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SUMMARY 
In 2015, the United Nations adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), to be attained by 
2030, as a follow-up to the Millennium Development Goals (2000-2015) and the Rio+20 Summit 
(2012). Unlike their antecedents, the SDGs commit both developed and developing countries, and 
embrace the economic, environmental and social aspects of development. The SDGs and the 
broader 2030 Agenda for sustainable development, of which they form the core, are based on 
findings that human activities have triggered dramatic changes in the conditions on Earth (climate 
change and biodiversity loss), which in turn have contributed to the deterioration of human 
wellbeing. To reverse the trend, there is an urgent need to simultaneously address the multiple 
causes and consequences of environmental depletion and social inequalities, by developing 
synergies and managing trade-offs between the SDGs. 

Challenges in pursuing the SDGs include the fact that countries do not necessarily have an equal 
starting point and, even more importantly, that regardless of their stage of development, they can 
no longer afford to apply the current development model, where production and consumption 
happen at the expense of natural resources. According to many observers, this model creates 
unsolvable tensions between SDGs, notably between the safeguarding of natural resources and the 
aspirations for improved wellbeing. The structural transformation that would bring about the 
desired change requires a joint effort by the international community, but equally so from natural 
and public or private legal persons, to speed up the process. The European Union has been a leader 
in drafting the SDGs; it is also a frontrunner in mainstreaming the SDGs in all its policies. The 
European Parliament regularly assesses the EU commitments on achieving the SDGs.  

This briefing updates a previous edition by Marta Latek and Eric Pichon, published in December 2019. 
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A universal and comprehensive agenda 
In September 2015, the 193 UN member states unanimously adopted the 2030 Agenda for 
sustainable development, a global commitment to navigate humanity towards greater wellbeing 
and to forge a new relationship between sustainability and development. This global agenda 
unfolded in a novel institutional setting with a high level of participation. Its decade-long 
elaboration process involved several stakeholders: non-governmental organisations, private-sector 
entities and local authorities in various frameworks, including global and national consultations. 
These consultations (the Global Conversation), included 88 national and 11 thematic dialogues and 
an online worldwide survey, enabling more than a million people to share their views on the new 
global development agenda. The resulting charter set interconnected and indivisible goals, the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), each with a series of specific targets (169 in total), to be 
attained by 2030. 

Figure 1 – The 17 SDGs 

 
Source: United Nations. 

The antecedents to the SDGs, the eight Millennium Development Goals (2000-2015), focused 
primarily on health and poverty issues in developing countries. Far beyond the traditional donor-
recipient approach, the 17 SDGs have a universal dimension, aimed at leaving no one behind. The 
2030 Agenda recognises environmental sustainability as an essential and necessary dimension of 
human development, alongside the social, economic and political dimensions. National 
governments carry the primary, formal responsibility for implementing the SDGs (even though the 
goals are voluntary in nature), and they have therefore committed to reporting systematically on 
progress towards achieving them. The role of the UN, and more specifically of its Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC) and General Assembly (UNGA), is to assist countries in this process, in 
particular by providing guidelines and, if needed, support.  

Every year, UN member states and other stakeholders exchange feedback on their successes, 
challenges and lessons learned during a high-level political forum on sustainable development 
(HLPF), held under the auspices of the ECOSOC. In July 2022, the HLPF will examine how to 'build 
back better from the coronavirus' with a focus on: 

 SDG 4 – Quality education: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong opportunities for all; 

 SDG 14 – Life below water: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable development; 

https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/LDM_BRI(2014)140810
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=400&nr=841&menu=35
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/2015_MDG_Report/pdf/MDG%202015%20rev%20(July%201).pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/leave-no-one-behind
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/vnrs/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2019)644218
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/29435Knowledge_Exchange_Booklet.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/about
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf#hlpf2022
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 SDG 15 – Life on land: Protect, restore and promote 
sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 
sustainably manage forests, combat 
desertification, and halt and reverse land 
degradation and halt biodiversity loss;  

 SDG 17 – Partnerships for the Goals: Strengthen 
the means of implementation and revitalise the 
Global Partnership for Sustainable Development.  

Every four years, in a special HLPF under the auspices of the 
UN general assembly – also referred to as an 'SDG summit' 
– world leaders discuss cross-cutting issues and set priority 
actions with a view to accelerating the implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda. The first SDG Summit took place in 
New York, on 24 and 25 September 2019. At the end of this 
summit, a political declaration acknowledged the slow 
progress in several areas and committed to deliver faster 
on SDGs during the remaining ten years before 2030 – a 
'decade of action' with stakeholders voluntarily pledging 
to 'acceleration actions', vetted by the UN. The second SDG 
Summit will take place in September 2023.  

