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Connecting the dots: The still elusive synergies between
accountability institutions and the follow-up and review of
the Sustainable Development Goals

The 2030 Agenda highlights the importance of the
follow-up and review of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) as an accountability mechanism and sets
clear principles to guide it. Accountability institutions
such as parliaments and supreme audit institutions
(SAls) are playing an increasing role in SDG oversight
and assessment. However, while countries have made
significant progress in institutionalizing SDG follow-
up and review, the performance of such systems and
processes is limited due to their imperfect integration
with existing monitoring and evaluation systems and
accountability institutions.

The disconnect with accountability institutions
is particularly relevant in the context of COVID-19. As
countries must urgently address the social and economic
impacts of the pandemic on SDG implementation and
particularly on the most vulnerable, there is a need
for increased oversight and independent assessments
of those impacts in order to inform policymaking and
support the longer-term recovery efforts.

This brief discusses the critical importance of
connecting SDG follow-up and review systems with
accountability institutions. It reviews the available
evidence on these connections and highlights some good
practices. The brief presents some recommendations
for maximizing these synergies going forward, taking
into consideration the impact of COVID-19 on SDG
implementation.

INTEGRATION WITH ACCOUNTABILITY
SYSTEMS IS CRUCIAL FOR EFFECTIVE
SDG FOLLOW-UP AND REVIEW

The 2030 Agenda promotes “a robust, voluntary, effective,
participatory, transparent and integrated follow-up and
review framework [that] will make a vital contribution to

Summary

Follow-up and review systems and processes promote
transparency and accountability by providing information

on the results of programmes to implement the SDGs.

They also contribute to enhancing SDG implementation

by informing policymaking and facilitating learning.
Accountability institutions such as legislatures and supreme
audit institutions are playing an increasing role regarding
SDG assessment and oversight. However, countries have

not yet systematically established synergies between SDG
follow-up and review and existing accountability institutions.
Strengthening such integration can contribute to more
holistic SDG monitoring efforts and strengthen accountability
for progress on the SDGs. This seems particularly relevant in
the context of COVID-19, as countries must urgently address
the significant and differentiated impacts of the pandemic on
SDG implementation.

implementation and will help countries to maximize and
track progress [...] to ensure that no one is left behind.”
Beyond measuring progress towards targets, the Agenda
emphasizes ongoing mutual learning and recognizes the
contribution of multiple stakeholders, as it encourages
countries to conduct “regular and inclusive reviews of
progress at the national and sub-national levels”, which
draw on “contributions from indigenous peoples, civil
society, the private sector and other stakeholders, in
line with national circumstances, policies and priorities.
National parliaments as well as other institutions can also
support these processes.” In 2021, the review of the
implementation of the General Assembly resolution
on the follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda

1 UN General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, A/RES/70/1 (New York: United Nations, 2015), §
72,73, and 74. § 74 develops the principles in further detail.

2 UN General Assembly, § 79. Italics by the author.
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reaffirmed the essential role of national parliaments
“through their enactment of legislation and adoption
of budgets and their role in ensuring implementation
and accountability at the national level for the effective
implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable
Development Goals.”

National efforts to institutionalize SDG follow-up
and review systems and processes have paid off.* Most
countries have identified the institutions responsible for
SDG follow-up, review and reporting, and defined their
responsibilities. They have assessed the availability of
national indicators to measure progress and are working
on improving data availability and quality. Countries have
also improved their voluntary national review (VNR)
reports, with positive spillovers at subnational and
local levels, and are increasingly leveraging information
and communication technologies (ICTs) to better
communicate and report on the SDGs.

Despite this progress, significant challenges
remain.® There are data gaps and constraints related to
data disaggregation and quality, coordination of data
producers, and local capacity to collect and analyze data.

3 UN General Assembly, Review of the implementation of General Assembly
resolutions 67/290 on the format and organizational aspects of the high-
level political forum on sustainable development and 70/299 on the follow-
up and review of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development at the
global level, A/RES/75/290 B (New York: United Nations, 2021), §21.

