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Abstract

The United Nations unveiled a set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in September 2015, with 169
targets and a little over 230 indicators. This was a sequel to the Millennium Development Goals whose remit ended
in 2015. Challenges lie ahead for governments around the world — national, provincial and municipal — to adapt
the targets and indicators to effect a meaningful transition towards sustainable development by 2030. Cities are
where the battle for sustainable development will be won or lost — they contribute 80% of the global GDP, and
account for 70% each of global energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions. With over two-thirds of the
global population likely to live in cities by 2060, this is more than a cliché. A clutch of sustainable cities makes a
sustainable province; a clutch of sustainable provinces makes a sustainable country, and it follows that several
sustainable countries learning and sharing and helping other countries, will make for a sustainable world in the
21st century and further on into the future. While moving forward, trade-offs and complementarities must not be
forgotten. Often, there are serendipitous benefits when complementarities which exist are not factored in, but the
trade-offs if forgotten may end up robbing Peter to pay Paul. Despite the interregnum brought about by the Corona
Virus pandemic in 2020, the world will be getting up, dusting itself clean and moving ahead in the next decade
towards the SDGs set for year-2030.
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ability

Streszczenie

Organizacja Narodow Zjednoczonych we wrzesniu 2015 r. uchwalita zestaw 17 Celéw zrownowazonego rozwoju
(SDGs), obejmujacych 169 podcelow i nieco ponad 230 wskaznikow. Byta to kontynuacja Milenijnych Celow
Rozwoju, ktorych misja zakonczyta si¢ w 2015 r. Wtadze na catym $wiecie — krajowe, prowincjonalne i miejskie
— stoja przed wyzwaniem, aby dostosowac cele 1 wskazniki, aby dokona¢ znaczacego przejscia w kierunku zrow-
nowazonego rozwoju do 2030 r. Miasta odgrywaja kluczowag role w bitwie o zréwnowazony rozwoj — niezaleznie
Czy zostanie ona wygrana czy przygrana — bowiem tworza 80% $wiatowego PKB i odpowiadaja za 70% global-
nego zuzycia energii i emisji gazow cieplarnianych. Poniewaz do 2060 r. ponad dwie trzecie Swiatowej populacji
bedzie mieszka¢ w miastach, jest to wigc oczywiste. Grupa zrownowazonych miast tworzy zrownowazong pro-
wincje; Grupa zrownowazonych prowincji tworzy zrownowazony kraj, a wynika z tego, ze kilka zréwnowazonych
krajéow zdobywajacych do$wiadczenie, udostepniajacych je innym Krajom oraz pomagajacych im, stworzy zrow-
nowazony $wiat jeszcze XXI wieku i dalej na przysztos¢. Idac naprzdod, nie mozna zapomina¢ o kompromisach i
komplementarnos$ciach. Czesto pojawiaja si¢ nieoczekiwane korzysci, gdy komplementarno$¢, ktora istnieje, nie
jest uwzgledniana, ale kompromisy, jesli zostang zapomniane, mogg skoficzy¢ sie okradaniem Piotra, aby zaplaci¢
Pawlowi. Pomimo bezkrdlewia wywotanego pandemig koronawirusa w 2020 r. §wiat bedzie si¢ podnosit i posuwat
naprzod w kierunku Celow zrownowazonego rozwoju wyznaczonych na rok 2030.

Stowa kluczowe: Cele zrbwnowazonego rozwoju, cele, Milenijne cele rozwojowe, wskazniki, zrownowazono$¢
miejska
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Introduction

Sustainability refers to a state, or an ability. Sustain-
able development is a process. This process is essen-
tially the means towards the end, which is sustaina-
bility itself. Here, it is necessary that the means — the
process of development and all that it entails — are
sustainable, in order to justify the end. As said in
Kallio, et al. (2007), the phenomenon we label as
sustainable development can never be exhaustively
defined; it would constantly change with time, inter-
preters and their needs. We thus have an elusive, im-
permanent end-goal, which is pursued with a
changeable set of ways and means. Quental, et al.
(2011) has stated that the introduction of sustainable
development as a concept was an intellectual answer
to reconcile the conflicting goals of environmental
protection and economic growth.

