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Preface
The pressure on multilateral institutions and 
international development assistance has 
significantly increased by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the effects of the war on Ukraine and its 
implications on food and energy security. 

Even before the Secretary-General of the UN, 
António Guterres, initiated his reforms of the 
UN Development System (UNDS) in 2018, 
multilateralism faced multiple crises. Today, with 
national budgets becoming even tighter, funding 
for the UNDS will not only come with more strings 
attached but most likely also enhanced scrutiny 
regarding efficiency and cost-effectiveness. In 
addition, UN member states and their citizens want 
to see reforms toward an inclusive, transparent, and 
more accountable UN.
 
For the Secretary-General of the UN, the countdown 
to his second and last mandate has started, and 
the UNDS reform finds itself at a critical juncture. 
If we look at the new structures in place since 
2019, the new resident coordinator system as the 
critical hub for in-country coordination, the regional 
collaborative platforms (RCPs) as well as the issue-
based coalitions (IBCs) all have enhanced the 
coordination and cooperation within the UN system 
and between regional economic commissions 
(RECs) and the regionally operating agencies, 
funds, and programs (AFPs). 

However, these new structures are not always well 
known on a regional level and in addition to the 
already existing regional forums on sustainable 

development (RFSDs). To have a meaningful 
external stakeholder engagement, one of the 
objectives of the reform process, it is necessary to 
enhance the knowledge about the reform and the 
channels for participation amongst actors from 
civil society and the private sector. 

Particularly the relevance of the regional level 
vis-à-vis the national and global levels needs to 
be further highlighted, emphasizing the regional 
level’s coherence and the voice and stage it can 
provide for local actors and stakeholders such as 
the youth. 

In this spirit, in 2019, Cepei and KAS started their 
collaborative project to accompany reforms of 
the UNDS at the regional level. With the present 
publication on the relevance of the RFSDs, we 
provide insights into the added values and 
shortfalls of the RFSDs but also offer useful 
information about their role in the wider UNDS at 
the regional level. 

We hope that not only external stakeholders but 
also representatives of member states and UN 
representatives will find our research findings and 
recommendations a useful tool for their ongoing 
endeavor of not only delivering to the poor and 
leaving no one behind but also enhancing the 
transparency around the UN system and processes. 

Wishing all of you an interesting read!

Andrea E. Ostheimer
Representative of Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 

to the United Nations, New York 
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This report results from a long-term partnership 
between Cepei and the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 
New York Office. Since 2019, we have worked 
together to support the ongoing process of the 
United Nations Development System (UNDS) 
reform, focusing on the regional level structures that 
have undergone profound changes in how the UN 
works in each of the five regions around the globe.

The regional forums on sustainable development 
(RFSDs) have become platforms with the potential 
to capitalize on important issues that can gain 
visibility and generate action at the regional layer. 
This work intends to contribute to how the UN 
regional structures can align themselves at the 
different levels more effectively in three ways. 
First, horizontally, between the various UN entities 
working at the regional level. Second, vertically, 
between the national and global levels. And third, 
externally, with other relevant non-UN regional 
organizations.

RFSDs have enabled discussions that might 
not have been possible at the country level. The 
regional level has proven to be the right level to 
find answers and solutions for specific trends and 
transboundary issues.

Therefore, this report aims to provide evidence 
on how RFSDs are contributing —or not— to the 
implementation and monitoring of the 2030 
Agenda, make suggestions on how to strengthen 
their functions, and identify opportunities to 
increase the forums’ efficiency, considering the 
changing international context.

Introduction
The core research team visited all UN regions to 
consult with members of the UNDS, governments, 
and experts at the regional level. Not only did the 
research team interview staff working within the UN 
system, but also members of civil society, academia, 
and government. Many virtual meetings also took 
place, and documents relevant to this undertaking 
were revised. The empirical evidence on which the 
research is based was gathered from three significant 
sources of information: stakeholder perceptions, 
internal documents, and external analysis. By 
combining quantitative and qualitative methods, 
the researchers considered the broad spectrum 
of challenges and possible solutions to elaborate 
suggestions and provided inputs for the RFSDs.

This report contains three parts: the first one presents 
the UNDS at the regional level; the second one explores 
the origins and current situation of the RFSDs; and 
the third part focuses on their future considering 
the need to reinforce the links between the these 
entities and other institutions and levels, the impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the challenges and 
opportunities resulting from the UN reform.

Although it is mainly aimed at UN officials and 
member states, we hope this report is helpful to any 
expert seeking to gain a deeper understanding of 
the RFSDs contributions, challenges, and potential.

Finally, we kindly thank Andrea Ostheimer, Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung, Representative to the United 
Nations, and María Ortiz Pérez, Managing Director 
of the Aspen Institute Energy and Environment 
Program, for their feedback.
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Main Findings and Suggestions
The regional forums have contributed to 
implementing the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) by supporting countries in building their 
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs), facilitating 
debate and action on transboundary issues, and 
contributing to High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) 
outcomes; however, there is ample room to 
improve their results in three areas:

• Demand-driven support for states that carry out 
VNRs.

• Improving interaction between the 2030 Agenda 
follow-up and review levels, taking advantage of 
the opportunities created by the unfolding UNDS 
reform.

• Contributing to maintaining the 2030 Agenda 
ambition at the regional level, updating and 
adapting its contents to the changes and 
specificities of each region, and integrating global 
agendas, including the Secretary-General’s report 
“Our Common Agenda” into regional debates on 
sustainable development.

The tone of this report is constructive, and it aims 
to help steer the UNDS towards ways in which 
the regional forums can increase their ambition 
and be fit for purpose to accelerate the SDG 
implementation and monitoring process in all five 
regions where the UN works.

The opportunities provided by the 
forums to promote transparency 
and hold the UN Development 
System accountable must be 
leveraged by:

Integrating new institutions and processes in 
RFSDs meetings.

• An annual session could be included in the 
forums’ programs to present the system’s work 
at a regional level. Issue-based coalitions (IBCs) 
and regional collaborative platforms (RCPs) 
could present their work and next steps to 
increase their impact, visibility, and transparency.