Policy coherence calls for a paradigm shift 
The SDGs are universal, integrated and inter-related in nature and are set against the backdrop of 
an increasingly interconnected world; policy and institutional coherence is therefore a key 
prerequisite for achieving them. Revitalising the global partnerships for sustainable development is 
at the core of the 2030 Agenda, as laid down in SDG 17. Many countries have already established 
coordination structures at national level. The UN has also reformed its structures and processes to 
address SDG implementation at country level in a more integrated way. The principle of policy 

Two major crises have taken place between the first two SDG Summits: the coronavirus pandemic and 
Russia's war on Ukraine. Both are profoundly disrupting global progress towards several SDGs, including: 

 

On the other hand, optimistic analysts believe that such crises can trigger acceleration towards several 
SDGs, such as: 

 

The concept of sustainable 
development gained ground in the 
1980s. The Brundtland Commission, 
appointed in 1983 by the UN Secretary 
General, defines it in its seminal report 
(1987) as 'development that meets the 
needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs'. 
This report clearly highlights the 
interconnectedness of poverty, inequality 
and environmental degradation. Many 
SDG targets can be traced back to the 
recommendations drafted in this report. 
However, several analysts, including 
Dennis Meadows, a former member of the 
Club of Rome, argue that development in 
the sense of economic growth cannot be 
sustainable, as it inevitably depletes 
natural resources, so that they become 
unavailable or too expensive for many.  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/25200SDG_Summary.pdf
https://undocs.org/A/RES/74/4
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/decade-of-action/
https://sdgs.un.org/partnerships/action-networks/acceleration-actions
https://sdg.iisd.org/events/sdg-summit-2023/
https://www.die-gdi.de/en/discussion-paper/article/integrated-policymaking-choosing-an-institutional-design-for-implementing-the-sustainable-development-goals-sdgs/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2017)599277
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/brief-united-nations-sustainable-development-cooperation
https://www.oecd.org/gov/pcsd/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2022)729374
https://www.iisd.org/articles/insight/invasion-ukraine-sustainable-development
https://undocs.org/A/42/427
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/opinion/article/2022/04/15/dennis-meadows-uncontrolled-growth-the-cancer-of-society-must-be-stopped_5980644_23.html
https://www.clubofrome.org/ltg50/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/323151859_Sustainable_Development_in_the_Age_of_Contradictions_Development_and_Change_Distinguished_Lecture_2017
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/323151859_Sustainable_Development_in_the_Age_of_Contradictions_Development_and_Change_Distinguished_Lecture_2017
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coherence for sustainable development, as laid down in the 2030 Agenda, not only applies to 
traditional stakeholders such as the UN system, the EU or national governments, but also requires 
the active involvement of subnational stakeholders, the private sector, and citizens, including 
minority groups. To leverage the funds needed for financing the SDGs ('from billions to trillions', 
according to the World Bank), partnership with many contributors is needed, from multilateral 
banks to individuals.  

Some argue that the dominant economic model based on economic growth and consumption 
challenges coherence between SDGs. For example, an analysis of correlations confirms that, when 
poverty reduction is mainly due to an increase in per capita gross domestic product (GDP), it has a 
negative effect on the target of reducing CO2 emissions. Individual countries cannot avoid making 
trade-offs to achieve progress towards some SDGs in the short term. However, there are few targets 
towards which the world is on track (see Table 3 – 2021 data, accounting only partly for Covid-19 
pandemic impacts). Reaching all SDGs at global level requires a change of mindset, as highlighted 
in the first quadrennial Global sustainable development report (GSDR 2019), drafted by an 
independent group of scientists. GSDR 2019 warns that progress is behind schedule for most SDG 
targets – including movements away from some of them (see Table 4 for 2021 data), and calls for a 
radical structural change to 'address those aspects of economic growth and production that 
perpetuate deprivations, generate socioeconomic and gender inequalities, deplete the global 
environmental commons and threaten irreversible damage'. According to the report, science can 
help in this, by thoroughly analysing the 'systemic interconnections' between SDG targets. As an 
example, the above-mentioned analysis of correlations finds that investing in human wellbeing, e.g. 
through programmes aimed at reducing child mortality or reinforcing education, as well as the 
environment, e.g. through fostering renewable energy production to reduce CO2 emissions, does 
not have adverse effects on other goals. 

