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HIGHLIGHTS

In  September 2019,  heads of  state and government around the world came together  again for  the f i rst  t ime s ince 2015 at  the 
SDG Summit  to  commit  to  a Decade of  Act ion and Del iver y  to  real ize  the ambit ious 2030 Agenda for  Sustainable Development 
and the Sustainable Development Goals  (SDGs).  The f i f teen-year  agenda for  people,  p lanet ,  prosper i ty,  peace and par tnership 
enters  i ts  f i f th  year  in  2020,  and i t  is  hoped that  governments  wi l l  respond with accelerator  act ions and transformative 
change to meet  their  commitments  for  2030 and ensure that  no one is  lef t  behind. 

For  the past  four  years,  c iv i l  society  organizat ions have reviewed repor t ing by governments  to  the United Nat ions’  High- level 
Pol i t ical  Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) .  The Voluntar y Nat ional  Review (VNR) repor ts  submitted by governments 
as par t  of  the fol low-up and review processes indicate the status of  2030 Agenda implementat ion.  These repor ts  are meant 
to  be prepared through inclusive and par t ic ipator y  processes,  ser ve as a source of  information on good pract ices,  lessons 
learned and chal lenges in  implementat ion and provide a basis  for  peer  learning and accountabi l i ty  at  the global  level .
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The review of  the 47 VNR repor ts  submitted to the HLPF in  2019 revealed a range of  good pract ices  and trends in 
implementat ion and repor t ing,  many of  which are posit ive,  some of  which are cause for  concern.  T h e  P ro g re s s i n g  N a t i o n a l 
S D G s  I m p l e m e n t a t i o n  repor t  covers  al l  aspects  of  2030 Agenda implementat ion through an examinat ion of  governance and 
inst i tut ional  arrangements,  stakeholder  engagement,  pol ic ies,  the means of  implementat ion and repor t ing.  Key f indings,  good 
pract ice case studies,  emerging best  pract ices  and recommendations are presented throughout  the repor t .  The ful l  set  of 
recommendations is  consol idated in  the conclusion.  Here we highl ight  the key messages ar is ing from the analys is  of  2019 VNR 
repor ts .    

 
Countries are more consistently fol lowing guidelines for  VNR repor ts and providing information on most aspects of 
2030 Agenda implementation.

 
VNR repor ts  show increased compl iance with repor t ing against  the Secretar y-General ’s  voluntar y common repor t ing 
guidel ines over  2016 to 2019.  Over  75% of  countr ies  repor t ing in  2019 included information on al l  components  in  the 
guidel ines except  for  information on structural  issues.  VNR repor ts  for  2019 showed increases in  repor t ing on most  aspects  of 
implementat ion.  For  example,  60% of  VNR repor ts  referred to processes for  stakeholder  engagement versus 39% in  2018.  More 
countr ies  repor ted on local izat ion effor ts  and par tnership in  2019 than in  2018.  Near ly  al l  countr ies  repor ted on the chal lenges 
they face in  implementing the 2030 Agenda (96%) compared to 2018 (80%).  The most  s igni f icant  increase in  repor t ing, 
however,  was seen in  the inclusion of  a  dedicated chapter  or  robust  information on leaving no one behind.  Whi le  61% repor ted 
this  information in  2018,  81% did so in  2019.

However,  broad gains in repor ting were also matched by decreases in repor ting on international  public  f inance and 
trade as well  as best  practices and learning from peers.  Information on these topics is  impor tant for  ensuring the 
success of  the HLPF as a forum for peer learning and exchange.  Also,  many states continued to provide only par tial 
information on the key components in the guidelines.

