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Introduction: The Integration 
of Development and 

Environmental Agendas

Lena Partzsch

The United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted Agenda 2030 in 
2015 with a set of wide- ranging goals that articulate the desired outcome 
of sustainable development. These so- called Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) were the result of two processes: the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) of 2000, and the results of the 2012 Rio+ 20 Summit, which 
augmented Agenda 21 of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit. Hence the SDGs 
are an effort to integrate the development and environmental agendas. 
Humans are dramatically accelerating global environmental change, and some 
scholars consider the SDGs to be example of development approaches being 
increasingly ‘in tune with the biosphere, of reconnecting development to 
the biosphere preconditions’ (Folke et al, 2016: 5). However, others argue 
that the SDGs mask ongoing contestations over sustainable development 
(Sachs, 2017; Bengtsson et al, 2018; Elder and Olsen, 2019). Humanity is 
already outside the ‘safe operating space’ for at least four of nine ‘planetary 
boundaries’: climate change, biodiversity, land- system change and 
biogeochemical flows (nitrogen and phosphorus imbalance) (Rockström et al, 
2009; Steffen et al, 2015). Moreover, as a result of the coronavirus pandemic 
and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, crucial measures of environmental 
protection are being postponed, have been watered down or risk being 
completely abandoned.

This volume discusses the Agenda’s environmental content and takes a 
critical account of sustainability governance over the last decades. Each 
chapter provides an accessible and comprehensive introduction to and 
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assessment of sustainability governance in a field that is crucial for the 
environment. Authors address three fundamental questions:

 1. How have perceptions of the environment changed in sustainability 
governance and research since the 1992 Earth Summit?

 2. Which actors and institutions have mattered most for governance efforts 
over the last three decades?

 3. Which alternative and innovative forms of governance exist and 
deserve more research attention for a transition to environmentally 
salient sustainability?

With the High- Level Political Forum (HLPF), UN member states have 
created a body that is mandated to implement the SDGs. However, the 
Forum does not have an enforcement function comparable to executive 
or judicial agencies at the level of the nation- state (Bernstein, 2017). The 
SDGs represent ‘global governance through goal- setting’ (Kanie et al, 
2017), each government being responsible for implementation in its own 
territory. Classically, governments and other state actors have governance 
authority over a defined nation- state territory. Since the 1990s, however, 
those who have been progressive about governance action are non- state 
actors, including businesses and civil society organizations (CSOs) (Partzsch, 
2020). At the same time, failure to implement green goals in one country 
frequently has consequences for the people and the natural environment 
beyond this individual nation- state (Gupta and Nilsson, 2017). Therefore 
the term governance is used in this book to refer to hierarchical and non- 
hierarchical steering activities by state and non- state actors, including 
transnational activities.

The first part of this chapter outlines tensions between environmental 
governance and socio- economic development. The central conceptual 
contribution of this volume concerns these tensions. Agenda 2030 has been 
characterized as universal, transformative and integrative (Kanie et al, 2017). 
Simultaneously, as its effective implementation depends on diverse actors’ 
priorities, there is a risk of uneven attention given to the environmental 
dimension. Confronted with the overshoot in planetary boundaries (Steffen 
et al, 2015), more and more environmental scientists are demanding that a 
balancing approach be given up in favour of ecosystem protection (Griggs 
et al, 2013; Folke et al, 2016). Countries with a high income in terms of gross 
domestic product (GDP) per capita, in particular, are expected to prioritize 
environmental over economic goals at this stage of implementation (Forestier 
and Kim, 2020). While some demand greater prioritization of environmental 
goals, others welcome Agenda 2030 for pursuing environmental goals in 
connection with social and economic goals, seeing planetary boundaries and 
human development as mutually dependent (Raworth, 2017; Swilling, 2020).
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Against the backdrop of this debate, the second part of this chapter is 
dedicated to the environmental content of Agenda 2030. Studying the 
weight given to environmental concerns on the global agenda begins with 
identifying the SDGs that are crucial for a transition to environmentally 
salient sustainability. There is a broad consensus that the environmental core 
of Agenda 2030 consists of SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation), SDG 13 
(Climate action), SDG 14 (Life below water) and SDG 15 (Life on land) (eg 
Folke et al, 2016). These green goals interact with other SDGs in positive 
and negative ways, either helping to boost ecosystems or compromising other 
concerns (Bowen et al, 2017; Nilsen, 2020). For example, environmental 
synergies between SDG 13 and SDG 7 (Affordable and clean energy) are 
emphasized in the context of renewable energy promotion (eg Wackernagel 
et al, 2017), depending on the energy sources, the expansion of energy 
infrastructure can also result in a trade- off with climate change mitigation, 
hence compromising environmental concerns (Bowen et al, 2017: 91).