Table 1 – Substantial progress at global level 

Goals Substantial progress towards SDG targets (world) 

 

(SDG 3 Good health and wellbeing) 

• Increase the coverage of births attended by skilled health personnel 

• Reduce under-5 mortality to at least as low as 25 per 1 000 live births 

 

(SDG 7 Affordable and clean energy) 

• Achieve universal access to electricity 

 

(SDG 9 industry innovation and infrastructure)  

• Increase access to mobile networks 

 

(SDG 17 Partnerships for the Goals) 

• Enhance access to technology by increasing internet use 

Trend assessment measuring progress made towards the target from a baseline year to the most recent data 
point. Source: United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals Progress Chart 2021. (Selection; other 
indicators show fair, limited or no progress). 

https://www.oecd.org/gov/pcsd/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/unsystem
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/memberstates
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/mgos
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/mgos
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/financing-for-development/
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/622841485963735448-0270022017/original/DC20150002EFinancingforDevelopment.pdf
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/mdb.pdf
https://www.un.org/ohrlls/sites/www.un.org.ohrlls/files/mdb.pdf
https://www.jointsdgfund.org/partnerships
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13504509.2016.1235624
https://iupac.org/icsu-guide-sdg-interactions-science-implementation/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/globalsdreport/2019
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/Progress_Chart_2021_Technical_note.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/progress-chart-2021.pdf
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Table 2 – Deterioration at global level 

Goals Deterioration with regards to SDG targets (world) 

 

(SDG 2 Zero hunger) 

• Ensure year-round access for all people to safe, nutritious and sufficient food 

 

(SDG 8 Decent work and economic growth) 

• Achieve full employment 

 

(SDG 11 Sustainable cities and communities) 

• Reduce the proportion of urban populations living in slums 

 

(SDG 13 Climate action) 

• Reduce global greenhouse gas emissions 

 

(SDG 15 Life on land) 

• By 2020, protect and prevent the extinction of threatened species 

 

(SDG 16 Peace justice and strong institutions) 

• Reduce the proportion of unsentenced detainees 

Trend assessment measuring progress made towards the target from a baseline year to the most recent data 
point. Source: United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals Progress Chart 2021. (Selection; other 
indicators show fair, limited or no progress).  
For more information about SDG targets and indicators see Reporting on SDG implementation, EPRS 2022. 

EU contribution 
Having played an active role in elaborating the SDGs, the EU and its Member States have also 
committed to implementing them in their domestic and foreign policies. On 22 November 2016, the 
European Commission presented a communication on the next steps for a sustainable European 
future, including a first mapping of existing European policies' contribution to the SDGs. On the 
same date, the Commission presented a communication on future relations with the Africa, 
Caribbean and Pacific group of countries (ACP-EU 'post-Cotonou'). A negotiated text was initialled 
in April 2021, and a proposal for a new European consensus on development was adopted in 
June 2017 – both in line with the 2030 Agenda.  

Both the European Commission, in President Ursula von der Leyen's political guidelines, and the 
Council of the EU, in its 22 June 2021 conclusions, have committed to make the SDGs a guiding 
principle for all EU policies. This comprehensive approach for delivering on the SDGs is reflected:  

 in the overarching European Green Deal;  

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/Progress_Chart_2021_Technical_note.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/progress-chart-2021.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2019)644218
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXPO_STU(2019)603473
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2016%3A739%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2016%3A739%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52016JC0052
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/negotiated-agreement-text-initialled-by-eu-oacps-chief-negotiators-20210415_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2021)698029
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM:2016:740:FIN
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/european-consensus-development_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/22/2030-agenda-for-sustainable-development-council-approves-conclusions-reaffirming-strong-eu-commitment/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-strategies/sustainable-development-goals/eu-holistic-approach-sustainable-development_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-strategies/sustainable-development-goals/eu-holistic-approach-sustainable-development_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_staff_working_document_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-strategies/sustainable-development-goals/eu-holistic-approach-sustainable-development_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_ATA(2019)644205
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 in the European Pillar of Social Rights action plan; 
 in the framework for the coordination of Member States' economic policies (the 

'European Semester');  
 in the post-pandemic EU recovery plan; and  
 in most European Commission proposals. 

The EU statistical office, Eurostat, publishes an annual report on progress towards the SDGs. Since 
2017, this report is based on a specific set of EU SDG indicators, some of which match measurable 
targets, where these targets are set in EU policy documents (see Tables 3 and 4).  

