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Introduction 

In 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted by the 193 Member States of the 
United Nations1. This global agenda for sustainable development consists of 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) divided into 169 targets aiming at improving life for all. The objectives of Agenda 2030 are 
broad and ambitious, targeting global challenges such as poverty, education, economic growth, climate 
change, innovation, health and peace. The 169 targets provide indicators on when and how the goals will 
be achieved.2  

Agenda 2030 is an opportunity for the European Union (EU) to take on a leading role within sustainable 
development, strengthen multilateral cooperation and deliver EU values and objectives globally. With the 
aim to create a better world for all, the UN and the EU are natural partners with shared objectives. The EU 
played a central role in shaping Agenda 2030 by providing key inputs and actively engaging with partners 
on all levels3. In order to make it possible to achieve the SDGs the EU must mobilise significant funding 

                                                             
1  United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals Officially Adopted by 193 Countries: http://www.un.org.cn/info/6/620.html  
2  United Nations, the 17 goals: https://sdgs.un.org  
3  European Commission, Delivering on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals – A comprehensive approach (November 2020): 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_staff_working_document_en.pdf & 
European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 

KEY FINDINGS 

Sustainable development has been part of the core values of the European Union (EU) for more than 20 
years. The importance placed on sustainable development is shown by its integration in the EU’s treaties, 
initiatives, programmes and projects. In 2015, the UN adopted the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), committing to a set of global uniform objectives aiming to improve life for people and the planet.  

In 2019, the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, announced the Commission’s 
new political guidelines. These political guidelines include six priorities addressing climate change, 
economic growth, technological development, democracy, a stronger Europe in the world and 
promoting the European way of life, placing great emphasis on the SDGs, which are a significant priority 
for the von der Leyen Commission. The commitment to the SDGs can be observed for example, in the 
long term budget for 2021-2027 which includes an unprecedented target of green spending, aiming to 
allocate a minimum of 30% of the total budget to projects fighting climate change. In addition, the 
Commission highlight the importance of a holistic approach, integrating the SDGs into all of the 
Commission’s proposals, policies and strategies.  

This briefing will present an overview of the implementation of the SDGs in the EU long-term budget.  

http://www.un.org.cn/info/6/620.html
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_staff_working_document_en.pdf
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towards sustainable investments, programmes and projects. The EU’s long-term budget is an effective 
instrument in this regard due to its immense size of EUR 1.8 trillion, extensive period of time and 
multinational dimension4. Hence, it is essential to evaluate how the SDGs are incorporated in the EU budget. 
The 17 SDGs are illustrated in figure 1 below.   

Figure 1. The Sustainable Development Goals  

 
Source: UN.org, the Sustainable Development Goals, SDG poster and individual goals for web and print: 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/ 

Legal Basis for Sustainable Development in the EU Budget 

In regard to the EU’s legal foundations, its treaties or other legislation, the EU budget is not required to 
include the SDGs as they are not legally binding. Nevertheless, governments are expected to take ownership 
and establish frameworks towards achieving the 17 goals.5 Several of the EU’s own initiatives that share 
common goals with the Agenda 2030 do have a legal basis in the treaties or legislation. For example, Article 
3 of the Treaty on the EU states that the Union “shall contribute to peace, security, the sustainable 
development of the Earth, solidarity and mutual respect among peoples, free and fair trade, eradication of 
poverty and the protection of human rights”, several objectives which share common ground with the SDGs.  

The Climate Law  

In June 2021, the European Parliament and Council adopted the European Climate Law6, turning the climate 
objectives stated in the European Green Deal, into legislation7. The overall objective is to become climate 
neutral by 20508 with an aim of further improvement towards negative emissions after 2050.9 In order to 

                                                             
Committee and the Committee of the Regions, a Global Partnership for Poverty Eradication and Sustainable Development after 2015 (February 
2015) : https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52015DC0044 

4  European Council, Infographic - Multiannual financial framework 2021-2027 and Next Generation EU: 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/mff2021-2027-ngeu-final/  

