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Executive Summary

• As the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development enters its third year of implementation, there are already  
 plenty of lessons to share among countries of the Arab region.

• In July 2018, the UAE will be participating in a ‘Voluntary National Review’ (VNR) of its progress in implementing  
 the 2030 Agenda and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). A total of 48 countries, including seven  
 other Arab countries, will be participating in this experience-sharing exercise.
 
• Learning from peer countries’ experiences in mainstreaming and institutionalising the 2030 Agenda can  
 help Arab governments, including the UAE, in building more effective national policies and frameworks. Such  
 sharing of best practice can also help in enhancing regional cooperation through clarifying national priorities  
 and institutional dynamics.

• In the countries examined in this paper, work to mainstream the 2030 Agenda is well underway.  
 Institutionalisation of the Agenda, however, is at different stages: most countries have put in place the  
 frameworks for implementation and monitoring, but the specific dynamics of multi-stakeholder involvement  
 in the process are still shaping up and more detailed implementation plans are under development. 

• A number of commonalities are visible among the countries examined, including the need for further  
 attention to data aggregation and to building robust monitoring and follow-up mechanisms. There are evident  
 synergies between national and regional efforts in the area of monitoring. Regional complementarities exist  
 around enhanced cooperation on financing and technology.

• In addition, there are a number of areas/tasks where collaboration among a broader group of stakeholders  
 could help enhance the implementation of the 2030 Agenda across the Arab region:
 
   Providing targeted implementation assistance to countries that are in danger of reversing sustainable  
  development gains so far; 
  Sharing lessons in areas of common interest, on both successes and failures;
  Fostering regional networks aimed at empowering knowledge stakeholders; and    
   More specifically, supporting regional collaboration among knowledge stakeholders that can help in  
  delivering the data required for monitoring and follow-up on the SDGs.
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The Issue

In 2015, the Member States of the United Nations agreed 
unanimously to a global agenda to guide sustainable 
development efforts over the next decade and a half. 
This agenda includes 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) that are applicable to all countries and at 
all levels of policymaking.  

As the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
enters its third year of implementation, there are already 
plenty of lessons to share among countries of the Arab 
region from early experiences in incorporating the 
SDGs into national development strategies and policy 
implementation frameworks. 

This Insight highlights efforts by Arab countries to date 
in enhancing the frameworks for regional and domestic 
governance for the implementation of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 

It first presents an overview of regional cooperation 
mechanisms and processes focused on the 2030 
Agenda. It then summarises the early experiences, as 
reported by governments themselves, of several Arab 
countries in integrating the SDGs into national strategies, 
plans and institutional implementation and monitoring 
frameworks. The paper concludes by identifying a 
number of similarities and differences in these early 
movers’ approaches and suggests areas for further 
emphasis at national and regional levels.

Relevance for the UAE and Other Arab 
Countries 

This year, the UAE will be participating in a ‘Voluntary 
National Review’ (VNR) of its progress on the SDGs. 
This review will take place at the UN High-Level 
Political Forum on sustainable development (HLPF) in 
New York in July 2018. A total of 48 countries, including 
seven other Arab countries, will be participating in 
this experience-sharing exercise.

Arab countries’ experiences with implementing the 
2030 Agenda have so far been positive. Based on 
outcomes of regional meetings under the UN umbrella, 
the Agenda is not seen an additional burden but rather 
a ‘framework that complements and coordinates 
[countries’] efforts to address national priorities and 
achieve common goals’.1  Arab countries also view that 
the VNR process helps promote national ownership 
of, and raise awareness about, the SDGs.

Learning from peer countries’ experiences in 
mainstreaming and institutionalising the 2030 
Agenda can help Arab governments, including the 
UAE, in building more effective national policies 
and frameworks. Such sharing of best practice 
can also help in enhancing regional cooperation 
through clarifying national priorities and institutional 
dynamics. More specifically, awareness of the priority 
SDGs of MENA region’s development assistance 
recipients (and those of regional donors) can help 
streamline aid and increase its effectiveness.

Arab Regional Cooperation on the 2030 
Agenda 

Despite some clear differences between countries, 
such as in economic prosperity and institutional 
capacity, there are a number of sustainable 
development challenges that affect the entire Arab 
region. These include, for example, regional instability, 
youth unemployment, immigration, food and water 
scarcities, rising calls for better governance and in 
social injustice. There is great potential for regional 
cooperation but a lack of economic integration, 
political turbulence and human insecurity create 
important obstacles to truly region-wide governance 
around sustainable development.

The Arab region has its own UN regional commission, 
the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWAi), and work on both the regional articu-
lation of priorities regarding the post-2015 develop-
ment agenda and on the regional-level governance 
of the 2030 Agenda has largely evolved under this 
umbrella. The following sections summarise four 
aspects of the Arab region’s approach to the 2030 
Agenda and its implementation, namely: regional 
priorities; lead institutions; governance process 
dynamics; and monitoring.

