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Understanding Sustainable Development Goals
Two years ago, the international community embarked on an unprecedented common path mapped
out in the comprehensive set of Sustainable Developments Goals (SDGs), to which it had committed.
Taking into account the high level of ambition of this new agenda, it was crucial to implement it as
quickly and coherently as possible on all levels.

New approach to development: a universal and comprehensive new agenda
In September 2015, the 193 UN member states unanimously adopted the 2030 Agenda for sustainable
development. Contrary to their predecessor, the five Millennium Development Goals, which focused primarily
on health and poverty issues in developing countries, the 17 interconnected and indivisible SDGs, and their
192 specific targets at the heart of the 2030 Agenda, have broad scope and universal application. Aimed at
helping humanity undergo a transformative shift, they recognise environmental sustainability concerns as an
essential and necessary dimension of human development, alongside the social, economic and political
dimensions. Going far beyond the traditional recipient-donor approach, the 2030 Agenda offers a common
ambitious path of development for all humanity, and an incentive to rethink development cooperation.

Fruit of an unprecedented process
The post-2015 global agenda has been shaped in a novel institutional setting, characterised not only by its
twin aspects – the Rio+20 state-driven actions and the post-2015 UN-led ones – but also by its highly
participative nature. Its decade-long elaboration process involved various stakeholders, such as NGOs, private-
sector entities and local authorities in various frameworks, including global and national consultations. This
innovation, known as the Global Conversation, consisted of 88 national and 11 thematic dialogues and an
online worldwide survey. Altogether that enabled more than a million people to express their views on the
post-2015 development agenda.
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Challenging implementation
Given the SDGs' broad scope and universal character, their successful implementation requires the active
involvement of international, national and subnational stakeholders, citizens and the private sector. It is the
national governments that carry the primary and formal responsibility for implementing the SDGs (even
though the goals are voluntary in nature), and have committed to reporting systematically on progress
towards achieving them. The role of the UN, and more specifically of its high-level political forum (HLPF),
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and General Assembly (UNGA), is to assist the countries in this process,
in particular by providing guidelines and, if needed, by support and by sharing data and best practices globally.
Forty-two voluntary national reviews (VNRs) were submitted to the HLPF in July 2017, aimed at facilitating
sharing of experiences, including successes, challenges and lessons learned, with a view to accelerating the
implementation of the 2030 Agenda.
Monitoring
The implementation of the SDGs is to be monitored by means of global reporting mechanisms using a common
framework of indicators developed under the auspices of the Inter-agency Expert Group on SDG Indicators.
This framework, with 232 statistical indicators to measure progress on individual targets, was adopted by the
UNGA in July 2017. The January 2017 UN World Data Forum held in Cape Town, South Africa, served as a
platform for intensifying cooperation on sustainable development-related data. The 2017 SDGs report, based
on the most recent data available, shows that progress on different goals is insufficient to meet the targets by
2030. The findings of several pilot studies collecting perceptions on the SDGs were presented at the HLPF
meeting in July 2017. These showed that 20 % of the population in both low and highly developed countries is
still struggling to cover its basic needs, including access to food, and that healthcare, employment, education,
peace and justice are major issues of concern.
The need to address SDGs in a cross-cutting and coherent manner
Commentators note that due to the universal, integrated and inter-related nature of the SDGs, policy and
institutional coherence will be a key prerequisite for achieving them. Many countries have already established
coordination structures at national level. The UN is also reforming its structures and processes to cope with
SDG implementation in a more integrated way. The principle of policy coherence for development is included
in SDG 17, which aims at strengthening the means for implementation and revitalising the global partnership
for sustainable development. The reinforcement of some of the most critical points in this regard is based on
several premises: ensuring that developed countries honour their commitment of setting aside 0.7 % of their
gross national income (GNI) for official development assistance (ODA); debt relief and external investment
promotion regimes for the least developed countries; and helping developing countries increase their exports.

EU contribution
Having played an active role in elaborating the SDGs, the EU has also committed to implementing them in both
its domestic and foreign policies. In November 2016, the European Commission presented its SDG package,
including a communication describing the next steps for a sustainable European future, a communication on
the EU's post-Cotonou relationship with Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific, and a proposal for a new
European consensus on development, all of which were adopted in June 2017. The key implementing actions
envisaged are: mainstreaming the SDGs into EU policies and initiatives; regular reporting on the EU's progress
from 2017; launching a high-level multi-stakeholder platform to support the exchange of best practices on
implementation; and opening debate on the post-2020 perspective. A new EU SDG indicator to monitor the
EU's progress was published in May 2017, ahead of the EU SGD monitoring report expected in autumn 2017.

The European Parliament is a strong supporter of the integrated and universal, human rights-centred Agenda 2030.
In its July 2017 resolution on EU action for sustainability, it called upon the Commission to produce an EU SDGs
implementation strategy and for adapting the EU budget to the SDG priorities. The Parliament also stressed the
need to ensure effective EU external-policy support for the SDGs' implementation in developing countries. In its
February 2017 resolution on the revision of the European consensus on development, the Parliament reiterated its
long-term position that the fight against poverty and hunger remain a primary goal. It also voiced its wish for the
EU to maintain official development aid (ODA) as the backbone of its development policy. It called again on the
Member States to fulfil their commitment to achieving the 0.7 % of GNI ODA target by 2030. Regarding increased
private sector participation in development cooperation, in particular via the new European external investment
plan, the Parliament voiced its support for enhancing public-private partnerships to leverage additional resources
for development, but under strict aid effectiveness, environmental and social conditions.
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