Table 3 – Significant progress towards an official and measurable EU target 

Goals EU SDG indicators showing significant progress towards an EU target 

 

(SDG 1 No poverty) 

• People at risk of poverty and social exclusion  
(but trend influenced by a methodological change) 

 

(SDG 4 Quality education) 

• Early leavers from education and training 

• Tertiary educational attainment 

 

(SDG 7 Affordable and clean energy) 

• Primary energy consumption 

• Final energy consumption 

• Share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption 

 

(SDG 8 Decent work and economic growth) 

• Employment rate 

 

(SDG 9 Industry, innovation and infrastructure) 

• Tertiary educational attainment 

• Share of households with high-speed internet connection 

 

(SDG 13 Climate action) 

• Share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption 

 

(SDG 14 Life below water) 

• Marine protected areas 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2021%3A102%3AFIN&qid=1614928358298
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/european-semester-timeline/2022-european-semester-cycle_en#:%7E:text=The%202022%20European%20Semester%20cycle%20will,progress%20in%20each%20SDG%20area
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC122301
https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policies-sdgs
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/key-findings
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/indicators
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EU SDG indicators showing significant progress towards an EU target 

 

(SDG 15 Life on land) 

• Terrestrial protected areas 

 

(SDG 17 Partnerships for the Goals) 

• Official development assistance 

Trends compared against theoretical trends necessary to reach a quantitative target set within the political 
process. Source: Eurostat, How has the EU progressed towards the SDGs?, accessed 8 June 2022. (Selection; 
other indicators toward an EU target show moderate or insufficient progress and for other indicators a 
measurable EU target has not been set).  

Table 4 – Movement away from an EU official and measurable target 

Goals EU SDG indicator showing movement away from an EU target  

 

(SDG 4 Quality education) 

• Low achieving 15-year-olds in reading, mathematics or science 

Trend compared against a theoretical trend necessary to reach the quantitative target set within the political 
process. Source: Eurostat, How has the EU progressed towards the SDGs?, accessed 8 June 2022. (Selection; 
other indicators toward an EU target show moderate or insufficient progress, and for other indicators a 
measurable EU target has not been set). 

On external policies, the first joint EU-Member States report on EU action supporting the SDGs 
across the world was published in May 2019, and is the first of a quadrennial series. It deals with 
development cooperation; EU reporting on other external policies, notably trade and security 
(CFSP/CSDP), is not yet clearly aligned with the SDG targets. 

European Parliament position 
In a 12 May 2016 resolution ahead of the HLPF 2016, the European Parliament called on the 
Commission to prepare an overarching sustainable development strategy with a detailed 
implementation plan and timeline and an effective monitoring mechanisms. On 6 July 2017, 
Parliament proposed to improve the compatibility of a range of EU policies (such as agriculture, 
energy, health, education, or migration) with the SDGs in their internal and external dimensions, 
and to mainstream SDGs in the 2021-2027 budgetary framework. A 4 March 2019 resolution 
requested that the Commission analyse the distance to achieving SDG targets, so that the gap with 
UN priorities and inconsistencies between EU policies could be reduced. On 23 June 2021, 
Parliament underlined the need to address the risks that the consequences of the pandemic and the 
recession pose to SDG achievement globally and more specifically in the least developed countries 
(LDCs).  

The European Parliament also stresses the need to ensure effective EU external policy support for 
implementing the SDGs in developing countries. In its resolution of 14 February 2017 on the 
revision of the European consensus on development, it reiterated its long-term position that the 
fight against poverty and hunger should remain a primary goal, and insisted that official 
development aid (ODA) should remain the backbone of EU development policy. Furthermore, it 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/14665254/KS-09-22-019-EN-N.pdf#page=367
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/key-findings
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/14665254/KS-09-22-019-EN-N.pdf#page=367
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/key-findings
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/07c90da7-ba4f-11e9-9d01-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/07c90da7-ba4f-11e9-9d01-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/the-eus-path-to-trade-sustainability/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_ATA(2022)698911
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0224_EN.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2017-0315&language=EN&ring=A8-2017-0239
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2019-0160_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0308_EN.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2017-0026
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once again called upon the Member States to fulfil their commitment to dedicating 0.7 % of their 
gross national income (GNI) to ODA. In June 2022, the European Parliament is due to assess the 
implementation and delivery of the SDGs in plenary, based on a joint report by its Committees on 
Development (DEVE) and Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI), which notably calls 
for the appointment of a special EU envoy for the SDGs, to promote coherent action at global level. 

MAIN REFERENCES 
United Nations. The 17 Goals, website. 
European Commission, Sustainable Development Goals, web page.  
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https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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