
High-Level 
Political Forum 2021 
We will not overcome 
the crisis with words

September, 2021

HLPF 2021
#VNRsLatam2021#HLPF2021

@infoCEPEI

@infoCEPEI

Cepei Think Tank



Reproduction
This publication may be partially or fully 
reproduced, in any format, for educational or 
nonprofit purposes without special permission 
from the copyright holder, provided the source 
is cited. Cepei would appreciate a copy of 
any publication that uses this publication as a 
source. The use of this publication for resale 
or any other commercial purpose without prior 
written permission from Cepei is not permitted.

Suggested citation
Centro de Pensamiento Estratégico 
Internacional (Cepei) (2021). High-Level 
Political Forum 2021. We will not overcome 
the crisis with words. Bogota: Cepei

Main author
PhD Javier Surasky, Program Officer 
Governance and Finance for Sustainable 
Development, Cepei

Contributing authors
Celina Manso, Researcher, Governance and 
Finance for Sustainable Development, Cepei

Editor
Alexandra Roldán Cruz 

Graphic design
David Vargas 

Translation
Priscila McCarthy

Credits
© Maps, photographs and illustrations as 
specified within.



Table of contents

Main findings

Introduction

The HLPF 2021 at a glance

Opening

Discussions

Participation of the UN 
Secretary-General and Deputy 
Secretary-General at the HLPF

The Final Document: Ministerial 
Declaration of the High-Level 
Political Forum 2021

Conclusions

Annex

1

2

3

4

6

9

12

13

14



Main findings
• Forty-two countries presented their Voluntary 

National Reviews in 2021. On this occasion, 
there were more countries reporting for the 
second and third time (34) than countries 
reporting for the first time (8). The number of 
second-time reports (24) tripled the number of 
first-time reports.

• With very few exceptions, the Voluntary 
National Reviews and their reports show no 
improvement. The quality and availability of 
disaggregated data are stagnant.

• Voluntary Local Reviews are gaining relevance 
in the Forum discussions and presentation 
exercises. However, UN Member States still 
refuse to publish them in their official websites. 

• The topics mentioned during official discussions 
were the impact of COVID-19 on sustainable 
development, the need to improve solidarity 
and collaboration, making access to vaccines 
universal, promoting innovation, closing the 
digital gap, and expanding fiscal space for 
developing countries, even by means of debt 
relief operations.

• The most frequently mentioned development gaps 
were gender, technology, social protection and 
access to health services, including vaccines 
and clinical treatment for COVID-19.

• States and stakeholders pointed out the high 
risk for new pandemics and the damage 
resulting from climate change.

• For the first time, a Forum meeting faced the non-
fulfilment of the “2020 SDGs targets”, mainly 
but not exclusively related to environmental 
issues. A special session was dedicated to this 
subject, but no clear guidance was provided as 
to how to proceed.

• The Ministerial Declaration did not provide 
the necessary political guidance to better 
move forward and accelerate the fulfilment of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

• The Executive Office of the Secretary-General 
considers that the ongoing UN reform process 
is a key tool for efficiently supporting the efforts 
of the UN Member States in overcoming the 
pandemic and implementing the SDGs.
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Introduction
The sixth United Nations High-Level Political 
Forum (HLPF) was held from 6 July to 15 July 
2021, with a hybrid format in which most 
activities were held virtually, and a few meetings 
took place on site, in a limited capacity and only 
for State delegations. 

The Forum lasted two weeks, during which there 
were 2 high-level events to launch initiatives, 8 
special events, 276 parallel events, 17 VNR Labs, 
and 12 online presentations. 

This year’s theme was broad: “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 
Action and delivery for sustainable development.” 
The SDGs under thematic review were: 1. No 
Poverty; 2. Zero Hunger; 3. Good Health and 
Well-Being; 8. Decent Work and Economic 
Growth; 10. Reduce Inequalities; 12. Sustainable 
Cities and Communities; 13. Climate Action; 16. 
Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions; and 17. 
Partnerships for the Goals.