• The regional directors of the UN Development 
Cooperation Office (DCO) could use the regional 
forums to present their work at the global level 
in support of the regions. Likewise, resident 
coordinators (RCs) could comment on the 
support they receive from the regional assets 
of the UN and therefore exhibit the cohesion of 
the whole UNDS.

• Efforts could be strengthened towards more 
significant synergies between RFSDs and other 
regional forums in thematic areas relevant to 
both parties by inviting them to present their 
work at the RFSDs and formally sharing their 
conclusions with them.
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The cross-regional dialogue 
at the HLPF could be 
strengthened by:

• Promoting a more extensive exchange between 
countries from different regions with experience 
conducting VNRs, opening up new collaboration 
channels, and identifying issues shared across 
regions.

• Strengthening the presence of the cross-regional 
level: both multi-regional country members and 
IBCs in different regions working on similar 
issues are called to play a crucial role.

The forums are recognized for 
their support to VNR reporting 
countries; this function could 
be empowered by:

• Better aligning the support given by the regions 
to second-generation reporting demands, such 
as improved data, stakeholders engagement, 
and building a cycle reporting by connecting 
VNRs with other national reports to UN bodies.

• Extending the work done on the national level 
via VNRs to local or sub-national processes via 
so-called Voluntary Local Reviews.

• Including in the RFSDs program official sessions 
in which reporting countries present their review 
process designs, particularly their strategies to 
make VNRs a multistakeholder exercise.

The RFSDs could be a space to 
reflect on how the SDGs and the 
Secretary-General’s report Our 
Common Agenda are interlinked 
and to seek actions that help 
achieve progress in both:

• The short term, by seeking member states’ 
regional consensus towards setting priorities 
for the 90 proposals of the Common Agenda.

• The medium term, to analyze progress and follow 
up on the commitments adopted in the document.

Participation of non-
government stakeholders in the 
RFSDs could be optimized by:

• Including non-government stakeholders in the 
RFSDs planning stage.

• Stimulating the participation of stakeholders 
who have been insufficiently represented at 
the forums, such as parliaments, supreme 
audit institutions, and national human rights 
institutions.

• Establishing an inclusive, system-shared 
definition of what “stakeholder” means.

Reporting to the HLPF could be 
improved by: 

• The report on regional findings and contributions 
to the HLPF must highlight elements representing 
substantial contributions to global discussions 
from a regional perspective. 

• To reinforce interactions with the UNDS reform, a 
DCO representative could be included to present 
RFSDs conclusions to the HLPF as part of each 
year’s session on regional contributions.
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Part A. The UN Development 
System at the Regional Level 
Main Actors
After the UN reform initiated by the UN Secretary-General in 2018, and despite each region’s unique 
circumstances, it is possible to draw a basic common picture of the UNDS regional layer’s main 
structures and relations with the global and national levels. 

Graph 1. The United Nations Development System at the Regional Level: Main Structures and Links with 
the Global and National Levels

Source: Cepei, 2022 
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Before coming to the regional forums it is 
necessary to give a quick overview on the UNDS 
regional governance structure. 

The regional economic and social commissions 
(RECs) are the primary representatives of the UN 
system at the regional level. The UN has defined 
five working regional groups of member states each 
with a dedicated economic commission, namely 
Europe (United Nations Economic Commission 
for Europe [UNECE]), Asia-Pacific (United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific [ESCAP]), Latin America and the Caribbean 

1. For detailed information, see Cepei’s work on the outcomes of the 2021 sustainable development forums.

(Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean [ECLAC]), Africa (United Nations 
Economic Commission for Africa [UNECA]) and 
Western Asia (United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia [ESCWA]) with the 
latter comprising of Arab countries.

The RECs share key objectives, such as promoting 
subregional and regional economic integration; 
promoting SDG implementation and follow-up; 
generating regional knowledge; and strengthening 
cooperation, peer learning, knowledge sharing, 
and networking at the regional level.

Graph 2. The Regional Economic Commissions: Main Facts
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Graph 3.  The Regional Economic Commissions: Full Member Countries and their Overlaps

Source: Cepei, 2022
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The multiple-REC member states are exceptionally 
well placed to informally connect debates in 
different regions, identifying issues of common 
interest and win-win solutions to shared 
challenges. To that end, teams representing 
those countries in other RECs should bear in mind 
their position, and inter-regional meetings could 
invite representatives of those countries to help 
identify practical ways to promote coherence and 
collaboration between regions. Our research did 
not find evidence that these potential opportunities 
are adequately used or considered.

Each REC has subsidiary bodies, usually called 
conferences and commissions, created to provide 
policy guidance and technical advice for the 
member states on specific issues. 

The agencies, funds, and programs (AFPs) 
include two different types of bodies.

Funds and programs are institutions usually 
established by a UN General Assembly resolution, 
mandated to work on a specific topic, and mainly 
funded by voluntary contributions, even thouh some 

of them also get funding from the UN Programme 
Budget. Each AFP has its own governing body 
consisting of elected UN members. Its operations 
are led by an international civil servant, with the title 
“Executive Director” (with the exception of UNDP, 
which is led by an Administrator”). In addition to 
country offices, AFPs operate regional offices.

Not every AFP works actively in all five regions, 
so the AFP regional level includes only those with 
presence in each region.

The agencies, or specialized agencies, 
are international organizations created by 
intergovernmental agreements as provided 
by UN Charter articles 57 and 63. Some of 
them were established before the UN. These 
organizations became part of the UN system by 
signing special collaboration agreements. Each 
specialized agency has its members, governance 
structure, and decision-making process; it elects 
its authorities and defines its funding strategies. 
They do not receive support from the UN budget 
and coordinate its work with the UN through the 
ECOSOC.

How are the Regional Forums on Sustainable Development Contributing to the SDGs
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Graph 4. UN Agencies, Funds, Programs, and Specialized Agencies
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Besides AFPs, an “umbrella category” of related 
organizations includes organizations with cooperation 
agreements with the UN, which are not considered 
“specialized agencies”. Related organizations sign 
cooperation agreements with the UN without referring 
to UN charter articles 57 and 63 and report their work to 
the General Assembly or the Security Council. Among 
them we can mention the International Organization 
for Migration (IOM) and the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA). The World Trade Organization 
(WTO) is a unique case: it is a related organization 
with no reporting obligation to the UNGA.