Regional Priorities, Challenges and 
Opportunities 

A joint UN Regional Commissions’ report on regional 
priority areas for the post-2015 development agenda 
from 2013 identified several priorities for the Arab 
region. These included:

• Governance and institutions: ensuring human  
 rights and freedoms; strengthening governance,  
 effective institutions, democracy and the rule of  
 law; and addressing the root causes of conflict and  
 war and ending the occupation of Palestine;

i ESCWA’s member states are Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan,  
Syria, Tunisia, the UAE and Yemen.
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• Economic sustainability: addressing poverty and  
 exclusion, and promoting youth development and  
 employment; 

• Social sustainability: providing universal access to  
 basic services and ensuring gender equality; and

• Environmental sustainability: addressing cli- 
 mate change and sustainable natural resource  
 management, and promoting water and food  
 security.2

The same priorities have been highlighted by several 
subsequent regional reports and declarations. 
Refugees are another commonly highlighted theme, 
with one declaration stressing the responsibility 
of the international community towards refugee-
hosting states.3 Conflict and occupation are well-
recognised factors hindering the implementation 
of the Agenda in the region. Instability and fragile 
states are further challenges, further compounded 
by (youth) unemployment. Also, ESCWA has warned 
that a number of Arab countries are at risk of 
reversing recent decades’ development gains due 
to deteriorating basic health, education, water and 
sanitation services.4 

In terms of underlying principles, Arab countries have 
stressed the voluntary nature of the 2030 Agenda 
and its alignment with the principle of common 
but differentiated responsibilities.5 This principle, 
which originated at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit and 
is also enshrined in the UN Framework Convention 
on Climate Change, is based on the notion that, 
while all countries have responsibilities towards the 
environment (and sustainable development more 
broadly), they have different capabilities to act, and 
developed countries, given their historically higher 
contribution to environmental degradation, should 
take the lead in action. 

Regional Institutional Framework

The ESCWA, based on a mandate from the Rio+20 
Conference of 20126, has served as the leading 
regional intergovernmental forum for discussions 
and position formation around the 2030 Agenda, 
both in the negotiating phase (pre-2015) and in the 
implementation period (post-2015). ESCWA also 
provides related capacity-building support, which 
has included seminars, workshops and negotiations 
training.

The League of Arab States (LAS), the main regional 
cooperation organisation, has also been closely 
engaged in discussions on the 2030 Agenda and 
often works in collaboration with ESCWA. Its 

role has increased in the post-2015 era with the 
establishment of a ‘Sustainable Development and 
International Cooperation Department’ and an Arab 
Sustainable Development Committee, for facilitating 
intergovernmental communication.7 Other UN agen-
cies, including the UN Environment Programme 
(UNEP), also support regional consultations.

Regional institutions have also partnered with inter-
national specialist organisations for support in 
implementation of SDGs. For example, in 2017, the 
LAS and World Bank signed an MoU on developing 
a regional approach to achieving the SDG on clean 
water and sanitation (SDG 6).8 

Regional Governance Dynamics

Pre-2015: In the negotiations that led to the develop-
ment of the 2030 Agenda, ESCWA and LAS worked 
jointly on position-formation for Arab countries on 
issues related to the implementation of the Agenda. 
The primary forum for this was the annual Arab High-
Level Forum on Sustainable Development, organised 
by ESCWA, LAS and UNEP, which, among other things, 
discussed a proposal by the Council of Arab Ministers 
Responsible for the Environment (CAMRE) for a 10-
year ‘Arab Strategic Framework for Sustainable 
Development’.9

Positions and regional visions were also discussed 
at several other regional forums, including the 2013 
Arab Economic and Social Development Summit 
(Riyadh), the 2014 Arab Consultative Meeting on 
an Accountability Framework for the Post-2015 
Development Agenda (Tunis), a 2014 ministerial 
conference on the objectives and targets of the Arab 
SDGs and the 2015 Arab Summit (both in Sharm El 
Sheikh, Egypt).

In terms of non-governmental stakeholder engage-
ment, ESCWA organised at least one major regional 
consultation, in 2013, that sought to collect the views 
of civil society coalitions and UN regional agencies

Post-2015: In the implementation phase of the 2030 
Agenda, the Arab High-Level Forum on Sustainable 
Development has continued to serve as the medium 
for collating regional inputs. These are conveyed 
to ESCWA Ministerial Sessions and, subsequently, 
to the HLPF, which meets annually in New York to 
oversee the implementation of the 2030 Agenda 
worldwide. Similar regional fora are organised in 
other regions, with a stated aim of delivering regional 
implementation roadmaps, supporting the formation 
of common norms and examining opportunities for 
strengthening national-level institutional governance 
frameworks for the SDGs.10 
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The 2017 Arab High-Level Forum on Sustainable 
Development focused on advancing the implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda and on poverty eradication, in 
line with the 2017 HLPF theme. According to the 
meeting report, the forum has become a convening 
place for sustainable development decision-makers, 
parliamentarians, and representatives from regional 
and international organisations, civil society, the 
private sector and experts.11 Key messages are 
presented in Box 1. 