Like SDG 7, several SDGs can be expected to have environmental synergies 
and trade- offs, in particular, as shown later in this chapter, with SDG 2 (Zero 
hunger), SDG 5 (Gender equality), SDG 8 (Decent work and economic 
growth) and SDG 12 (Responsible consumption and production) (Le Blanc, 
2015; Bowen et al, 2017; Nilsen, 2020). The goals that are relevant for an 
environmentally sound implementation of Agenda 2030, in particular, are 
SDG 11 (Sustainable cities and communities) and SDG 17 (Partnerships 
for the goals). Empowering cities is increasingly seen as a straightforward 
approach to realizing sustainability on the ground (Bansard et al, 2017; 
Kosovac et al, 2020). Likewise, multi- stakeholder partnerships have become 
mainstream implementation mechanisms for attaining the SDGs. However, 
the latter’s effectiveness is increasingly being called into question (Kalfagianni 
et al, 2020).

The third and final part of this chapter introduces the diverse chapters of 
this volume. Each chapter focuses on one of the abovementioned SDGs, 
explaining environmental synergies and trade- offs with other goals. It has 
been argued that raising living standards is compatible with green growth, 
but the chapters demonstrate inevitable tensions between the different 
dimensions of sustainability. As a transition to environmental sustainability 
is overdue, this chapter and volume aim to bring forward informed debates 
on alternative and innovative forms of governance that exist and deserve 
more research attention.

1.1 Prioritizing or balancing environmental 
protection?
The preamble of Agenda 2030 highlights that the SDGs are ‘integrated and 
indivisible and balance the three dimensions of sustainable development: the 
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economic, social and environmental’ (UN, 2022). Agenda 2030 hence 
takes up the Brundtland Commission’s three pillars concept. Emphasizing 
the need to integrate the environmental, social and economic dimensions 
of sustainable development, the World Commission on Environment and 
Development’s (WCED) report Our Common Future (WCED, 1987) laid 
the groundwork for the landmark Rio Earth Summit and the adoption of 
Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration, and to the establishment of the Commission 
on Sustainable Development (CSD) in 1992 (Hajer et al, 2015).

While the three pillars concept has prevailed in the Rio process for the last 
three decades, development practice has continued to be dominated by the 
economic growth paradigm, giving little or no attention to environmental 
concerns. The Human Development Index (HDI) was created in 1990 
to emphasize that people and their capabilities should be the ultimate 
criteria for assessing the development of a country, not economic growth 
alone (UNDP, 1990). Still, the most recent Human Development Report 
ranks high- polluting countries as best in development (Norway, Ireland, 
Switzerland) (UNDP, 2020). Only one of eight MDGs was dedicated to 
the environment (UN, 2015). Hence, using an integrated approach was far 
from self- evident in the negotiations leading to the adoption of the SDGs. 
Moreover, on the positive side, there was a surprising demand for universal 
goals that would apply to all countries (Donald and Way, 2016; Sachs, 2017).

Prior to the adoption of Agenda 2030, a number of environmental scientists 
called for abandoning the three- pillar concept in favour of an approach ‘that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding Earth’s life- support system, 
on which the welfare of current and future generations depends’1 (Griggs 
et al, 2013: 306; see also Elder and Olsen, 2019). In this vein, developed 
countries insisted that the SDGs take greater account of the environmental 
dimension of sustainability compared to the MDGs (Kamau et al, 2018; 
Elder and Olsen, 2019). By contrast, stakeholders, especially from developing 
countries, emphasized in the negotiation process that planetary boundaries 
and human development are mutually dependent. They welcomed Agenda 
2030’s overcoming of ‘the environmental bias that plagued the latter years 
of the Commission on Sustainable Development’ (Bernstein, 2017: 223).