While  more countr ies  provided information on the means of  implementat ion overal l ,  2019 saw decreased repor t ing on 
internat ional  publ ic  f inance and trade.  Al l  but  two countr ies  (96%) referred to the role  of  internat ional  publ ic  f inance in  2018 
versus 7 7% in  2019.  S imi lar ly,  only  60% of  countr ies  repor ted on trade in  2019 versus 76% in  2018.  These decl ines fo l low gains in 
2018 over  2017.  Concerning stakeholder  engagement,  the level  of  detai l  on formal  processes var ies  s igni f icant ly  across repor ts . 
Decl ines were also seen in  repor t ing on best  pract ices  (38%) and learning from peers  (4%).  Whi le  improved repor t ing on 
chal lenges and lessons learned is  a  posit ive  gain for  suppor t ing the HLPF ’s  mandate,  decl ines in  other  areas are worr isome, 
par t icular ly  af ter  increases in  repor t ing on these dimensions in  2018 over  2017.

Repor ting suggests that leaving no one behind is  becoming a defining consideration in 2030 Agenda implementation. 

Like 2018,  most  countr ies  provided nuanced information on those at  r isk  of  being lef t  behind.  Data to leave no one behind 
remains a recognized chal lenge.  Repor t ing on the key forms of  d isaggregated data needed to leave no one behind improved 
in  2019 over  2018.  Countr ies  most  commonly c i ted the need for  disaggregated data by gender,  age and disabi l i ty.  Al l  countr ies 
except  one provided information on effor ts  re lated to at  least  one vulnerable  group in  2019 versus 89% in  2018 and 73% in 
2017,  indicat ing a posit ive  upward trend.  Al l  VNR repor ts  except  one indicated women,  chi ldren and youth are at  r isk  of  being 
lef t  behind.  The major i ty  of  VNR repor ts  also ment ioned people with disabi l i t ies  (96%),  poor  people (94%) and migrants  and 
refugees (70%).
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Yet,  the extent to which overall  effor ts  are guided by leaving no one behind,  matched with changes to policies, 
programs and approaches,  remains unclear. 

Only 36% of  countr ies  h ighl ighted embedding leaving no one behind or  ef for ts  to  address inequal i ty  and social  exclusion 
as par t  of  overarching development plans.  Whi le  an improvement on 2018 when 22% of  countr ies  repor ted the same,  there 
is  a  need for  more countr ies  to  demonstrate how the pr inciple  of  leaving no one behind is  informing overal l  p lans and 
approaches.  Countr ies  cont inue to present  a range of  universal  and speci f ic  approaches to leave no one behind point ing to 
legal  f rameworks,  overal l  pol ic ies,  social  protect ion and special ized programs for  cer tain groups.  The extent  to  which these 
approaches are new or  have changed because of  the promise to leave no one behind is  general ly  not  ar t iculated in  VNR 
repor ts .  In  2019,  21% of  countr ies  recognized that  leaving no one behind is  a  key chal lenge in  2030 Agenda implementat ion 
overal l . 

The promise of  a whole-of-society approach to 2030 Agenda implementation appears to be translating into practice 
with tangible gains in non-state actor par ticipation in governance arrangements for  implementation and formal 
processes for  stakeholder engagement.  

Formal  inc lusion of  non-state actors  in  governance arrangements  is  becoming a standard pract ice.  Over  2016-2019,  70% of 
repor t ing countr ies  noted that  non-state actors  are included in  high- level  and/or  working- level  inst i tut ional  arrangements 
to  guide implementat ion.  An increasing number of  countr ies  are point ing to examples of  formal  processes for  stakeholder 
engagement outs ide governance arrangements  such as pol ic ies  for  stakeholder  engagement,  communicat ion strategies  to 
suppor t  awareness-rais ing,  par t ic ipator y  budget ing processes,  mult i -stakeholder  forums,  youth counci ls  or  annual  events. 
Whi le  more forms of  stakeholder  engagement are emerging,  the use of  these approaches broadly  cont inues to be l imited 
across countr ies.  Direct  engagement of  non-state actors  in  the draf t ing of  VNR repor ts  appears  to  have increased (53% versus 
29% in  2018) ,  but  the actual  inc lusion of  their  recommendations in  the f inal  repor ts  is  less  ver i f iable.

These promising trends,  however,  come in the context of  si lence on closing civic  space globally  and ongoing attacks 
on human rights defenders and environmentalists.