A new actor within the regional structure is the 
Development Coordination Office (DCO), through 
its regional directors and small teams based in 
each of the five regions.

An office with similar functions existed before the 
reform under the roof of UNDP and its organizational 
chart and functions were modified to improve 
dialogue and strengthen the collaboration between 
the UNDS global, regional, and national levels. DCO 
reports directly to the Secretary-General through 
the Deputy Secretary-General. Five DCO Regional 
Directors were appointed in Addis Ababa, Amman, 
Bangkok, Istanbul, and Panama to provide support 
to Resident Coordinators coordinating and 
connecting their work with the regional UN assets.
 
In addition, DCO is the secretariat of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Group (UNSDG), 
which brings together the executive directors of 

37 regional commissions, agencies, funds, 
programs, and specialized organizations of the 
UN to define collaborative policies and make 
joint decisions. The UNSDG meets twice a 
year, chaired by the Deputy Secretary-General, 
with the Administrator of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) acting as co-
chair.

Each UN region’s collaborative work takes place 
along formal and informal channels. Foremost 
among the former are the RCPs and IBCs.

Born from the current United Nations regional 
reform process, the RCPs main task is to ensure 
the collaboration and coherence of the UN 
development system’s work within each region. 
To this end, RCPs gather regional economic 
commissions, agencies, funds, programs, and 
specialized agencies working in each UN region 
under the chairmanship of the United Nations 
Deputy Secretary-General and have two vice 
chairs: the executive secretary of the respective 
REC and the regional director of UNDP in each 
region.

The current UN reform also created the IBCs,2 
which are regional working groups that facilitate 
synergetic work between the UN and its partners 
on topics prioritized in each region. All five 
regions have established their IBCs and included 
gender equality and environmental protection 
coalitions.

2. In the African Region, the IBCs are called Opportunity/
Issue Based Coalitions, or OIBCs.
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Table 1. Other Regional Issue-Based Coalitions

African region

Strengthened integrated data and statistical systems for sustainable development
Ensuring effective and efficient macroeconomic management and accelerated 
inclusive economic transformation and diversification
Harnessing demographic dividends through investments in youth and women’s 
empowerment (health, education, and employment) for sustainable development

Leveraging new technologies and enabling digital transitions for inclusive 
growth and development
Fostering climate action and resilience
Peace, security, and respect of human rights
Forced displacement and migration
Regional initiatives and strategies (focused on the cross-border nature of the 
regional initiatives for the Sahel, the Horn of Africa, and the Great Lakes)

Asia-Pacific 
region

Climate change mitigation and air pollution 
Building resilience
Human rights and gender equality
People, mobility, and urbanization
Inclusion and empowerment

European 
region

Health
Gender equality
Youth and adolescents
Large movements of people, displacement, and resilience
Environment and climate change
Sustainable food systems

Latin America 
and the 

Caribbean 
region

Climate change and resilience
Equitable growth
Governance and institutions
Human mobility
Youth
Gender
Crime and violence

Western Asia 
region 
(Arab 

countries)

Food security, climate action, and the environment

Gender justice and equality

Macro-economic management and social protection 

Adolescents and young people

Quality social services

Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus

Migration

Urbanization

Source: Cepei, based on regional economic commissions information, 2022
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To view the complete picture of the UN regional 
ecosystem, we should include a definitive reference 
to non-UN actor engagement. We can mention:

• Regional and subregional integration and 
dialogue processes, such as the African 
Union, the European Union, the Arab League, 
the Organization of American States, and the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations.

• Regional Development Banks.
• Non-governmental stakeholders including 

regional participation of civil society at the UN 

regional meetings and regional representatives 
of the private sector, including business 
associations and chambers of commerce and 
industry.

• Local governments and parliamentarians such 
as the regional chapters of the United Cities 
and Local Governments Organization and of the 
Interparliamentary Union.

 
Having presented the UNDS regional ecosystem, 
we will now turn our attention to its 2030 Agenda-
related meetings, such as the RFSDs.

Key Documents

The unfolding UNDS reform at the regional level 
did not only introduce institutional changes; it also 
promoted changes in the main outputs produced 
by the regions, directly related to transparency, 
accountability, and SDG implementation. Two 
should be highlighted: the unfolding UNDS reform at 
the regional level did not only introduce institutional 
changes; it also promoted modifications in the 
main outputs produced by the regions, directly 
related to transparency, accountability, and SDG 
implementation. Two should be highlighted:

• Annual regional SDG reports have been created 
in each region since the 2030 Agenda’s adoption. 
These reports reflect the status, obstacles, 
opportunities, and good practices in SDG 
implementation at the country level and have 
become a cornerstone of the Forum’s discussions.

• The RCP reports are a result of the UN reform. 
They are annual documents drafted by all UN 
institutions working in each region, providing 
information on the regional work of the UN as 
a whole, including inter-institutional efforts. The 
UN regions started to present these reports to 
member states and stakeholders as part of the 
official activities of the RFSDs.

Mandated by the UN Secretary-General’s reform, 
each region has developed knowledge hubs, 
bringing together regional knowledge (reports, 
databases, etc.) generated by the UNDS at 
the regional level. Knowledge hubs have been 
developed as free access web portals or platforms.

How are the Regional Forums on Sustainable Development Contributing to the SDGs
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Part B. The Regional and Global 
Dimensions of the 2030 Agenda
When the UN member states adopted the 2030 
Agenda for sustainable development, they made 
over 20 references to the need to cooperate at 
the regional level. They explicitly mentioned the 
regional level in the sustainable development 
targets,3 and established a framework to follow 
up on SDG implementation progress. This 

framework operates at the national, regional, and 
global levels, based on a set of global indicators 
complemented by regional and national indicators. 
Moreover, the governments committed to “fully 
engage in conducting regular and inclusive 
reviews of progress at the subnational, national, 
regional and global levels” (paragraph 77).

Graph 5. The 2030 Agenda Monitoring and Follow-up System: Nodes, UN Levels of Engagement, and 
Main Forums

Source: Cepei, 2022 

3. See targets 1.b; 2.5; 9.1; 11.a; and 17.6.
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Regional Forums 
on Sustainable 
Development (RFSDs)

The RFSDs play a critical role in the 2030 Agenda 
follow-up and review meetings.

