
Integrating 
development with 
environmental 
protection
The development and environment sectors have mostly 
operated independently of each other. What are the practical 
challenges of coordinating effective action that ensures 
development is environmentally sustainable? 
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Humans are always setting goals. 
Ambitious visions allow us to chart 
trajectories, articulate strategies 

and mobilise resources. Goals create global 
narratives that define national and local 
priorities and actions. We have aimed to 
put a man on the moon, create a common 
European market, eradicate smallpox and 
halve poverty. 

At the UN Sustainable Development 
summit in September 2015, 193 governments 
agreed to 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) covering all aspects of sustainable 
development. At the 21st Conference of the 
Parties to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (COP21) 
in December that year, they committed to 
staying within 2°C of warming worldwide 
and to reach zero net carbon emissions in the 
second half of the century. 

These goals are ambitious – articulating 
high expectations – and universal, committing 
all countries to their implementation. They 
will frame policies for the next 15 to 30 
years, requiring action across the world and 

accountability by all actors. These goals are 
not entirely new. They follow on previous 
commitments to enhance development and 
to operate within environmental limits. 
The innovation is in combining them into 
one integrated agenda that seeks to match 
contemporary planetary challenges. 

Core philosophy
The vision of an international agenda for 
development dates back to the end of the 
Second World War. Then, governments 
saw development as a strategy to reduce 
poverty and to enhance security and stability 
in the international system by providing for 
basic needs. This was the core philosophy 
of international and national development 
agencies. It was on this foundation that the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) created 
international development goals in the 
1990s, and supported efforts to articulate 
the eight Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) that were adopted in 2001. The 
MDGs incorporated policy areas including 
education and health, to gender equality, 
environmental sustainability and foreign aid. 

Global environmental goals have been 
articulated through global environmental 
conventions since the early 1970s. As 

early as 1971, for example, the threat to 
wetlands from increased development led 
to the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of 
International Importance. The Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora was 
adopted two years later. 

Global environmental conventions on 
ozone-depleting substances, biodiversity, 
desertification, climate change and 
chemicals and waste followed. They all 
articulated global goals for particular issues, 
and created the governance mechanisms to 
support and review implementation. 

Goals for development and goals for 
environmental protection took on some 
similar characteristics. The MDGs sought 
to motivate action and improve the ability 
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 A family tries to reach safety after their home was 
flooded in Jalalpur Bhattian, Pakistan. The SDGs 
recognise the extent to which human wellbeing is 
dependent on environmental  and climate protection
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of countries to deliver on core development 
indicators. The use of concrete targets and 
indicators proved an effective instrument 
for focusing efforts, monitoring the 
evolution of different strategies and 
prompting global political mobilisation. 
Environmental conventions also set up 
objectives, which, though more general, 
offered guidelines on the purpose and 
implementation of each agreement. 

Universal and inclusive
The new SDGs bring together the 
development imperative of the MDGs, 
the environmental ambitions of the 
global environmental conventions and 
fundamental social goals. They were 
conceived as universal and inclusive, 

applicable to “all nations and peoples and 
for all segments of society”. They explicitly 
recognise that development cannot be 
achieved without safeguarding the ability 
of the planet to maintain the conditions 
critical to human wellbeing, and are 
therefore “integrated and indivisible and 
balance the three dimensions of sustainable 
development: the economic, social and 
environmental”. 

The SDGs incorporate an environmental 
dimension both collectively and individually. 
They emphasise the connection between 
poverty eradication and environmental 
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sustainability – as well as the importance of 
efficient use of resources and meaningful 
contribution from multiple stakeholders. 
Some are specific environmental goals, such 
as SDG 13 (on climate action), SDG 14 (on 
life below water) and SDG 15 (on life on 
land). Others include critical environmental 
dimensions on topics such as SDG 6 (on 
clean water and sanitation), SDG 7 (on 
clean energy), SDG 11 (on sustainable 
cities) and SDG 12 (on responsible 
consumption and production). 

There are also specific targets to create 
the necessary frameworks, policies and 
partnerships to ensure implementation. 
Some of the targets contribute to the 
reduction and eradication of the harmful 
effects of development on the environment. 
This is the case for SDG 1 (on poverty 
eradication), SDG 2 (on food security), SDG 
6 (on sanitation), SDG 9 (on innovation), 
SDG 16 (on effective institutions) and SDG 
17 (on partnerships for the goals). 

