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INTRODUCTION: 

Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) are an important mechanism within the United Nations process 
for follow-up and review of Africa’s progress in achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development as set out in the 2015 Declaration (UN 2015). This country-led approach, as introduced 
in the Agenda 2030, is central to the implementation of the agenda, the remaining challenges and 
the policies required going forward. The framework is built around a voluntary process that tracks 
progress on goals, focus on people with particular attention to human rights and the people furthest 
behind (UN 2015, para 74).  

In 2020, 14 African countries submitted VNRs to the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) - Benin, 
Burundi, Comoros, Democratic Republic of Congo, Gambia, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Niger, Nigeria, Seychelles, Uganda, and Zambia, along with 1 regional report produced by the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA). 

During the development of the Sustainable Development Goals, ”persons with disabilities” or 
“disability” were mentioned 11 times across 5 goals (Goal 4, 8, 10, 11, 17), and indirectly referred to 
through “persons in vulnerable situations” in 6 places across the set of goals. Beyond these specific 
references, the majority if not all the Goals are relevant to persons with disabilities and should be 
inclusive to this population. The global indicator framework for Sustainable Development Goals was 
developed by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) and agreed upon at 
the 48th session of the United Nations Statistical Commission held in March 2017. As per the policy 
priorities laid out in the Data Disaggregation and the Global Indicator Framework, persons with 
disability are prioritized as per poverty eradication, education, employment, health, and 
accessibility. Disability data is integral to achieving almost all the SDGs — disaggregated data are 
needed to be collected for the purpose of monitoring and analysing advancement in the 
implementation of SDGs for persons with disabilities. The Stakeholder Group of Persons with 
Disabilities for Sustainable Development is the focal point and aims to enhance the opportunity for 
persons with disabilities, their representative organizations, and non-governmental and other 
organizations working on the rights of persons with disabilities to advocate a unified voice for their 
inclusion in all sustainable development related UN processes. 

Purpose of this VNR analysis:  One way to monitor inclusion is to track references to persons with 
disabilities within the annual VNR reports. For this reason, an analysis of disability references into 
the VNR reports was conducted of the reporting countries from Africa in 2020. The purpose of this 
analysis was to identify the extent to which country-led SDG implementation, policy options and 
recommendations include persons with disabilities. This analysis was coordinated by the African 
Disability Forum (ADF) and the International Disability Alliance (IDA) and was conducted by African 
disability activists currently engaged as Fellows or OPD Engagement Officers in IDA or IDA members’ 
projects. This exercise was therefore also an opportunity for activists in a learning trajectory to apply 
their knowledge and skills on the CRPD and the SDGs to perform a review supporting monitoring 
efforts.  

Methodology: To gain a better understanding of references within the reports, a quantitative 
analysis of references was complemented by a more in-depth contextual analysis of the content 
surrounding the references was conducted on 5 of the 2020 VNRs (Uganda, Gambia, Liberia, Kenya, 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/vnrs/
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2020
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/about-us/sustainable-development-goals-sdgs-and-disability.html
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/iaeg-sdgs/disaggregation/
https://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/content/stakeholder-group-persons-disabilities
https://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/content/stakeholder-group-persons-disabilities


and Nigeria). This provides a deeper analysis of how states are including persons with disabilities in 
their reporting reviews, and to what extent is this inclusion meaningful and relevant.  

Additionally, a gap analysis was conducted by reviewing OPD reports and other group reports (e.g. 
UN entities, other mainstream groups), in order to determine the differences or gaps between what 
these reports mention and what State Parities include in their VNR reports. 

An analysis framework and template were developed to conduct the in-depth review of these 5 VRN 
long reports, along with alternative reports per country (example OPD reports, reports from 
mainstream civil society groups, and UN entities where applicable).  

The analysis considered tracking keywords such as disability, disabled, persons with disabilities, 
marginalized groups, specialized groups, vulnerable groups, underrepresented groups, leave no one 
behind, furthest behind; number of references reflecting the CRPD language, purpose or intent; and 
number of references reflecting the CRPD (with reservations), that is, the language reflects the CRPD 
but the purpose/intent do not reflect the CRPD — to evaluate the progress and challenges of 
implementing the SDGs by each member African country.  

  



OVERALL FINDINGS 

The 2020 VNR data for African countries shows the progress (refer to graph 1) that these countries 
made with regards to referencing persons with disabilities. Out of 14 countries, 10 mentioned 
persons with disabilities in oral presentations (71%); 4 countries mentioned persons with disabilities 
in their key messages (28%); and all the 14 countries in their full reports submitted to HLPF 
referenced persons with disabilities (100%). Across all reporting countries, a total of 488 references 
to persons with disabilities (directly or indirectly) were counted. See Annex A for a breakdown of this 
analysis. 