This year, the Forum also received 42 Voluntary 
National Reviews (VNRs, see Annex), from 8 
European countries, 10 African countries, 11 
Latin American and Caribbean countries, and 13 
Asian and Pacific countries.
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The HLPF 2021 at a glance
HLPF 2021: “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 Action and 
delivery for sustainable development.”

Latin America and 
the Caribbean
First report: 4
Second report 3 
Third report: 4

11

10

Africa
First report: 1
Second report 6 
Third report: 3

8

Europe
First report: 2
Second report 6 
Third report: 0

13

Asia and 
the Pacific
First report: 1
Second report 9 
Third report: 3

SDGs under thematic review 

Source: own design based on UN illustration

More than 200 speakers took the floor 
during the discussions, including 8 Heads of 
State or Government, and 1 former Head of 
Government. In 39 of the 42 VNR presentation 
sessions, a main-group representative and 

other stakeholders took the floor to present the 
reactions of national civil society. The exceptions 
were Nigeria, Madagascar, and Spain, all due to 
technical issues related to the virtual nature of 
the session. 
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Opening
The first session of each HLPF sets the tone 
for the discussions that take place during the 
following days. In 2021, the panel of speakers 
included the following:

• H.E. Mr. Munir Akram, President of the Economic 
and Social Council

• H.E. Mr. Juan Sandoval Mendiolea, Vice 
President of the Economic and Social Council

• H.E. Mr. Macky Sall, President of Senegal

• Dr. Tedros Adhanom, Director-General of the 
World Health Organization

• Ms. Kristalina Georgieva, Managing Director of 
the International Monetary Fund

• Ms. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Director-General of 
the World Trade Organization

• Mr. Michael Kremer, Professor in Economics 
at the Harris School of Public Policy at the 
University of Chicago, and Nobel Laureate 2019

All of the speakers focused on the impact of 
COVID-19 on sustainable development and 
proposed forms of action based on nature, 
innovative green financing agreements, and 
the use of the experimental method to provide 
social protection.

Dr. Tedros Adhanom remarked that the world 
is at a critical stage of the pandemic: “We are 
now facing a two-track pandemic, fueled by 
inequity. This is a divide between the haves, 
and the have nots. We have the tools to bring 
this pandemic under control, but only if we 
use those tools consistently and equitably.” 

Dr. Adhanom defended the importance of the 
COVAX mechanism, although he admitted that 
the initiative has not managed to gather the 
necessary funding to fully achieve its goals.

Photo: Dr. Tedros Adhanom, WHO, 2021

“If countries immediately share doses with 
COVAX and if manufacturers prioritize COVAX 
orders, we can vaccinate at least 10% of the 
population of every country by September, and 
at least 40% by the end of the year. Vaccine 
equity is the best way to control the pandemic.” 

-Dr. Tedro Adhanom, OMS
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Ms. Kristalina Georgieva focused on the response 
to the pandemic, especially on financial needs for 
recovery, pointing out various options to mobilize 
the necessary means. The IMF, she explained, 
has outlined a plan to mobilise all stakeholders 
to overcome delays, accelerate development, 
and achieve the Sustainable Development Goals, 
based on three pillars: 

1. Focusing on pro-growth structural reforms, 
supported by more fiscal capacity through 
domestic resource mobilization.

2. Promoting private sector engagement.

3. Action from the international community, 
even by increasing official development 
assistance and a new allocation of Special 
Drawing Rights.

Photo: Ms. Kristalina Georgieva, 
IMF, Cepei archive, 2021

“IMF staff estimate that the actions needed to 
accelerate vaccinations would cost around $50 
billion. And the benefits are overwhelming —
boosting global output by $9 trillion between 
now and 2025. This would be the best public 
investment of our lives.”