Space, time and just about everything

When we talk of sustainability, as it is a moving tar-
get, the process of sustainable development needs to
keep going on. It is never completed! Thus, the tem-
poral aspect here suggests that while long-term
thinking needs to be adopted, the process never re-
ally stops. It is quite like a never-ending relay race,
with the baton changing hands, and the demands
fluctuating, with sustainability being the constantly-
receding goal which a team of countless athletes,
keep pursuing in turn. The degree of sustainability in
other words, is the prevalent status at any point of
time, and if sustainability is always a moving target,
this degree will never be 100%. As far as the spatial
aspect is concerned, we are all connected, through
the atmosphere, hydrosphere and pedosphere, and
the anthropospheric constructs of trade and travel.
What | do now, may/can/will impact someone else
somewhere adversely or favourably. If space and
time are considered together, this someone else
somewhere, may even be a person who is not even
born at the time of the deed. In other words, is it pos-
sible to ensure that someone somewhere at some
point of time in the future is not adversely affected
by what I do here now?

City-level decision-makers are faced with the al-
most-insurmountable challenge of integrating seem-
ingly-conflicting disciplines and adopting a holistic,
balanced, and sustainable approach to the policies
they draw up, to make the path towards the elusive
goal more tractable. The mere awareness and the
readiness to understand the importance of sustaina-
ble development opens the mind up to question, crit-
icize, challenge, learn, unlearn and relearn.

The SDG framework prescribed by the United
Nations

That brings us to the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) unveiled by the United Nations in Septem-

ber 2015, as a sequel to the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGSs). There are seventeen of them,
each with a set of targets, and each target defined by
a range of indicators.

While the categorisation in Table 1 has been done by
the author, Ho and Goethals (2019) have defined the
5Ps — People (SDGs 1, 2, 3, 4, 5); Planet (SDGs 6,
12, 13, 14 and 15); Prosperity (7,8,9,10 and 11),
Peace (SDG 16) and Partnership (SDG 17). The
measures for the indicators may be quantitative,
qualitative or semi-quantitative. In many cases, lack
of measurable data can be compensated for, by hav-
ing a qualitative description of the performance; or a
Likert’s scale ranking in lieu of actual indicator val-
ues. It must be pointed out here that everything can-
not be quantified and often, contextually-important
indicators representing the softer aspects of sustain-
able development, are necessarily qualitative or at
best, semi-quantitative. The total number of SDG-
targets is a whopping 169 (an average of 10 per
SDG), which perforce needs to be whittled down to
a manageable, workable, measurable and transpar-
ent set of targets, to concentrate minds and facilitate
easier and effective decision-making. Performance
towards each of these targets is measured with the
aid of one or more indicators, bringing the total num-
ber of indicators defined for the SDGs to 232 (of
these nine are repeated across targets/goals twice or
thrice). For the sake of comparison, one may add at
the end of this sub-section that the MDGs were 8 in
number (vis-a-vis the 17 SDGs), and in contrast to
the maximum of 169 targets identified under the 17
SDGs, there were just 60 under the 8 MDGs.

More targets/indicators need not always be merrier.
Less may not always be advisable. While these two
quantitative adjectives introduce more confusion
than clarity, a via media is smart — an acronym for
qualitative adjectives: specific, measurable, attaina-
ble, relevant and time-bound. According to
Zondervan (2017), the International Council of Sci-
ence and the International Social Science Council,
have observed that of the 169 targets, 49 are well-
developed, 91 could be strengthened by being more
specific and the remaining targets require significant
work.

