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Introduction and overview

The United Nations Committee for Development Policy (CDP) has analysed the voluntary national reviews (VNRS)
annually since 2017 (CDP subgroup on voluntary national reviews, 2018, 2019, 2020).> One of the first questions it
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Table 2.1

Least reported targets

10.6 Ensure enhanced representation and voice for developing countries in decision-making in global international
economic and financial institutions in order to deliver more effective, credible, accountable and legitimate institutions

10.a Implement the principle of special and differential treatment for developing countries, in particular least developed
countries, in accordance with World Trade Organization agreement

1.a Support positive economic, social and environmental links between urban, per-urban and rural areas by strengthen-
ing national and regional development planning

MN.c Support least developed countries, including through financial and technical assistance, in building sustainable and
resilient buildings utilizing local materials

12.a Support developing countries to strengthen their scientific and technological capacity to move towards more
sustainable patterns of consumption and production

12.c Rationalize inefficient fossil-fuel subsidies that encourage wasteful consumption by removing market distortions, in
accordance with national circumstances, including by restructuring taxation and phasing out those harmful subsidies,
where they exist, to reflect their environmental impacts, taking fully into account the specific needs and conditions of
developing countries and minimizing the possible adverse impacts on their development in a manner that protects
the poor and the affected communities

13.a Implement the commitment undertaken by developed-country parties to the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change to a goal of mobilizing jointly $100 billion annually by 2020 from all sources to address the needs
of developing countries in the context of meaningful mitigation actions and transparency on implementation and
fully operationalize the Green Climate Fund through its capitalization as soon as possible;

14.3 Minimize and address the impacts of ocean acidification, including through enhanced scientific cooperation at all
levels
14.6 By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies which contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, eliminate sub-

Considered individually, the targets least reported on by number are related to environment, climate change, sustainable
consumption and production; the representation of developing countries in international institutions; or support to
developing countries, including to least developed countries (LDCs) (chapter 4). In some cases, there are overlaps between
these categories, such as in the case of goals 11.c, 12. a., 13.a and 14.6 (see table 2.1).

Reports often address issues covered under the targets without referring to their numbers, and complementary approaches
are needed to understand precisely what goes unreported, but numbered references to the targets are an important
measure. By that measure the issues that set the SDGs apart as an agenda for sustainable and inclusive development, are
still not being reported on equal terms as those on the traditional, pre-2015, development agenda.



WHAT DID THE 2020 VOLUNTARY NATIONAL REVIEW (VNR) REPORTS STILL NOT TELL US?

Leaving no one behind

It is encouraging that almost all the 2020 VNRs referred to the pledge to leave no one behind, which was not the case
when the reviews started in 2016. Approximately 70 per cent of reports in 2020 had a dedicated section on leaving no
one behind and others addressed the concept across the report. Even countries that did not refer to the term did refer to
efforts to address the needs of the most vulnerable groups.

Who is considered as being left behind or at risk of being left behind?

Most reports refer to persons with disabilities, women and girls, the poor and low-income groups, and older persons as
groups that are vulnerable, at risk of being left behind or the targets of specific policies to avoid being left behind (figure
3.1). Several also refer to people in geographical areas that are further behind. Beyond these broad groups, VNRs reported
on investments in disaggregated statistics and in new methodologies to be able to accurately identify the groups at risk of
being left behind in their specific country contexts and thereby design policy interventions (examples in Box 3.1). Some
reported on human rights-based approaches to the definition of indicators or data collection, others to how they are
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Population and Development, the Madrid International Action Plan on Ageing, the European Accessibility Act or the
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights.

How countries define this concept in their national contexts can change over time as countries accumulate experience
and mature their approaches. Finland, for example, stated that the concept of leaving no one behind had evolved since
its first VNR, from a focus on supporting least developed countries in international cooperation to one that also encom-
passes leaving no one behind in their national policies.
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Figure 3.3
Policies/action highlighted in sections on “leaving no one behind”
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“reaching the furthest behind first” were limited to simply mentioning the phrase or to identifying the furthest
behind within broader vulnerable groups. The latter is a critical first step, but greater reflection in the VNRs on the
policy alternatives, trade-offs and associated dilemmas could help stimulate innovation and peer learning to advance
the implementation of this commitment.