4 For a detailed analysis of progress in SDG follow-up and review with
supporting data and evidence, see Chapter 2 of the World Public Sector
Report 2021, available at: https://bit.ly/3sSBcNI

5 For a detailed analysis of challenges in SDG follow-up and review with
supporting data and evidence, see Chapter 2 of the World Public Sector
Report 2021, available at: https://bit.ly/3sSBcNI

Legislatures and SAls in SDG follow-up and review

Global and national reporting do not yet form an ongoing
continuous cycle. Ideally countries will integrate SDG
follow-up and review into their national and sectoral
monitoring and evaluation systems to avoid having
parallel systems. However, this integration has faced
challenges (see box below on monitoring progress on food
security in Chile and Costa Rica) . The use of information
from SDG follow-up and review to inform policymaking
is also limited. Another critical limitation of SDG follow-
up and review at the national level has been the lack of
articulation with the institutional oversight system—
including parliaments and SAIs—to ensure accountability
for SDG implementation efforts. In practice, SDG
oversight by accountability institutions and follow-up and
review processes have not yet been mutually supportive.

There is a need to strengthen the independent
assessment of SDG implementation efforts. Most
information available on SDG implementation is self-
reported by governments. Independent assessments are
therefore critical to bring a different perspective and to
triangulate self-reported information. Moreover, there
is a need to increase oversight and scrutiny of SDG
implementation actions to ensure that public resources,
policies and programmes produce the intended results
and to correct course when progress is insufficient and
actions ineffective. The integration of SDG follow-up
and review with accountability systems would also
support a more holistic and complete understanding of
SDG implementation.

Dedicated
Parliamentary
committtee

Parliamentary process to
monitor legislative or
budget contributions to
SDG implementation

Reqular sessions in
Parliament on
SDG implementation

SDGs integrated into
SAI's strategic plan
or audit plan

SAl audits or
evaluations of
SDG implementation

42%

25%

38%

67%

Source: Author. From a sample of 24 countries across regions.
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Both parliaments and SAIs play a relevant role in
SDG assessment and oversight (see figure above), which
has also increased over time.® They are producing relevant
information on SDG implementation. While parliaments’
involvement is more uneven across countries, SAIs have
decisively engaged in SDG oversight through multiple
initiatives. Information produced by both parliaments and
SAIs has gained relevance as a critical input to monitor
and strengthen SDG implementation. However, countries
do not seem to be effectively tapping on this wealth of
information yet.

CONNECTING THE DOTS WITH
PARLIAMENTS: LEGISLATIVE OVERSIGHT
AND SDG FOLLOW-UP AND REVIEW
Parliaments have increasingly been included in the
SDG institutional framework (e.g. Costa Rica). Many
parliaments have established formal mechanisms for
SDG legislative oversight, including dedicated oversight
committees or sub-committees; mainstreaming SDGs
into existing committees, or adopting a decentralized
model, such as identifying SDG focal points or creating
networks.” For example, parliaments in countries such
as Costa Rica, Finland, Italy, Kenya, Mongolia, Nepal, the
Philippines, Republic of Korea, Sierra Leone and Spain
have a dedicated legislative committee on SDGs. Others,
like the parliament of Georgia, have approved SDG
monitoring strategies.

Parliaments are conducting assessments on SDG
implementation. The Environmental Audit Committee
of the UK House of Commons published SDGs in the UK
Sfollow-up: Hunger, malnutrition and food insecurity in the UK
in 2019, which highlights conclusions in consonance with
work by UK Stakeholders for Sustainable Development.
The Legislative Assembly of Costa Rica has developed
a methodology to assess progress towards the SDGs
and reported the intention to create an online tool for
these purposes. It also conducts legal, economic, and
social studies of draft legislation to analyze their links to
the SDGs.

