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Introduction 
 
National reports are one of the key instruments by which the Commission on Sustainable Development 
(CSD) can fulfill its mandate to review and monitor activities undertaken by Governments to implement 
Agenda 21.  And, conversely, member states, through national reports, have a unique opportunity to 
inform both the CSD and the world community at large on progress in their commitments. The Plan of 
Implementation (POI), adopted by the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in September 
2002, calls for an enhanced role for the Commission on Sustainable Development, including its role in 
reviewing and monitoring progress in the implementation of Agenda 21.  In this regard, the Plan 
recognizes both the value of national reports for fulfilling this role, and the need to make more effective 
use of them.1   
 
Countries began submitting their national reports to the CSD in 1993, and an increasing number are 
participating in the process.  Compared to 1994 when only 50 countries provided national reports, in 2002, 
140 countries submitted country profiles to the WSSD. The accumulated national information collected 
since 1993 was analyzed and aggregated by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs’ (DESA) 
Division for Sustainable Development (DSD) into a status report entitled: “National Implementation of 
Agenda 21”, for the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002.    
 
 
Analysis of current UN national reporting requests 
 
1. UN requests to Member States for national reports 
 
DESA serves as secretariat to a number of functional commissions of the ECOSOC 2. Among these, the 
Division for Sustainable Development, as the Secretariat to the Commission on Sustainable Development 
(CSD), prepares guidelines, solicits, collects and analyzes national reports relevant to the work 
programme of the CSD. These national reports cover a wide range of issues and are submitted voluntarily 
by Member States on an annual basis. The guidelines call for both quantitative and qualitative 
information. To date, quantitative information has rarely been provided and thus most of the information 
is qualitative in nature. Other Divisions of DESA also request national reports from member states, most 
often on the occasion of a major event such as a 5-year review.   
 
National reports solicited in the context of the Rio Conventions3 are mandatory, unlike the voluntary 
nature of the national reports mentioned above. They also follow specific guidelines and, when 
appropriate, they are prepared according to regional groupings of Member States. The UN Convention 
Secretariats have been making attempts to harmonize their requests for national reports.  For example, the 
Secretariats for the Conventions on: Biodiversity, Wetlands, International Trade in Endangered Species, 
Migratory Species, and World Heritage are investigating whether there is scope for harmonizing reporting 
procedures by making use of common formats and databases for the five global biodiversity-related 
treaties.   
 

                                                           
1 See POI paragraphs 147-148. 
2 Commission for Social Development, Commission on Population and Development, Commission on the Status of 
Women, and Statistical Commission. 
3 Convention on Biodiversity, Convention on Climate Change, and Convention to Combat Desertification. 
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2. National reports carried out by UN-led country teams 
 
Of the UN Funds and Programmes, one of the UN-sponsored country reports that may have some impact 
on national reporting for CSD is the Millennium Development Goals4 (MDGs) country reports, led by 
UNDP, in conjunction with national governments. This reporting is voluntary in nature and serves mainly 
to play and advocacy role at the national and local levels. It is not designed for inter-country comparisons 
or for aggregation to regional and international levels. The frequency of national MDG reporting is kept 
flexible, from annually (so far only three countries have done so) to one single time or none at all. The 
aim is for each country to have at least one MDG report by the end of 2004, in time for the Secretary-
General’s comprehensive review of MDG progress in 2005. Thereafter, country reporting will continue 
up to 2015.  
 
UNDP also supports national Human Development Reports, which is also for advocacy, awareness-
raising purposes. UNDP also assisted some developing countries to prepare their national assessment 
reports for WSSD, which identified major achievements, challenges and priorities for the future regarding 
their national implementation of Agenda 21. Concerning the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs), 
mandatory annual progress reports are done by governments with the assistance of UNDP and the 
WorldBank/IMF.  
 
 
3. National information/Data gathered by the UN System 
 
For reporting by UN Specialized Agencies and other International Organizations, the information 
solicited may come from a mixture of government sources and other national and international sources. 
The information is usually specifically oriented to the work of the specialized agency and is very focused 
in nature. Examples of these agencies include ILO, FAO, UNESCO, WHO and WTO.  
 