Fukuda- Parr and McNeill (2019: 9– 10) explain that the North/ South 
divide regarding the weight given to environmental concerns in the 
Agenda 2030 negotiations was related to political settings rather than 
only to discrepancies between developed and developing countries. The 
MDG follow- up process was dominated by donor countries. Think tanks, 
particularly from the UK and the US, were prominent in producing 
analyses and organizing discussion events on a ‘Post- 2015 Development 
Agenda’ (Fukuda- Parr and McNeill, 2019: 10). By contrast, the Rio+ 
20 conference was hosted by Brazil, and in this context Colombia 
initiated the idea of the SDGs (Fukuda- Parr and McNeill, 2019: 10). 
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The constituency and many of the policy makers in the Rio process were 
from the environmental community, including environmental ministries, 
academics, activists, think tanks and business. These actors ensured that 
the process leading to the SDGs was not perceived as donor driven 
(Kamau et al, 2018; Fukuda- Parr and McNeill, 2019). In response to 
concessions made by the environmental community, nevertheless, Sachs 
(2017: 2580) criticizes Agenda 2030, from an environmental perspective, 
for falling behind Agenda 21 of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit by failing to 
acknowledge the physical limits of growth. There is no mention anywhere 
in Agenda 2030 of planetary boundaries.

As Gupta and vegelin (2016: 440) point out, Agenda 2030 has a rhetorical 
commitment to ‘sustainable development’ (mentioning it 85 times), but does 
not mention ‘inclusive development’. These authors find that, while Agenda 
2030 succeeds in integrating economic development and social well- being, 
it fares less well in respect to ecological viability. Sharpening this point, 
Brühl (2018) argues that the SDGs serve neither the development nor the 
environmental agenda. As will be discussed later, the SDGs stick to a vision of 
economic development serving society in a context of unlimited growth. The 
focus is on technology transfer and scientific solutions to address environmental 
problems (Braunmühl, 2017; Sachs, 2017). The integrative nature of Agenda 
2030 is supposed to address interactions, in theory, but the complexity of 
the systems involved, limited knowledge and competing interests challenge 
its implementation in reality. Synergies and trade- offs between the SDGs are 
unavoidable and become most obvious in how subtargets were defined, as 
outlined later in this chapter for the environmental dimension of each goal.

The SDGs are not legally binding. No sanctions and few formal mechanisms 
are in place to ensure that targets and outcomes are achieved (Bowen et al, 
2017: 93). On the one hand, flexibility has enabled broad participation and 
support for the SDGs (Gupta and Nilsson, 2017). On the other hand, there is a 
risk of less attention being given to the environmental dimension in particular. 
Governments have already been shown to prioritize economic and social over 
environmental goals (Tosun and Leininger, 2017; Forestier and Kim, 2020). 
While some speak of a bottom- up approach (eg Gupta and Nilsson, 2017; 
Forestier and Kim, 2020), others criticize the ‘cockpit- ism’ of Agenda 2030, 
‘the illusion that top- down steering by governments and intergovernmental 
organizations alone can address global problems’ (Hajer et al, 2015: 1652). 
Although this is essentially relevant, only a few scholars are explicit about 
which SDGs are environmentally significant in respective debates.

1.2 Environmental content of Agenda 2030
The implementation of all SDGs is of relevance to the environment (Elder 
and Olsen, 2019), but only a few goals and subtargets explicitly consider 
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biosphere protection. So, which SDGs constitute the environmental 
dimension of Agenda 2030? Folke et al (2016) provide the most popular 
SDG categorization according to Brundtland’s three pillars concept. They 
consider SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation), SDG 13 (Climate action), 
SDG 14 (Life below water) and SDG 15 (Life on land) to demonstrate the 
biosphere. Their tripartite figure became famous as the wedding cake model 
(see Figure 1.1) (Elder and Olsen, 2019: 72), where the base layer consists 
of the four environmental SDGs, covered by a middle layer of society and a 
top layer of the economy (Folke et al, 2016). On the one hand, Folke et al 
emphasize the artificiality and arbitrary nature of the distinction between 
natural and social systems and, on the other hand, they argue that the global 
ecological system integrates ‘all living beings and their relationships, humans 
and human actions included, as well as their dynamic interplay with the 
atmosphere, water cycle, biogeochemical cycles and the dynamics of the 
Earth system as a whole’ (Folke et al, 2016: 1).

Folke et al’s article had been preceded by Waage et al’s (2015) SDG 
figure, which consists of three concentric circles (Figure 1.2). Here, only 
SDGs 13– 15 represent the natural environment; these three goals form the 

Figure 1.1: The global goals for sustainable development

Source: Folke et al (2016). Published under the terms of CC BY- NC 4.0.
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outer circle surrounding the economic and social goals (except for SDG 
17: discussed later). Several authors consider these three SDGs as ‘the green 
targets’ (Bengtsson et al, 2018: 1539), and every categorization has assigned 
these three goals to the environmental dimension of Agenda 2030. By 
contrast, however, there is no consensus on SDG 6 being an environmental 
goal, as suggested by Folke et al. At the same time, there is no explicit 
controversy. Scholars tend to discuss the SDGs in silos. There are separate 
debates for each policy field, ranging from contradictory language to respect 
of planetary boundaries.