Applications at different levels — thus far

Zinkernagel et al. (2018) is a rich source of literature
references which help in understanding how opin-
ions and suggestions about, and knowledge of sus-
tainable development goals have proliferated over
time. There are voluntary official government-led
national reviews of SDGs — most of them are narra-
tive in style and focus on institutional processes,
consultations, and challenges without providing an
evidence-based quantitative assessment of national
progress against the SDG targets and indicators
(Allen et al., 2018). One does find applications at
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Table 1. The SDGs categorised based on the three pillars of sustainability (categorisation done by the author
Category SDG | Name Targets Indicators
Social 2 Zero hunger 8 14
3 Good health and well-being 13 24
4 Quality education 10 11
5 Gender equality 9 14
10 | Reduce inequalities 10 11
Economic 9 Industry, innovation and infrastructure 8 12
Environmental 13 | Climate action 5 7
14 | Life below water 10 10
15 | Life below land 12 14
Socio-economic 1 No poverty 7 12
8 Decent work and economic growth 12 17
| |
| |
Encompassing all three dimensions 11 | Sustainable cities and communities 10 15
12 | Responsible production and consumption 11 13
Governance/Political will 16 | Peace, justice and strong institutions 12 23
17 | Partnerships for the goals 19 25
Total 169 232

sub-national-levels (provincial or state-level) in lit-
erature, though city-level comprehensive applica-
tions of the SDG framework are yet to be firmly en-
trenched in decision-making. During the last two
decades (more specifically, from 1993 to 2015) there
have been many attempts by international organisa-
tions and cities themselves, as well as private and in-
terest groups, to develop indicators and indicator sets
to monitor cities’ sustainable development, accom-
panied by a proliferation of different monitoring
methods. While the SDGs were launched by the UN
in 2015, planning and performance monitoring has
been guided by several sets of indicators, as referred
to earlier — starting from the UN Habitats Urban In-
dicator Programme (1993) to the Commission for
Sustainable Development’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Indicators (1995), EU’s sustainability indica-
tors (1998) to European Common Indicators (2000)
to OECD’s Better Life Index (2011) to ISO 37 120
indicators (Sustainable development of communi-
ties) (2014). The number of indicators ranged from
10 for the European Common Indicators set to 97 for
the one launched in 2014. For cities which have been
measuring their sustainability performance using
one of these, transiting to the SDGs which indeed
have a much wider and all-encompassing scope with
a total of over 200 indicators, may be a desirable and
sought-after change characterised by scepticism and
confusion, which needs to surmounted. The indica-
tor sets which preceded the SDG-set of 2015 are not
perfect sub-sets of the latter. Some key indicators
from the older sets are missing from the list of 232
which comprise the SDGs, and ought to have been
included.

Global Initiative for the UN — Cities in the USA
and Europe

While such efforts have provided the impetus
needed, it will not be long before sustainable devel-
opment evolves from being a fuzzy concept to some-
thing which can be operationalised despite (or rather
thanks to) its multidimensional nature. The trade-
offs and hurdles which one refers to, will remain.
They may not be entirely overcome in the near fu-
ture, but once the ball is set rolling, benefits to deci-
sion-making will surely accrue; and changes when
they happen, will be for the better. Two reports from
2019 (Lynch et al., 2019; LaFortune et al., 2019) —
outputs from A Global Initiative for the United Na-
tions, deserve mention at the outset. Also worthy of
mention, additionally, is a report encompassing 1.3
billion people (more than the combined populations
of the EU and the USA accounted for in the reports
referred to in the previous sentence) — NITI Aayog
(2018) — the SDG India Index baseline report for
year-2018 does a statewise analysis for 13 of the 17
SDGs; hopefully providing an impetus for the lag-
gards (the authors however would like to label them
euphemistically as ‘aspirants’) to catch up with the
frontrunners.