5  United Nations, the Sustainable Development Agenda: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda-retired/  
6  European Parliament, European Climate Law, adopted text (June 2021) : https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-

0309_EN.pdf  
7  European Council, press release, Council adopts European climate Law (June 2021): https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-

releases/2021/06/28/council-adopts-european-climate-law/  
8  European Council, Long-term vision: a climate neutral EU by 2050: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/climate-change/  
9  European Commission, European Climate Law: https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/law_en  

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1588581905912&uri=CELEX:52020PC0080
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52015DC0044
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/mff2021-2027-ngeu-final/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda-retired/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0309_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0309_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/28/council-adopts-european-climate-law/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/28/council-adopts-european-climate-law/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/climate-change/
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/law_en
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achieve this objective, several sub-targets have been identified. These include, for example, a 55% reduction 
of greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 (compared to 1990s standard) within the EU Member States as well as 
establishing the European Scientific Advisory Board on Climate Change, which will provide independent 
recommendations on climate issues.  

The Paris Agreement  

In October 2016, the EU ratified the Paris Agreement, a first of its kind legally binding global climate 
agreement. By signing, the EU committed to the target of keeping the global temperature below 2 degrees 
Celsius and to achieve climate neutrality before the end of this century in order to mitigate climate change. 
The agreement states that the signing governments will gather every 5 years to follow up on the progress 
made towards fighting climate change. They have also agreed to publicly report on and to track the progress 
and implementation of their climate action in order to maintain a system of transparency and 
accountability.10   

Sustainable development in the EU  

Sustainable development has been part of the EU’s policy-making, projects and initiatives for a long time. 
The first EU strategy for sustainable development was adopted in 200111 after the Gothenburg Summit12. 
This strategy recommended measures to target unsustainable trends (mainly in the field of climate change 
but also concerning health, social inclusion and poverty) and urged new policy-making strategies to ensure 
coordination between EU’s economic, social and environmental policies13.  

Shortly after the adoption of Agenda 2030 the Commission introduced three major policy documents for 
the 2014-2019 period; Next steps for a sustainable European future, Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030 
and the European Consensus on Development. However, during the first three years following the adoption 
of the SDGs no strategy on how to implement the goals had yet been presented by the Commission.14  

In 2019 the new Commission President Ursula von der Leyen was installed into office and shortly after took 
a substantial step for sustainability with the launch of the Commission’s new political guidelines, including 
six priorities targeting climate change, innovation, economic growth and democracy15. These priorities are 
illustrated in figure 2 below, together with relevant SDGs for each priority area16. The new guidelines take 
on a holistic approach aiming at including the SDGs in all aspects of the Commission’s proposals, policies 
and strategies17. The European Commission has introduced several new initiatives18 relevant for the Agenda 
2030, concerning areas such as: environment, socio-economic and gender equality, education, human 
rights and democracy. Some examples of these initiatives relevant for the SDGs are: Union of Equality: 

                                                             
10  European Commission, Paris Agreement: https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations/paris_en  

Paris Agreement full text (2015): https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf  
11  European Commission, Sustainable Development in the EU (p.22): https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/11011074/KS-02-20-

202-EN-N.pdf/334a8cfe-636a-bb8a-294a-73a052882f7f?t=1592994779000  
12  European Commission, A Sustainable Europe for a Better World: A European Union Strategy for Sustainable Development (May 2001): 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/innovation/pdf/library/strategy_sustdev_en.pdf  
13  European Commission, Sustainable Development: https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/  
14  European Parliament, Ingeborg NIESTROY et al. (February 2019) Europe's approach to implementing the Sustainable Development Goals: 

good practices and the way forward (p.6): 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/160360/DEVE%20study%20on%20EU%20SDG%20implementation%20formatted.pdf  

15  European Commission, Von der Leyen “My agenda for Europe” Political Guidelines for the next European Commission 2019-2024 : 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf 

16  European Commission, Delivering on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals - A comprehensive approach: 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_factsheet_en.pdf  

17  European Commission, The Commission’s holistic approach for sustainability and the SDGs: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-
strategies/sustainable-development-goals/eu-holistic-approach-sustainable-development_en  