Pushing no one behind. While most countries mention measures they are taking to make the lives of the most
vulnerable better, little attention is given to how to avoid making them worse off or pushing them back (Elson,
2018). There seems to be an underlying assumption in the VNRs that policy action can only produce positive
outcomes — sometimes insufficient, sometimes underfunded, but generally in the right direction. The reality is
that poorly conceived projects or regulation enabling certain types of investments without adequate and inclusive
assessments of impacts can push people and communities behind. It is important for the VNRs to acknowledge this
and report on how they are managing these trade-offs. The 2020 reports refer to efforts to avoid adverse impacts on
the environment but not people and communities; and to what they are doing to avoid people being pushed back by
COVID-19, climate change, disasters and health costs. They do not meaningfully reflect on how to avoid pushing
people further behind by their own policies and investments or the regulation under which private investments are
made. Among few exceptions, the input provided by CSOs to North Macedonia’s VNR noted that “institutions lack
the capacity, expertise and knowledge to develop analysis and studies prior to policy changes in order to examine
the impact of these novelties on society as a whole”; and Papua New Guinea acknowledged that resource extraction
industries, which dominate their economy, have more negative social impacts on women.

iii. Acknowledgingand addressing the fact that climate change and environmental degradation leave or push people behind.

Although many reports refer, especially in the context of SDG 13, to the socio-economic impacts of climate change,
climate change mitigation, adaptation and resilience-building have not often been highlighted in connection with
strategies to leave no one behind. Likewise, most reports refer to measures to contain environmental impacts but the
connection with the concept of leaving no one behind is rarely made.
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iv. Acknowledging and acting on the link between production structure and exclusion. Few countries make a clear con-
nection between the goal of leaving no one behind and policies to build productive capacities and move towards
structural transformation (see chapter 5). One of the exceptions, Brunei Darussalam associated leaving no one
behind to SDG 8 and measures in human capital development, economic diversification, MSME development,
business environment, access to finance, literacy, supporting infrastructure and decent work.

In synthesis, there have been significant improvements in the treatment of leaving no one behind in the VNRs and there
are experiences to draw from in terms of methods to identify specific groups at risk of being left behind and thereby
tailoring policy to national and local circumstances. However, there has been little connection in the VNRSs between
the concept of leaving no one behind and the transformative, cross-cutting policy areas that would significantly and
sustainably enable and provide resources for other areas more commonly and directly associated to leaving no one behind
such as social protection and employment; and not enough discussion on the difficult policy trade-offs that need to be
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Strengthening partnerships and SDG 17

There are two challenges in a comprehensive overview of how VNR reports cover the partnership goal — SDG 17 — in
addition to the vast array of issues treated: first, that several issues included in the goal, such as those related to financing,
debt, and trade, are often dealt with in parts of the report other than the SDG 17 section, so that a review of just those
sections can miss important reporting on aspects that are central to the goal; and, second, that several of the SDG 17
targets contain more than one core issue, so that the fact that a country reported on a target does not mean it addressed all
the central aspects of that target. Here we take “snapshots” from three different angles to identify the main issues under
SDG 17 that are not being reported on: the content of SDG 17 sections; references to numbered targets (or indicators
with data, based on the same dataset on which chapter 2 is based); and references to issues contained in the SDG 17
targets referred to throughout the reports.

What are countries focusing on when reporting on SDG 17?