The ESCWA Ministerial Session – ESCWA’s governing 
body – meets biennially to decide on the ESCWA 
Secretariat’s work programme and discuss regional 
socioeconomic developments. In 2016, the session 
focused on the theme of ‘Implementing the 2030 
Agenda in the Arab States’ and agreed a declaration 
on the same topic.12 In the post-2015 period, LAS 
has also spearheaded the organisation of the ‘Arab 
Sustainable Development Week’, the first edition of 
which took place in Cairo in May 2017.

Regional Monitoring and Next Steps

Developing the capacities of national statistics offices 
for monitoring purposes has been identified as an 
area requiring action in the Arab region. ESCWA 

has reported considerable progress in collecting, 
disseminating and monitoring national data for the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).13 However, 
according to some estimates, Arab countries only 
had data on 42% of the MDGs and, in 2016, only three 
Arab countries had a national strategy for statistical 
development.14

Much work also remains ahead on regional cooperation. 
An ESWCA report from 2015, titled Arab Sustainable 
Development Report, identified the following priorities 
for building an effective institutional framework for 
sustainable development in the region:

• Establishing a regional follow-up and review  
 mechanism (comprising a regional vision for  
 sustainable development, common measurement  
 metrics and reports, and leveraging the Arab Forum  
 for Sustainable Development for this purpose); and

• Enhancing regional cooperation around financing  
 and technology for the 2030 Agenda (including  
 through an assessment of regional needs and  
 possibly a regional development bank).15

Box 1: Key Messages from the 2017 Arab High-Level Forum on Sustainable Development to HLPF 2017 

Among the main messages from the 2017 Arab Forum to the HLPF were:

• Security, peace, an end to Israeli occupation of Palestinian and Arab territories and the Palestinian people’s  
 enjoyment of its legitimate rights, including the right to self-determination, are essential conditions for achieving  
 development, eradicating poverty and promoting prosperity in the Arab region;

• Eradicating poverty and achieving justice and good governance are priorities in and of themselves and  
 preconditions for sustainability and stability;

• The regional dimension has an important part to play in driving the 2030 Agenda in the Arab countries, and the  
 Arab Forum for Sustainable Development has a fundamental role in stimulating action at regional and national  
 levels, communicating the achievements and concerns of the region at global level and influencing the course of  
 the global agenda;

• Practical solutions should be created to address those issues that previous Arab forums to have deemed to  
 be regional in nature. Those solutions should be based on a clear programme of action taking into account  
 the capacities of States and available resources, with particular focus on empowering women and ensuring their  
 effective participation in development and decision-making at all levels; and

• There is a need to give effect to the principle of participation at all levels and adopt mechanisms to ensure that all  
 stakeholders and governmental and non-governmental actors in implementing and following up the 2030  
 Agenda.

Sources: ECOSOC. Input from the Arab High-level Forum on Sustainable Development to the High-level Political Forum on 
Sustainable Development. E/HLPF/2017/1/Add.5, 31 May 2017, p. 3 (bolding by author). 
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National Governance for 2030 Agenda 
Implementation

Ultimately, any regional governance framework 
needs to be designed to support the delivery of SDGs 
based on national priorities and plans. The following 
sections examine initial country experiences in the 
Arab region, with a view to the identifying relevant 
supporting actions at the regional level. 

The SDGs are applicable universally and at all 
levels. Each country is expected to integrate the 
2030 Agenda and the SDGs into strategic planning 
frameworks, policymaking processes and institutional 
structures and dynamics. Given the SDGs’ integrated 
and indivisible nature (i.e. the SDGs have complex 
interactions with each other and all countries should 
pursue all SDGs), national governments worldwide 
are working on establishing government-wide, 
multi-stakeholder mechanisms for governance and 
implementation – or enhancing existing mechanisms 
for this purpose. 

The 2030 Agenda encourages countries to ‘conduct 
regular and inclusive reviews of progress at the 
national and subnational levels’ of implementation.16  
The so-called ‘Voluntary National Reviews’ (VNRs), 
which take place annually at the HLPF, are an impor-
tant aspect of motivating countries to dedicate 
attention to these tasks. The VNRs also provide a tool 
for sharing experiences and learning from others. The 
first round of VNRs, in 2016, involved 22 countries. 
Participation has grown since, with 43 countries 
engaging in 2017 and 48 countries expected to present 
in 2018. Some countries have already presented, or 
plan to present, twice. 

Indicating a growing interest and institutional 
preparedness in the MENA region, eight Arab  
countries (Bahrain, Egypt for the second time, 
Lebanon, Palestine, Qatar for the second time, Saudi 
Arabia, Sudan and the UAE) are expected to participate 
in the next VNR, which will take place at the HLPF 
in July 2018. As the number of countries sharing 
their experiences expands, it is important to capture 
lessons from the early movers in reporting. 

The following sections provide an overview of those 
Arab countries that have already undergone the VNR 
– namely Egypt (2016), Jordan (2017), Morocco (2016) 
and Qatar (2017) – as well as the UAE, which initiated 
work on a national implementation framework in 
2017. Drawing from these countries’ VNR reports,  
the sections examine:

• How the countries, at the time of their VNR,  
 were aligning their national development  
 plans with, or ‘nationalising’, the 2030 Agenda;

• How the countries’ national institutional frame- 
 works and governance arrangements for imple- 
 menting the 2030 Agenda were shaping up;  and

• What data gathering, monitoring and reporting  
 mechanisms were being put in place. 

