‘The Second National Voluntary Review Report on the Achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals’, 2021, p. 22. 
228 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 24. 
229 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 27. 
230 Secretaría de Economía, ‘Informe Nacional Voluntario 2021, Agenda 2030 en México’, 2021, p. 66.
231 Angola, Azerbaijan, Cabo Verde, China, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Namibia, Norway, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sweden, Thailand.
232  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 135. 
233  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People‘s Republic of China, ‘China‘s VNR Report on Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 

9. 
234 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 19. 
235 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 364. 
236  Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government of Bhutan, ‘Transformations for Sustainable Development in the 21st Century - Bhutan’s Second Volun-

tary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 92.
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Box 7.4: Data availability for the indicators per SDG – Czech Republic

Source: Ministry of the Environment of the Czech Republic, ‘Second Voluntary National Review of the 2030 Agenda in the Czech Republic’, 2021, p. 30.

Continued progress is reported on mainstream-
ing SDG M&E efforts into either national develop-
ment planning or governance structures. However, 
fully-fledged systemic SDG M&E approaches and 
mechanisms remain rare. Assessments of the indi-
cator status appear in various reports and demon-
strate the need for further attention to SDG indica-
tor development.

Nevertheless, increasing numbers of countries are 
beginning to report on an annual, biannual or trian-
nual basis, which is beneficial for measuring pro-
gress, understanding the state of play and setting 
benchmarks for how the country is performing on 
the SDGs.

Local SDG monitoring efforts are slowly emerging, 
however, considerable efforts are needed to align 
national and local SDG monitoring efforts, identify 

local indicators and facilitate local data collection. 
These efforts can contribute to further localisation 
of the SDGs and, in so doing, stimulate coherent 
implementation to ensure that no one, and no ter-
ritory, is left behind.

Compared to previous reporting years, a slight in-
crease is reported in supplementing and broaden-
ing official statistics with alternative data. Scaling 
up the application of unofficial data sources and 
new and innovative types of data can help address 
continued SDG data challenges.

Overall, while some progress is reported on 
SDG-related statistics and data, much work is still 
required to produce a full picture of the progress 
on the SDGs. Continued investment in scaling up 
the SDG M&E activities is needed to ensure evi-
dence-based implementation of the 2030 Agenda.
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The current availability of 2030 Agenda indicators
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8.0  Repeated VNR countries

In 2021, for the first time, most of the VNR countries 
had reported previously. Eight countries reported a 
VNR for the first time, 24 for the second and 10 
countries for the third time. Most of the repeated 
VNR countries reference their previous reports237 

and highlight follow-up actions. The same reporting 
structure was applied in many of the second and 
third reports.238 However, in some cases, countries’ 
most recent reports are more detailed and some 
align better with the UN guidelines compared to 
their previous submissions (Madagascar, Paraguay). 
A couple of countries highlight that the impact of 
COVID-19 and discussions on the challenges it pre-
sented added a new dimension to the 2021 review 
process and report (Azerbaijan, Colombia, Guate-
mala, Sierra Leone).

8.1  SDG institutional  
structures

Many of the countries that continue to submit VNR 
reports have maintained the same set-up, however, 
a number of them applied changes.239 In some cas-
es, specific SDG mechanisms were added (Afghani-
stan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Germany, Qatar, Republic of 
Cyprus, Sweden, Thailand), including the appoint-
ment of a national coordinator (Sweden) or an in-
terministerial technical committee to lead the 2021 
VNR process (Chad). In Cabo Verde, the ‘Implemen-
tation Coordination Mechanism’ was established 
in 2019, which includes additional ‘Ambition 2030’ 
and SDG thematic working groups.240 Similarly, in 

the Republic of Cyprus, an intergovernmental com-
mission was established to implement the SDGs 
after the first VNR in 2017.241 In some cases, the 
responsibility for the SDGs was moved to another 
ministry (Czech Republic, Mexico, Norway, Tunisia); 
in others, the Ministry of Environment became re-
sponsible for the coordination and implementation 
of the SDGs after the previous VNR (Czech Repub-
lic). Some countries improved coordination (Egypt, 
Japan, Republic of Cyprus). As a result of its 2017 
VNR, the Republic of Cyprus addressed the need for 
an SDG coordination mechanism by appointing the 
Ministry of Finance as the national coordinator for 
the implementation of the SDGs.242 