-Kristalina Georgieva, FM

Ms. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala focused on the issue 
of inequality, pointing out that the world is on 
the path to a “K-shaped economic recovery” 
in which countries’ economic prospects are 
bifurcating in line with their access to vaccines 
and their fiscal and monetary capacity. People 
in low-income countries have received 1.3 
doses per 100 residents, compared to nearly 83 
doses per 100 in developed countries. In lower-
middle-income countries, only 3.2% of people 
are fully vaccinated.

She stated that the World Trade Organization 
is actively working on two areas to help put the 
SDGs back on track: Promoting universal access 
to vaccines, and curbing fisheries subsidies.

Photo: Ms. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, 
WTO, Cepei archive, 2021

“Trade played an important role in the historic 
development achievements and poverty 
reduction we saw during the thirty years before 
Covid-19. And trade will be at the center of our 
efforts to end the pandemic.”

-Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, OMC
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Discussions
The amount of time available for each speaker 
is still a big issue. Despite the numerous calls 
made to modify time allocations at the HLPF 
as a necessary means to promote a meaningful 
discussion, nothing has changed. Speakers and 
VNR presenters were frequently and suddenly 
interrupted whenever they exceeded the short 
amount of time allocated.

As expected, the reiterative topic of discussion 
was the impact of COVID-19 on sustainable 
development. Curiously (or not), the effects of 
non-compliance with the commitments made in 
the 2030 Agenda on the origin and spread of the 
pandemic received less attention.

The need to improve global solidarity and 
collaboration, guaranteeing universal access 
to vaccines, promoting innovation, closing the 
digital gap, and opening a wide fiscal space for 
developing countries, even by means of debt 
relief operations, were topics present in each 
HLPF discussion. Promoting equality and social 
protection for women were also at the forefront 
of discussions. The risks associated with the 
current technology gap were “rediscovered” by 
the world leaders.

On a personal note, it is becoming increasingly 
clear to me that the North-South divide has 
neither disappeared nor is it an obsolete and 
meaningless concept. It is absolutely the status 
quo. Its main feature is still present: It creates 
two competing monologues that are far from the 
necessary global dialogue.

The danger that awaits as a result of climate 
change has been repeatedly stressed, but, as it 
usually occurs in high-level meetings, a stockpile 
of words does not result in concrete action 
initiatives. Regarding the urgent discussion on 
the levels of biodiversity loss reached, the UN 
Member States proposed the topic.  How can we 
avoid the temptation of postponing environmental 
issues when the Biodiversity Summit is just 
around the corner?

A special session focused on the 2030 Agenda 
targets that should have been met by 2020. 
The so-called “2020 targets” are a set of 
21 commitments included in the SDGs and 
illustrated as follows: 
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Source: own design, 2021
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Note: X = unfulfilled 2020 target; X = partially fulfilled 2020 target

Since most of the 2020 targets are in line with 
the Aichi Biodiversity Framework, non-fulfilment 
especially impacts the Goals with mostly 
environmental content, such as SDGs 14 and 15.

However, the most important risk is a result of 
not achieving goal 17.18 on enhancing capacity-
building support to developing countries, since it 
affects the achievement of the 2030 Agenda as 
a whole, and forces us to an implementation in a 
context of decision-making based on limited data 
and blind spots.

Regarding regional participation, there is still 
insufficient contribution to the HLPF, although 
this year there have been more spaces and 
contributions. Reinforcing the regional approach 
by means of inclusion in the various thematic work 

sessions seems to be an excellent strategy to 
highlight regional contributions for implementing 
the 2030 Agenda. However, the specific session 
on regional contributions requires a new format in 
which the United Nations Economic Commissions 
explain the commitments made by States in each 
region, and how the UN Development System will 
work at a regional level with Governments to turn 
them into a reality.