Most countries referred, under sections dedicated to SDG 17, to ODA, international cooperation or aid; and various
aspects of public domestic resource mobilization and fiscal policy. Just over half reported on multi-stakeholder partner-
ships and participation; improvements in public administration/governance/institutions or coordination and coherence
in domestic policy; and trade. Other issues referred to in at least a quarter of the reports were the role of the private sector
and measures to support it; foreign direct investment; debt; information and communication technologies (ICT); South-
South, triangular, regional or cross-border cooperation; the role of remittances and diasporas; macro-economic stability,
imbalances, challenge and policies; diversification and productive capacity; effectiveness in development cooperation;
the role of development banks; science, technology and innovation (STI) or research and development (R&D) and
international treaties and agreements (figure 4.1). Beyond those, the sections on SDG 17 are quite diverse, covering both
issues contained in the SDG 17 targets and others that countries considered relevant to the overall goal of strengthening
the means of implementation and revitalizing the global partnership for sustainable development. For example, countries
addressed conflict and security, illicit financial flows, media and free press, humanitarian assistance, frontier technologies
and informality, among many others.

Table 4.1
SDG 17 Targets (or respective indicators) least frequently referred to by number

4 This section considers 43 of the 45 reports presented in 2020, except when referring to the analysis of numbered goals and
targets, which considered all 45.
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Table 4.2
SDG 17 Targets (or respective indicators) least frequently referred to by number

Target
17.5 Adopt and implement investment promotion regimes for least developed countries
17.7 Promote the development, transfer, dissemination and diffusion of environmentally sound technologies to developing

countries on favourable terms, including on concessional and preferential terms, as mutually agreed

17.12 Realize timely implementation of duty-free and quota-free market access on a lasting basis for all least developed
countries, consistent with World Trade Organization decisions, including by ensuring that preferential rules of origin
applicable to imports from least developed countries are transparent and simple, and contribute to facilitating market
access

17.13

Finally, although international cooperation and measures to promote its effectiveness are widely addressed in the VNRs,
the reports do not suggest that the processes leading up to them have tackled its deeper challenges and limitations. Some
countries enunciate some of these challenges. The Democratic Republic of the Congo, for example, notes that “technol-
ogy transfer so far has been done almost exclusively in the context of private initiatives, based on private profitability and
not social benefits”, with access to telecommunications technology remaining highly unequal. Liberia noted that despite
multiple forms of aid received, the collapse of the health care system with the Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) outbreak
“brought into question the efficacy of these forms of aid in building critical systems for the country; and highlights the
urgent need for a new partnership model for ODA”. Greater space for the discussion of these topics during the VNR
processes and among peers at the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) could mobilize innovation around these issues.
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Appendix 4.1
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Structural transformation for higher productive capacity in
the 2020 Voluntary National Reviews (Trudi Hartzenberg,
Ksenija Ivanovic, Kori Udovicki and Rolph van der Hoeven)

Introduction

One of the main elements that distinguishes the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development from the Millennium Development Goals and the Millennium Declaration is that the former
refers to structural transformations necessary to reach the goals. Paragraph 27 of the SDG declaration states®:

“(...) All countries stand to benefit from having a healthy and well-educated work force with the knowledge
and skills needed for productive and fulfilling work and full participation in society. We will strengthen
the productive capacities of least developed countries in all sectors, including through structural transforma-
tion. We will adopt policies which increase productive capacities, productivity and productive employment;
financial inclusion; sustainable agriculture, pastoralist and fisheries development; sustainable industrial


https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/17346Updated_Voluntary_Guidelines.pdf
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Based on the accepted premise that productive structure is central to the extent to which the SDGs can be met, and
that to move ahead production structure must change, we aimed at identifying the extent to which the 2020 VNR
reports reflected an intent by the respective national governments to promote structural transformation and to increase
productive capacity (Udovicki, 2020). Through qualitative data analysis and with the help of research software described
below, we identified the context in which key words appeared.
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sustainability which, as indicated we do not consider in this analysis). However only five quotes indicate an intent to
pursue economy-wide structural change; the others mostly appear in general contexts. Weaker terms, such as “change in
structure” or “sustainable production” were also searched. However, terms such as “industrial” or “agricultural”, which
were used prolifically, were not pursued.

Table 5.1
Search terms and context statistics, number of quotes

Contexts

Economy-wide
changes

Sustainability/ | Sub-total w/o
Strong Weak Targeted Undetermined | Environment environment

Broad policy docs?
Factors of change®
Diversification®
Industriali-zation®
Sectoral strategies®
Poverty reductionf
Abstract?