18  See Annex: “List of Commission initiatives in its first year”. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32016D1841&from=EN
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52016DC0739&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2019/EN/COM-2019-22-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d75731ba-982f-11e7-b92d-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-strategies/sustainable-development-goals/eu-holistic-approach-sustainable-development_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0152
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations/paris_en
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/11011074/KS-02-20-202-EN-N.pdf/334a8cfe-636a-bb8a-294a-73a052882f7f?t=1592994779000
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/11011074/KS-02-20-202-EN-N.pdf/334a8cfe-636a-bb8a-294a-73a052882f7f?t=1592994779000
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/innovation/pdf/library/strategy_sustdev_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/160360/DEVE%20study%20on%20EU%20SDG%20implementation%20formatted.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_factsheet_en.pdf
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


The Sustainable Development Goals in the EU budget 

 4 PE 696 211 

Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025, Achieving the European Education Area by 2025 and the Annual 
Sustainable Growth Strategy 202019.  

Figure 2. European Commission Priorities  

 
Source: European Commission strategy and the SDGs:   
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-strategies/sustainable-development-goals/eu-holistic-approach-sustainable-
development_en 

SDGs in the EU budget  

Sustainability has continuously been more integrated in EU policy-making in the last few years and projects 
today aim at targeting not only one but several SDGs. For example, InvestEU and Horizon Europe will 
allocate at least 30% and 35% respectively of its funds towards fighting climate change20. Several other EU 
programmes within a variety of areas have a similar target of green spending21. The European Commission’s 
political guidelines highlight the importance of the long-term budget when mobilising resources towards 
global goals22.  

                                                             
19  European Commission, The Commission’s holistic approach for sustainability and the SDGs: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-

strategies/sustainable-development-goals/eu-holistic-approach-sustainable-development_en  
20  Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European Economic and Social 

Committee and the Committee of the Regions, the European Green Deal (December 2019): https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2 

21  European Commission, EU long term budget, spending categories: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-
2027/spending/headings_en 

22  European Commission, Von der Leyen “My agenda for Europe” Political Guidelines for the next European Commission 2019-2024 : 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0152
https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/document-library-docs/eea-communication-sept2020_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1578392227719&uri=CELEX%3A52019DC0650
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1578392227719&uri=CELEX%3A52019DC0650
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://europa.eu/investeu/home_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe_en
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://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf
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In 2015, the former president of the Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, expressed the significance of the EU 
budget:  

“We need a budget to achieve our aims. The budget for us is therefore not  
an accounting tool, but a means to achieve our political goals.”23 

The citation illustrates how the EU budget is more than a resource allocation tool, rather it is a major 
opportunity to overcome global challenges. Investments towards sustainable projects in line with Agenda 
2030 is a priority within a broad spectrum of areas in the EU budget, such as: agriculture, renewable energy, 
socio-economic development, equality, humanitarian aid, transport and climate change.24 Its multiannual 
structure provides stable long-term planning for realising EU objectives. Additionally, by pooling resources 
from Member States and collectively investing in common challenges the EU can more efficiently reach its 
objectives. International coordination is a key aspect to successfully achieve common global goals.25 The 
Commission’s “holistic” or “whole of government” approach include mainstreaming the SDGs in policy-
making on all levels - nationally, within the EU and at a global level26.   

Figure 3 below27, presents an overview of total budgetary spending consisting of the Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF) and Next Generation EU (NGEU). The 2021-2027 MFF of EUR 1 074 billion and the NGEU 
recovery instrument of EUR 750 billion, together consist of approximately EUR 1.8 trillion.28  

Figure 3. Budget Expenditure Categories 

 

Source: European Commission, budget spending categories:  
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en 

                                                             
23  European Commission, Speech by President Juncker at the Conference "EU Budget focused on Results", (September 2015): 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/de/SPEECH_15_5696 
24  The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-

a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1  
25  European Commission, Draft general budget of the European Union: for the financial year 2021, Programme Statements of operational 

expenditure (June 2020): https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-
24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf  