Lynch et al. (2019) as well as LaFortune et al. (2019)
have excluded the SDGs 14 and 17 (refer to Table
1), owing to either data non-availability or irrele-
vance to the city-level analysis. The American anal-
ysis narrows down the range of indicators to 54; 41
of these aligning with the State-level sustainability
index calculated earlier; and 19 of these 41, figuring
in the calculation of the national-level index. The au-
thors emphasize that challenges are very diverse on
local levels within even small countries, and hence
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sub-national (state-level, provincial level, city or
town levels) efforts to gather data (disaggregation of
national-level data in other words) are extremely im-
portant and effective and indispensable, if one may
add in the last adjective to drive the importance
home, for the attainment of the SD goals. It is even
possible that mayors and decision-makers on city-
levels may not find suitable indicators in the SDG
framework to represent something which they think
is vital and crucial to sustainable development within
their domains. This would call for tailor-making the
indicators (or defining modified ones) to make deci-
sion-making meaningful. In an assessment done for
Australia (Allen et al., 2019), the authors of the said
paper have categorised the indicators factored in, as
original (as prescribed by the UN) alternative (mi-
nor variations on the original ones) and complemen-
tary (totally new ones defined contextually).
LaFortune et al. (2019) have observed that 65% of
the SDG’s targets (about 110 of the 169) can be
reached only by working concertedly on local and
regional scales. It follows that local leaders ought to
be engaged in the exercise very closely, their view-
points heard, and deliberations with the general pub-
lic must not be dispensed with.

SDG 11 and adapting the others to local context

It is imperative to localise the targets and indicators
of the other SDGs (other than SDG 11, that is) to
strengthen their urban and local dimensions. The tar-
gets of SDG11 can also be considered as so-called
composite targets, interlinked with targets set under
other SDGs (Nicklin and Cornwell, 2019). SDG11
forms the basis for projects being undertaken by the
Arab Bank for Economic Development in sub-Sa-
haran African countries, in cities in, inter alia, Benin,
Ivory Coast and Cape Verde. At this juncture, it
would be relevant to point out that cities in India per-
form very poorly (SDG 11 index score for the coun-
try, based on targets related to housing, slums and
waste management, is 39 out of a maximum of 100)
vis-a-vis the targets set by the government of India
for year-2030, as noted in the SDG India Index re-
port (NITI Aayog, 2018)

Cities can be encouraged (or mandated) to assume
responsibility for monitoring performance for a
specified sub-set of localised goals and targets — the
indicators used clearly being subjective, value-
driven and selected in concert with other stakehold-
ers, and defining the prevailing social debates and
priorities — and achieving the same, within the time-
frame set. The word prevailing implies that while the
relevance of the currently-defined goals, targets and
indicators are likely to change over time; new indi-
cators may also be defined as paradigm shifts happen
in urban systems (for instance, not very long ago, the
number of Internet connections per 100,000 inhabit-
ants was not considered as a sustainability indicator).

As observed in a special report on India in The Econ-
omist (26-10-2019), freeing Indian cities to run their
own affairs would cost very little but substantially
boost the quality of life for millions of people. What
applies to India, applies to all developing and transi-
tion economies.

U4SSC Framework

The United 4 Smart Sustainable Cities Framework
(Convention for Biological Diversity et al. 2019)
has published its own set of Key Performance Indi-
cators, based on (and derived from) some of the tar-
gets in the SDG framework. This can be looked upon
as an effectively-truncated set of indicators, number-
ing 91 (Refer Figure 1). This framework adopts the
triple bottom line de rigeur and identifies six typol-
ogies of KPIs (Figure 1) — core smart, core sustaina-
ble, core structural, advanced smart, advanced sus-
tainable and advanced structural. Digressing just a
wee bit, the measurement of most of the smart KPIs
are ICT-enabled (Information, Communication and
Technology) and in this context, the suggestion of
the Global e-sustainability Initiative (cited in Jones
etal., 2017) that smart manufacturing, smart agricul-
ture, smart buildings, smart mobility and smart en-
ergy could cut global GHGs by 20% by 2030 is note-
worthy. It follows that when the implementation of
the SDGs gets underway on a war footing, the ICT-
sector will be avail of a massive business opportunity
(Heeks, 2016, cited in Jones et al. 2017).