Policy docs"
Environmental'
Subtotal w/o
environment
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Summary of results and recommendations

The strength of references found in the VNRs of countries grouped by development level is shown in Figure 5.2,

There is a rather firm inverse relationship between countries’ development level and their references to structural change,
and this is not surprising. Ninety-three per cent of LDC reports make at least some kind of reference to structural change
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Table 5.3
Count of all mentions by VNR and context
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In conclusion, the use of terms referring to structural change, and the breadth of the references, most frequently reflects
emphasis on changes in production structure, especially production diversification, in countries’ development strategies
(e.g. Bangladesh, Ecuador, Zambia). The strong inverse relationship between countries’ development level and their
references to structural change, is notable. As noted earlier, some reference to structural change is made in 93 per cent
of LDC reports, compared to 60 per cent of developed country reports. This is not an unexpected finding. LDCs with
weakly diversified economies and nascent industrial sectors can be expected to have a concerted focus on structural
change, while this may well no longer be a priority for developed countries.

The VNRs present an opportunity for countries to link their structural transformation narrative to the achievement
of the SDGs. However, even countries where structural change efforts are comprehensive and central to the country’s
development effort (e.g. Bangladesh), or that have explicitly recognized the critical linkage between transformation of
production structure and SDG outcomes in their VNRs (Zambia) did not systematically present the transformation
effort and/or expected effect of the transformation on the various SDGs where this is relevant.

We note that in some countries the critical linkage between production structure and SDGs was well elaborated in their
VNRs (e.g. Finland and Austria), but with emphasis on the relationship between production structure and knowledge/
education and environmental sustainability rather than on structural transformation in a developmental sense, which
is the focus of our analysis. Looking ahead, countries, especially developing and least developed countries, may want to
consider crafting their VNRs around their structural transformation narrative, including details of the transformative
policies, expected impact on goals and targets and how the issues of sustainability are incorporated. Policies specifically
aimed at specific goals and targets can be elaborated against this backdrop for a comprehensive account of how the
country plans to drive the desired developmental change.
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of Sustainable Development” by The Technical University of Sofia is implemented with the support of the Ministry
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of regular migrant workers’ routes: men cannot go abroad for work, thus women face tougher competition for jobs. The
increase in unpaid family work performed by women was discussed by Honduras, Gambia, Kenya and Nepal.

However, very few countries report any measures to deal with the increase in gender inequality caused by the pandemic.
Burundi aimed at obtaining a gender-sensitive COV 1D-19 response by ensuring that the risks and the needs of girls and
women were taken into account when proposing support measures. India reported on extending cash relief for women:
“Cash relief has been extended to more than 200 million women bank account holders to meet the hardships of the
lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic”. The Republic of Moldova provided recommendations for specialists as well
as victims of violence to ensure development of effective support measures aimed to deal with violence in the context of
the pandemic.

Interestingly, Alon et al. (2020) discuss potential positive implications of COVID-19 pandemic for gender equality, i.e
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Summing up the findings of the literature on gender wage gap Blau and Kahn (2017) concluded that while convergence
between men and women in education and experience had significant explanatory power for explaining the narrowing
of the gender wage gap in the past, as the gap has diminished different factors have gained importance, including
labour-market experience, workforce interruptions and shorter hours in high-skilled occupations, gender differences in
occupations and industries, and differences in gender roles and the gender division of labour.

The main roots of gender inequality in developing countries were analysed by Jayachandran (2015). She provides evidence
that there are cultural norms (in areas such as China, India, North Africa, and the Middle East) that exacerbate favour-
itism toward males. These cultural systems, which align sons ahead of daughters, have led to the existing male-skewed
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worse. The majority of VNR reports mention observed outcomes and consequences of gender inequalities, but unob-
served causes are often dismissed. In order to ensure sustainable progress toward gender equality, more efforts should be
channelled toward identifying the true roots of this problem and designing policies to address it.