It is through various targets attached to 
the goals that the fundamental connections 
between the environment, economic 
wellbeing and social development are 
reflected. As Table 1 illustrates, each 
of the 17 goals incorporates a number 
of economic, social and environmental 
dimensions, as well as finance and 
governance mechanisms. The scope of the 
SDGs also includes values and lifestyles, and 
equality. Cutting across all the other goals is 
SDG 17 (on the means of implementation 
via global partnership). This goal has 
the largest number of targets (19). It 
incorporates targets relating to finance, 
technology, capacity-building, trade, 
institutional coherence, partnerships, data, 
monitoring and accountability. 

Learning from the past
Global goals are a key governance 
instrument and have two equally important 
dimensions: the articulation of the problem 
and the implementation of the solution. 
With the articulation of the 17 SDGs and 
their associated targets now complete, 
countries are embarking on a journey to 
attain them. To this end, it will be important 
to learn from the successes and challenges 
of past efforts. 

At the University of Massachusetts 
Boston, we have launched a research 
initiative to measure and explain the 
level of implementation across global 
environmental conventions. The goal is 
to provide a solid empirical foundation 
for efforts at improving implementation. 
Drawing on the national reports that 

countries submit to the conventions, 
an environmental conventions index 
tracks and compares implementation 
results across countries, within countries 
(across issues and over time) and across 
conventions. 

The index is a composite score derived 
from the answers to the questions in 

Table 1. Integrating the dimensions of sustainable development through targets

Global Goals Targets

Economic Social Environmental Finance & 
Governance Total

Goal 1 Poverty 2 2 1 2 7

Goal 2 Hunger 2 2 1 3 8

Goal 3 Healthy lives 0 8 1 4 13

Goal 4 Education 1 5 1 3 10

Goal 5 Gender equality 0 6 0 3 9

Goal 6 Water and 
sanitation 0 2 4 2 8

Goal 7 Energy 0 1 2 2 5

Goal 8
 Economic 
growth and 
employment

4 5 1 2 12

Goal 9 Infrastructure 3 1 1 3 8

Goal 10 Inequality 2 5 0 3 10

Goal 11 Cities 1 3 4 2 10

Goal 12 Consumption  
and production 2 1 5 3 11

Goal 13 Climate change 0 1 2 2 5

Goal 14 Oceans 2 1 5 2 10

Goal 15
Terrestrial  
ecosystems/
biodiversity

1 1 7 3 12

Goal 16 Peaceful 
societies 0 3 0 9 12

Goal 17 
 

Means of 
implementation Cross-cutting 19

Total number of targets 169
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the national reports submitted to each 
convention secretariat. Findings to date 
illustrate that:
●● implementation has improved over time;
●● many developing countries are more 
consistent with reporting and show 
higher performance than we initially 
expected;

●● many countries report consistently, even 
when the dataset shows poor results;

●● the complexity of the reporting process 
is not necessarily a deterrent to reporting 
compliance;

●● institutional support from the convention 
secretariats is important to ensure regular 
reporting and facilitate implementation.

The record of national implementation of 
global environmental conventions illustrates 
that the effective achievement of the SDGs 
will require robust governance mechanisms 
for action and accountability at both 
national and international level. Ultimately, 
more systematic and comprehensive 
empirical work will be critical. 

Take urgent action to combat  
climate change and its impacts

Comparison of global greenhouse gas emission levels in 2025 and 2030 
resulting from the implementation of the intended nationally determined 
contributions (INDCs) and under other scenarios (GtCO2 eq/yr)
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The Paris Agreement requires its parties to identify their “intended 
nationally determined contribution” (INDCs). Progress will be tracked 
every five years. Current commitments fall well short of the 2°C limit 

required to avert catastrophic climate impact.

Most INDCs include an adaptation element, several stressing it 
as their main priority. The top three priority areas – water, 
agriculture and health – coincide with the top climate threats 

identified: floods, droughts and higher temperatures.

Natural disasters, many of which are 
exacerbated by climate change, are  
increasing in frequency and intensity.  

Between 2000 and 2013, the average annual 
death toll has been 83,000 and a further 211 
million have been affected on average each year.

Source: The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2016, United Nations
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