The Environmental KPIs in the U4SSC framework
encompass six SDGs (6, 7, 11, 13, 14, 15 and 16),
and address 12 targets in all. While SDG 16 which
has been categorised by the authors of this paper un-
der the Governance/Political Will dimension of sus-
tainable development, the others can be identified as
pure or hybrid environmental SDGs, also from Table
1. The Economic KPIs encompass 9 SDGs (5, 6, 7,
8,9, 11, 12, 16, 17), and address 26 targets in all,
while the Socio-cultural ones include 9 SDGs (1, 2,
3, 4,5, 8,10, 11 and 16) and address 30 targets.
There are 16 KPIs which are linked to (referenced to,
in other words), multiple targets in the same or dif-
ferent SDGs.

Planetary boundaries approach

Rockstrom et al. (2009), proposed the planetary
boundaries approach to sustainable development,
which they admitted was not being introduced as a
roadmap per se to sustainable development but, in
the context of the human predicament in the Anthro-
pocene era, as a first step in identifying 9 biophysical
boundaries at the planetary scale (and thereby the lo-
cal and regional scales, when one narrows down to
manageable scales), within which humanity has the
flexibility to choose a myriad of pathways for human
well-being and development (the social and the eco-
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Figure 1. The KPIs in the United for Smart Sustainable Cities Framework, based on the SDGs (Convention for Biological

Diversity, 2019)
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Figure 2. Schematic representation of cities, states, countries and industrial enterprises in a globalised world

nomic aspects in other words). As Pope Francis has
long argued, care for the environment is inseparable
from the fight against global inequality (in other
words, SDGs 13, 14 and 15, are inseparable from
SDG 5). The grand aim would thus be to enable 9
billion people to achieve the 17 SDGs, with the
earth’s 9 planetary boundaries in a safe state, by
2050. The authors categorise processes as systemic
at planetary scale and aggregated at local or re-
gional scales, and also as processes with and without
known global scale thresholds. They however have
chosen only one indicator per SDG (17 in all
thereby) for their modelling. Cities influence all the
processes discussed in the said paper — climate
change, ocean acidification, stratospheric ozone de-
pletion, global phosphorus and nitrogen cycles, at-
mospheric aerosol loading, freshwater use, land use
change, biodiversity loss and chemical pollution, di-

rectly or indirectly via the spillover effect (Kloke-
Lesch, 2018). In the context of applicability of the
SDGs to cities (the disaggregation which has been
mandated by all sustainability researchers), it must
be mentioned at this juncture that the PB framework
is not designed to be downscaled or disaggregated to
smaller levels, even though it recognises the im-
portance of changes at the level of sub-systems (cit-
ies for instance) on the functioning of the earth as a
whole.

On the indisputable premise that human prosperity
and well-being (social and economic dimensions of
sustainability) must be optimised within planetary
boundaries set as guardrails to safeguard the envi-
ronmental dimension, direct links (positive correla-
tions — complementarities or negative correlations —
conflicts) between the improvements in the KPIs and
ability of humankind to stay within the planetary
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boundaries As Steffen et al. (2015) have noted, cli-
mate change and biospherical integrity should be
recognised as core planetary boundaries through
which the other seven operate. It follows that a direct
link between a KPI and a PB implies the presence of
indirect links to the other PBs.