26  European Commission, Delivering on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals – A comprehensive approach (November 2020) : 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_staff_working_document_en.pdf  

27  European Commission, long term budget, spending categories: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-
2027/spending/headings_en  

28  European Council, Infographic - Multiannual financial framework 2021-2027 and Next Generation EU: 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/mff2021-2027-ngeu-final/  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/de/SPEECH_15_5696
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf
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/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/mff2021-2027-ngeu-final/
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The MFF and the NGEU are different in the sense that the MFF is a reoccurring framework that functions on 
a 7 year basis.29 The NGEU on the other hand is a new temporary recovery instrument for the years 2021-
202330, specifically targeting recovery and resilience in the aftermath of the Coronavirus pandemic. The 
majority of the funds from NGEU will be divided between EU Member States in the form of loans and 
grants.31 This briefing will only focus on SDG-related spending within the MFF (2021-2027) as it is a 
reoccurring integral part of the EU and covers a longer time period compared to the NGEU.  

The following section will address projects related to the SDGs within different expenditure categories of 
the MFF. All amounts are in EUR billion, in current prices, as of November 202032. The reader should take into 
account that several SDGs extend across more than one spending category. Additionally, several SDGs are 
interlinked, for example, clean water (SDG 6) is also contributing to good health and well-being (SDG 3). 
Likewise, creating decent work and economic growth (SDG 8) facilitate eradicating poverty (SDG 1), zero 
hunger (SDG 2), quality education (SDG 4) and many other areas. Climate action (SDG 13) is interlinked with 
affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), responsible consumption and production (SDG 12), life below water 
(SDG 14) and life on land (SDG 15). Hence, referrals to “climate action” or “environment” include several SDGs 
that are not always stated, in order to avoid repetition. The SDGs acknowledged in the sections below do 
not provide a fully comprehensive list. In line with the Commission’s commitment to the SDGs anyone can 
access an online policy mapping tool on the Commission’s website, displaying how EU initiatives relate to 
various SDGs33.  

Cohesion, Resilience and Values  

The budget category which receives the most funding of the long-term budget is Cohesion, Resilience and 
Values (EUR 426.69 billion)34. This budget category is divided into different funds that all receive a part of 
the total budget allocation for this category.  

The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) is the largest receiver of funds under this heading with 
an allocation of EUR 226.05 billion35. Its main objective is to reduce economic, social and territorial 
inequalities (under SDG 1 and 10) by investing in projects for the environment (under SDG 13), inclusive 
employment (under SDG 8), education (under SDG 4) and access to healthcare (under SDG 3). The climate 
contribution target is 30% of the total spending.36  

The European Social Fund+ with a budget of EUR 99.26 billion, aims to increase employment, social 
inclusion, education and skills in order to promote lifelong learning. At least 20% of the fund’s investments 
is dedicated towards projects contributing to combating poverty and increasing social inclusion37. These 
objectives are especially relevant for: no poverty (SDG 1), quality education (SDG 3), decent work and 
economic growth (SDG 8) and reducing inequalities (SDG 10)38.  

The Cohesion Fund with a budget of EUR 48.03 billion, supports the Member States that have the lowest 
Gross National Income (GNI) in the EU in order to strengthen economic growth (under SDG 8) and social 

                                                             
29  European Commission, the 2021-2027 EU budget – What’s new? : https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-

2027/whats-new_en  
30  European Council, Special European Council, 17-21 July 2020: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-

21/  
31  European Commission, Recovery plan for Europe: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/recovery-plan-europe_en  
32  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1 
33  European Commission, Overview of policy mapping at Goal and Target level (interactive map of EU policies and the SDGs): 

https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policy-mapping  
34  European Commission, long term budget, spending categories: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-

2027/spending/headings_en 
35  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1  
36  European Commission, European Regional Development Fund (ERDF): https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-

programmes/european-regional-development-fund-erdf_en  
37  European Commission, European Social Fund+: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/social-fund/  
38  European Commission, EU policies and the SDGs: https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policies-sdgs  

https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policy-mapping
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/whats-new_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/whats-new_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/recovery-plan-europe_en
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policy-mapping
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/european-regional-development-fund-erdf_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/european-regional-development-fund-erdf_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/social-fund/
https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policies-sdgs
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cohesion (under SDG 10). This fund mainly targets environmental and transport investments. The climate 
contribution target for spending is 37%.39  