At this point, focusing on the subnational level, 
we wish to highlight the growing relevance of the 
Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs). Although not 
considered in the 2030 Agenda, the VLRs allow 
for better access to data and the specific realities 
of territories. The City of New York was the first 
to publish a VLR in July 2018, together with the 
Japanese cities of Kitakyushu, Shimokawa and 
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Toyama. However, there are some precedents, 
such as the SDG localization reports made by 
cities and regions in 2016. 

This year, the HLPF programme included, for the 
first time, a session on VLRs, and some countries 
have started to closely link their VNRs and VLRs, 
which has resulted in an improvement of the 
National Reports. Sweden is a good example of 
a country that has followed this path, including 
brief presentations on VLRs produced by Swedish 
cities during their National Review of progress 
towards the SDGs. 

Contrary to the progress in localization of the 2030 
Agenda implementation, we must note that the 
States have yet to authorize UNDESA to publish 
the VLRs in the HLPF official website.

As for the national level, we must note that in 
2021 second-time VNR reporting took center 
stage: 24 out of 42 Voluntary National Reviews 
(57%) were presented by countries reporting for 
the second time. If we add to this the 10 third-
time reports that took place in 2021, the share of 
official “countries reporting for the second time” 
reaches 81%.

Changes in the structure of VNRs presented during the HLPF (first, second and third-time reports 
in each session of the Forum as share of the total VNRs presented that year)

Source: own design, 2021 
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Despite the progress in quantitative terms, the 
qualitative progress is disappointing. The formats 
of the National Reviews and their reports are 
stagnant. Each VNR, with very few exceptions, is 
a replica of the others, regardless of the different 
realities of each reporting country. 

The development of Voluntary National Reviews 
has become a “to-do list”, applicable to any 
national context and situation, and, as with any 
to-do list, the priority is to “check” all items. Thus, 
it is not surprising that, while Governments report 
inconclusive and participative consultation with all 
social actors, civil society suggests a higher level 

of persecution and a reduction in their space for 
action, and speaks of a lack of opportunities in their 
real and effective participation in the processes of 
National Review for the 2030 Agenda.

To put it bluntly, the VNRs have not shown 
progress. Improvements in quality are rare, and the 
transition from first to second generation VNRs, 
or from reports on “processes” (film) to reports 
on “moments” (photography), implemented at a 
national level is not happening. Thus, VNRs are 
not fulfilling their function as a mutual learning and 
knowledge exchange tool that can accelerate the 
achievement of the SDGs.

Participation of the UN 
Secretary-General and 
Deputy Secretary-General 
at the HLPF
This year, the highest-level UN officials have had 
limited involvement in the official Forum activities.

António Guterres joined the Forum until the 
Opening of the High-Level Segment of the 
ECOSOC/Ministerial Segment of the HLPF, 
on 13 July. The SG’s presentation was clear 
and blunt: the world is failing in its response 
to COVID-19 and in the implementation of the 
promises made in the 2030 Agenda. As a result, 
“the pandemic has taken 4 million lives and 
devastated the global economy [and] continues 
to inflict profound suffering, especially on the 
most vulnerable people [producing] dramatic 
impact on progress towards the Sustainable 
Development Goals.”

Photo: António Guterres, SG of the United 
Nations, UN Photo, Manuel Elías, 2021

With a transparent stand, the SG stated: “This 
High-Level Political Forum is intended to assess 
progress on the 2030 Agenda. But we must face 
facts. Rather than progress, we are moving farther 
away from our goals.”
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Data presented by the UN Secretary-General  
in his speech to the HLPF (13 July 2021)

• Global GDP decreased by an estimated 
4.6% in 2020.

• By February 2021, 36 low-income countries 
were either in sovereign debt distress or at a 
high risk of falling into such distress. 

 

• The equivalent of 255 million full-time jobs 
were lost in working hours.

• The pandemic has pushed a further 124 
million people into extreme poverty.