Corporate level commitments to SDGs

Harking back to a comment made earlier in this arti-
cle, sustainability-thinking begins in the minds of in-
dividual citizens, extends to homes within cities, and
through the process of learning and sharing, results
in the mushrooming of smart, sustainable cities,
states/provinces. Once a critical number of sustaina-
ble provinces is reached within a country, the lag-
gards tend to follow suit. At the same time, the pro-
cess of international learning and sharing (SDG 17),
firmly entrenches the SSDGs on several national
agendas, and the talk is walked. Referring to the
schematic in Figure 2, one at once understands the
inter-provincial and international nature of modern-
day industrial enterprises (be they in the primary,
secondary or tertiary sectors). It follows that when
multi-provincial and multinational corporates incor-
porate SDGs into their decision-making, they play a
key role in contributing to sustainable development
in many cities (and countries). In this era of globali-
sation however, even small players, by virtue of the
fact that they have access to markets around the
world, can influence far-flung sustainable consump-
tion (Scott et al., 2019). In this Pricewaterhouse
Coopers report, the authors analysed 729 companies
in different industrial sectors (energy, utilities and
mining — 95; financial services — 139; industrial
products — 182; technology, media and telecommu-
nications — 124; retail and consumer — 124; transpor-
tation and logistics — 58) in 21 countries (Norway,
Sweden, Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, Luxem-
bourg, Romania, UK, France, Spain, Portugal, USA,
Mexico, Colombia, Brazil, Kenya, South Africa,
Russia, Japan, Taiwan and Malaysia), accounting for
atotal of 12.4 trillion USD in revenue, for their com-
mitment to the SDGs. Commitment ranged from
simply mentioning the SDGs in reports (which was
given a score of 1) to actually defining, measuring
and linking KPIs to societal impacts (a score of 5).
This Likert’s scale approach yielded an average
SDG-commitment score of a little over 2.7, which
the authors feel needs to be improved over time.

SSE PLC is a leading energy services provider in the
UK and Ireland. The company has identified five
highly material SDGs (7,8,9,12 and 13) with 15 tar-
gets and three second-tier SDGs (5, 10 and 15) in its
annual report for 2017-18 (SSE, UK, 2019). Key
performance indicators related to these targets for
2016-17 and 2017-18 enable one to measure the pro-
gress SSE PLC has made with respect to the SDGs,
over the said 12-month period. The British firm
adopts a Red-Amber-Green coding scheme to meas-

ure performance against initially-set targets. As
acknowledged in the Chemical Sector SDG roadmap
published by World Business Council for Sustaina-
ble Development (WBCSD, 2018) (this sector be-
longs to the Industrial Products category), the
chemical sector, by dint of its size, scope, scale and
spread (4 trillion USD annual turnover, 20 million
direct and indirect jobs, 10% of total global final en-
ergy demand, 7% of annual global greenhouse gas
emissions, a wide customer base encompassing prac-
tically all the industrial sectors) can make meaning-
ful contributions to 8 of the 17 SDGs. There exists a
lot of leeway and latitude for corporates to identify
relevant SDGs and targets and align them to their
roles (or themes), to ensure that meaningful, man-
ageable and measurable progress can be effectively
made. The SDG framework, for corporates, is thus a
veritable smorgasbord one can adeptly choose from
— not merely to toe the line, but to contribute will-
ingly to sustainable development.

In 2018, the British Academy issued a report which
argued for the replacement of profit-focused share-
holder capitalism with a system in which corpora-
tions embrace social purpose (The Economist, 30-
11-2019). It recommended the establishment of
common standards for measuring social impact as an
improvement over the current hotch-potch of com-
peting and completely misleading measures of how
firms fare on environmental, social and governance
matters. The question to be answered then is if every
company must by law have a purpose that is not
solely about profit, would strategies that maximised
profit become illegal unless they also solved poverty
(SDG 1) and climate change (SDG 13). Here, a ques-
tion raised by Hickel (2019) seems very pertinent —
Is economic growth (to which corporates contribute)
to be looked upon as an end in itself or as a means
towards ends which need to be better-defined?
Hickel (2019) have also concluded, inter alia, that
the only way to reconcile SDG 8 (economic growth)
with SDG 12 (sustainable production and consump-
tion) is through absolute decoupling of the material
footprint from GDP; goading industries to keep im-
proving their resource use efficiencies (which thanks
to the entrenchment of the circular economy concept
in some parts of the world, seems to be a goal worth
pursuing). He however admits that permanent de-
coupling is impossible, let alone difficult; and be-
lieves that SDG 8 can perhaps never be reconciled
with SDG 13 (Climate change).

