
Institut du développement durable  
et des relations internationales 
27, rue Saint-Guillaume  
75337 Paris cedex 07 France

issue brief
N°01/14 july 2014 | goverNaNce

ww
w.

id
dr

i.o
rg

five questions and 
answers on the sustainable 
development goals
Tancrède Voituriez, Lucien Chabason, Sébastien Treyer (IDDRI)

Key MeSSageS

 ❚ The sustainable development goals (SDGs) are an unprecedented attempt to inte-
grate the many dimensions of sustainable development into a single framework of 
objectives. To the credit of the vice-chairs of the Open Working Group, the drafting 
of the SDGs was preceded by a number of consultations on the state of problems of 
unsustainable development and solutions to these problems; they were thus drafted 
with a view to effectiveness, in other words as goals that can and ought to be achieved, 
rather than as an asymptote towards which efforts should be directed.

 ❚ Taken as a whole, the SDGs proposed by the OWG are above all enhanced and 
extended Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), with the implications that they 
primarily concern the developing countries and that they do not integrate develop-
ment and environment issues to any significant degree.

 ❚ Criticisms and doubts can be expressed regarding certain goals or targets taken in 
isolation from one another, for which few means of action are available: guaranteeing 
full employment, or high growth in the least developed countries (LDCs), for example. 
However, the real question is elsewhere and lies in the true capacity for change that 
the SDGs offer to economic, political and civil society stakeholders in the different 
countries.

 ❚ As they stand, far from associating the SDGs with sustainability challenges that, by 
their very nature, call for the exploration of new development paths, the sectoral goals 
and targets—and especially industrialisation—are largely based on the reproduction 
of past trajectories, whose limitations are well known.

On the basis of the outcome document of the Rio+20 
conference, The Future We Want, the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) mandated an Open Working 
Group (OWG) involving 70 representative countries 
and observers (multi-stakeholders) to propose a set of 

sustainable development goals (SDGs), for final adoption at the end 
of the 68th Session of the UN General Assembly in September 2015. In 
2014, the United Nations decided to align this process with the post-
2015 development agenda in order to move towards a set of goals that 
integrates economic, social, societal and environmental dimensions 
to provide the basis for the post-2015 United Nations agenda. After 16 
months of work, the Open Working Group published its proposals on 
Saturday, July 19, 2014.1

1. Outcome document – Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals. 
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.htmlThis article is based on research that has received 

a financial support from the French government 
in the framework of the programme “Investisse-
ments d’avenir”, managed by ANR (French na-
tional agency for research) under the reference 
ANR-10-LABX-01.
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WHaT Do THe SDgs eNTaIl?
The SDGs2 set out a series of 17 overall goals accom-
panied by 169 targets with different time horizons 
until 2030, each of which describes the basic compo-
nents of a more sustainable form of development. If 
they are achieved, the SDGs will have contributed 
to creating a world without extreme poverty (target 
1.1), without hunger or malnutrition (2.1), without 
preventable deaths of newborns and under-five 
children (3.2), without epidemics of AIDS, tubercu-
losis, malaria, and neglected tropical diseases (3.3), 
and without gender discrimination (5.1). Access to 
drinking water will be universal (6.1), sanitation will 
be improved (target 6.2), and access to sexual and 
reproductive health (5.6), to health coverage (3.8), 
to �modern� energy (7.1), to transport (11.2) and to 
housing (11.1) will also be universal. Child labour and 
forced labour will be eradicated (8.7), economies will 
have full employment (8.5), and the LDCs will have 
GDP growth of at least 7% per year (8.1) and will be 
twice as industrialised as today (9.2). In all countries, 
the income of the bottom 40% of the population will 
grow at a rate higher than the national average (10.1).

Ensuring sustainable consumption and produc-
tion patterns is referred to the implementation of 
the 10-Year Framework on this subject3 (12), and 
combating climate change to the work of the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) (13). The oceans and marine resources 
will be protected and used sustainably (14), but the 
protection of the high seas is not mentioned. Biodi-
versity loss will be halted, and terrestrial ecosystems 
protected (15). There will be fewer forms of violence 
in the world (16.1) and less corruption (16.5).