Malaysia also reported institutional changes to en-
hance SDG localisation, where an All-Party Par-
liamentary Group on the SDGs was established to 
strengthen the localisation of the SDGs.243 

8.2  Progress made and  
lessons learned

Most countries that continue to submit VNR reports 
highlight specific areas that have been improved 
since their previous VNR.244 For instance, Bhutan’s 
VNR features checklists on what has happened 
from one VNR reporting period to the next with a 
focus on specific SDGs.245 It also shows progress 
made on indicator and data availability (Bhutan, 
Malaysia), including the development of a monitor-
ing platform (Bhutan).246 

237 Afghanistan, Bhutan, Chad, Colombia, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Madagascar, the Niger, Paraguay, Spain, Uruguay.
238 Afghanistan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Egypt, Guatemala, Indonesia, the Niger, Sierra Leone, Uruguay.
239 Afghanistan, Cabo Verde, Germany, Japan, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, Republic of Cyprus, Thailand, Tunisia.
240 Government of Cabo Verde, ‘Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 36.
241 Republic of Cyprus, ‘Second Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 4.
242 Republic of Cyprus, ‘Second Voluntary National Review’, 2021, p. 8.
243 Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Malaysia Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021‘, 2021, p. 10. 
244 Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Dominican Republic, Germany, Madagascar, Mexico, Paraguay, Tunisia.
245  Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government of Bhutan, ‘Transformations for Sustainable Development in the 21st Century – Bhutan’s Second Volun-

tary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, pp. 16–23. 
246  Gross National Happiness Commission, Royal Government of Bhutan, ‘Transformations for Sustainable Development in the 21st Century – Bhutan’s Second Volun-

tary National Review Report on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, pp. 16–23.
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Many of the 2021 VNRs reflect on the previous VNR 
process247 and highlight the differences (Dominican 
Republic); recommendations that were addressed 
(Germany, Lao PDR, Mexico, Norway, Republic of 
Cyprus, Sweden) or specific actions that were taken 
to address gaps and challenges identified previous-
ly (Colombia).

Progress is reported in various areas. Countries 
that continue to submit VNR reports have, in most 
cases, continued to engage with stakeholders.248 In 
some cases, the engagement has been enhanced 
or broadened.249 For instance, after Colombia’s first 
two VNR reports, the third report highlights a new 
plan and a more structured approach to stakehold-
er engagement in the form of a multistakeholder 
platform.250

Some countries have improved their SDG statistical 
monitoring251 and data collection efforts (Bhutan, 
Egypt, Guatemala, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia), as 
well as improving the identification of indicators 
(Bhutan, Egypt, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Sweden). 
Sweden established a follow-up system with sta-
tistical indicators and new methods for identifying 
synergies and interlinkages between the SDGs.252

Improvements were also made in implementing the 
SDGs;253 SDG awareness (Bhutan, Japan, Lao PDR); 
mainstreaming the SDGs with the national budget 
(Uruguay); prioritising targets (Madagascar) and 
establishing an SDG strategic framework (Czech 
Republic). Some countries highlight improvements 
made with a view to implementing the principle 
of LNOB (Cabo Verde, Indonesia, Norway, Tunisia), 
including follow-up on commitments to vulnerable 
groups (Cabo Verde). In Indonesia, experiences from 
the 2017 and 2019 VNR led to consultations being 
held with vulnerable groups to better incorporate 
the principle of LNOB in the VNR process.254

A few countries highlight progress made on SDG 
localisation since their previous VNR (Cabo Verde, 
Germany, Japan, Norway, Thailand). In Japan, the 
percentage of local governments working on the 
SDGs increased from 1% in 2017 to 39.7% in the 
latest VNR process.255

Some VNR reports contain recommendations for fol-
low-up and review methods (Japan, Lao PDR, Namib-
ia, Sierra Leone), such as presenting the key steps 
for SDG implementation in the next VNR (Lao PDR) 
or organising post-VNR stakeholder engagement on 
planned actions (Czech Republic, Sierra Leone).