Catch 22s — how to prioritise?

In Lynch et al. (2019) and Lafortune et al. (2019),
all the indicators are assigned the same priority
(weighting); and the same applies to all the SDGs
factored in, into the index. Equi-weighting is tanta-
mount to playing it safe, but does introduce uncer-
tainties. On the other hand, reaching out to a handful
of representative experts or even a sample of the
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general population for that matter, is also fraught
with the same risk, even though none would dispute
the fact that cognitive diversity — assembling people
from different perspectives and intellectual back-
grounds — is necessary if effective strategies need to
be drawn up for sustainable development (Bartleby,
2019). However, it must be borne in mind that prior-
ities change, as evidenced by the sudden spurt in the
fraction of Americans who believe that global warm-
ing and climate change are realities which need to be
taken seriously (thanks to the highly-destructive hur-
ricanes and forest fires they have experienced this
year); and this would necessitate rethinking the equi-
weighting approach. In a Chinese survey (sample
size not known), 36% of respondents intended to re-
duce pork and red meat consumption, citing health
(social), environmental and food safety (social) as
reasons for the same, in that order. In Russia, as gath-
ered from The Economist (21-09-2019), the worsen-
ing state of the environment came in ninth place,
when Russians were asked to name their main con-
cerns; whereas concerns about the economy (socio-
economic) and corruption (governance-related)
dominated.

It would be naive to set weighting factors now for
instance and assume that they would be true for the
next 10 years. Overcoming subjectivity of course,
needless to say, entails more work, more data-gath-
ering in order to align decisions as closely and faith-
fully as possible with the prevailing (and changing)
realities. While on the theme of prioritising, Lafor-
tune et al. (2019) contend that if peak GHG emis-
sions need to happen in 2020 (this is eminently de-
sirable of course), the focus on climate change can-
not be done away with. Climate change threatens all,
and undermines the capacity to address other sus-
tainable development goals. The chain reactions
which will be induced by climate change, will im-
pact a whole lot of SDGs directly and indirectly. As
Wright et al. (2016) have observed, climate change
or the inability to meet SDG 13 in other words, will
significantly hamper (constrain, counteract or can-
cel) the ability of least-developed countries to
achieve the SDGs in poverty (1), hunger (2), health
(3), water (6), growth (8), infrastructure (9), cities
(11), marine resources (14) and ecosystems (15);
while also making the achievement of the other
SDGs challenging.

Using SDG indicator data (time series) for 227 coun-
tries, Pradhan et al. (2017) showed that among the
top ten trade-off SDG pairs, SDG 12 (Responsible
Consumption and Production) figures seven times,
conflicting with SDGs 10 (1), 1 (1), 6 (111), 3 (1V), 4
(V), 5 (VII) and 2 (IX). Likewise, the paper also
shows that SDG 1 (No poverty) figures five times in
the top-ten synergistic SDG-pairs, positively influ-
encing 4 (I1), 5 (111), 10 (1V), 6 (V) and 3 (VIII). In
the PwC report referred to earlier, for all the six sec-
tors, SDG 13 — climate change — was accorded either
top priority or put in second place by the companies,

while SDG 8 — decent wok and economic growth —
figured among the top three for all of them.
Corporates tend to decide on the basis of what they
can actually influence and control, the scope, span
and scale of their activities, and it may be wise to let
them do so and get closer and closer to the elusive
target of socially-inclusive economic growth, with a
strong element of circularity and environment-
friendliness embedded in it. There would inevitably
be some primary SDGs and targets within them,
which would slowly but surely enable the incorpora-
tion of the other targets and goals at a later stage (ei-
ther before or after 2030).