• Nearly one person in three around the world 
could not access adequate food in 2020, an 
increase of nearly 320 million people in one year. 

• Two in three students are still affected by 
school closures. Many, particularly girls, 
may never return to school, contributing to 
a surge in child marriage and an increase in 
child labour.

• Violence against women has risen to 
shocking levels, with reports doubling and 
tripling in some places, while an added 

burden of unpaid domestic and care work is 
squeezing women out of the labor force.

• Carbon dioxide concentrations are now at 
the highest level in 3 million years, 148% 
above pre-industrial levels. 

 

• Biodiversity is declining at an unprecedented 
and alarming rate, with one million species at 
risk of extinction.

 

• Every year, we lose 10 million hectares of forests. 
 

• The net worth of some 2,500 billionaires 
increased by over $5.2 billion per day during 
the pandemic, while 4 billion people are still 
without any form of basic social protection.

 

• Conflicts and crises have left 1% of the 
world’s population forcibly displaced.

 

• Global poverty is now expected to be at 7% by 
2030, only marginally below the level in 2015.

 

• The global temperature has increased by 
1.2 degrees

To face this reality, Guterres called to urgent action in 4 areas:

1. Universal access to COVID-19 vaccines, tests, treatments, and support.

2. Urgent, ambitious climate action, including on finance.

3. To invest in more equal and inclusive societies.

4. Financing for development.
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Photo: Ms. Amina Mohammed, Deputy 
Secretary-General of the UN, Cepei archive, 2021

Ms. Amina Mohammed’s speech at the Closing 
of the Forum was fully in line with the previous 
speech by the Secretary-General, stressing the 

Ms. Amina Mohammed, Deputy Secretary-
General of the UN, addressed the HLPF on two 
occasions: During the launch of the Voluntary 
National Review presentations, on 12 July, and 
at the Closing of the HLPF, on 15 July. While her 
first address centered on presenting general data 
on 2021 VNRs, her second statement was that 
“the pandemic has contributed to a reversal of 
SDG progress in some areas, and delayed action 
on many of the major transitions required to meet 
our 2030 goals.”

extent of the challenges we must face and calling 
for broader and more ambitious action.

Along the same lines, the Deputy Secretary-
General emphasized that the UN is committed to 
fully supporting countries’ efforts, adding that the 
Organization’s undergoing reform process points 
in this direction.

Reference to the United Nations 
Development System Reform in the 
Deputy Secretary-General’s speech 
to the HLPF (15 July 2021)

“Under the leadership of empowered and 
independent Resident Coordinators, our 
country teams have responded well to the 
needs and priorities of governments during 
the pandemic. And following the reforms over 
the past three years, they are primed to deliver 
the transformative support that governments 
are demanding, in order to accelerate SDG 
implementation. 

The General Assembly review to consolidate 
these reforms will enable the United Nations 
Country Teams under the leadership of the 
Resident Coordinator to deliver on the Decade 
of Action as we work to recover better together. 
We must not drop our collective ambition when 
the needs have never been greater.”
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Photo: President of the Russian Delegation, Cepei archive 2021

The Final Document: 
Ministerial Declaration 
of the High-Level 
Political Forum 2021
Lastly, some words on the Ministerial 
Declaration of the HLPF and the shameful 
process for its adoption. 

Once again, the Ministerial Declaration of the 
High-Level Political Forum is a document full of 
general, repeated, weak references. The hybrid 
nature of this year’s HLPF allowed for on-site 
meetings, which meant the application of a voting 
system —since there was no consensus—, and 
helped avoid yet another Forum meeting without 
countries adopting a political declaration, which 
happened in 2020.

Once again, the attitudes of Governments are 
disappointing. The different texts negotiated 
from the Political Declaration over time (and 
negotiation rounds) were submitted to a 
procedure. Only during the two weeks of the 
Forum were they opened, and three of these 
procedures, aimed at achieving a consensual 
final draft, were broken.

