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Implementing Sustainable Development Goals
Taking the European Union beyond business as usual?
s

Overview
In 2015, the European Union
(EU) ratified the United Nations’
2030 Agenda, including a
commitment to 17 global
Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). As the name implies,
the SDGs aim to cover all
aspects of sustainable
development and encompass
the entire global system,
including the countries of
‘global North’ as well as the
‘global South’. Part of the
MAGIC project (2016-20)
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investigated Europe’s progress towards the
second Sustainable Development Goal - Zero Hunger[3]. This policy brief
highlights two issues hindering progress towards the SDGS: (1)
Governance Challenges and (2) Policy Coherence. The other major issue,
trade and imports sustaining the EU agricultural sector, is covered in a
sister briefing[4].Overall, the findings from MAGIC suggest there is an
urgent need for an overarching strategy to support the implementation
of the SDGS.

Governance Challenges
Achieving Agenda 2030 is an obligation on individual Member States but
has also been adopted and endorsed at the EU level[1]. Individual
countries, however, make their own sustainable development plans and
submit voluntary reviews as part of the UN governance, monitoring and
evaluation of the SDGs. Many policies delivering the SDGs are shared
competencies between the EU and the individual Member States, which
sets up a collective action problem. The limited ability of the EU
institutions to steer actions by Member States therefore shapes progress
towards the SDGs within the EU.
Furthermore, responsibility for EU level implementation of the SDGs is
governed by a wide range of institutions, including the Council, the
Parliament via various Committees, the Committee of Regions and the
Commission, informed by views from a multi-stakeholder platform.
Within the European Commission, the process is overseen by the
Secretariat General. However, the MAGIC analysis suggests that when it
comes to implementation, it is not always clear who is leading specific
implementation actions and ensuring the joint EU-MS commitments are
delivered.
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Sustainable Development Goals

The UN SDGs – or Agenda 2030
– set a comprehensive and
ambitious programme for the
world to achieve by 2030.
There are 17 Goals, which are
recognised as interconnected.
Each goal has 5 or more specific
targets: 169 in total.
The SDGs reflect a future world
that is socially,
environmentally, and
economically sustainable, for
the benefit of all people and
countries. This differs from
previous programmes such as
the Millennium Development
Goals, which were focused on
‘less developed’ countries.
A comprehensive description of
how the EU adopted the SDGs
is available within “Europe's
approach to implementing the
Sustainable Development
Goals: good practices and the
way forward”[1]. This includes
criticism of the implementation
pathways to the SDGs in the
EU.
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This situation, where many parties are responsible for a commitment, but lack the overall authority, or will, to
act effectively, is a common governance challenge. The EU presents itself as a leader in global sustainability, yet
the published documents analysed within MAGIC do not make it explicit by whom, when and how these
governance challenges will be resolved.

Policy Coherence
During the MAGIC data collection process
(2016-2020)
the
lack
of
an
implementation strategy for the SDGs was
observed – the 7th Environment Action
Programme ends in 2020 and the
Sustainable
Development
Strategy,
refreshed in 2010, seems to have been
superseded by the proposed Green Deal.
In the interim, the SDGs have been
implemented through the existing
external and domestic EU policies. Much
of the EU’s attention to SDG
implementation has focused on helping
Figure 2: European Commission view of connections
‘less developed’ countries through
international cooperation and development policy. Externally facing, the focus is on development policy coherence.
However, progress towards the SDGs within Europe also requires an internal perspective. MAGIC analysis suggests
that domestic policy coherence remains problematic. Despite rhetorical claims that individual policies support
multiple SDGs (see Figure 2), the report[3] on progress to SDG2 (Zero Hunger) highlights problems. These include a
lack of coherence between the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and Energy policy beyond biofuels, and the limited
success of agri-environment measures to deliver Water Framework Directive and Biodiversity Strategy outcomes.
Therefore, the assumption -that progress towards the SDGS could be made using existing domestic policy
implementation processes - seems problematic.

Conclusion
The EU plays a welcome role in helping Member States on the global journey towards sustainable development.
However, challenges in implementation remain – navigating shared competencies whilst ensuring subsidiarity;
and ensuring policy coherence across all policy domains and various Directorates General. Therefore, it is
important that the EU recognises and articulates an implementation approach or strategy that goes beyond the
status quo. Given that progress towards the SDGs remains slow, globally and within the EU[2], there is an urgent
need to prioritise SDG delivery, within or as a complement to the Green Recovery Deal. Given the climate,
biodiversity and Covid-19 crises, a radical, rather than incremental, response to implementation is needed.
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