Egypt

Egypt participated in the VNR in 2016 and is planning 
to present again in 2018.17 On the ‘nationalisation’ of  
the 2030 Agenda into development planning, Egypt  
has in place a national sustainable development 
strategy for 2030 (Egypt’s Vision 2030), launched 
in 2016, which ‘serves as the national umbrella 
through which the SDGs will be implemented’ and 
contains 45 strategic goals and 169 related key 
performance indicators (KPIs). Egypt’s 2016–2018 
government programme contains a medium-term 
executive programme for the 2030 strategy. The 
government also developed an annual plan for the 
strategy’s implementation. These two plans were 
ratified in parliament. The Egyptian Constitution, from 
2014, also incorporates the concept of sustainable 
development. 

Egypt has furthermore contributed to the 2030 
Agenda at regional and international levels, which 
has included peacekeeping operations, leadership in 
African governance initiatives and cooperation around 
the 2030 Agenda, as well as participation in global 
governance and partnerships. 

On the institutional framework for implementing  
the SDGs, Egypt’s first VNR report highlights an aim 
to take a ‘whole of government’ approach to policy 
planning, implementation, follow up and review. In  
2015, Egypt set up an inter-ministerial ‘National 
Committee for the Follow Up on the Implementation  
of the SDGs’, which is placed under the direct 
supervision of the Prime Minister, with the Ministry of 
International Cooperation serving as the rapporteur. 
Nine ministries and three other government entities 
participate in the committee.  

The Ministry of Planning, Monitoring and Administra-
tive Reform is responsible for overall planning, 
coordi-nation and follow-up on the implementation of 
the national strategy. Each line ministry is expected to 
establish a Sustainable Development Unit to support 

4



the achievement of the national strategy and SDGs 
in their respective areas. Until such units are set up, 
each ministry’s planning unit is responsible for the 
integration of sustainable development in the planning 
process, including in investment plans. 

Egypt’s sustainable development strategy incorpo-
rates the ideals of civil society and private sector 
engagement. Responsibility for implementation is 
delegated to ‘all stakeholders’, including the govern-
ment, civil society, private sector and international 
development organisations. The government has 
the primary responsibility but much of the required 
financing is expected to come from the private sector. 
Egypt’s first VNR report lists a number of existing 
civil society and private sector initiatives that support 
the 2030 Agenda, which include awareness-raising 
in public schools, academic conferences, a Master’s 
degree in sustainable development, a think tank 
and a local chapter of the UN Global Compact (for 
businesses). 

In terms of monitoring, at the time of Egypt’s first VNR 
the Ministry of Planning was working on a structure 
for national review and follow-up. Plans included the 
establishment of an independent monitoring unit, 
reporting to the president, cabinet and parliament, 
and having a role for civil society and the private 
sector in monitoring. A sustainable development unit 
within the Central Agency for Public Mobilization and 
Statistics (CAPMAS), established in 2016, has been 
assigned the lead role in mapping national indica- 
tors and identifying gaps in data, and the responsibility 
for related data collection. 

Jordan

Jordan took part in the 2017 VNR.18 On the ‘national-
isation’ of the Agenda, Jordan’s current socioeconomic 
development strategy, ‘Jordan 2025: A National Vision 
and Strategy’, dates to 2015. It was developed in 
parallel with national consultations on the post-2015 
development agenda. The strategy is underpinned 
by implementation-oriented four-year ‘Executive 
Development Programmes’ (EDPs). According to 
Jordan’s VNR, both documents are harmonised with 
the SDGs. The development planning framework 
also includes governorate-level development pro-
grammes, one of the aims of which is to support the 
mainstreaming of the SDGs at this level. 

The country has also felt the need to adjust plans to take 
into account high-impact, short-term developments. In 
2017, the government adopted a short-term economic 
programme for 2018–22 containing measures to 

boost growth in a context of high regional turbulence. 
The government has also developed the ‘Jordan 
Response Plan for the Syria Crisis’ as a rolling, two-
year plan for harmonising related efforts with the 
overall development framework. 

Ownership of the SDGs and stakeholder consultation 
have been consistent elements in Jordan’s 
sustainable development planning processes. All 
the above-mentioned documents incorporated 
extensive stakeholder consultations. In early 2016, 
the government organised a national consultation 
focused on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda 
for 100 government and stakeholder organisation 
representatives. At the event, an action-oriented 
roadmap was presented, which was expanded in 
further stakeholder consultations. The resulting 
‘Roadmap towards Ownership and Achievement 
of SDGs in the 2030 Agenda’ covers 11 areas, and 
includes actions for mainstreaming the Agenda into 
national and sub-national planning frameworks, and 
for monitoring and evaluation. The intention is that it 
will be revised regularly. 

Stakeholders were also engaged during the first 
VNR preparation through a variety of meetings 
and outreach tools (including social media), with 
the aim of strengthening ownership of the SDGs. 
Attention was paid to reaching out to smaller NGOs, 
so as to ensure involvement of marginalised groups. 
Representatives of refugee groups were also included 
in the consultations.