Parliaments have also engaged in extra-
parliamentary activities that contribute to SDG follow-
up and review, including participation in national
delegations to the High-level Political Forum (HLPF) (e.g.
Peru); providing inputs to VNR reports (e.g. Bangladesh,
Bhutan, Indonesia); and cooperation with civil society for
6 Partners 4 Review, “2020 Voluntary National Reviews. A Snapshot of

Trends in SDG Reporting” (Bonn: GIZ, 2020), 6.
7 Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), “New IPU Data Reveals Challenges

for Parliaments in SDG Implementation,” Inter-Parliamentary Union,
accessed November 22, 2020.

SDG legislative oversight in Spain

The parliament of Spain has played a central role in SDG
follow-up and review. According to the SDG national ac-
tion plan, the government must submit an annual progress
report to the bicameral legislative committee on the imple-
mentation of the action plan and the SDGs. In the exercise
of its competences, the parliament can hold an annual
plenary debate to oversee progress on the 2030 Agenda.

In addition, the government must respond to requests for
legislative oversight at the sector level from the competent
committees. At the subnational level, regional parliaments
have also played an active oversight role in some autono-
mous regions such as Cantabria and Navarra.

SDG oversight (e.g. Sierra Leone). Globally, 25 per cent of
153 recently surveyed UN Member States have engaged in
some form of extra-parliamentary involvement.®

However, the limited articulation of SDG follow-
up and review with accountability systems is evident in
the limited provision of regular SDG implementation
reports to parliament. According to data from the Inter-
Parliamentary Union (IPU), only 51 per cent of 89
countries that responded to a recent survey indicated that
governments had submitted reports. Some governments
report on the SDGs as a whole, while others report on
specific SDGs. The few countries with regular SDG
reporting to parliament include Denmark, Finland,
France, the Kingdom of the Netherlands, Spain and the
United Arab Emirates. In France, for example, the 2019
SDG Roadmap foresees an annual progress report to
parliament.

Finland is the only country that has established
a regular SDG monitoring and reporting cycle that
integrates government-led monitoring with legislative
oversight, external auditing and independent evaluation
as well as regular engagement of non-state stakeholders
in the reporting process.

Germany illustrates another good practice of
systematic monitoring and accountability. The German
sustainable development strategy, which was aligned
to the SDGs in 2017, is independently monitored by the
Federal Statistical Office through a set of indicators. The
German SAI has reviewed the sustainable development
strategy and conducts audits on the performance of
government programmes on sustainable development.® A

8 Franklin de Vrieze and Fotios Fitsilis, “Applying Post-Legislative Scrutiny
to the Analysis of Legislation and SDGs in South and Southeast Asia,”
Journal of Southeast Asian Human Rights 4, no. 1 (June 17, 2020): 1-22.

9 “Auditing the SDGs. New developments at the German SAI” International
Journal of Government Auditing, Spring 2018 (http://intosaijournal.
org/auditing-the-sdgs-new-developments-at-the-german-sai/ , accessed
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Integrated SDG monitoring and reporting at the
national level in Finland

Since 2016, the government of Finland has reported on
progress on sustainable development as part of an annual
report, whose findings are discussed in parliament, giving
its members the opportunity to monitor measures for sus-
tainable development.

In 2017, Finland established a structured four-year cycle

to monitor and report on SDG progress, including annual
and quadrennial reports. This monitoring and reporting
cycle incorporates regular dialogue and exchange with the
parliament and the National Audit Office (NAO). Every year,
all line ministries are required to compile their policies and
measures on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda into
the government’s annual report to the parliament. Finland’s
Committee for the Future is mandated with SDG monitor-
ing and follow up, receiving relevant government reports.
Also, every year, the national indicators are updated during
the second and third quarters. Indicators and interpretative
texts are published on the website hosted by the National
Commission on Sustainable Development and the Prime
Minister’s Office.