National information is also sought, or surveys are conducted, to provide inputs into specific publications 
– such as yearbooks, trends and outlook reports and state of environment reports – issued by UNEP, 
Regional Commissions and other UN system organizations. 
 
The UN Statistical Division (UNSD), as part of its mandate, collects, analyzes and disseminates a wide 
range of statistics from national sources submitted by countries on a regular basis, covering social, 
economic and environmental issues. UNSD is also responsible for developing a variety of means by 
which to facilitate international comparability of national data. As the Secretariat of the Statistical 
Commission, UNSD is responsible for the coordination of statistical activities at the global level.  
 
 
Matrix  
 
DESA’s Division for Sustainable Development (DSD) has prepared a provisional matrix containing the 
above-mentioned current UN national reporting requests that are of clear relevance to CSD issues. (See 
the attached Annex.) A number of national governments have indicated that the availability of such a 
matrix could facilitate their preparation of national information strategies to address the challenge of 
preparing and consolidating inputs from inside as well as outside their government administrations for 
reporting to the UN System.   

                                                           
4 MDGs: 1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; 2. Achieve universal primary education; 3. Promote gender 
equality and empower women; 4. Reduce child mortality; 5. Improve maternal health; 6. Combat HIV/AIDS, 
malaria and other diseases; 7. Ensure environmental sustainability; and, 8. Develop a global partnership for 
development 
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Post-WSSD CSD national reporting 
 
Given the enhanced mandate reflected in the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation, the objectives of 
future national reporting for CSD should be to:  
 

1. Report on the implementation of WSSD goals, targets and time-bound measures as outlined in 
POI as well as in Agenda 21; 

2. Improve the coordination of reporting among UN agencies, with respect to reducing overlap and 
duplication in reporting requests while improving efficiency; 

3. Reduce the burden of reporting on member countries; 
4. Provide support and guidance to governments on national reporting and analysis. 

 
With the emphasis on implementation, future national reports are expected to be a key source of 
information in monitoring progress made by countries in meeting time-bound POI commitments, as well 
as in identifying constraints and challenges that will lead to further analysis and policy decisions in future 
CSD sessions. Specifically defined time-bound goals and targets mean that quantitative data will need to 
be incorporated in the national reports. However, it should be noted that UNSD has expressed concern 
that there are still many areas where countries are unable to provide data, and that statistical capacity-
building is required. Moreover, to monitor progress towards the goals and targets, data must be available 
for several points in time and their absence does not allow for comparison over the years. 
 
DESA’s DSD is in the process of consulting within the UN system to refine a strategy for future CSD 
national reporting with a view to meeting the four objectives outlined earlier. DESA’s Division for 
ECOSOC Support and Coordination is studying different conference follow-up processes, as part of its 
mandate for integrated follow-up of UN conferences.  Coordination between these two offices in 
overseeing future streamlining efforts of reporting processes will continue in terms of obtaining 
information on other reporting processes, and ensuring an optimum coordination within DESA in that 
regard.  
 
At the regional level, the POI mandated Regional Commissions, in collaboration with other regional and 
sub-regional bodies and regional development banks, to facilitate and strengthen “the exchange of 
experiences, including national experience, best practices, case studies and partnership experience related 
to the implementation of Agenda 21”. 5  For that purpose, DESA will work with the Regional 
Commissions in developing a common and consistent framework for regional analysis. 
 
Over the next few months, DESA/DSD will work with National Focal Points and other UN system 
partners to develop a formalized procedure or mechanism to enhance complementarities, avoid 
duplications while ensuring consistent coordinated monitoring and reporting of national and regional 
level information related to the implementation of the WSSD outcomes, Agenda 21 and other relevant 
conference outcomes.   
 
Future guidelines for national reports that reflect the new CSD work programme and method of work to 
be adopted at CSD-11, will be developed with the view to maximize inter-agency coordination while 
minimizing burdens on the countries.   Formulation of such guidelines will be an interactive process with 
the National Focal Points for Sustainable Development. 
 

                                                           
5 See POI paragraph 160 (b).  
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