To meet these goals and targets, the means of im-
plementation (finance, technology, trade) will be 
“strengthened”, and the global partnership for sus-
tainable development will be “revitalised” (17).

HoW Do THe SDgs DIFFer FroM THe MDgs?
The SDGs are an unprecedented attempt to inte-
grate the many dimensions of sustainable devel-
opment into a single framework of objectives. 
However, taken as a whole, the SDGs are above 
all enhanced and extended MDGs, with the impli-
cation that they primarily concern the developing 
countries (goals 1 to 9 in particular). They address 

2. In this brief, “SDGs” refers to the list of SDGs produced 
by the Open Working Group (see note 1).

3. At Rio+20, the Heads of State confirmed their commit-
ment to speeding up the shift towards sustainable pat-
terns of consumption and production (SCP), through 
the adoption of the 10-Year Framework of Programmes 
on Sustainable Consumption and Production (10YFP), 
for which the secretariat is hosted by the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP).

certain gaps in the MDGs (the quality of education 
and not just access to education, nutritional aspects 
of food security and not just combating hunger, 
and neglected and non-communicable diseases, in 
particular), and therefore represent progress. They 
are the result of lessons learned from the MDGs.

The SDGs differ from the MDGs in at least five 
ways:
 m They include sectoral or even macroeconomic 

goals: developing infrastructure, and increasing 
productivity and industrial value added, in partic-
ular. Once again, we see here the effect of lessons 
learned. The vast majority of people who have 
moved out of extreme poverty in the last 15 years 
have been able to do so because of high growth in 
heavily populated countries, which have become 
middle-income countries. Invoking productivity, 
industrialisation and growth to reduce persistent 
poverty is not therefore inappropriate, although it 
does raise questions as to our capacity to produce 
sustained and sustainable GDP growth, especially 
if this growth must be decoupled from the con-
sumption of natural resources, as recommended 
by certain complementary targets. Indeed, a 
major reduction in extreme poverty without an 
increase in pollution has never been observed; 
likewise, in the last 30 years, industrialisation has 
not been accompanied by a reduction in inequali-
ties—yet these are both separate targets or goals 
in the current SDGs. Far from associating the 
SDGs with sustainability challenges that, by their 
very nature, call for the exploration of totally new 
development paths, in other words an incentive 
for radical innovation, sectoral targets such as in-
dustrialisation are largely based on the reproduc-
tion of past trajectories, whose limitations are well 
known.

 m They give more importance to social or societal 
goals—if need be, simply by recalling certain 
terms of commitments already made within the 
framework of treaties or conventions.

 m They include peace and security goals. Once 
again, rather than being excessively ambitious, 
these should be seen as consistent with the goals 
of ending poverty, malnutrition and hunger, 
which, as we know, are concomitant with armed 
conflict.

 m They substantially develop the environmental 
MDG (MDG 7) according to the terms and objec-
tives of the three Rio conventions (1992: climate, 
biodiversity, desertification), to which are added 
marine, life-cycle and waste issues.

 m Under each goal, they include at least one target 
of interest to a country irrespective of its income 
level, thereby satisfying the principle of universal-
ity required by the terms of The Future We Want, 
with the reservation that universal targets are not 
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always quantifiable and quantified. One example 
of this is halving the number of people in relative 
poverty (i.e. according to national definitions 
rather than to the threshold of US$ 1.25 per day) 
(quantified target 1.2), or the implementation of 
sustainable production systems (non-quantified 
target 2.4).
Finally, it should be pointed out, in procedural 

rather than substantive terms, that contrary to the 
MDGs, the SDGs were drafted and negotiated by 
government representatives.

WHaT level oF aMBITIoN?
For the moment, the level of ambition is unquestion-
ably high. The word “end” occurs far more often 
(10 times) than in the MDGs (once). The range of 
fields covered, as already mentioned, is also far 
broader. If it were given a direction, this ambition 
would move towards a strengthening of the MDGs. It 
should be stressed that at present, the direction taken 
is not that of the integration or articulation of devel-
opment and environmental issues.

are THe SDgs realISTIc?
To the credit of the vice-chairs of the Open Working 
Group, the drafting of the SDGs was preceded by a 
number of consultations on the state of problems of 
unsustainable development and solutions to these 
problems; they were thus drafted with a view to 
effectiveness, in other words as goals that can and 
ought to be achieved, rather than as an asymptote 
towards which efforts should be directed.