Every four years, the government commissions an indepen-
dent evaluation of the implementation of the 2030 Agenda
to produce fact-based content on SDG progress and sustain-
ability issues. The first evaluation was published in 2019
and the next one is expected in late 2022- early 2023. The
findings of the first SDG evaluation were published during
a national election campaign and additional time was dedi-
cated to communicating the findings to the main political
parties. As a result, the leading party endorsed two of the
evaluation’s main recommendations: adopting the 2030
Agenda as a base for government policy and developing a
national roadmap to achieve the SDGs.

The monitoring cycle also incorporates external audits
conducted by the NAO. The NAO has increased the alloca-
tion of resources on performance work around the 2030
Agenda, and is developing a model for integrating the SDGs
into all external auditing.

parliamentary advisory council at the German parliament
exercises oversight over the implementation of the
sustainable development strategy and addresses emerging
sustainable development issues through hearings and
discussion papers.'®

There are few documented examples of changes in
SDG implementation in response to legislative inputs
or requests. In 2016, the regional parliament of Navarra
(Spain) requested the regional government to prepare

10 See www.bundestag.de/en/committees/bodies/sustainability (accessed 7
Sept. 2021).

a report on the actions undertaken to implement the
2030 Agenda. The government created an intersectoral
commission to respond to the legislative request and
prepare the report.

Independent assessments have emphasized the need
to improve reporting to parliament. In 2019, Finland’s
National Audit Office noted that the government’s
reports to parliament are not structured like the report
on sustainable development (on which the SAI issues an
opinion), making it difficult to monitor implementation.
In 2020, the Belgian Court of Audit highlighted the
need to monitor strategic plans and measures for SDG
implementation to ensure regular reporting to parliament.

CONNECTING THE DOTS WITH SAls:
AUDITING THE SDGs AND CONTRIBUTING
TO FOLLOW-UP AND REVIEW

Greater synergies exist between national follow-up
and review processes and external audits. This can
be attributed in part to SAIS’ strong and formalized
commitment to contribute to SDG follow-up and review.

In most countries, SAIs have not been formally
integrated into the SDG institutional structure and
follow-up and review cycle. One notable exception is
Finland. However, SAIs’ commitment has translated
into innumerable initiatives to independently assess
SDG implementation, including the follow-up and
review systems. The International Organization of SAIs
(INTOSAI) reported approximately 73 initiatives as of
December 2020.

SAIs audits to assess the
governments’ preparedness to implement the SDGs,
focusing on the center of government as well as selected
Goals or targets (e.g. target 2.4 on ensuring sustainable
food production systems and implementing resilient
agricultural practices, SDG5 on gender equality). SAIs are
currently auditing the implementation of programmes
to advance specific SDG targets. For example, Brazil’s
Federal Court of Accounts has coordinated an audit (with
SAIs from Latin America, Spain and Portugal) on the
implementation of selected targets of SDGs 14 and 15 with
a focus on terrestrial and marine protected areas. The
Office of the Auditor General of the Seychelles carried out
a special review on coastal management in line with SDG
14. Costa Rica’s SAI has conducted audits on water service
delivery (SDG6) for vulnerable populations, SDG 7 with a
focus on renewable energy, and is leading a coordinated
audit on target 12.7 on sustainable public procurement. 40
SAIs are conducting an audit of resilient national public
health systems, linked to target 3.d.

have conducted

n United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs

September 2021


http://www.bundestag.de/en/committees/bodies/sustainability

Examples of audit findings related to SDG follow-up
and review

Brazil: need to establish integrated mechanisms for moni-
toring and evaluation

Canada: need of a monitoring and reporting system

Costa Rica: need of an integrated approach to SDGS5 indica-
tors, which are currently isolated from national strategies
related to gender equality

Georgia: need to identify entities responsible for producing
data for 32 indicators

Indonesia: need of an adequate monitoring system, with
reliable indicators and feedback mechanisms