On the institutional framework for implementation, 
Jordan has decided to utilize existing national 
development planning frameworks with the aim of 
avoiding duplication and redundancy. Jordan’s Higher 
National Committee for Sustainable Development, 
led by the Prime Minister and comprised of relevant 
ministries and non-governmental stakeholder 
representatives, oversees the implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda. In early 2017, the Committee’s 
membership was expanded to include a broader 
variety of stakeholders.  

A coordination committee, led by the Secretary 
General of the Ministry of Planning and International 
Cooperation (MOPIC), acts under the Higher National 
Committee and manages the development of the 
EDPs and mainstreaming of the 2030 Agenda. The 
Committee, in turn, is supported by 18 working groups 
that cover all SDGs. Technical working groups also 
have been established in a number of line ministries, 
tasked with mapping sectoral plans against the SDGs. 
The current EDP prescribes a major role for the private 
sector in the area of infrastructure and services.
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In terms of monitoring and reporting, MOPIC acts as 
the national focal point for SDG implementation and  
led the preparation of the country’s first VNR report.  
The ministry’s work is supported by the UN 
Country Team in Jordan. MOPIC also monitors the 
implementation of Jordan’s development strategy 
through 600 indicators that are reported on in 
progress reports (every three months) and analytical 
reports (every year). In terms of harmonisation with 
the 2030 Agenda, according to the VNR, a large share 
of Tier I SDG indicators (where data is most readily 
available worldwide) are among the 600 indicators, 
and Jordan is planning to include all Tier I, as well as 
a growing number of Tier II and III, indicators into this 
framework.

Morocco

Morocco presented its first VNR in 2016.19 The report, 
prepared by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Cooperation, is more concise than those by Egypt and 
Jordan, and provides a snapshot of a time at which 
work on the mainstreaming and institutionalisation 
of the 2030 Agenda was still getting under way. 
Morocco’s first VNR report does not include in-
depth information on recent national (sustainable) 
development plans or existing institutional governance 
mechanisms. 

According to the VNR report, prior to the adoption of 
the SDGs, Morocco-based UN agencies and several 
ministries had organised stakeholder consultations 
aimed at gauging related national priorities. In mid-
2016, the government held a round of national 
consultations on the implementation of the SDGs. 
The consultation process, which took a participatory 
approach, was jointly organised by the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation and Morocco’s 
national statistics institution, the High Commission for 
Planning (HCP). 

The 2016 consultations identified six ‘lines of action’ 
to ensure broad support for the SDGs and improve the 
monitoring process for their implementation, which 
were presented in the VNR report: (1) expanding 
the process for ensuring ownership for the SDGs, 
including through regular stakeholder consultations 
and creating an environment conducive to civil society 
inputs; (2) aligning the SDGs and national priorities; 
(3) enhancing coordination of public policies through 
institutional and legal means; (4) strengthening the 
statistical information system; (5) strengthening 
monitoring and evaluation of policy implementation 
for the SDGs, including by building on the mechanisms 
put in place for the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) and clearly institutionalising this function 
in government; and (6) ensuring financing for 
implementation, including through public-private 
partnerships.

On monitoring, at the time of the first VNR, the 
statistical agency HCP was expected to play an 
increasing role in monitoring and reporting on the 
SDGs. In 2016, most statistical data for measuring 
progress on the SDGs was either available or deemed 
as easy to be made available: it was estimated that the 
national statistical data system was able to produce 
data for two-thirds of the Tier I indicators. Quality of 
data was an area where the report identified scope for 
improvement, and the report recommended adopting 
clear guidelines for other government departments 
providing data. 

Qatar

Qatar first participated in the VNR in 2017 and is 
planning to present again in 2018.20 In the area 
of nationalising the 2030 Agenda, Qatar has 
incorporated the SDGs and related targets into its 
second National Development Strategy (NDS-2), 
which covers the period 2018–22. The NDSs are the 
short-term operational plans that underpin Qatar’s 
National Vision 2030, from 2008. Qatar’s Cabinet 
approved the NDS-2 in December 2017. Consequently, 
the VNR report provides only a snapshot of the 
strategy. 

In the NDS-2, the SDGs were incorporated across 
its sector strategies, prepared by eight task teams, 
comprising representatives from ministries, 
government agencies, the private sector and civil 
society. In most cases, each SDG falls under one sector 
strategy only, but for some, two or three sectors have 
related targets. 

On the institutional set-up for implementation, the 
Ministry of Development Planning and Statistics 
(MDPS) both leads on the development of and 
manages the NDSs. Relevant ministries and other  
governmental and non-governmental entities 
participate in the planning process, as described 
above. A supervisory committee representing all 
ministries and an advisory committee representing 
non-governmental organisations and the private 
sector also participated in the development of the 
NDS-2. The MDPS and relevant government entities 
have been mandated to develop plans and projects 
that will support the strategy’s implementation. Non-
governmental entities are also expected to support the 
implementation. The MDPS will be in charge of follow-
up and regular reporting to the Cabinet.  
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In the area of monitoring, Qatar is developing a 
central monitoring function that will collect and share 
information on performance indicators on key priorities 
under the NDS-2. A team established by the MDPS as 
part of the NDS-2 process developed a performance 
management system, which includes a ‘KPI dash-
board’ that incorporates a number of sustainable 
development-related KPIs. The government is also 
working to enhance its national statistical system to 
enable it to generate the data required for monitoring 
the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. This work 
is carried out in collaboration with the UN Statistics 
Division and regional organisations. 