However, criticisms and doubts can be expressed 
regarding certain goals or targets for which few 
means of action are available: guaranteeing full 
employment, or high growth in the least developed 
countries (LDCs), for example, appear to be unat-
tainable based on the performances of the different 
policies implemented to date. But full employment 
and economic catch-up nevertheless feature in most 
of the macroeconomic models used in universities 
and trade negotiations. We can therefore once again 
turn the criticism around for the sake of consistency 
and, as a last resort, recall Nelson Mandela, who 
said, “It always seems impossible until it is done”.

To these criticisms are added those of economists 
who stress the cost of certain goals, in particular 
those aimed at “ending” a problem4—when reduc-
ing its incidence (without eradicating it) would 
have been more efficient. In short, pulling the final 

4. Bjorn Lomborg “Setting the Right Global Goals” Pro-
ject Syndicate http://www.project-syndicate.org/com-
mentary/bj-rn-lomborg-identifies-the-areas-in-which-
increased-development-spending-can-do-the-most-good

person out of poverty is costly. The same applies 
to malnutrition. Put that way, this criticism goes 
against moral standards: if we know how to solve 
the problem of poverty and malnutrition in its en-
tirety, which principle of justice permits us to avoid 
doing so? The interesting part of the criticism is 
elsewhere: it underlines a difficulty that is insepa-
rable from the level of ambition of the SDGs: by 
producing a comprehensive framework for sustain-
ability, the SDGs blur any priorities. We will return 
to this in the next section.

We also note the criticisms of development and 
environmental NGOs regarding the role given to 
growth and especially to trade liberalisation in the 
attainment of goals, whereas development and the 
effective application of international environmental 
law are not mentioned.

Moreover, it should not be forgotten that the 
SDGs are also criticised for being nothing more than 
a new form of self-justification for the aid sector, a 
criticism already levelled at the MDGs.

All of these criticisms are serious. However, we 
believe that the real questions lie elsewhere—not in 
which goals will be met, and with how many deci-
mals, but in the true capacity for change the SDGs 
offer to economic, political and civil society stake-
holders in the different countries.

WHaT caPacITy For cHaNgINg 
DeveloPMeNT PaTHS aND MoDelS?
The SDGs are both a reminder of commitments 
already made—this is the case for the symbolic goal 
of combating climate change or protecting biodi-
versity—and the expression of an ambition and a 
propeller towards greater achievements; ending 
extreme poverty and malnutrition are just two 
examples of this. Whether reminders or propellers, 
what exactly will they change from January 1, 2016?

At the very least, they will produce information: 
the hundreds of indicators associated with the tar-
gets, despite being undoubtedly difficult to read, 
will provide a more precise, coherent and compre-
hensive picture than the one currently given by the 
sporadic UN reports on the quality of development 
in the different economies and regions of the world. 
The SDGs will be first and foremost statistics to in-
form the indicators, both for the “North” and for the 
“South”.

They can reasonably be expected to produce 
knowledge: provided that monitoring and evalua-
tion mechanisms stimulate experimentation and 
learning within and between countries, the SDGs 
can be seen as laboratories for policies in the broad 
sense, whose effects can be compared over time—
with the aim of better understanding what works 
or does not work, and under which conditions. 
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The SDGs will also be policies and practices, which 
is something the MDGs have struggled to achieve 
beyond the narrow context of development experts.

Today, we have some information concerning the 
measurement, evaluation and monitoring mecha-
nisms, which are essential to the experimentation 
and learning processes we have just mentioned. 
Meeting under the auspices of ECOSOC, in June 2014 
a High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) published the 
prototype of what should become the Global Sus-
tainable Development Report—an evaluation report 
of progress made on the SDGs. Several options are 
being investigated and discussed concerning its 
format and frequency: a traditional report drafted 
under the responsibility of the Secretary-General 
of the United Nations; a report based on national 
contributions and stakeholders; or the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) model, in 
other words a report drafted by an intergovernmen-
tal panel on sustainable development. Whatever the 
option chosen, it is understood that national reports 
will have to be drafted as well as reports by special-
ised agencies. The question remains as to how the 
national reports will be reviewed, including the pos-
sibility of peer reviews.