Despite these advances, systemic approaches to 
the SDG follow-up and review process are still 
lacking. Thailand reports that a VNR is carried out 
each year to maintain momentum on the SDGs, 
support integrated efforts between government 
agencies and sectors, boost participation and raise 
awareness and interest about sustainable develop-
ment, especially at the local level.256

 

8.3 Reflections

A significant number of the 2021 VNR countries 
have reported to the HLPF for the second or third 
time. When comparing their previous reports with 
their 2021 submissions, an evolution can be seen, 
indicating more detailed reporting and progress in 
a number of areas. Many repeated VNR countries 
highlight follow-up activities and provide recom-
mendations for the next report.

Many of the institutional structures have been 
maintained, however, VNR and SDG responsibilities 
have, in some cases, either shifted to a different 
ministry, or specific mechanisms or entities were 
added to the existing structures. Most progress 
was reported in stakeholder engagement, which in 

247 Chad, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Germany, Lao PDR, Mexico, the Niger, Norway, Sweden, Uruguay.
248  Afghanistan, Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Guatemala, Indonesia, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Madagascar, Mexico, Norway, Paraguay, 

Republic of Cyprus, Thailand, Tunisia.
249 Cabo Verde, Chad, Colombia, Denmark, Guatemala, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, the Niger, Norway, Paraguay, Thailand.
250 Gobierno de Colombia, Departamento Nacional de Planeación, ‘Reporte Nacional Voluntario 2021’, 2021, p. 114.
251 Azerbaijan, Colombia, Egypt, Guatemala, Iraq, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Norway, Qatar, Sierra Leone, Sweden, Uruguay.
252 Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021’, 2021, p. 8.
253 Cabo Verde, Denmark, Guatemala, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Qatar, Republic of Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Thailand.
254 Republic of Indonesia, ‘Indonesia’s Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2021’, 2021, p. 11. 
255  Government of Japan, ‘Voluntary National Review 2021 – Report on the Implementation of 2030 Agenda – Toward achieving the SDGs in the post-COVID19 era’, 

2021, p. 133. 
256 The Kingdom of Thailand, ‘Thailand’s Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’, 2021, p. 6. 
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9.0 Conclusion

some cases had broadened over time. Moreover, 
work on statistics and data for the monitoring and 
review of the 2030 Agenda has advanced. Overall 
progress was reported on the awareness and im-
plementation of the SDGs.

Some considerable differences and trends that have 
occurred over the past reporting years include: i) 
the impact of COVID-19 on the review process and 
reporting, which has added challenges and benefits 
to VNR preparation; ii) an increase in peer-learn-
ing activities, which has the potential to gener-
ate a deeper understanding of a country’s review 
process, its approach to SDG implementation and 
related experiences; iii) a growing trend to include 
feedback or reporting efforts from stakeholders in 
VNRs. Integrating other reporting efforts, such as 
CSO spotlight reports, Voluntary Local and Subna-
tional Reviews or private-sector progress, and in-
cluding feedback from various perspectives, adds 

In 2021, 42 countries carried out a VNR and report-
ed to the HLPF under the theme ‘Sustainable and 
resilient recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic that 
promotes the economic, social and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable development: building an 
inclusive and effective path for the achievement of 
the 2030 Agenda in the context of the decade of ac-
tion and the delivery for sustainable development’.

To highlight best practices and lessons learned, 
mobilise knowledge and share expertise on new 
and emerging issues, P4R’s comparative analysis of 
the 2021 VNR reports focused on: i) the impact of 
COVID-19; ii) national institutional planning, nation-
al coordination and review mechanisms; iii) main-
streaming and policy coherence; iv) stakeholder en-
gagement; v) statistics and data; and vi) repeated 
VNR countries.

This year, the majority of the reporting countries 
reported for the second or third time. Overall, re-
porting practices are evolving and this is reflected 

in the progress made in fields such as SDG lo-
calisation, SDG budgetary practices and the en-
gagement of parliaments. Nonetheless, the reports 
indicate that some countries are lagging behind 
in a number of areas. In addition to general SDG 
implementation, specific areas that have fallen be-
hind include; adherence to the principle of LNOB, 
private-sector engagement; partnership develop-
ment; statistics and M&E as well as systemic ap-
proaches from one VNR reporting period to another. 
Increasingly, the VNR reports feature feedback and 
reporting from stakeholders, adding value to the 
VNR processes and signalling a move towards a 
more holistic review of the SDGs. Moreover, peer 
review and peer-learning exercises are emerging, 
which foster inclusivity, knowledge sharing and a 
deeper understanding of the VNR and SDG-related 
challenges and experiences.