Jamaica: improve coordination between national statistical
office and other entities, and consider data from non-State
actors and from the subnational level

Mauritius: monitoring, measuring and reporting systems,
important in tracking progress, are not functioning properly
or not have been implemented yet

Sierra Leone: need to design a system for monitoring, re-
view and reporting on SDG progress and to make govern-
ment institutions aware of their roles and responsibilities in
this area

Sudan: data from the Central bureau of statistics
need improvement

SAIs have also contributed to the VNR process.
Around 30 per cent of the 47 countries which conducted a
VNR in 2020 reported on engaging SAls in preparing the
VNR or implementing SDGs. This represents an increase
compared to 2019, when SAI engagement was below 15
per cent." In addition to providing inputs to VNR reports,
SAIs have participated in consultations (e.g. Bangladesh),
joined national delegations to the HLPF (e.g. Brazil,
Indonesia), and validated draft VNR reports based on
audit findings (e.g. Palestine).

Contributions to VNR reports are diverse. In
Chile, the 2019 VNR included an annex summarizing
initiatives and contributions of the general comptroller.
Costa Rica’s 2020 VNR included information on how the
government had addressed the recommendations of the
audits conducted by the SAI SAIs also reported on their
initiatives in the 2019 VNR of Indonesia and the 2020
VNRs of Argentina and Samoa.

11 Partners 4 Review, “2020 Voluntary National Reviews. A Snapshot of
Trends in SDG Reporting” (Bonn: GIZ, 2020), 22.

All these efforts have produced relevant information,
including on critical dimensions of SDG follow-up and
review such as the integration within existing monitoring
systems.

SAIs have engaged with governments based on
audit information, and audit recommendations have
also been leveraged by other stakeholders to improve
SDG implementation. Several SAIs have engaged with
ministries of planning and SDG steering bodies to discuss
the results of the audits (e.g. Botswana, the Philippines).
SAI Guatemala signed an agreement with the department
of planning to monitor alignment of the national
development plan with the SDGs.

Moreover, audits have triggered changes in
SDG implementation. SAIs have reported that audit
recommendations have been accepted by governments in
countries such as Botswana, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Georgia, Ghana, Malaysia, Slovakia, Spain, the Philippines,
and Tonga.

In Chile, the audit on government preparedness
to implement SDGs led several institutions to approve
gender policies and improve internal procedures. In
Costa Rica, all but one of the audit recommendations
had been implemented as of July 2020, and a study on
gender equality had been conducted. The government
reported that actions to implement the recommendations
of other SDG audits were also under consideration.
In response to one of the audit recommendations, the
government of Spain changed the composition of the
highest coordinating body on SDGs to avoid overlapping
functions and enhance the representation of subnational
governments and non-State actors.

CONNECTING ALL THE DOTS

Governments can adjust the implementation of the SDGs
based on evaluations, external audits, legislative oversight,
and inputs from civil society, among other sources. The
timing of the inputs is critical to inform decision-making.
Ensuring that audit reports and recommendations are
communicated in a timely manner to the legislature
and relevant stakeholders is important to strengthen
accountability. The SAIs of Bhutan, Georgia and Slovakia
disseminated the conclusions of the SDG preparedness
audits through the media, and civil society welcomed the
results of the audit in Uruguay.

Parliaments receive reports from a variety of
sources in addition to government, including SAIs. The
engagement of SAIs with parliaments to strengthen SDG
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Audit findings on integration challenges for
monitoring SDG progress related to food security
and resilient agricultural systems

A coordinated audit on the preparation of Latin American
governments to implement SDG target 2.4 conducted in
2018 highlighted significant challenges in the integration of
SDG follow-up and review with existing monitoring mecha-
nisms. In Costa Rica, the audit stressed the lack of any strat-
egy and mechanisms for monitoring, evaluation and inter-
institutional relations between the entities that formulated
and managed public policies related to target 2.4. Since
two key policies (Costa Rican Territorial Rural Development
Policy 2015-2030 and the State Policy for the Agri-food Sec-
tor and Costa Rican Rural Development 2010-2021) were
not aligned to the SDGs, monitoring could not be linked to
progress on target 2.4 or be used for improving decision-
making. The audit concluded that “the lack of an integrated
monitoring and evaluation strategy generates the risk that
progress on SDG implementation goes undetected, affect-
ing monitoring, follow-up and oversight.” These findings are
consistent with information reported by the government in
the 2020 VNR.