When presenting the regional follow-up framework, 
the UN members recognized “the importance 
of building on existing follow-up and review 
mechanisms at the regional level [encouraging] 
all member states to identify the most suitable 
regional forum in which to engage” (2030 Agenda, 
paragraph 81).

The five UN regions responded to this call by 
updating the mandates of previously created 
RFSDs or establishing them if they did not have 
them in place.4

The 2013 meeting of the African Union Conference 
of Ministers of Economy and Finance and UNECA’s 
Conference of Ministers of Finance, Planning, 
and Economic Development created the African 
Committee on Sustainable Development. In 2015, 
it was renamed the African Regional Forum on 
Sustainable Development.

In 2016, the ECLAC Assembly established the 
Forum of the Countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean on Sustainable Development.

The Regional Forum on Sustainable Development 
for the UNECE Region was established by the 
Economic Commission for Europe in 2017, with a 

two-year mandate (2018 and 2019) extended for 
another two years in 2019 and again in 2021.5 

The Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable 
Development was created as an independent 
regional forum after the impulse provided by the 
2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable 
Development (Rio+20). It held its first meeting in 
2014. In May 2017, ESCAP’s resolution 73/1 made 
the forum its subsidiary body.

In 2014, ESCWA established a “High-Level Arab 
Forum on Sustainable Development.” In 2016, 
ESCWA Member Countries aligned their functions 
with the 2030 Agenda and renamed it the Arab 
Forum for Sustainable Development. As a distinctive 
feature, this forum gathers the 22 United Nations 
Arab Group countries, including the Comoros and 
Djibouti, who are not ESCWA members.

Despite those differences, all RFSDs have similar 
work mandates. Some common elements include:

4. See detailed information in Cepei’s report on the “2021 
regional forums on sustainable development: A place in 
the world to build forward”.
5. The last extension of the mandate was adopted as ECE 
Decision C (69), “Extension of the mandate of the Regional 
Forum on Sustainable Development”.

The three-level follow-up and review scheme —
represented by the VNRs, the RFSDs, and the 
HLPF integrates a unique system, with multiple 
communication vessels among its parts, as shown 
in Graph 1.

Thus, the 2030 Agenda follow-up and review 
should be understood as a web with multiple 
interlinked nodes of information.
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• Monitoring the status of the SDGs at the regional 
level. 

• Promoting knowledge exchange and best 
practices in implementing the 2030 Agenda. 

• Facilitating dialogue among States and between 
States and other stakeholders. 

• Supporting countries in the region that have 
decided to present VNRs to the HLPF.

• Creating inputs to feed the debate at the HLPF. 
• Identifying common issues faced by countries 

The Regional Forums 
from 2016 to 2022: A 
Stocktaking 
The forums have been meeting annually since their 
establishment in the five regions. They went through 
a litmus test when COVID-19 restrictions forced them 
to call off their meetings programmed between 
February and April 2020. The forums rapidly 
adapted their work methods and became virtual or 
hybrid gatherings for the following few years.

• The African Forum on Sustainable 
Development was the only one that met before 
travel restrictions were set. It took place in 
Zimbabwe in February 2020.

• The LAC countries and the Arab states’ forums 
were canceled.

• The ECE region forum gathered virtually for 
only half-day.

• The Asia Pacific regional forum became virtual.

In 2021, the five regional forums met virtually or 
in a hybrid format, with a very restricted number 

6. “Official activities” refers to those activities included in the official program of the regional forums on sustainable 
development, excluding side events.

of face-to-face activities, highly restricted 
access, and live transmission on the internet. In 
2022, even when the forums were mainly face-to-
face, access was restricted, and the discussions 
webcasted. Side events were mainly virtual. 

Forum Activities by Main Area 
of Concern 

Official activities6 that developed at each 
forum between 2016 and 2022 can be grouped 
according to their thematic linkages with the 
three main sustainable development dimensions 
(environmental, economic, and social). This 
approach should be complemented by activities 
that address the three dimensions in an integrated 
manner (“three dimensions” activities) and a 
group focusing on providing institutional support 
to countries implementing the 2030 Agenda 
(“institutional dimension” activities).

in the region and promoting shared strategies to 
address them.

 
Consequently, RFSDs have become the primary space 
in which States, stakeholders, and the UNDS meet at 
the regional level to work together towards the 2030 
Agenda follow-up, review, and implementation. Not 
surprisingly, as a result of the current UNDS reform at 
the regional level, the forums were the stage for the UN 
entities to report on their work in a unified document.
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Graph 6. Official Activities of Regional Forums on Sustainable Development, by Prioritized Dimension: 
Region by Region (% of Overall Average Activities, Year of the First Forum in each region - 2022)
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Source: Cepei, 2022 

Activities considering all three dimensions of 
sustainable development have been a priority 
at Africa and the Asia Pacific forums. The 
forum for LAC countries shows an institutional 
dimension prevalence, while Europe has the 
strongest focus on the environmental dimension 
and the Arab countries on the social sphere. A 
noteworthy fact is that, in Asia-Pacific, there 
is no activity mainly focused on the economic 
dimension: the issue has always been treated in 
combination with other dimensions.

It must also be noted that, except for Europe, 
all regions have also dedicated great efforts 
to consolidating sustainable development 
institutionality. Including activities to 
strengthen regional governance in sustainable 
development, meetings aimed at consolidating 
multi-level institutional exchange, and cross-
regional dialogue.
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Graph 7. Official Activities of Regional Forums on Sustainable Development, by Prioritized Dimension: 
Aggregated (Number of Activities and Average, Year of the First Forum in Each Region - 2022)

Institutional strengthening efforts made by RFSDs have not been duly acknowledged. Even though 
this analysis shows that it has constituted one of the critical tasks, as a quarter of the activities were 
oriented towards that end.