SDG 6 itself has a primary focus on expanding infrastructure to ‘achieve 
universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking’ (target 6.1) 
and ‘adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all’ (target 6.2). The 
goal very much follows the wording of MDG 7.C, which aimed to ‘halve 
the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water 

Figure 1.2: Sustainable Development Goals

Source: Waage et al (2015). Open access article published under the terms of CC BY.

 



8

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

and basic sanitation’ by 2015. While infrastructure was expanded and MDG 
7.C was even accomplished years ahead of schedule, the environmental 
performance of this goal was particularly poor (UN, 2015). Not classifying 
SDG 6 as an environmental goal can be seen as an acknowledgement of this 
neglect. However, in addition to expanding water access, SDG 6 now aims 
to improve ‘water- use efficiency … and ensure sustainable withdrawals and 
supply of freshwater to address water scarcity’ (target 6.4.), to implement 
‘integrated water resources management at all levels’ (target 6.5) and to 
‘protect and restore water- related ecosystems’ (target 6.6). Hence, it makes 
sense to consider SDG 6 as a core biosphere and hence green goal of Agenda 
2030, despite potentially ambiguous subtargets (Elder and Olsen, 2019).

In addition to SDGs 6 and 13– 15, a range of publications categorize SDG 
12 (Responsible consumption and production) as an environmental goal 
(Elder and Olsen, 2019: 71; Hickel, 2019: 874). Target 12.2 sets targets on 
production and consumption patterns including ‘sustainable management 
and efficient use of natural resources’. Although the goal deals with efficiency 
improvements rather than sufficiency in the sense of self- limitation and 
renunciation (Sachs, 2017: 2581; Hagedorn and Wilts, 2019: 124;), SDG 12 
clearly focuses on biosphere protection. In the context of this goal, several 
scholars have pointed out that sustainable consumption and production (SCP) 
has suffered from being addressed only as an add- on (Bengtsson et al, 2018). 
However, with Agenda 2030, actors in many areas now have to work with 
SCP- related targets under their goals. SDG 12 is the most connected to other 
goals through subtargets (14 other goals in total: see Le Blanc, 2015: 180).

Following Le Blanc (2015: 181, 182), SDG 12 is most strongly linked 
to SDG 4 (Quality education) and further to SDG 5 (Gender equality). 
Target 12.8 wants ‘people everywhere (to) have the relevant information 
and awareness for … lifestyles in harmony with nature’. However, there is 
no explicit mention of nature or the environment in SDG 4. By contrast, 
target 5a states: ‘Undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic 
resources, as well as access to ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, financial services, inheritance and natural resources, in 
accordance with national laws’ (Gunawan et al, 2020; UN SDG, 2022). 
Hence, only SDG 12 and SDG 5 constitute environmentally relevant goals 
on the basis of their subtargets.

Moreover, Sachs (2017: 2575) and Wackernagel et al (2017: 518) consider 
SDG 11 (Sustainable cities and communities) as an environmental goal. In 
total, Sachs names SGD 11, 12 (like Elder and Olsen, 2019, and Hickel 
2019), 13, 14 and 15 as the ‘five goals to ecological vulnerability’, while 
excluding SDG 6 (in line with Waage et al, 2015, but different from Folke 
et al, 2016, and others). SDG 11 sets targets for enhancing the quality of life 
by providing access to open and green spaces for all, sustainable transport 
systems, sustainable urbanization, sustainable human settlement planning and 
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improved air quality and waste management within sustainable and resilient 
cities (UN, 2022). Urbanization has significant impacts on the environment, 
and cities are at the frontline of global change (Kosovac et al, 2020). Cities and 
local governments have an underestimated potential in improving the health 
of citizens (SDG 3), and bring to the fore inequalities (SDG 10) in global and 
national contexts (Koch, 2020). In consequence, Kosovac et al (2020) find 
that cities are not only an ‘an environmental affair’ but play a central role in 
development. SDG 11 is hence not a green goal per se but is relevant to an 
environmentally sound implementation of Agenda 2030. Although this is 
also true of SDG 16 (Peace, justice and strong institutions), this latter goal 
does not include any reference to nature or the environment. Accordingly, 
no authors were found who consider SDG 16 an environmental goal.