The UAE

The UAE will present its first VNR report in 2018. In 
early 2017, the government published an initial report 
on the UAE’s engagement on the 2030 Agenda.21 The 
report identifies two implementation roles for the UAE: 
implementing the SDGs domestically and supporting 
them through development cooperation – an area in 
which the UAE is a major player.ii

In the area of nationalisation of the Agenda into 
development planning, domestically the SDGs are 
seen as being already in broad alignment with the KPIs 
of the UAE’s federal-level Vision 2021 development 
strategy and its green growth strategy. The SDGs are 
considered as one of the three guiding frameworks 
for federal-level policy-making, alongside the UAE’s 
National Agenda for the Vision 2021 and global 
competitiveness reports. 

The UAE has already begun aligning its development 
cooperation policy with the SDGs. Internationally, 
the country’s policy for foreign assistance 2017–
2021 includes, as a guiding principle, supporting 
partner governments and communities to achieve 
their development plans and their priority SDGs.  
Assistance will be directed towards eight priority 
SDGs: SDG 1 on no poverty, SDG 4 on quality education, 
SDG 5 on gender equality, SDG 8 on decent work and 
economic growth, SDG 9 on industry, innovation and 
infrastructure, SDG 10 on reduced inequalities, SDG 
16 on peace, justice and strong institutions, and SDG 
17 on partnership for the Goals.

In the area of stakeholder engagement, since 2016, 
the government has organised events to further 
policy discussions around the national SDGs agenda, 
including at the annual World Government Summit 
(WGS) in Dubai and at government stakeholder 

workshops. The ‘SDGs in Action’ event, organised 
in conjunction with the WGS, specificaly aims to 
generate inputs into other 2030 Agenda-related UN 
fora, such as the HLPF and the Multistakeholder 
Forum on Science, Technology and Innovation for 
the SDGs (STI Forum) of the Technology Facilitation 
Mechanism. 

On the institutional framework for implementation, 
in January 2017 the UAE Cabinet established a 
‘National Committee on SDGs’ that includes 15 
government entities and is chaired by the Minister of 
State for International Cooperation who also serves 
as the chairperson of the Federal Competitiveness 
and Statistics Authority (FCSA). The Committee is 
mandated to ensure the mainstreaming of the SDGs 
throughout domestic and international cooperation 
policies and planning, including through stakeholder 
engagement. The Committee has also been tasked 
with developing a national implementation plan 
that aligns the SDGs and the national development 
agenda and establishing a review and follow-up 
mechanism. 

The implementation plan will detail the alignment 
of the SDGs with the UAE’s development agenda 
(including related priority areas, and mainstreaming 
and reporting processes) and will incorporate a 
governance framework specifying institutional roles 
and responsibilities in government. The plan will 
involve stakeholders from both government and 
academia, think tanks and the private and non-profit 
sectors. 

The FCSA, established in 2015 through the merger of 
the national statistics and competitiveness agencies, 
acts as the focal point for implementation of the 2030 
Agenda. The FCSA has since 2017 focused on the 
implementation of the SDGs as they align with the 
UAE’s National Agenda for the Vision 2021, launched 
in 2014. 

In the area of data collection, monitoring and reporting, 
the government has expressed commitment to 
strengthening statistical and research capacities at 
both emirate and federal levels. The FCSA is setting 
up a governance framework for data collection and 
reporting. Data-driven policymaking is a key principle 
of the government’s approach to implementing 
the Agenda, which the FCSA is also tasked with 
supporting. In October 2018, the UAE will host the  
UN World Data Forum, in line with this objective.

ii Of all countries that report their aid flows to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the UAE ranked as the country 
with the highest official development assistance/gross national income (ODA/GNI) ratio in 2016, at 1.12%. OECD. ‘Development Aid Rises Again in 2016 
but Flows to Poorest Countries Dip’. 11 April 2017.
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The UAE’s national implementation plan for SDGs 
will also include a statistical implementation plan 
describing the process for monitoring and reporting 
on the SDG indicators by using data produced by  
the country’s National Statistics System, which 
comprises federal and emirate-level agencies.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The Arab countries that have shared information 
about early implementation efforts on the 2030 
Agenda all show a high degree of aspirational 
commitment to aligning development strategies and 
policy frameworks with the Agenda and its SDGs. 
There are a number of similarities but there are  
also some differences in the approaches adopted so 
far. This section identifies some of these similarities 
and differences in the three areas explored above 

(nationalisation of the Agenda into development 
planning, institutional frameworks, and monitoring), 
presented in Table 1 (on the next page). Based on 
this mapping, it then draws some conclusions and 
suggests areas for further emphasis for regional 
cooperation. 