Source: Cepei, 2022 
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In an aggregated view, the larger number of official activities considered the three dimensions of 
sustainability under an integrated approach. This indicates the forums’ efforts to work under a 
sustainable development holistic approach.
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Governmental and UN 
Authorities’ Levels of 
Participation

The level of government officials represented in 
the five regional forums has been similar, with 
a prevalence of heads of planning and national 
statistical offices, and officials from various 
line ministries (in particular foreign affairs and 
development ministries) on the level of ministers, 
vice-ministers or heads of directorate.

Although not frequent, on some occasions, 
presidents and prime ministers, or their deputies 
were part of the meetings. The presence of state and 
heads of governments or heads of states increases 
when rotating member states host the forum. High-
level participation decreases when the forum is 
held at a regional commission headquarters.

The UNDS is represented at the five forums by high-
level officials, mainly regional directors of AFPs, 
and in the case of the DCO, with the participation 
of their regional directors. The regional economic 
commissions’ executive secretaries and senior 
leadership actively engage in the forums. 
Additionally, the UN Deputy-Secretary General has 
participated virtually in the regional forums during 
the first meetings and by traveling to the five 
regions in the last two years and chairing the RCP 
annual meetings, which took place as back-to-back 
activities with the forums.

Non-Governmental Actors’ 
Engagement

Civil society has established formal self-managed 
mechanisms to participate in the forums. Their 
regional meetings occur as part of the RFSDs 
programs or immediately before the forums’ 
official opening session.

• The Africa Regional Civil Society Engagement 
Mechanism changed its name in 2020 to the 
Africa Regional Mechanism of the Major 
Groups and Other Stakeholders (ARMMGOS).

• The Civil Society Participation Mechanism in 
the Sustainable Development Forum of the 
Countries of Latin America and the Caribbean 
on Sustainable Development was established 
in 2017.

• The ECE-Regional Civil Society Engagement 
Mechanism (RCEM) was officially set up in 
2018, but its formalization process started in 
2016.

• The Asia Pacific Regional CSO Engagement 
Mechanism (APRCEM) was established in 
2014.

There is no specific mechanism for civil society 
engagement in the Arab countries’ sustainable 
development forum. The Arab NGO Network 
for Development (ANND), established in 1997, 
became a de facto channel to this end.

A concrete request for participation mechanisms 
in the five regions is the early inclusion of civil 
society in forum designs, instead of just inviting 
them to join “packaged forum programs” decided 
without formal consultation.

It is unclear how civil society mechanisms reflect 
the diversity of civil society’s participation in the 
forums. The existing mechanisms are open and 
inclusive, but we could not identify any rules or 
procedures in their constitutive documents to 
ensure a comprehensive representation of their 
constituencies’ diversity.

The private sector also participates in the forums. 
ECLAC and ECE included private sector forums as 
preparatory activities; however, their engagement 
needs to be more articulated.
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The same applies to academia represented by 
universities, which only participate significantly in 
Africa and the Arab countries’ regions.

Youth and local governments are the two actors 
whose participation is increasing. In the first 
case, due to expanding recognition of their role 
in promoting sustainable development, and in the 
second case, an increased interest in VLRs in 2030 
Agenda progress reporting.

While in some regions, especially in ECE, human 
rights, and supreme audit institutions are starting 
to gain space in the RFSDs, parliamentarian 
engagement remains almost null.

Outcome Documents (Reporting)

There is no established standard structure to 
present the outcomes of the RFSDs, making it 
challenging to build comparisons among them 
and extract lessons from one forum that could 
be applied to others.

Nevertheless, following the 2030 Agenda 
mandate of developing a follow-up and review 
mechanism connecting the national, regional, 
and global levels, the five regions produce reports 
to inform the HLPF of their main conclusions. 
Some of them also adopt other documents and 
political declarations.

Table 2. Outcome Documents of the Regional Forums on Sustainable Development 

LAC
Inter-governmentally agreed on 
conclusions and recommendations of 
the Fourth Meeting of the Forum

Summary of the chair. The fourth 
meeting of the Forum 

Asia 
Pacific

Report of the Asia Pacific Forum 
Input from the Asia-Pacific Forum on 
Sustainable Development to the HLPF

Arab 
countries

Report of the Arab Forum 
Key messages from the Arab region to 
HLPF

Africa Africa Regional Forum on Sustainable Development: Summary and key messages

Europe
Report of the Regional Forum on Sustainable Development for the Economic 
Commission for Europe

Source: Cepei, 2022 
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Contributions of 
Regional Forums 
on Sustainable 
Development to the 
High-Level Political 
Forum: Expectations 
Versus Reality 
The RFSDs are called to fulfill four main tasks:

1. To promote regional analysis and collective work.
2. To produce inputs for the HLPF debates, bringing 

the regional perspective.
3. To support countries in each region that have 

volunteered to present VNRs.
4. To keep the 2030 Agenda ambition high at the 

regional level.

So far, the results combine success and 
deficiencies, impeding the forums from reaching 
their maximum potential.

• RFSDs show mixed results in promoting regional 
analysis and collective work
Even if the UNDS regional system contributed 
to each regional forum session by providing 
information, statistics, and analysis, it would still 
be challenging to transform it into products and 
collective work. 

The UN regional reform path shows that the system 
is taking this issue seriously, and some results 
have been visible recently, mainly due to the UNDS 
regional reform progress. Two examples are:

- The European region IBC on the environment 
and climate change, which has provided 
resident coordinators with a compendium of 
measures to strengthen the inclusion of green 
post-pandemic recovery measures in national 
recovery plans.
- The African RCP contributes to the 
consultations on a Women in Trade Protocol 
to the African Continental Free Trade Area.

• RFSDs influence on HLPF debates is weak
With a session dedicated to regional forums, 
where countries that chair the RECs present 
outcomes, the transfer of inputs from the 
regions to the global fora has been limited to 
a narrative of discussed topics and general 
conclusions, lacking functionality with a limited 
capacity for powering specific debates.

These outcomes are not highlighted in the 
HLPF ministerial declarations. The 2019 
HLPF Summit Political Declaration gave little 
attention to the forums or the regions beyond 
their role as 2030 Agenda follow-up system 
connectors.