In Chile, the SAI found that both the ministry of agriculture
and the ministry of the environment had identified respon-
sibilities and institutional mechanisms for 15 programmes
and policies that contributed to progress on target 2.4.
However, these mechanisms had not been created in the
context of the 2030 Agenda nor aligned to the SDGs. There-
fore, the responsible entities were not monitoring them in
relation with this target. Moreover, some key public pro-
grammes had not been linked to target 2.4, and the min-
istry of the environment was not reporting on any related
actions as part of monitoring progress on this target.

oversight is subject to the same challenges that affect
engagement around all audit reports. As reported by the
IPU in 2017, only 66 out of 100 parliaments surveyed had
procedures in place to review audit reports.'?

There are, however, some good practices. In 2017,
the Netherlands’ parliament received information
from both the executive and the court of audit on
SDG implementation. The court informed the house
of representatives of the results of a review of the
preparation to implement the SDGs."® The report of the
court of audit contributed to strengthening collaboration
with legislators on the SDGs.

12 Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), “Global Parliamentary Report 2017.
Parliamentary Oversight: Parliament’s Power to Hold Government to
Account” (Inter-Parliamentary Union and UNDP, 2017).

13 Netherlands Court of Audit (Algemene Rekenkamer), “Letter of 13
September 2017 from the Netherlands Court of Audit to the House of
Representatives of the States General on the Government’s Preparations
Aimed at Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals” (The Hague,
Netherlands: Netherlands Court of Audit, September 13, 2017).

OPPORTUNITIES FOR MORE INTEGRATED
SDG FOLLOW-UP AND REVIEW SYSTEMS

There is recognition of the importance of accountability
for SDG implementation efforts. Follow-up and review
systems and processes have expanded, institutionalized
and improved. Progress is evident in the development
of national indicator frameworks, the adherence to the
VNR process and more routine reporting, among other
areas. However, SDG follow-up and review has not
been sufficiently integrated with existing accountability
systems. Accountability institutions such as legislatures
and SAIs are crucial for supporting SDG monitoring,
follow-up and review. SAIs can provide relevant
information on the performance of programmes to
implement the SDGs and on the institutional systems to
support SDG implementation. Drawing on this and other
inputs, parliaments exercise a critical oversight function
to hold governments accountable for the results of SDG
implementation and progress towards the targets.

There are opportunities for enhancing integration.
First, countries should establish continuous and periodic
cycles of SDG monitoring and reporting, with clear
milestones and timelines. Second, countries should
assign roles and responsibilities for SDG monitoring
and reporting, considering the role and contributions of
legislatures and SAIs. Third, they should set well-defined
processes to support SDG monitoring and reporting,
including the submission of regular reports to parliament
and the timely receipt of regular reports from SAlIs.
Without undermining their oversight function, SAIs can
play a critical advisory role to governments to improve the
implementation of the SDGs. This advisory role should
be strengthened. Fourth, there should be a systematic
approach to promoting the use of information from
monitoring and reporting systems, including information
produced by legislatures and SAIs, to adjust and improve
SDG implementation. This should consider the timing
of different processes to enhance their alignment and
to ensure that the information produced by different
entities can inform policymaking and monitoring
processes. Monitoring and reporting processes by
different entities should be mutually reinforcing. Finally,
governments should also engage non-State stakeholders
to complement self-reported information and provide an
independent assessment of government actions in order
to inform SDG monitoring and reporting processes.
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