For the second year in a row, the follow-up and 
review process was affected by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, adding a new dimension to this process. 

value to the VNR processes and has contributed to 
a more holistic picture of the status of the SDGs.

While many of the countries that continue to submit 
VNRs highlight follow-up activities and improve-
ments made compared to earlier reviews, systemic 
approaches to the review process are still rare. 
Establishing a systematic trajectory for the VNR 
reviews can help support a consistent approach 
to VNR-related activities, such as stakeholder en-
gagement, improving institutional and statistical 
measures and the evaluation of SDG performance 
in general. Keeping a track record and maintaining 
a systematic approach to VNR reporting can benefit 
the quality of both the VNR review and reports. 
Finally, adding greater continuity between report-
ing periods can improve the understanding of the 
status of the SDGs, identify lessons learned and 
address obstacles to the transition to sustainable 
development.
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Due to prevention measures, most consultations, 
preparatory meetings and working groups were 
held virtually. COVID-19 had a particular impact on 
stakeholder engagement and data collection efforts. 
Many of the 2021 VNR countries have shared their 
concerns over the impact of COVID-19 on SDG pro-
gress in specific sectors, particularly in the context 
of economic growth, poverty reduction and rising 
unemployment. In terms of progress on the indi-
vidual SDGs, SDG 8 (Decent work and economic 
growth), SDG 3 (Good health and well-being) and 
SDG 1 (No poverty) are considered to have been the 
most affected.

Institutional set-ups have, in many cases, evolved 
or expanded. Some countries, especially in Europe, 
have well-established systems in place to imple-
ment and monitor progress on the SDGs but inte-
grating the SDGs into these frameworks, and the 
role that VNRs can play to support these processes, 
is still a work in progress. While the designs of the 
institutional structures are highly country-specific, 
most countries practise the ‘whole-of-government’ 
and ‘whole-of-society’ approaches and engage var-
ious government entities as well as non-govern-
mental stakeholders. There is more collaboration 
with cross-sectoral government entities than en-
gagement with subnational governments, indicating 
a pre-eminence of horizontal rather than vertical 
coordination. Nevertheless, some countries have re-
ported a slight increase in the participation of LRGs 
and specific entities have been set up to manage 
SDG localisation at the national level. This reflects 
a growing recognition of the need to advance SDG 
localisation, however, further measures are needed 
to mainstream the SDGs fully at multiple levels of 
government. While the role of SAIs has diminished, 
there has been marked growth in the role of parlia-
ment in national VNR- and SDG-related efforts. In 
addition to participating in the SDG review mecha-
nisms, ever-increasing numbers of parliaments are 
engaged in SDG oversight, monitoring and budgeting 
activities. This trend is an encouraging development 
for accountability and the promotion of people-cen-
tred initiatives in the follow-up, review and imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda.

In order to mainstream the SDGs, SDG strategies, 
roadmaps and action plans are increasingly emerg-
ing. Moreover, the mainstreaming of the SDGs into 
NDPs has become an established practice and a 
growing number of countries report on ongoing ac-

tivities that aim to ensure policy coherence. Efforts 
to localise the SDGs are gaining significantly more 
ground with many emerging initiatives, including 
VLR and VSR reporting. The latter are useful tools 
for LRGs to report on SDG progress and can sup-
port the mainstreaming of the SDGs in territories, 
communities and cities. Progress is also being re-
ported in SDG budgeting and financing. However, 
concerns are also being raised over the financing 
of the SDGs, in part due to COVID-19. While a few 
initiatives explore different forms of financing for 
the SDGs, more innovative solutions are needed. 
Great attention is being paid to the Paris Climate 
Agreement and the Sendai Framework for Disaster 
Risk Reduction, however, a deeper exploration of 
mainstreaming the 2030 Agenda and relevant in-
ternational commitments may support an effective 
simultaneous implementation of existing interna-
tional frameworks. More comprehensive and sys-
tematic approaches are needed to ensure no one is 
left behind, particularly in times of rising inequal-
ities and following the severe impact of COVID-19 
on certain population groups.