One reason that helps explain the RFSDs’ weak 
influence in the HLPF debates is the limited 
opportunities for REC engagement in plenary 
sessions. Usually, the REC coordinator (a 
position each executive secretary holds on an 
annual rotational base) is given five minutes to 
showcase interregional examples at the HLPF. 
Sometimes, executive secretaries are invited 
as commentators of HLPF sessions, but they 
are only provided 2-3 minutes to present.
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Table 3. References to Roles and Contributions from the Regional Levels in the 2030 Agenda 
Implementation and Follow-up in HLPF Ministerial Declarations

Table 3. References to Roles and Contributions from the Regional Levels in 2030 Agenda 
Implementation and Follow-up in HLPF Ministerial Declarations

Year 
(political level)

Reference to regions or RFSDs’ roles 
and contributions to the 2030 Agenda 
implementation and follow-up

2016 
(Ministerial)

18. Recognize the important role that regional and subregional forums 
can have in supporting the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, including 
its follow-up and review process, by, inter alia, promoting peer learning 
and cooperation, including South-South and triangular cooperation 
as appropriate, and helping to link the national and global levels of 
implementation. In this regard, we welcome identifying, developing, and 
convening appropriate regional and subregional forums on sustainable 
development

2017 
(Ministerial)

26. (We) welcome the inputs from the 2017 regional forums for sustainable 
development, which provide useful opportunities, as appropriate, for 
peer learning, reviews, sharing of best practices, and discussion among 
various stakeholders. We recognize the important role that regional and 
subregional forums, including the United Nations regional commissions, 
can have in supporting the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. We invite 
them to continue to contribute to the work of the High-Level Political Forum, 
including with the involvement of relevant stakeholders, as appropriate.

2018 
(Ministerial)

Does not include references to regions or regional forums on sustainable 
development contributions and roles.

2019 
(Summit)

18. (…)  We further welcome the efforts at the regional level, including 
by the United Nations regional commissions and the regional forums on 
sustainable development. 

2020 
(Ministerial)

27. (…) We also recognize the contribution of the regional reviews, the 
contribution of the United Nations regional commissions, the regional 
forums on sustainable development, major groups, and all relevant 
stakeholders

2021 
(Ministerial)

10. We recognize (...) the contribution of the Economic and Social Council, 
the regional forums on sustainable development, functional commissions 
of the Council and other intergovernmental bodies and forums, and other 
relevant stakeholders.

12. We reaffirm the importance of the regional dimension of sustainable 
development in addressing regional challenges and scaling up action for 
and among countries. We welcome the work of the regional commissions 
and recognize the valuable contribution of the regional forums on 
sustainable development as the multi-stakeholder platforms to support 
their member states in the follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda in the 
regions.

Source: Cepei, 2022 
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• The major success of the RFSDs lies in the support 
provided to countries submitting VNRs, broadly 
recognized by reporting countries in the five regions. 

This is critical as it opens a window of opportunity 
for the regions to advocate HLPF debates through 
their work on country-level reports. However, VNRs 
pay limited attention to national actions at the 
global or regional level, an issue on which regional 
forums could provide further support.

• Finally, the RFSDs have opened up a space for each 
region to debate their priorities within the framework 
of the 2030 Agenda, bearing in mind their capacities, 
resources, and needs. The forums are critical in 
keeping the 2030 Agenda ambition high.

The UNDS has played an important role and 
sustained efforts to hold on to the promises 
made in 2015. The SDG regional reports and a 
permanent call to maintain and even reinforce 
the commitments provide evidence of the 
necessity of looking at the 2030 Agenda as a 
guide to navigate through troubled waters. This 
issue became more evident due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and its impacts on the SDGs.

Consequently, we cannot affirm that RFSDs 
are fulfilling the mandates for which they have 
been created. Still, we might say that they have 
been more successful at promoting processes 
nationally than contributing to debates at the 
HLPF. 
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Part C. The Future of the 
Regional Forums: Where we 
Want to Be
Looking forward, we are addressing two 
scenarios interconnected to the forums’ future. 
On the one hand, we will consider the need to 
reinforce the linkages between the regional 
forums and other institutions and levels. 
Without additional collaborative work, it will be 

Links Between the 
Regional Sustainable 
Development Forums
As part of a multilayered follow-up and review 
framework, building bridges between RFSDs 
global and national levels is critical. Nevertheless, 
there is also a need to connect the forums and 
other regional institutions working on sustainable 
development-related issues and to reinforce inter-
RFSDs dialogue.

Bridging Regional Forums and 
Global Sustainable Development 
Agendas

RFSDs provide a limited dialogue about connecting 
global development agendas. They could still help 
reinforce multiple links between commitments 
set in different international documents and 
sustainable development, such as the Addis 
Ababa Action Agenda, the Paris Agreement, the 
Sendai Framework, and international agreements 
in the field of Human Rights, vulnerable groups’ 
rights, and the environment, among others.

For example, the current debates on the new 
biodiversity goals could benefit from a close 
connection with the regional SDG implementation 
debates at the RFSDs. In contrast, the public policies 
adopted at the national and regional levels could 
take advantage of commitments made in global 
documents. The RFSDs of 2022 in Latin American 
and the Caribbean (LAC) and in the Arab Countries  
are good examples of how to promote dialogue 
between agendas.

• The LAC RFSDs includes official activities that 
reinvigorate and frame the debates based on 
existing commitments, such as the Financing 
for Development dossier enshrined in the 
Addis Ababa Action Agenda and the disaster 
risk reduction responses based on the Sendai 
Framework, as well as the Convention on 
Biological Diversity.

• The Arab Countries RFSDs included official work 
on the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem 

hard for RFSDs to maintain the 2030 Agenda’s 
ambition, promote coherence, gain traction, 
and be held accountable. On the other hand, we 
address the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the challenges and opportunities resulting 
from the UN reform.
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Restoration, transboundary climate risks (linking 
the 2030 Agenda, the Sendai Framework, and the 
Paris Agreement), and urban resilience (framed 
in the 2016 New Urban Agenda).

Highlighting the connections between global 
sustainable development agreements would 
provide increased policy coherence. Making the 
processes to that end more efficient and effective, 
avoiding duplication of reporting efforts and 
promoting a more integrated use of available data. 

