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Voluntary Local Reviews 
(VLR) of Agenda 2030 goals 
in Helsinki

The most important goal for the growing city is to 

ensure economic, social and ecological 

sustainability.

The Helsinki City Strategy features several goals 

through which the City takes part in promoting the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Cities are responsible for the successful 

implementation of the Agenda 2030 goals to a great 

degree. 



Goals of VLR process

To measure the success of the Helsinki City Strategy in 

implementing the SDGs 

To illustrate our success and failures in a transparent 

manner to make development possible.

To produce understandable and open data on sustainable 

development in the City.

To promote and advance dialogue and cooperation with the 

international community.

To promote cities’ opportunities to interact with the UN and to 

advance cities’ possibility to have their voices heard in 

strategic platforms like the United Nations

To promote and implement the UN’s SDGs successfully and 

productively in our city.



Voluntary Local Reviews of Agenda 2030 
goals in Helsinki

In September 2018 Helsinki decided to follow
New York City’s example and became the 1st 
European city to commit to submitting SDG 
implementation reports at the City level. The
2019 report was published in summer 2019.

Next review, VLR 2021, will be published in May
2021. The work has started – the VLR process
”more important” than the actual report.



Mapping 1–2

How do the City 

Strategy and the 

SDGs correspond to 

each other?

What is already 

being done?

What is already 

under review?

Implementing Voluntary Local Review 
(VLR 2019)

The under-

standing of 

strategic 

development 

in relation to 

SDGs.

Review (VLR)

How have we done?

Implementing 

sustainable 

development goals 

from the point of view 

of City operations.

Reporting on 

progress and 

monitoring to 

the UN.

Drawing 

conclusions.

Impact

How could we 

succeed better?

What should we 

focus on going 

forward?

How could we 

highlight our 

successes?

A model developed by New York City



Review based on mapping 1–2 (VLR 2021)

Mapping 1
• The City’s strategic goals and set of key 

performance indicators were specified.

• Examples of concrete actions that Helsinki 

undertakes to implement its strategy were 

presented.

• The UN SDGs that the City’s goals and 

actions further promote were identified.

Mapping 2
• Focus was placed on UN goals and 

describing how the Helsinki City Strategy 

links with each UN SDG.

• Examples of Helsinki’s actions that 

promote UN goals were presented.

An image of the Helsinki City Strategy and its links to the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

was created.



Mapping 1:

Reviewing Helsinki’s goal

• Which SDGs are linked with the goal of becoming carbon 

neutral?

Mapping 2:

Reviewing SDG

• Which City of Helsinki goals link with SDG 13 Climate 

Action?

VLR 2021 (example)



Sustainable Development Goals reported in VLR 2019

The Helsinki review focused on the goals determined by the UN for 2019 (excluding SDG17)

Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and 

decent work for all.

Reduce inequality within and among countries.

Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for 

all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.

The description of actions were complemented with a selection of key indicators that describe the development following 

the UN’s goals in Helsinki. The key indicators were picked primarily from the monitoring meters of the strategy.



Reducing inequality between population groups and 

areas alike is one of the most important goals in the 

Helsinki City Strategy

Controlling the segregation of population groups and regions is high on the City’s 

agenda.

Helsinki is aiming for an extensive and systemic change that would reduce social 

exclusion, intergenerational exclusion, and regional segregation in Helsinki through 

various entities of actions.

The actions aimed at reducing inequality are primarily focused on residents and areas 

of Helsinki, City employees and City operations.

Helsinki is especially focused on the integration of residents with an immigrant 

background and creating equal opportunities with those of the native population.

The City Strategy does not cover UN goals that aim at improving the situation for 

developing countries or for those who live in developing countries. Neither is there a 

direct link to reducing money transfer costs for immigrants.

Example (VLR 2021)



Examples of actions

• Early support for families

• Increasing the City’s English services

• Helsinki Skills Center

• Cultural services integrated with family centers, early 

childhood education and schools

• Digital services at libraries

• The Joy in Motion program

• Circus groups for babies

• The Students on the Move program

• Promoting cycling

Example (VLR 2021)



What did we learn?

About the City Strategy 

and the actions

Helsinki’s City Strategy is an ambitious and 

comprehensive document and it corresponds 

with the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

very well.

Helsinki has already implemented or is in the 

process of implementing many actions that promote 

the UN goals at city level. 

UN targets have many references to international 

development cooperation; in Finland, these goals 

are managed primarily at national level.

About the coverage 

of the review

The review was mainly focused on the City 

Strategy, on key projects and on the Carbon 

Neutral Helsinki 2035 action plan.

The review did not cover all of the City’s basic 

services or operations.

Expanding the review to cover the entire 

organization would provide a more in-depth 

understanding of the links between City 

operations and sustainable development goals.



What did we learn?

About the set of indicators

Indicators suitable for city-level 

monitoring of the UN goals should 

be developed further.

The challenge is to develop a 

comparable set of indicators. That is 

why we selected in VLR 2019 ready-

made indicators primarily from the set 

of monitoring meters of the Helsinki 

City Strategy.

About Sustainable Development Goals 

and their implementation

It would be useful to analyze the links between the UN targets 

and City operations in more detail. That would help to identify 

the goals that require more input from Helsinki. 

Likewise, it would be beneficial to identify the UN targets that 

are not relevant from a city-level perspective.

The review should also include an economic angle to enable 

an assessment of the allocation of resources.

Experts from all of City Divisions should be involved in 

identifying these links in the future.



Next VLR will be published in May 2021. What will change compared to the 
previous report?

• Expanding the scope to the entire City organization 

• Focus on all SDGs (or almost all). Focus on real actions (rather than plans&goals).

• Focus on pandemic situation – how do we make sure we build-back even better?

• Feed in information for the next City Strategy, to ensure the SDGs are realized as well as possible, 

also over the strategy periods

• Focus on the implementation measures from the start of the process. The VLR process “more 

important” than the final report.

• More focus on communications – internal and external. Increasing awareness of the SDGs in 

increases the chance of success

• Larger city-wide working group already from the planning phase throughout the process: City 

Executive Office (Strategy, Communications, International Affairs, Economic Development), The Urban 

Environment Division, Education Division, Culture and Leisure Division, Social Services and Health Care 

Division. Also municipal enterprises will be involved.

• Involvement of citizens and other stakeholders



Links for Helsinki’s materials

VLR 2019 publication:

https://www.hel.fi/static/helsinki/julkaisut/SDG-VLR-Helsinki-2019-en.pdf

Mapping 1 and 2 publications:

https://www.hel.fi/static/helsinki/julkaisut/helsinki-sdg-reporting-part-1.pdf

https://www.hel.fi/static/helsinki/julkaisut/helsinki-sdg-reporting-part-2.pdf

https://www.hel.fi/static/helsinki/julkaisut/SDG-VLR-Helsinki-2019-en.pdf
https://www.hel.fi/static/helsinki/julkaisut/helsinki-sdg-reporting-part-1.pdf
https://www.hel.fi/static/helsinki/julkaisut/helsinki-sdg-reporting-part-2.pdf