The last of the four major receivers of funds in this category is the Erasmus+ programme with a budget of 
EUR 24.57 billion, which focuses mainly on education (under SDG 4)40. Other contributions to the SDGs in 
the EU budget under this headline are Justice, Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values with a budget of EUR 
0.95 billion41 (under SDG 16, Peace Justice and Strong institutions) and EU4health with a budget of EUR 
2.45 billion (under SDG 3, good health and well-being)42.  

Natural Resources and Environment  

The second largest area in the long term budget is Natural Resources and Environment with a budget of 
EUR 401 billion43. The green expenditure target is 30% of the total EU budget of EUR 1.8 trillion and will be 
distributed to climate-related projects between 2021-202744. This is a larger share than any previous EU 
budget45 and a significant increase in financial commitment compared to the preceding long term budget 
period (2014-2020), which had an expenditure target of 20% towards green initiatives46. This goal was nearly 
met as 19.83% of the previous EU budget was reported to have been spent on fighting climate change47. 
This substantial budget target represents the European priority for more green investments such as 
environmentally-friendly technologies, greener private and public transport as well as greener energy 
sectors.  

One of the Commission’s six new priorities is the European Green Deal, a substantial initiative that extends 
across numerous SDGs. The Commission estimates that the initiative will contribute directly towards 12 out 
of the 17 goals, including zero hunger (SDG 2), health (SDG 3), clean water (SDG 6), economic growth (SDG 
8), equality (SDG 10), affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), climate 
(under SDG 11, 12 and 13), life below water (SDG 14), and life on land (SDG 15)48. A central pillar of the Green 
Deal is the European Green Deal Investment Plan, designed to achieve the goals outlined in the Green Deal. 
The EU plans to do this by mobilising EUR 1 trillion in sustainable investment through the EU budget over 
the next decade (2020-2030)49.  

European agriculture is a prioritised beneficiary of funds through the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), 
expected to receive an amount of EUR 378.5 billion from the long-term budget50. This funding is then 
divided between the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund (EAGF) with a budget of EUR 291 billion and 

                                                             
39  European Commission, Cohesion Fund (CF): https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/cohesion-fund-

cf_en  
40  European Commission, Erasmus+: https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/erasmus_en  
41  European Commission, Citizens, equality, rights and values programme: https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-

programmes/citizens-equality-rights-and-values-programme_en  
42  European Commission, EU4health: https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/eu4health_en  
43  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1  
44  European Council, Long-term EU budget 2021-2027 and recovery package: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/the-eu-

budget/long-term-eu-budget-2021-2027/  
45  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1 
46  European Commission, Programme statement, climate mainstreaming (page 5): 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/db_2021_programme_statement_introduction.pdf  
47  European Commission, draft general budget of the European Union for the financial year 2021 (page 7): 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-
24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf 

48. European Commission, Delivering on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals – A comprehensive approach (November 2020): 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_staff_working_document_en.pdf  

49  European Commission, The European Green Deal Investment Plan and Just Transition Mechanism explained: 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_24  

50  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-
/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/cohesion-fund-cf_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/cohesion-fund-cf_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/erasmus_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/citizens-equality-rights-and-values-programme_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/citizens-equality-rights-and-values-programme_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/eu4health_en
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/the-eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget-2021-2027/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/the-eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget-2021-2027/
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/db_2021_programme_statement_introduction.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/delivering_on_uns_sustainable_development_goals_staff_working_document_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_24
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
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the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) with a budget of EUR 87.4 billion51. Out 
of the total funds dedicated to the CAP, a minimum of 40% shall be reserved for climate-relevant projects52. 
The CAP contributes to three main areas of sustainability: social, economic and environmental. It also 
contributes to the biodiversity strategy, the EU climate action of reducing emissions by 55% before 2030 as 
well as the farm to fork initiative aimed at tackling climate change and ensuring fair economic return for 
farmers and healthy food supplies.53  

The European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund with a budget of EUR 6.11 billion aims 
to facilitate sustainable administration of marine resources and oceans (SDG 14, life below water)54. 
The climate contribution goal is 30% of total spending55. The Programme for Environmental and 
Climate Action (LIFE) is allocated EUR 5.43 billion. The objectives of the fund include promoting 
clean energy transitions (under SDG 7) and fighting climate change (under SDG 13)56. The climate 
contribution target is 61% of spending57. 