Bridging Regional Forums 

The RFSDs work intensely in areas such as the 2030 
Agenda national governance support to the 2030 
Agenda, strengthening an integrated approach, 
and supporting countries who decide to present 
their VNRs. However, cross-regional work is hardly 
integrated into the forums.

This should not be interpreted as a lack of 
coordination or dialogue between regions, given 
that the topics, programs, and outputs are part of 
the exchange between existing regions within the 
UN system, such as the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Group (UNSDG). Another example 
is the meeting of experts from different regions to 
debate specific issues convened by the economic 
commissions, such as the Inter-regional Expert 
Group Meeting: Placing Equality at the center of 
the 2030 Agenda in 2018, which focused on the 
principle of leaving no one behind.

However, we have noted that the cross-regional 
dimension is not being made visible at the RFSDs. 
The work between regions, an intermediate between 
the national and global levels, may contribute to 
identifying shared opportunities for action while 
reinforcing the principle of universality in the 2030 
Agenda.

Furthermore, some lessons learned may be shared 
between regions and their countries. For example, 
having country representatives from other regions 

who have presented their VNRs at the HLPF can 
support the production of reports. It may provide 
different points of view and possible alternatives 
to overcome common obstacles and might open 
up opportunities for stronger cooperation between 
countries and regions.

Additionally, cross-regional work may contribute 
to breaking up, conceptually and operationally, 
“regional silos” and therefore encourages dialogue 
between culturally different ways to promote 
commitments towards sustainable development.
In a previous analysis (Cepei, 2021), we highlighted 
how states that are members of two or more United 
Nations regions are strategic to that end and could 
play a key role and linkage.

Finally, RFSDs add the opportunity of twinning 
efforts for VNRs reports between countries with 
similar challenges but different regions. Middle-
income countries, highly indebted economies, or 
land-locked countries could collaborate in preparing 
their VNRs with interregional support from the 
regional UNDS.

Bridging Regional Forums and 
other Regional Bodies

Reinforcing the links between RFSDs and other 
regional bodies working on related issues has 
expanded dialogue on the 2030 Agenda.

The clearest case is the work done in Africa to align 
actions seeking to advance the 2030 Agenda with 
those mainly aimed at achieving the African Union 
2063 Agenda: each African regional forum on 
sustainable development has included debates on 
this issue, and the topics assigned to African forums 
from 2016 to 2022 refer directly to the 2063 Agenda.

In the case of the Arab countries, the Arab League 
collaborates in preparing regional forums and 
organizes the Arab Sustainable Development 
Week, which has seen four editions since 2016 
to provide a platform to discuss issues related to 
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sustainable development in the region and to foster 
partnerships to achieve the goals.

These examples contrast with the limited integration 
between other RFSDs and regional spaces for debate.

In Asia, greater involvement of the multiple regional 
and subregional organizations may contribute 
to keeping the 2030 Agenda at the center stage 
of all of their debates and encouraging a greater 
presence of the existing economic, social, 
and environmental diversity in the region. The 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
Charter, for example, includes in articles 44 and 
45 specific provisions on participation in other 
regional spaces, which could be applied to the 
Asia-Pacific RFSD. Similarly, alignment between 
the ASEAN Comprehensive Recovery Framework: 
Implementation plan7  and the forum debates may 
contribute to considering alignment between the 
regional response to COVID-19 and the regional 
sustainable development priorities.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, there are 
opportunities to reinforce the voice of regional 
spaces where key issues surrounding the 
2030 Agenda are debated, from the Statistical 
Conference of the Americas to the Meeting of the 
Forum of Ministers of Environment. More direct 
participation from representatives of other forums 
and a higher consideration of the results of the 
RFSDs in their meetings can contribute to a more 
coherent and aligned work.

In the five regions, stronger engagement of RCPs 
in the RFSDs agenda setting would help to link 
different regional bodies’ work.

These are only some examples of the multiple 
opportunities to tighten the bonds between RFSDs 
and other regional platforms. A more substantial 
alignment between them would further a more 
effective and coordinated action on the SDGs at the 
regional level.

Bridging Regional Forums 
and National and Subnational 
Follow-up on Agenda 2030

RFSDs play a key role in supporting countries, 
especially in the production of national VNRs.

Given the growing number of countries that present 
VNRs for a second or third time, it is high time to 
capitalized on past experiences; one step is to 
review the RFSDs’ support to reporting countries 
and to promote a second generation of VNR 
presentations (Cepei, 2019). It would also mean to 
reinforce the alignment between VNRs and the UN 
Secretary-General’s Voluntary Common Reporting 
Guidelines for Voluntary National Reviews at 
the High-Level Political Forum for Sustainable 
Development (UNDESA, 2022). 

Something to include in these workshops is the 
presentation of the virtual tools that the UN and its 
partners provide for reporting countries. Creating 
open-access platforms and knowledge hubs on 
the efforts and status of SDG implementation 
is a powerful source for countries with ongoing 
voluntary review processes.

Another element that should be considered is the 
support that RFSDs can provide when preparing 
VLRs, whose relevance has grown exponentially 
in the last four years, a process that started in the 
African region in 2021 and is slowly spreading to 
other regions. Given the structural differences 
between VNRs and VLRs, providing separate 
training spaces, including shared sessions, might 
be useful.

7. Broad Strategy 5, “Advancing Towards a More Sustainable 
and Resilient Future”, includes within its actions to “explore 
initiatives to promote investment that contributes to the 
Sustainable Development Goals”, including a possible 
ASEAN Guidelines on Sustainable Investment” (ASEAN 
Guidelines on Sustainable Investment, 2020).
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This work began in 2021, mostly in VNR 
workshops held alongside the RFSDs. However, it 
must be noted that VLR leaders might not be from 
the same political affiliation as national leaders, 
an issue that brings political sensitivity into the 
discussion.

Finally, both RFSDs and countries would benefit 
from more intense dialogue on how reporting 
countries conduct the national review process. 
Considering that RFSDs gather in March, they could 
include an official session in which reporting 
countries present their review process designs, 
including how they will include stakeholders, deal 
with data gaps, and include the regional dimension 
of SDG implementation.

A Changing Landscape: RFSDs, 
COVID-19, and the UN Reform

The COVID-19 pandemic unexpectedly changed 
the 2030 Agenda implementation scenario just 
at the start of the Decade for Action and Delivery, 
imposing the need to redesign work strategies.