Although COVID-19 impacted the stakeholder 
engagement efforts of VNR countries in 2021, a 
whole-of-society approach was still widely ap-
plied, mostly through consultative processes, work-
shops and surveys. Civil society is still the group 
that is best represented compared to the private 
sector and the scientific community. VNR report-
ing indicates that countries have generally been 
slow to engage and embrace contributions from 
the private sector. Although the 2021 VNRs report 
some innovative concepts, greater private-sector 
engagement is needed to achieve the SDGs. Sim-
ilarly, a stronger role for the scientific commu-
nity may help inform SDG mainstreaming efforts 
or address ongoing SDG statistical and data-re-
lated challenges. Overall, strategic approaches to 
stakeholder engagement will ensure the long-term, 
meaningful and effective participation of all the 
relevant parties. Tools and platforms are emerg-
ing that facilitate multistakeholder collaboration, 
partly as a result of COVID-19. These mechanisms 
can add accountability and facilitate the exchange 
of experiences, lessons learned and good practices 
during the follow-up and review process. At the 
same time, they can help to enhance a structured 
approach to communication and awareness-raising 
efforts on the SDGs, support the development of 
strong partnerships and accelerate SDG implemen-
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tation. Reporting on the progress of the SDGs by 
non-governmental stakeholders is a growing trend. 
Increasingly, these reporting efforts, inputs and 
recommendations are included in the VNR reports, 
reflecting a greater focus on enabling inclusive and 
integrated VNR processes.

Progress has been made on SDG statistics, data 
development and M&E efforts, however, many chal-
lenges remain and fully-fledged systemic SDG M&E 
mechanisms are still rare. The capacity of the sta-
tistical systems, data collection, data disaggrega-
tion and data availability continue to form a barrier 
to ensuring a thorough evidence-based follow-up 
and review of the 2030 Agenda. Data collection 
was also affected by COVID-19, leading to delays 
or gaps in data collection for the 2021 VNRs. The 
reports on the assessments of the indicator status 
reveal the need to pay further attention to SDG in-
dicator development. However, increasing numbers 
of countries are beginning to report on an annual, 
biannual or triannual basis, which is beneficial for 
measuring progress, understanding the state of play 
and setting benchmarks for how the country is per-
forming on the SDGs. Local SDG monitoring efforts 
are slowly emerging; however, considerable work 
is needed to align national and local SDG monitor-
ing efforts, identify local indicators and facilitate 
local data collection. In addition to strengthening 
SDG localisation, these measures can help support 
coherent implementation of the SDGs that ensures 
that no one, and no territory is left behind. Com-
pared to previous reporting years, there has been 
a slight increase in the practice of supplementing 
and broadening official statistics with alternative 
data. Scaling up the use of unofficial data sources 
and new and innovative types of data can help 
to address continued SDG data challenges. Overall, 
while some progress is reported on SDG-related 
statistics and data, much work is still required 
to gain a full picture of the progress on the SDGs. 
Continued investment is needed to scale up SDG 
M&E activities to ensure evidence-based imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda. This will also enable 
further critical assessments of the follow-up and 
review of the SDGs.

A comparison of the repeated VNR reports with the 
earlier VNR reports reveals progress in a number 
of areas. Many of the institutional structures were 
maintained, however, VNR and SDG mechanisms 
have expanded or responsibilities changed. Most of 

the progress was reported in stakeholder engage-
ment, which in some cases was broadened. Moreo-
ver, work on statistics and data for the monitoring 
and review of the 2030 Agenda has advanced, and 
overall progress was reported on the awareness 
and implementation of the SDGs. While many of the 
repeated VNR countries highlight follow-up activi-
ties and improvements since earlier reviews, more 
systemic approaches to the review process can 
help support a consistent approach to VNR-related 
activities. Keeping a track record of VNR reporting 
and ensuring continuity can benefit the quality of 
the VNR review and reports, improve the under-
standing of the status of the SDGs, identify lessons 
learned and address obstacles to the transition to 
sustainable development.

Overall, the 2021 VNR reports demonstrate that 
progress has been made in specific areas, howev-
er, much work is still needed. With less than 10 
years left to implement the 2030 Agenda, efforts 
will need to be scaled up and more resources, bold 
action and innovative solutions will be needed to 
fulfil the global commitments on sustainable de-
velopment. The follow-up and review process pro-
vides a context to help countries meet these com-
mitments and make up for the losses caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In this respect, the VNRs pro-
vide an important framework for ensuring a sus-
tainable post-COVID recovery that can help ensure 
an inclusive and coherent transition to sustainable 
development. 
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