Graph 1 - 2020 VNR References to Persons with Disabilities  

 

However, beyond numbers which are very important to enhance the visibility of persons with 
disabilities in development, contextual analysis shows that attention to persons with disabilities 
remains largely superficial. While VNR reports cover a wide spectrum of competing development 
issues, persons with disabilities who are disproportionately excluded from all areas of development 
globally as well as in Africa, are in comparison insufficiently under focus to achieve the SDGs for 15% 
of the world population. Existing references to persons with disabilities do not reflect a paradigm 
shift towards a rights-based approach to disability-inclusive development, as a few mention 
practices that contravene the CRPD (such as more specialized education) and persons with 
disabilities are clustered with ‘vulnerable’ groups which is not conducive to shifting from a charity 
model. Information is often shallow or inconsistent, with a clear gap in data disaggregation by 
disability.  
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SUMMARY OF REPORTS 

 

Regional UNECA Report 

Persons with disabilities are either directly or indirectly referred to 18 times in the 2020 Africa 
regional report to the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF). The HLPF report reflects a human rights-
based approach, and its key messages call upon all stakeholders to apply development approaches 
that are people-centric and rights-based. Persons with disabilities have been mentioned directly 5 
times and indirectly 13 times in the HLPF report. Out of the 5Ps that make the 17 SDGs, at least 3Ps 
make a reference to persons with disabilities. The ‘five Ps’ include: people (SDG1, SDG2, SDG3, 
SDG4, and SDG5), prosperity (SDG7, SDG8, SDG9, SDG10, and SDG11), planet (SDG6, SDG12, SDG13, 
SDG14, and SDG 15), peace (SDG16), and partnerships (SDG17).  

 

UGANDA 

Uganda submitted its VNR report in June 2020 and reported on all 17 SDGs and included references 
in this analysis where persons with disabilities were mentioned either directly or indirectly. The 
country reported reference to persons with disabilities being made 67 times, and at least 7 out of 
the 17 SDGs reported about, do refer to persons with disabilities. However, it is problematic to 
record that SDG 8 is key to the empowerment of persons with disabilities (as it about promoting 
sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent 
work for all), but no reference is made to persons with disabilities therein. According to the VNR 
report, different stakeholders were mobilized to participate and own the SDG process. For persons 
with disabilities, the National Council for Persons with Disabilities, and organizations for persons 
with disabilities and development partners, have been instrumental in SDG implementation in 
Uganda.   

 

GAMBIA 

The Gambia VNR report has many mentions of persons with disabilities/ disability, but these terms do 
not fall under any specific SDGs. They fall under subsections such as ‘Consultation with persons with 
disabilities,’ or ‘Leave no one behind’ which then sort of give an overall overview across SDGs, as 
opposed to a specific SDG. The report has a section on regional consultations and further breakdown 
to consultations with diverse groups including with persons with disabilities. The country used twin 
track approaches where it is indicated that besides inviting their representatives in each of the 
regional consultations, a special session was held with persons with disabilities. This is indeed a good 
practice. A point of concern, however, is the lack of a human rights based approach of certain 
propositions, for example that”(…) special schools need to be decentralized and strengthened to 
enable those in remote regions also benefit”.  Twin track approaches are useful, to have both specific 
info on persons with disabilities, but as well, to be able to show overall what all goals mean for persons 
with disabilities. For example in ‘Leaving no one behind’ section it is stated that “(…) in recent years, 
the data collection process has moved to change the way things have been done in order to be able to 
capture people and communities that are otherwise regarded as vulnerable”, yet when coming under 
the status of implementation of the SDGs, it is actually not possible to see what the implementation 
means for persons with disabilities more so on the SDGs that specifically have indicators that mention 
persons with disabilities.  

There is a matrix on implementation status of the SDGs, where disability is mentioned but then not 
reflected in terms of disaggregation. The report notes that one of the key challenges faced is the 
availability of data to assess progress and a key recommendation is the need for the country to 
establish a data for SDGs framework which will identify the data needs, sources, and collection 

https://undocs.org/en/E/HLPF/2020/3/Add.1
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26354VNR_2020_Uganda_Report.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/263072020GambiaVNR.pdf


methodologies.  Whereas vulnerable groups are also mentioned, people with disabilities are not even 
listed as falling under this particular heading which references daily income earners: petty traders 
(mostly women), day laborers (mostly men) and commercial drivers and contractual workers. 
“Vulnerable populations” are also reported to include women, children, and the youth.  

 

KENYA 

This is the 2nd Voluntary National Review (VNR). The first report was in 2017. The report mentions 
several times on how consultative the process was and how diverse groups were involved in these 
consultations including persons with disabilities. Whereas the report mentions disability/persons 
with disabilities under the several reported SDG goals, it is when there is an explanation of strategies 
taken by government as relates that particular goal. Therefore, referencing a strategy directly does 
not afford the reader an opportunity to deeply analyse if the strategy is in line with the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities or not. For example, the section Leaving No one behind in 
the Kenyan context, reports on social protection as a response to those left behind and goes further 
to show specific interventions at goal level. However, lumping together all these interventions as 
programs targeting those left behind as opposed to showing clear and accurate data and clear 
articulation of what is being done at indicator level may result into pertinent issues of persons with 
disabilities falling through the cracks. Another example is a programme under goal 4 on special 
needs grants for learners with special needs, which does not in any way show the steps the 
government is putting in place to address goal 4.5 and promotes language and practices that exclude 
persons with disabilities as different rather than promoting an inclusive approach.  