In the countries examined in this paper, work to 
mainstream the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development is well underway. Institutionalisation 
of the Agenda, however, is at different stages: most 
countries have put in place the frameworks for 
implementation and monitoring, but the specific 
dynamics of multi-stakeholder involvement in the 
process are still shaping up and more detailed 
implementation plans are under development. 

Box 2: National Sustainable Development Strategies by Selected Arab Countries 

Excerpts from Arab countries’ first Voluntary National Review reports:

Egypt: ‘By 2030, the new Egypt will achieve a competitive, balanced, diversified and knowledge-based economy, 
characterized by justice, social integration and participation, with a balanced and diversified ecosystem, benefiting 
from its strategic location and human capital to achieve sustainable development for a better life for all Egyptians.’

Jordan: ‘There is a widespread belief in Jordan that implementation is the task of the government alone... However, 
successful reforms require the commitment of all stakeholders - private sector, civil society and individual citizens 
- to do their part.’

Morocco: ‘The opportunity of the 2030 Agenda will be exploited to move towards a development model generating 
a profound economic and social transformation: a new model of sustainable consumption and production based 
on innovation, technology and the potential of companies to create more value and promote a sustainable and 
inclusive growth pattern; a more inclusive model, more concern for equality and respect for human dignity in the 
multiplicity and diversity of its dimensions...’ (translated from French)

Qatar: ‘Qatar is committed to achieving the 2030 Agenda goals and targets, modernizing its statistical system to 
provide the required indicators as adopted by the United Nations Statistical Commission. Qatar is heading toward 
sustainability at local and international levels, through innovation and R&D to realize the national and global 
objectives.’

UAE: ‘Sustainable development… is a concept that has been at the heart of the UAE’s development agenda for many 
years and is a theme that runs through Vision 2021 for the Federal Government and the development plans of the 
local Emirates. … The SDGs are a global agenda for development and to achieve them, countries must assist one 
another, work in partnership with a range of stakeholders... Therefore assisting other countries in achieving the 
SDGs will remain a centerpiece of the UAE’s efforts.’

Sources: Egypt National Review Report for Input to the 2016 HLPF (2016); Jordan’s Way to Sustainable Development: First National 
Voluntary Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda (2017); Rapport du Royaume du Maroc Concernant les Premières 
Mesures en Matière de Mise en Oeuvre de l’Agenda 2030 pour le Développement Durable (2016); Qatar Voluntary National Review 
2017. Sustainable Development Goals 2030. High Level Political Forum (2017); and From Goals to Reality. UAE and the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (2017). 
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Table 1 Mainstreaming the 2030 Agenda in the Arab Region – Early Examples

Nationalisation into development strategies and plans

Alignment of long-
term devt. strategy 
and the 2030 Agenda

• Two countries that have recently developed/updated their long-term development plans have  
   mainstreamed the 2030 Agenda in the planning phase.
• Others, with strategies dating further back, are aligning the SDGs ex post.

Alignment of short-
term plans and the 
2030 Agenda

• Most countries have already aligned their short-term development plans with the SDGs, with many  
   aligning at also at the KPI level.
• One country has aligned its development assistance policy with the Agenda, identifying priority SDGs.

Reported activities/
plans to support the 
2030 Agenda abroad

• Two countries reported on regional/international activities or alignment of development assistance- 
   related planning documents.

Stakeholder 
participation in 
planning

• Many countries have systematically engaged relevant government entities in short-term planning  
   through a bottom-up approach (working groups, task teams).
• Some countries have engaged non-governmental stakeholders in strategy planning or implementation- 
   related mainstreaming work through consultations.

Institutional frameworks for implementation

Dedicated governance 
mechanism set up for 
the 2030 Agenda

• Two of the countries examined in this paper have set up dedicated committees for SDG implementation.
• Two countries are using existing institutional sustainable development planning/implementation  
   frameworks.
• Some of these national committees include only governmental entities while others also comprise  
   non-governmental stakeholders.

Government 
entities supervising 
implementation

• In two countries, the Prime Minister supervises the national implementation committee, which  
   oversees implementation.
• In one country, the national implementation committee is chaired by the Minister of State for Inter- 
   national Cooperation and chairperson of the statistics agency.

Government 
entities managing 
implementation

• In three countries, ministries responsible for planning are responsible for leading on, and coordinating,  
   implementation.
• In one country, the national statistics agency acts as the secretariat/focal point for implementation.
• Some countries have set up sectoral working groups.

Stakeholder 
participation in 
implementation

• Many countries prescribe a role in implementation for entities going beyond the government but none  
   specifies clear roles or areas of responsibility for these stakeholders.
• However, many have engaged both non-governmental stakeholders in work to identify actions and  
   ways to promote ownership and implementation.
• Some countries are recording contributions by non-governmental stakeholders that support  
   implementation.

Data, monitoring and reporting

Entities in charge of 
delivering data

• In all countries, national statistics agencies are leading on data collection.

Entities in charge 
of developing a 
monitoring system

• In three countries, the ministries responsible for planning are setting up and managing the system.
• In one country, the national implementation committee has been mandated to deliver a review and  
   follow-up mechanism.