While  some countr ies  emphasized the creat ion of  enabl ing pol ic ies  for  non-state actor  engagement and par t ic ipat ion in  2030 
Agenda implementat ion,  no VNR repor t  referred to c los ing c iv ic  space.  Over  2017-2019,  VNR repor ts  have been largely  s i lent 
on this  issue despite  increasing cal ls  for  act ion by c iv i l  society  organizat ions and others  around the world to  address the 
deter iorat ing human r ights  s i tuat ion in  many countr ies  and protect  human r ights  defenders  and environmental ists .  Moreover, 
repor ts  by c iv i l  society  organizat ions on 2030 Agenda implementat ion cont inue to point  to  the need for  improvements  in  the 
qual i ty  of  interact ions and engagement between government and c iv i l  society. 

VNR repor ts also indicated a move towards inclusion through technical  working groups rather than high-level 
councils  or  committees.  Repor ting on par tnerships suggests l imited improvements and some backsliding over 
previous years.

Compared to 2018,  2019 saw a decl ine in  the number of  countr ies  that  pointed to the inclusion of  academia,  c iv i l  society, 
government inst i tut ions and the pr ivate sector  in  lead counci ls  or  committees with decl ines seen across these stakeholder 
groups.  Academia,  c iv i l  society  and the pr ivate sector  al l  saw s igni f icant  increases in  their  inc lusion in  working groups or 
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Al l  countr ies,  except  one,  provided examples of  contr ibut ions by non-state actors  to  2030 Agenda implementat ion in 
2019 beyond consultat ion on pr ior i t ies ,  par t ic ipat ion in  governance arrangements  and general  references to their  ro le 
in  implementat ion,  an improvement over  previous years.   Whi le  68% of  VNR repor ts  referred to c iv i l  society  in  2019,  an 
increase over  2018,  indiv idual  repor ts  tend to por tray narrow percept ions of  the roles  that  c iv i l  society  organizat ions play 
focusing largely  on speci f ic  projects ,  forming coal i t ions and promoting accountabi l i ty.  Only  23% of  repor ts  repor ted on 
par l iamentar ians,  53% on the pr ivate sector  and 28% on the role  of  academics and exper ts ,  represent ing decl ines in  repor t ing 
on al l  three groups over  2018. 

Informed by baseline and gap assessments,  countries repor t  the integration of  the SDGs into national  and,  to a lesser 
extent,  local  policies and programs.

Over 7 7% of  countr ies  repor t ing over  2017-2019 indicated informing their  approach to 2030 Agenda implementat ion with an 
assessment  of  pol ic ies,  data or  both.  In  2019,  76% of  countr ies  provided information on data avai labi l i ty,  a  s igni f icant  increase 

Louis Leeson / Save The Children

technical  committees.  The greater  focus on technical  working groups rather  than high- level  governance arrangements  is 
worr isome as i t  suggests  that  there may be less  oppor tunity  for  non-state actors  to  input  into overal l  strategic  direct ion and 
coordinat ion.
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over  previous years.  Near ly  80% of  countr ies  repor ted integrat ing the SDGs into pol ic ies  in  2019,  up from around 50% of 
countr ies  repor t ing in  2018 and 2017.  At  the local  level ,  28% of  countr ies  h ighl ighted having integrated the 2030 Agenda into 
local  p lans and pol ic ies  with 1 1% not ing plans to do so.  This  was a posit ive  shi f t  over  2018 when more countr ies  indicated plans 
to integrate the 2030 Agenda at  the local  level  (22%) rather  than having already done so ( 13%).

Never theless,  except for  leaving no one behind,  VNR repor ts continue to suggest l imited attention to the 
transformative principles of  the 2030 Agenda. Repor ting in 2019 also raises concerns regarding the extent to which 
countries are taking integrated approaches that respect  al l  dimensions of  sustainable development and ensuring 
polic y coherence for  sustainable development.