Neighbourhood and the World  

The Neighborhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument with a budget of EUR 
79.46 billion aims to promote socio-economic development in Europe and beyond through international 
cooperation with its partner countries within Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, the Pacific, the Americas and 
the Caribbean. The goal is to promote development within a broad range of areas such as: eradicating 
poverty (SDG1), promoting peace, democracy and human rights (SDG 16), fighting against climate change 
(SDG 13, 14, 15), education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), social equality (SDG 10), work and economic 
growth (SDG 8) and health (under SDG 3)58. 

The Humanitarian Aid fund with a budget of EUR 11.57 billion mainly focuses on projects within food and 
nutrition, shelter, clean water, sanitation and healthcare outside the EU. Through its actions this initiative 
contributes to, for example: no poverty (SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG 2), good health and well-being (SDG 3), 
education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5) and clean water and sanitation (SDG 6) 59, economic growth 
(SDG 8), equality (SDG 10) and climate action (SDG13).60  

Single Market 

Investments towards projects within the Single Market, Innovation and Digital Transformation receives 
EUR 149.51 billion. The largest beneficiary under this heading is Horizon Europe with a budget of EUR 86.12 
billion, which aims to strengthen research and innovation within green and digital transitions, rare diseases 
and circular economies. This initiative is relevant for several SDGs, such as: health (SDG 3), work and 

                                                             
51  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1 
52  European Commission, how the future CAP will contribute to the EU Green Deal: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-

fisheries/sustainability_and_natural_resources/documents/factsheet-how-cap-contributes-to-green-deal_en.pdf  
53  European Commission, Sustainable agriculture in the CAP: https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/sustainability/sustainable-cap_en 
54  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1  
55  European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European 

Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, the European Green Deal (December 2019): https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2  

56  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-
/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1 

57  European Commission, Programme for Environment and Climate Action (LIFE): https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-
funding-programmes/programme-environment-and-climate-action-life_en  

58  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-
/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1 

59  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-
/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1   

60  European Commission, EU policies and the SDGs: https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policies-sdgs  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/eu-biodiversity-strategy-2030_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/farm-fork_en
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/sustainability_and_natural_resources/documents/factsheet-how-cap-contributes-to-green-deal_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/sustainability_and_natural_resources/documents/factsheet-how-cap-contributes-to-green-deal_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/sustainability/sustainable-cap_en
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1596443911913&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640#document2
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/programme-environment-and-climate-action-life_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/programme-environment-and-climate-action-life_en
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/policies-sdgs
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economic growth (SDG 8), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), sustainable cities (SDG 11) and 
climate (SDG 13).61  

Connecting Europe (EUR 20.73 billion) includes three categories: transport (EUR 12.83 billion), energy (EUR 
5.84 billion) and digital transformation (EUR 2.06 billion). The programme mainly provides grants within 
these three areas. The objective is to develop investments within these sectors, supporting green and digital 
transitions, innovation and infrastructure (under SDG 7, 9 and 13).62 

SDG projects in the EU  

The majority of EU spending programmes are designed and implemented with the aim of targeting several 
SDGs. Reports estimate that 75% (45 out of 60) of EU programmes contribute to the achievement of the 
SDGs63. The largest quantity of funded programmes are directed towards decent work and economic 
growth (SDG 8), followed by gender equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 13), as illustrated in the graphic 
below. This allocation is not surprising as the largest spending areas for the EU long-term budget are 
Cohesion, Resilience and Values, followed by Natural Resources and Environment.64  