Stakeholder partici-
pation in monitoring

• In one country, the parliament is expected to play a role in monitoring implementation.
• At least two countries have engaged non-governmental stakeholders in the VNR process.

Other

Sectoral alignment, 
ownership at local 
level, data availability 
and quality, follow-up

• In one country, each line ministry is expected to establish a sustainable development unit focused on  
   the SDGs. In another country, technical working groups have been set up in line ministries to ensure  
   alignment of sectoral plans with the SDGs.
• One country has local-level development programmes that seek to mainstream the SDGs and increase  
   ownership at this level.
• Many countries have indicated that they still have work ahead to deliver quality data on all Tier I (and  
   above) indicators.
• In one country, the follow-up process includes reports to the Cabinet identifying obstacles to imple- 
   mentation and proposals for related solutions.
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Overall, a number of commonalities are visible 
among the countries examined, including the 
need for further attention to data aggregation 
and to building robust monitoring and follow-up 
mechanisms.  There are evident synergies between 
this and the recommendation by ESWCA’s 2015 
Arab Sustainable Development Report to develop a 
regional follow-up mechanism for implementation. 
Obvious complementarities also exist among Arab 
countries around enhanced cooperation on financing 
and technology – another priority area for enhanced 
regional governance identified in the same report.

In addition, there are a number of areas/tasks where 
collaboration among a broader group of stakeholders 
could help enhance the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda across the Arab region. Many of these 
tasks could be coordinated by regional knowledge 
management and capacity-building institutions. Based 
on the analysis above, the following recommendations 
can be made in this regard:

• Provide targeted implementation assistance  
 to countries that are in danger of reversing  
 sustainable development gains so far: There  
 is a clear and urgent role for action-oriented  
 regional cooperation around national main- 
 streaming of the 2030 Agenda. In the countries  
 examined in this paper, work on harmonising,  
 institutionalising and even implementing the SDGs  
 is well-advanced. It is also to be expected  that  
 countries presenting their VNR reports for  
 the first time in 2018 (Bahrain, Lebanon, Saudi  
 Arabia, Palestine, Sudan and the UAE) are  
 doing so because they have initiated similar   
 processes. However, of possible concern are those   
 countries that have not yet indicated participation   
 and are suffering from conflict and instability,  
 including Iraq, Libya, Syria and Yemen. While in  
 these countries long-term policy planning may  
 seem less relevant, it is precisely these countries  
 that would benefit from technical capacity-building  
 support from their regional peers to ensure they  
 are not ‘left behind’ in sustainable development.  
 The focus should be on identifying opportunities  
 to support delivery on the highest-priority SDGs  
 and, when possible, their domestic governance.

• Share lessons in areas of common interest, on both  
 successes and failures: A country-driven approach  
 to implementation is key: the final declaration of the  
 2016 ESCWA Ministerial Session stresses that ‘each  
 country must find an appropriate institutional  
 context for planning, implementing and following up  
 on the 2030 Agenda, and… create effective  
 coordination and integration mechanisms among  
 government ministries and other stakeholders’.22   

 At the same time, countries of the Arab region  
 can learn from each other by sharing lessons  
 from national experiences with both mainstreaming  
 and governance, and with policy implementation in  
 areas where challenges across the region are  
 similar, such as food and water security. Thought  
 could be given to how regional knowledge  
 institutions could facilitate access to information  
 on best practices and provide training to support  
 implementation. It is crucial that this information  
 exchange also includes frank discussions about  
 less successful experiences. Possible ways to do  
 this would be including this information in VNR  
 reports or organising regional workshops that  
 discuss both successful models and less successful  
 ones.

• Foster regional networks aimed at empowering  
 knowledge stakeholders: Egypt’s first VNR  
 report identified ensuring the participation of  
 all stakeholders as one of the main challenges in  
 implementation.23 The same arguably applies to  
 most other countries. Measures to ensure  
 ownership of the 2030 Agenda should go beyond  
 governmental entities. Many Arab countries  
 are already taking awareness-raising measures.  
 However, this alone will not be sufficient. Systematic  
 engagement of civil society groups, the private  
 sector, academia and research institutes in both  
 planning and implementation processes is likely to  
 significantly increase the success rates in achieving  
 the SDGs at the national level. At the regional level,  
 leading countries in SDGs implementation could  
 foster the development of horizontal networks that  
 link civil society and private sector organisations,  
 academia and research institutes to empower their  
 capabilities to effectively engage in both national  
 and regional governance.

• Support regional collaboration among ‘indicator  
 stakeholders’: Data and monitoring are the  
 cornerstones of evidence-based policymaking.  
 Besides continuing to strengthen the capacities of  
 national and regional statistical agencies, attention  
 should be paid to other stakeholders that can help  
 in delivering the data required for monitoring and  
 follow-up on the SDGs. These include universities,  
 research institutes and professional civil society  
 organisations. These stakeholder groups’  
 knowledge and expertise could be leveraged by  
 establishing mechanisms for consultation and  
 input into statistics agencies at national and  
 regional levels.
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