Over 40% of  VNR repor ts  did not  assess the ful l  set  of  SDGs.  Only  25% referred to appropriate l inkages between the goals , 
down from previous years.  Fewer countr ies  –  57% –  gave equal  attent ion to economic,  social  and environmental  d imensions 
of  development in  their  VNR repor ts ,  down from 63% in  2018 and 75% in  2017.  Repor ts  were more l ike ly  to  bias social  issues 
over  other  dimensions of  sustainable development.  Whi le  increases were seen in  the number of  countr ies  referr ing to re levant 
internat ional  f rameworks suppor t ive of  the 2030 Agenda such as the Par is  Agreement on Cl imate Change and the Addis 
Ababa Act ion Agenda,  2019 saw an overal l  decl ine in  countr ies  focused on pol ic y  coherence for  sustainable development.  This 
was both in  terms of  pol ic y  coherence for  sustainable development as a guiding framework for  2030 Agenda implementat ion 
and analys is  of  the impact  of  domest ic  and foreign pol ic ies  on global  progress.

VNR repor ts indicate increased integration of  the 2030 Agenda into budgeting processes with countries noting that 
sources of  f inance have been identif ied. 

While  under  46% of  the VNR repor ts  for  2018 provided information on the inclusion of  the SDGs in  nat ional  budgets  or  budget-
re lated processes,  2019 saw an increase to 64% of  countr ies.  Of  the 30 countr ies  repor t ing this  information,  14  indicated 
plans to incorporate the SDGs into budget ing processes whi le  16  noted having already done so.  Seventy percent  of  countr ies 
have also ident i f ied sources of  f inance to suppor t  2030 Agenda implementat ion,  point ing to domest ic  resources,  pr ivate 
investment,  remittances,  and where appl icable,  of f ic ia l  development assistance and South-South cooperat ion.

Yet,  countries have not costed 2030 Agenda implementation,  nor do VNR repor ts consistently refer  to all  means of 
implementation. 

Nearly  75% of  countr ies  repor t ing in  2019 have not  costed implementat ion of  the 2030 Agenda.  At  the same t ime,  over  half  of 
VNR repor ts  noted that  f inance and resource mobi l izat ion are a chal lenge.  VNR repor ts  showed decl ines in  detai led repor t ing 
on internat ional  publ ic  f inance,  t rade and systemic issues.  One lesson learned from the Mi l lennium Development Goal  era 
per tained to di f f icul t ies  operat ional iz ing goal  8  on global  par tnership.  Repor t ing on al l  means of  implementat ion is  cr i t ical  for 
informing global  d iscussions on gaps and chal lenges and ident i fy ing where accelerator  act ions are needed to fu l ly  real ize  the 
ambit ion of  SDG 17  on par tnerships for  the goals .

Finally,  overall  information on national,  regional  and global  fol low-up and review processes is  l imited.  VNR repor ts 
lack reference to accountabil ity  mechanisms at the national  level.

While  85% of  countr ies  provided information on fol low-up and review processes at  the nat ional  level  in  2019,  up from 
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previous years,  i t  was unclear  when repor t ing occurs,  by whom and to whom. Only  f ive  countr ies  noted involvement by 
par l iamentar ians in  fo l low-up and review processes,  rais ing concerns over  how countr ies  are ensur ing accountabi l i ty  through 
elected off ic ia ls .  No countr y  referred to engagement in  regional  review processes or  future engagement at  the HLPF.  

In  2020,  the global  community  star ts  a  new c ycle  of  fo l low-up and review.  The procedures and mechanisms of  the HLPF are 
under  review.  This  provides an oppor tunity  to  strengthen the processes of  comparat ive analys is  and tracking progress fur ther 
as  many countr ies  return for  their  second or  even third VNR .  The HLPF provides the cr i t ical  forum for  VNRs to take place and 
l inks  the monitor ing and accountabi l i ty  c ycle  f rom nat ional  to  regional  and global  level  reviews.  Fol lowing promising trends 
with respect  to  stakeholder  engagement at  the nat ional  level ,  i t  is  hoped that  the future development of  the HLPF wi l l  inc lude 
even more t ime for  meaningful  d ialogue and engagement between member states,  c iv i l  society  organizat ions,  exper ts  and 
other  stakeholders.
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