More speculatively, the SDGs can produce a 
change in development path and models: this seems 
to be essential to ensure all goals are achieved simul-
taneously, so much so that it could be seen as the 
indirect objective of all the SDGs. Raising the ques-
tion of changing models therefore amounts to asking 
whether or not all the SDGs will be achieved simulta-
neously—and we stress the word “simultaneously”. 
It is not just a matter of increasing productivity, but 
of increasing productivity and changing production 
models in order to make these less natural resource-
intensive, to give just one example. The main uncer-
tainty here concerns the capacity of the SDGs and 
of the associated monitoring mechanisms to bring 
about these changes in development paths and mod-
els pursuant to the requirements of sustainability. 
They run the risk of reproducing the same speciali-
sation as the MDGs, making each issue a specific 
silo: they are every bit as specialised. The tension 
between development and environment is height-
ened by the presence of an industrialisation goal on 
the one hand, and environmental goals on the other. 
However, the process launched by the HLPF could 
also succeed where the MDGs have failed, by com-
paring between countries the systemic functioning of 
the simultaneous achievement of the different goals, 
especially if the national reports produced contain 
an explicit forward-looking anticipation of develop-
ment model changes between 2015 and 2030, rather 
than a simple juxtaposition of sectoral reports.

Why is there such uncertainty surrounding 
the capacity for change provided by the SDGs? 

First, because they are not self-enforcing. They are 
not accompanied by penalties and are therefore, in 
legal terms, devoid of force. Next, since they trans-
late the current imbalance between preferences 
for the environment and (traditional) preferences 
for industrialisation and development, they are 
MDGs+, in other words MDGs combined with en-
vironmental concerns, rather than goals that each 
integrate the many dimensions of sustainable de-
velopment. In 1992, the collective or consensual 
priority was for environmental protection; today, 
it is instead for economic-catch up and a general 
increase in well-being (measured by growth). This 
imbalance between preferences is more likely to 
lead to a harmonisation than to a transformation of 
development models.

Third, the SDG means of implementation set out 
in goal 17 seem to fall short of the ambitions of the 
SDGs as a whole, which we consider to be high. Is it 
only possible to put an end to a series of 10 scourges 
or disasters, to protect biodiversity and natural re-
sources, and to dramatically reduce the production 
of waste through the “strengthening” of existing 
means of implementation and a “revitalisation” of 
the Global Partnership for Sustainable Develop-
ment? This is questionable. The Intergovernmen-
tal Committee of Experts on Sustainable Develop-
ment Financing, which will shortly publish its final 
report,5 will perhaps shed further light on this ques-
tion, as will the Third International Conference on 
Financing for Development, to be held in Addis Aba-
ba in July 2015. But this partnership, already present 
as MDG 8, was also broadly criticised for failing to 
tackle issues of international competition, which 
were addressed elsewhere (in bilateral trade agree-
ments, for example).

Finally, the SDGs will only be translated into ac-
tion and truly implemented if they are appropriated 
by the countries concerned—in literal terms, all 
countries, because they are universal. The state of 
discussions to date suggests that they will be more 
rapidly adopted by the developing countries, and in 
particular by the low- or middle-income countries, 
than by the OECD countries, except for the obliga-
tion these countries set themselves to honour certain 
payments. We had thought that sustainable devel-
opment was an idea belonging to the rich countries. 
Their silence about what they expect from the SDGs 
for themselves suggests we were wrong. Sustain-
able development seems to be first and foremost for 
the poor. But rich or poor, the countries have exactly 
one year left to finalise the SDGs. ❚

5. The version available when this brief was written was 
the “Advance unedited version of the report of the Inter-
governmental Committee of Experts on Sustainable 
Development Financing” dated August 8, 2014.