For this, it is important to allocate more resources toward research on gender gaps, proper data collection and policy
effectiveness analysis, to ensure the access to this research to all countries, promote more partnership among countries
of different levels of development and background to learn from partners’ experiences. International organizations with
solid research departments should invest more in accumulation and global sharing of knowledge and data. Reports of
countries on their experiences with respect to SGD 5 might be a good starting point for this endeavour.
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Appendix 3.1 Set of criteria used to analyse SDG 5 in the 2020 VNRs

General Information on SDG 5

Chapter on SDG 5 is presented
All targets of SDG 5 are mentioned
Some targets of SDG 5 are mentioned

International comparisons of gender inequality
are presented

Regional comparisons of gender inequality are
presented

Gender Inequality in the Labour Market

Gender pay gap is mentioned
Actions to decrease gender pay gap are mentioned

Actions to deal with occupational segregation are
mentioned

Family planning methods are mentioned
Maternity/parental leave is mentioned

Actions to improve quality of childcare are
mentioned

Barriers to inclusivity in the employment market
are mentioned

Actions to empower immigrant women immi-
grant or women of specific geographical or ethnic
background are mentioned

Affirmative actions are mentioned

Actions to improve economic empowerment of
women and girls are mentioned

Unpaid work in the household is mentioned

Gender Inequality in Entrepreneurship

Gender gap in entrepreneurship is mentioned or
is a concern

Actions to decrease gender gap in entrepreneur-
ship are mentioned

Gender gap in access to credit or generally to fi-
nancial market is mentioned or is a concern

Actions to decrease gender gap in access to credit
or generally to financial market are mentioned

Gender Inequality in Corporate Governance

Gender gap in corporate governance is mentioned

Actions to decrease gender gap in corporate gov-
ernance are mentioned
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Appendix 3.2 Specifc policies and measures some countries adopt to
improve on SDG 5

Brunei:

“The Authority for Info-Communications Technology Industry of Brunei Darussalam (AITI) has implemented
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Georgia:
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Reducing inequality should be a top priority during the
COVID-19 pandemic, but isn’t: SDG 10 in the 2020 Voluntary
National Reviews (Rolph van der Hoeven and Leticia Merino)

According to the CDP’s analysis of the 2018 voluntary national reviews (VNRSs) (CDP subgroup on voluntary national
reviews, 2019), SDG 10 (“Reducing inequality within and between countries”) was the most under-reported of the
SDGs that year. In 2019, on the other hand, it was reported on by almost all countries. This was possibly an effect, at
least partially, of SDG 10 having been among the focus goals of the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) that year (CDP
subgroup on voluntary national reviews, 2020).2 A review of the 2020 of VNRs shows that of 45 reports submitted, 40
mention SDG10. More reports referred to SDG 10 than to SDGs 12, 13, 14 and 15 — the goals most closely related to
the environmental dimension of sustainable development —; the same number referred to SDG 6; and fewer referred to
SDG 10 than to all the others (see figure 1.1). All reports referred to income inequalities, even when they did not address
SDG 10, recognizing the importance of addressing this issue also as a means to achieve other SDGs (UNDESA, 2020).

Although the somewhat increased attention to income inequality can be seen as an improvement, the fact remains that
those SDGs that carry over the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) still dominate in most VNRs. MDGs
preceded the SDGs and were concentrated almost exclusively on social issues rather than on the broader issues of ine-
quality and economic, social and environmental structural changes which characterize the SDGs. That inequality still
gets insufficient attention in the VNRs remains worrying, especially in the gruesome times of the COVID-19 pandemic
(see section 5) and the social and economic consequences thereof (CDP, 2020). Research done months into the crisis but
before a prediction of its end was possible showed that income inequality in low-, middle — and high-income countries
was increasing. According to the ILO (2021), poor workers were becoming poorer as some 600 million people worked
in sectors which were hardest hit and that pay poorly; the informal sector, in which many of the poor work, lacking any
protection and public support, was severely hit. Moreover, the generation gap was increasing with more younger workers
being excluded from the labour market and having to work in precarious conditions. Relatively privileged workers, on
the other hand, were better sheltered from the COVID-19 economic fallout. Furthermore, as the value of global stocks
soared after an initial brief dip, the rich, and especially the superrich were getting richer.