 
Source: European Commission, DRAFT GENERAL BUDGET of the European Union for the financial year 2021 (page 13): 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-0624_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf 

Conclusion 
The EU remains ambitious in its commitment to the SDGs and has since 2019 delivered numerous political 
programmes on the topic of sustainable development. Spending targets towards green initiatives are 
included in several EU programmes as well as in the EU budget as a whole. Increased sustainable 
mainstreaming of EU’s economic policies is part of the roadmap towards Agenda 2030 which entails placing 
greater importance on incorporating the SDGs into EU policy-making. Concerning monitoring and 
accountability, initiatives include the Commission’s online tool presenting an overview of which SDGs that 
are relevant for which EU projects. Although this is a great first step, the tool does not specify any details 
regarding how the SDGs are implemented in the various projects. 

                                                             
61  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1   
62  European Commission, The EU’s 2021-2027 long-term budget & NextGenerationEU (April 2021): https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-

/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1   
63  European Commission, draft general budget of the European Union for the financial year 2021 (page 13): 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-
24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf  

64  European Commission, EU long term budget, expenditure categories: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-
budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-0624_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/es/publication-detail/-/publication/d3e77637-a963-11eb-9585-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/2020-06-24_db2021_wd1_programme_statements.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/spending/headings_en
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Substantial initiatives have been taken to include the SDGs in the EU budget, however, the main focus 
remains on SDG 13 (climate action). Several programmes have a green spending target which ultimately is 
relevant for all SDGs relating to the climate. Giving each SDG as much attention as the climate goal would 
pose administrative challenges due to the SDGs comprehensive nature, however, all SDGs must be 
considered a priority in order to deliver a successful achievement of Agenda 2030. With only nine years to 
go, great steps for sustainability needs to be taken today in order to fulfil the SDGs by 2030.  

Annex: List of Commission initiatives in its first year 

• The Sustainable Development Goals are an intrinsic part of the political programme of President von der 
Leyen. Different transformative policies have been presented in the last year such as: 

• Communication on a European Green Deal: a new growth strategy to transform the EU into a fair, 
inclusive and prosperous society, with a modern, knowledge-driven, resource-efficient and competitive 
economy where there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050, and which protects, conserves 
and enhances the EU's natural capital, and protects the health and well-being of citizens from 
environment-related risks.  

• Communication on the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020 initiating the European Semester 
surveillance cycle and the first step in integrating the Sustainable Development Goals. 

• Communication on the Green Deal Investment Plan: the EU strategy to boost sustainable public-private 
financing over the next decade. 

• Proposal establishing Just Transition Fund. 
• Communication on a Strong Social Europe for Just Transitions. 
• Communication on Shaping Europe’s Digital Future. 
• Proposal to put into law the objective to make the EU climate neutral by 2050. 
• Coordination of a common European response to the COVID-19 outbreak to tackle the health crisis and 

cushion the impact of this economic hit and ERAvsCORONA. 
• Communication on a Union of Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025. 
• Communication on a New Industrial Strategy for Europe. 
• A new Circular Economy Action Plan for a cleaner and more competitive Europe. 
• Communication on an EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. 
• Communication on a Farm to Fork Strategy for a fair, healthy and environmentally friendly food system. 
• Joint Communication and the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy for 2020-2024. 
• Communication on European Skills Agenda for sustainable competitiveness and social fairness and 

resilience 
• Package for fair and simple taxation including Communication on an Action Plan for fair and simple 

taxation supporting the recovery and Communication on Tax Good Governance in the EU and beyond. 
• Communication on Stepping up Europe’s 2030 climate ambition: Investing in a climate-neutral future for 

the benefit of our people. 
• The New Pact on Migration and Asylum and accompanying legislative proposals and recommendations. 
• Communication on Achieving the European Education Area by 2025. 
• Communication on a new European Research Area.  
• Proposal establishing an 8th Environment Action Programme. 
• Communication on a Renovation Wave. 
• Communication on a Chemicals Strategy for sustainability. 
• Proposal for a Directive on adequate minimum wages in the European Union. 
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