The regional level is not oblivious to this situation, 
which also overlaps with the reform process of 
the UNDS, launched by the Secretary-General, and 
currently being implemented at the national and 
regional levels.

The creation of an empowered development 
cooperation office within the UN system, the 
establishment of IBCs and knowledge hubs, and 
the new role of RCPs  are examples of the changes 
that impact the governance and operation of the 
UN work at the regional level (Cepei, 2020 and 
2020b).

In this context, the reform process has shown 
robustness and encouraging results: 

A survey of programme country Governments at 
the end of 2020 found a noteworthy increase in 
positive perceptions, with 88% of programme 
countries finding that resident coordinators (RCs) 
have effectively led UN country teams, up from 
79% only a year before, and 77% reporting that the 
UNDS now works better together since the reform 
in 2018. In addition, 92% say that RCs have ensured 
a coherent UN response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
(…). Regional DCO teams are now fully operational, 
having reached full capacity (64% female). Over the 
last year, we have seen good progress in the ability 
of these teams to deliver more effective support to 
RCs and UN country teams through strengthened 
regional coordination and engagement of regional 
partners (UNDS 2021).

In his Report on the Work of the Organization 2021, 
the Secretary-General explores the main events of 
the year for the United Nations and reports that 
“regional collaborative platforms were established 
(…). The platforms built issue-based coalitions, rolled 
out knowledge hubs, strengthened data systems 
and advanced efficiency efforts [while] regional 
forums on sustainable development provided 
guidance on priority areas for implementation of 
the Sustainable Development Goals” (SG, 2021: 38).

However, the RFSDs still need to better integrate 
elements arising both from the new context and 
from the UNDS reform. The 2022 forums have 
taken some steps in this direction:

• The UNECE’s RFSDs was co-organized by 
the commission and the RCP for Europe and 
Central Asia. It included a back-to-back with 
the second Forum of Mayors of the region to 
reinforce the bonds between local and national 
implementation efforts. Among its participants, 
we noted the integration of representatives from 
national Human Rights institutions. 
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• The RFSD in Africa included the formal 
participation of the African Union Commission, the 
African Development Bank, the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), the African 
Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), and the African 
Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), among other 
regional and sub-regional institutions.

• In LAC, the 2022 forum hosted a session on 
“Contributions to the innovative financing 
agenda for recovery: the perspective of regional 
and international development banks,” including 
representatives from the European Investment 
Bank (EIB), the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB), the Central American Bank for 
Economic Integration (CABEI), the Caribbean 
Development Bank (CDB), and the Development 
Bank of Latin America (CAF).

• In 2022, the Arab countries’ forum included 
representatives from national government audit 
institutions, parliaments, and mass media, 
as well as the traditional participants from 
civil society, the private sector, the academic 
community, youth, and local governments. 

Additionally, there was a session in which young 
researchers debated on the Secretary-General’s 
report “Our Common Agenda.”

• Asia-Pacific included the presence of names 
such as Kailash Satyarthi, a highly recognized 
regional personality who had been honored with 
the Peace Noble Price in 2014.

The consideration of COVID-19 and its impacts 
at the regional level, RCPs meetings as part of 
RFSDs programms, and the inclusion of sessions 
reporting on UNDS system-wide results as part 
of regional forum programs are interesting steps 
that should be considered in-depth in the future. 

The UN Deputy Secretary-General Amina 
Mohammed made a strong political statement 
by attending all RFSDs in 2021 and 2022 and 
chairing the parallel RCP meetings. The UN made 
a clear top-level political decision to promote 
these processes. Today, this interrelated process 
is becoming even stronger due to the Secretary-
General’s report Our Common Agenda.
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Likewise, the RFSDs could be the most appropriate 
place to present the results of regional (and 
national) strategies for fighting COVID-19. Just 
as they have been the place to exchange lessons 
learned and good practices in implementing 
the SDGs, RFSDs would benefit from including 
a segment that emulates these exchanges but 
focuses on the actions to face coronavirus and 
to adopt measures to build forward better. A case 
study that could well serve as a reference for this 
is the OECD’s (2022) work on the lessons learned 
by governments from their COVID-19 response.

Because the response to the pandemic must 
be integrated with the promotion of sustainable 
development, the RFSDs become a space with 
competency and responsibility on this issue. 
For example, according to Latin America and 

the Caribbean Recovery Tracker of the United 
Nations Environment Program (UNEP), the total 
expenditure for the post-COVID recovery reached 
64 billion USD in LAC. Out of this total, only 4.4 
billion (6,9%) were assigned to promoting green 
recovery, a number that remains below investment 
in the region on fossil fuels, which is around USD 
7 billion, “revealing the imbalance of countries in 
prioritizing environmentally-sustainable recovery 
measures” (UNEP, 2021,10).

This reality also extends to other regions and even 
to the measures adopted by developed economies 
(O’Callaghan and Murdock, 2021; OECD, 2021) 
and displays the need to include these debates 
in the RFSDs as the regional space chosen by 
countries for the implementation and follow-up of 
the 2030 Agenda.
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Final Words
Halfway towards the SDG deadline, UN regions 
have a critical role. The RFSDs are at the 
center of regional action to support countries’ 
implementation efforts, promote UN coherence, 
and connect different implementation and follow-
up scenarios. 

The unfolding UNDS reform opens new windows 
of opportunities: the RCPs, IBCs, and regional 
knowledge platforms provide new tools for 
regional action.

However, taking this opportunity requires 
rethinking how RFSDs have been defining their 
agendas, providing a place for stakeholders, 

creating relations with UN and non-UN regional 
bodies, and contributing to HLPF debates.

This document provides data, ideas, and 
suggestions that could help strengthen the regional 
work toward SDG implementation, particularly the 
RFSDs capacities and options for action.

In confronting the choice of “breakdown or 
breakthrough,” as the Secretary-General words 
it in the Our Common Agenda report, the RFSDs 
are called to step up to keep the 2030 Agenda 
ambition high, becoming a pillar for accelerated 
SDG implementation, helping to connect still 
unconnected dots.
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