Learning, sharing and helping

There is a message to people in general in Lynch et
al. (2019). The buck cannot always be passed onto
the decision-makers, bureaucrats and politicians.
There is an undeniable need to impress upon those
on the upper strata to willingly make sacrifices to
make the top-down implementation successful. Bot-
tom-up efforts thus must have an element of sacrifice
in them. While those who are disadvantaged are
slowly helped by policies to move up the socio-eco-
nomic ladder, the top must be coaxed to sacrifice and
move down a bit...in the interest of readjustment and
reorganisation. Convincing the well-off of the bene-
fits of a less lop-sided society will be indispensable,
going forward.

In addition to comparisons among cities within the
same State, cities in general, and among States,
Lynch et al. (2019) also bring in comparisons with
other OECD countries — to serve as benchmarks, the
cities in the USA could adopt, and perhaps learn
from by reaching out. US cities, it is learnt score
poorly on the SDGs 2, 5, 7 and 9; and there is tre-
mendous scope for partnerships with EU cities en
route to sustainability. As far as the European cities
go, Lafortune et al. (2019) point to goals which city
administrations in the EU have set for themselves —
Copenhagen wishes to be the world’s first carbon-
neutral city by 2025, Stockholm is aiming for 100%
renewable energy by 2040, while Amsterdam wishes
to totally stop the use of natural gas by 2050.

Using power wisely

While relevance and applicability for practical deci-
sion-making are cornerstone criteria for indicator se-
lection, the interconnection among SDG indicators
must also not be forgotten (Nilsson et al., 2016a).
Explicit double-counting must be necessarily
avoided, while it is advisable to also not overlook the
implicit ones. Choosing only those indicators which
are all positively correlated such that an improve-
ment in one automatically results in an improvement
in the others is not a good practice. As trade-offs and
compromises are inevitable in sustainable develop-
ment and must be transparent in analyses, the selec-
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tion of indicators must not be biased in any way in
order to present a rosier picture of development. As
Allen et al. (2019) have advised, given that the
choice of indicators can greatly influence the re-
sults, it is important that a transparent, consistent,
consultative and robust process is undertaken for in-
dicator selection, drawing upon the advice of experts
in each goal area.

En passant —work to be done

A motivating statement when it concerns possible re-
search topics for the future is the observation of the
fact that there is a paucity of internationally compa-
rable data for cities vis-a-vis countries. It must also
not be forgotten that changing one city provides the
potential to change others. The implementation of
SDGs at local levels will be fraught with challenges
— different types in different cities at different times
in the future. These challenges will include, among
others, access to reliable data, policy relevance and
political prioritisation, complexity, externalities,
multi-level and multi-actor governance systems, fi-
nancing, capacity and skills.

It is imperative for the sake of genuine sustainable
development to appreciate and incontrovertibly
agree that judged against the SDGs, all countries are
developing countries. Therefore, what is needed now
for any actor in the world is to conceive a new and
different, truly universal concept of international co-
operation for sustainable development that addresses
all types of entities, rich and poor alike. In the mod-
ern world with all its complexities, cooperation is es-
sential if breakthroughs are to be made. One can be
inspired by the work done by the 2019 Nobel Eco-
nomics laureates — Abhijit Banerjee, Ester Duflo and
Michael Kremer. They shunned the high-theory ap-
proach which is the default favourite of economists,
in favour of randomised trials, to understand the less-
understood relationships among different aspects of
(sustainable) development — healthcare, education,
entrepreneurship, skills development etc.
Transformative change is needed to attain the SDGs
and this, as proposed by Randers et al. (2015), is
feasible with accelerated renewable energy growth,
accelerated productivity in sustainable food chains,
new development models in poor countries, unprec-
edented inequality reduction and investment in edu-
cation for all, gender equality, health and family
planning — all being prioritised equally and imple-
mented simultaneously.

It goes without saying that implementing the SDGs
may seem like fishing expeditions, but once the
scope if defined and the goals are fixed in stone, suc-
cess is bound to follow. After all, eventually, a rising
tide will raise all ships, and an ebbing one will sink
all of them.
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