In the report there are instances where persons with disabilities/disability are mentioned under 
indicator description, but data only shows sex and age therefore missing out on disaggregating of 
data by disability status. Additionally, data can be given but with no contextual explanation to it and 
what it means for persons with disabilities. For example, an indicator that shows the numbers of 
persons with severe disabilities who have benefitted from the government cash transfer, does not 
give a broader picture on what these numbers mean and what gaps are left to be addressed. In 
reference to specific SDG goals that mention disability –  4, 8, 10, 11, 17 – the report does not give 
much detail under the specific indicators that mention disability. Whereas issues regarding persons 
with disability would also fall under broader groupings such as ‘vulnerable groups’, the report is not 
very explicit as to whether ‘vulnerable’ also includes persons with disabilities, except in one instance, 
therefore it is left open for the reader to conclude on who would fall under such groups. Often time 
unless the word disability or persons with disabilities is mentioned, then interventions may not 
necessarily be disability inclusive.  There is a paragraph on data and how the Kenyan government 
used the Washington group short set questions to collect data on persons with disabilities for 
purposes of planning, monitoring and evaluation of programs. This does not give much detail on the 
successes and pitfalls of using the WGSSQ, lessons learnt and opportunities in as far as collection of 
data is concerned. There are also two paragraphs that report on institutions championing for those 
being left behind which also do not go into much detail on how these organisations are working with 
Organizations of persons with disabilities to support disability inclusion within society.  

 

LIBERIA 

The country has ratified several international treaties, conventions, and optional protocols and has 
domesticated the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2012. A total of 60 
references were made of the persons with disabilities in the content analysed. Around 45 contextual 
references were made that reflect the CRPD (both the language and purpose/intent are in line with 
CRPD) and a total of 16 references were made that reflect the CRPD.  Despite the economic shocks 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26360VNR_2020_Kenya_Report.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26288VNR_2020_Liberia_Report.pdf


caused by the global COVID-19 pandemic, Liberia remains deeply rooted and committed to 
implementing the 2030 Agenda and achieving the SDGs. 

 

NIGERIA 

In June 2020, Nigeria submitted its second VNR on SDGs. It primarily focused on current 
development priorities with a strong emphasis on driving the economy, security, and fight against 
corruption. The analysis emphasized the fact that persons with disabilities are in the same group 
with women, old people, orphans, widows, internally displaced people, etc. and referred as 
vulnerable groups. A total of 20 references have been made for persons with disabilities in the 
report. The analysis has 3 of the 7 SDGs reported on persons with disabilities and other 4 SDGs 
references were general about persons with disabilities. There was no specific mention of persons 
with disabilities in Goal 4 on inclusive and equitable quality education. 

 
ZAMBIA 
Zambia presented its VNR report to the High-Level Political Forum in 2020, highlighting the successes, 
challenges and lessons learnt from the SDGs implementation. The report covers 14 of the 17 SDGs. 
Out of the 14 SDGs, reference is made to persons with disabilities in 5 SDGs with a total of 37 
references. Disability and persons with disabilities are explicitly referenced 15 times.  Goals 1 and 2 
had the more direct and indirect reference to persons with disabilities with 22 total references.  
 

CONCLUSIONS 

The 2020 follow-up and review process were significantly impacted due to Covid-19 pandemic as 
consultations, workshops, and events were cancelled due to lockdown in various countries. The 
review of countries’ progress with the SDGs under the VNR process was significantly affected, 
although shifting to virtual events also led to broader stakeholder engagement. All reviewed African 
countries have referenced persons with disabilities in their reviews, but no country referenced 
persons with disabilities across all goals, and although visibility is enhanced, it reflects a rather 
shallow attention to persons with disabilities. As VNR reports often provide insufficient information 
on what has been done, additional work is needed to look closer at how States are including persons 
with disabilities, to better understand and analyse whether inclusion not meaningful or tokenistic.  

Disability activists who conducted these reviews took a deep dive into the VNR process and explored 
in more depth what their country or other African countries are reporting about persons with 
disabilities under the 2030 Agenda. By uncovering the gaps and lack of inclusion within the SDG 
implementation process, they can now use this information for targeted advocacy to ensure States 
are meeting their commitments. This analysis also provides a baseline for analysing State VNRs in 
the future, to measure if they progressed in their inclusion of persons with disabilities within their 
implementation and monitoring of the SDGs.  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26309VNR_2020_Nigeria_Report.pdf