Do the VNRs suggest that action is being taken to redress the structural
determinants of inequality?
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10.1. This is considered a weak target (van der Hoeven, 2019). The targets that have a bearing on fostering structural
changes to reduce income inequality namely target 10.4 (improving fiscal, wage and social protection policies,) and target
10.5 (regulation of national and global financial markets), while not the least reported on, were referred to by number
in less than half of the VNRs (Figure 7.1).2* The target least reported on among those that refer to inequality within
countries is target 10.3, which refers to eliminating discriminatory laws, policies and practices and promoting appropriate
legislation. It is therefore of no surprise that special schemes and projects (including those to reduce gender inequalities),
rather than a clear policy stance on reducing income inequality, dominate action reported on SDG10 in the overview
report of the 2020 VNRs (UNDESA, 2020). Moreover, countries that addressed income inequality and SDG 10 in the
context of other SDGs did not focus systematically on structural changes needed to reduce income inequality.

The targets in SDG 10 that refer to inequality between countries have received even less attention than the targets that
refer to inequality within countries. Targets 10.6 (enhanced representation and voice for developing countries) and 10.a
(implement special and differential treatment for developing countries) are among the least referred to by number, overall.

Figure 7.1
Number of 2020 VNR reports that referred to each SDG 10 target (or at least one

14 One of the indicators of target 10.4, indicator 10.4.1, refers to the labour share of GDP. However, of the 19 countries that
reported on target 10.4, only 10 refer to this indicator and provide data.
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Have countries reported progress on reducing inequality?

Beyond the review of references to numbered targets, an analysis of the text of 43 VNRs shows that many of the countries
that addressed SDG 10 did not report on actual progress on the goal and its targets, presented data without reference to
a baseline or lacked up-to-date data, making it difficult to determine country’s assessments of their progress. Analysis
of information reported in reference to targets 10.1 and 10.2 shows a mixed picture (see table 4.1), including different
assessments between the government and civil society in the case of Finland.

Table 7.1
Progress on inequality, reported in the 2020 VNRs
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E] Pandemic preparedness and consequences for SDGs
(Sakiko Fukuda-Parr and Haya Hadad)

Introduction

The VNRs analysed here were presented at the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) in July 2020, under the shadow of
the COVID-19 pandemic that had emerged at the beginning of the year. The pandemic disrupted implementation of
the 2030 Agenda across all the SDGs and reversed progress in many. These consequences stem not only from the health
effects of the spread of COVID-19, but also from the socio-economic impacts of the public health measures to contain
transmission, and the global economic recession that was triggered. They are multifaceted, have complex ramifications,
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important in low —and middle-income countries (Tejani and Fukuda-Parr, 2021). A long-term scenario analysis shows an
increase of extreme poverty by 44 million people by 2030 (UNDP, 2020).

How countries reassess their priorities and adapt their strategies will be a central question for the VNRs presented in
2021 and beyond. Here we analyse those presented in July 2020, which were prepared at the onset of the outbreak in
early 2020, reviewing whether the reports included pandemic preparedness as an SDG priority; and how they reported
on the consequences of the pandemic on the 2030 Agenda, particularly with respect to the key issues of equity, inclusion
and sustainability discussed above.

Pandemic preparedness and target 3.d

Though COVID-19 caught countries by surprise, the risk of a new, deadly and infectious disease has been a growing
concern in the international community, particularly after the experience of 2005 avian flu and the 2009 H1N1 out-
breaks. Since the late 1990s, the World Health Organization (WHO) and other health authorities repeatedly issued
alerts of a global threat and the critical importance for countries to be prepared to respond rapidly in case of an outbreak.
Strengthening pandemic preparedness has therefore been one of the top priorities in the global health agenda and was
included in the SDG framework. Target 3.d, one of the 13 targets under goal 3 aims to: “Strengthen the capacity of
all countries, in particular developing countries, for early warning, risk reduction and management of national and
global health risks”, and is monitored by two indicators that are related to the implementation of International Health