Munir Akram, President of the United Nations 
Economic and Social Council, announced 
during the closing of the HLPF that the Russian 
Federation had presented proposed changes to 
the Ministerial Declaration, on paragraphs 20, 25 
and 36, which opened a roll-call vote process. 

The 3 images that follow show the rejections to 
the three reform motions on the voting board: 

Voting results for paragraph 20:  
in favor of change = 7; against = 130; abstentions = 3

Voting results for paragraph 25: 
in favor of change = 4; against = 130; abstentions = 3

Voting results for paragraph 36: 
in favor of change = 3; against = 131; abstentions = 4
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Then, Israel’s change proposal, the removal of the 
reference to a “foreign occupation” in paragraph 
29, was taken to a vote and also rejected. This 
happens every year during the HLPF.

In his speech at the Closing of the HLPF, the 
President of ECOSOC limited himself to highlighting 
what he considered to be the main messages of 
the High-Level Political Forum in 2021: 

1. The world must rapidly contain and defeat 
the COVID virus. No one will recover or 
achieve the SDGs alone. Vaccines must be 
a global good.

2. Financing is the key to recovering from the 
pandemic, achieving the 2030 Agenda, and 
facing climate change.

3. Poverty and hunger, which have increased, 
must be faced directly, even by means of 
social programs and using every tool available.

4. The UN remains the main advocate for the 
poor and humanity’s conscience. 

Conclusions
At a time when the world needs sound collaboration 
to face the pandemic and steer countries towards 
sustainable development, the fact that some 
Governments argue against the inclusion of the 
fundamental role of equality for women, children’s 
right to participate in the implementation and 
monitoring of the 2030 Agenda, or the relevance of 
discussing vaccine equity is simply unacceptable.

The text adopted in the Ministerial Declaration is 
void of concrete steps. It does not provide States 
and other interested stakeholders with valuable 
guidance on implementing the 2030 Agenda. One 
cannot find a single innovative thought anywhere 
along the 18 pages of a Ministerial Declaration filled 
with “we reaffirm” (present in 18 of its 50 paragraphs) 
and “we recognise” (used in 20 paragraphs). These 
are not the verbs that the current times demand.

It is time to take bold and innovative action based 
on quality, timely and disaggregated data. More 
than ever, our framework demands that we listen 
carefully to the voices of multiple stakeholders, 
foster a renewed, more vigorous multilateralism, 
and promote an increasingly efficient, better 
financed United Nations. These are the times to 
increase our ambition and play for high stakes, and 
remember that the 2030 Agenda shall be achieved 
by everyone, everywhere, and at all levels (national, 
regional and universal) or shall not be achieved 
at all. These are the times for which the present 
generations, and especially their leaders, will be 
remembered in the future.

We need much more than worn-out, repetitive 
wording acting as the gears of a machine that, as it 
is currently working, is useless to achieve its goals.
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Annex
Countries that presented their Voluntary National Reviews to the United 
Nations High-Level Political Forum in 2021

Cape Verde** Chad** China** Cyprus**

Colombia*** Cuba* Denmark** Egypt***

Spain** Guatemala*** - (1) Indonesia*** Iraq**

Marshall Islands* Japan** Lao RDP** Madagascar**

Afghanistan** Germany** Angola** Antigua and Barbuda*

Azerbaijan*** Bahamas** - (1) Bhutan** Bolivia*
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*Reporting for the first time | **Reporting for the second time | ***Reporting for the third time

(1) Bahamas and Guatemala have not published reports, and have limited themselves to a verbal 
presentation of their Voluntary National Review results.

Czech Republic** Dominican Republic** DPR of Korea* San Marino*

Sierra Leone*** Sweden** Thailand** Tunisia**

Malaysia** Mexico*** Namibia** Nicaragua*

Niger*** Norway** Paraguay** Qatar***

Uruguay*** Zimbabwe**
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