Wackernagel et al (2017) provide a list of seven ‘resource relevant goals’. 
Besides SDGs 6 and 11– 15, these authors name SDG 7 (Affordable and clean 
energy). Similar to SDG 6, SDG 7 is primarily focused on infrastructure 
expansion for ‘universal access to affordable, reliable and modern energy 
services’ (target 7.1), while increasing ‘the share of renewables in the global 
energy mix’ (target 7.2). However, renewable energy production does not 
necessarily mean protection of natural resources. Biomass- based energy, if 
grown on deforested land, may have a higher carbon footprint than fossil 
fuels (SDG 13). In addition, bioenergy productivity is widely assumed 
to counteract food security (SDG 2) through land competition (Nilsson 
et al, 2016: 321). Efforts to accelerate SDG 7 through modern agriculture 
ultimately impact the environment (UNEP, 2020). Even worse, using coal 
to improve energy access would accelerate climate change and acidify the 
oceans, undermining environmental sustainability (SDGs 13 and 14), in 
addition to impairing social well- being by exacerbating damage to health 
from air pollution (disrupting SDG 3) and so on (see also Nilsson et al, 2016; 
Nilsen, 2020). In contrast to SDG 6, there is no consideration of scarce 
resources and environmental restoration in SDG 7. Hence, this goal should 
not be categorized as a green goal per se but as environmentally relevant 
due to synergies and trade- offs.

Finally, Gupta and vegelin (2016: 441– 2) provide the longest list, with a 
total of 11 SDGs, for which they identify environmental subtargets: SDG 
1 (No poverty), SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDGs 6– 8 (Decent work and 
economic growth) and 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure) and 
again SDGs 11– 15. In addition to the scholars mentioned before, Gupta 
and vegelin record that target 1.4 aims for ‘ownership and control over 
land and … natural resources’. Target 2.4 mentions the need to ‘increase 
(agricultural) productivity and production, that help maintain ecosystems, 
that strengthen capacity for adaptation to climate change, extreme weather, 
drought, flooding and other disasters and that progressively improve land and 
soil quality’. However, Agenda 2030 does not require biosphere protection 
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as a necessary condition to accomplish SDGs 1 and 2. Therefore, while the 
two goals should not be classified as green goals, at least SDG 2 should be 
considered as highly environmentally relevant through its subtarget 2.4 and 
potential trade- off with the green goals (Breitmeier et al, 2021).

SDG 8 (Decent work and economic growth) is the goal that has caused 
most debates regarding its environmentally destructive impact (Hickel, 2019; 
Nilsen, 2020). The goal calls for both ‘sustained’ and ‘sustainable’ economic 
growth and employment. Developing countries insisted on headline goals 
of economic growth (SDG 8) in combination with industrialization (SDG 
9) (Elder and Olsen, 2019: 77). Target 8.1 is the only one with a specific 
numerical objective. On the one hand, it defines per capita economic growth 
of ‘at least 7 per cent gross domestic product growth per annum in the 
least developed countries’. On the other hand, target 8.4 aims to ‘improve 
progressively, through 2030, global resource efficiency in consumption 
and production and endeavour to decouple economic growth from 
environmental degradation’ (UN, 2022). Considering this latter subtarget, 
Gupta and vegelin (2016: 441– 2) argue that SDG 8 serves environmental 
protection. By contrast, Hickel (2019: 875) calculates that the defined 
minimum growth rate translates into aggregate global GDP growth of 3 
per cent per year. If the global economy grows at such a rate, so he argues, 
the world would need to achieve emissions reductions of 4 per cent and a 
decoupling (or decarbonization) of 7.29 per cent per year. Otherwise, it 
would not be possible to keep global warming to well below 2 °C above 
preindustrial levels, as defined by the Paris Agreement (Hickel, 2019: 882). 
Hickel outlines that such decoupling is not feasible on a global scale. In 
consequence, he demands that target 8.1 on GDP growth be removed 
(Hickel, 2019: 881). Therefore SDG 8 should definitely not be considered 
a green goal, but it is highly relevant in terms of environmental trade- offs.

In SDG 9, ‘sustainable industrialization’ (target 9.2) and ‘increased 
resource- use efficiency’ (target 9.4) recognize the concept of limited ecospace 
(Gupta and vegelin, 2016: 440). However, developing countries successfully 
advocated a soft formulation here (Elder and Olsen, 2019: 77), and target 
9.2 aims to ‘significantly raise industry’s share of employment and gross 
domestic product in line with national circumstances, and double its share in 
least developed countries’. Hence, GDP growth, defined by SDG 8, should 
be primarily industrial (Hickel, 2019: 874). Biosphere protection is at best 
a secondary goal, as SDG 9 does not recognize planetary boundaries. SDG 
9, especially in combination with SDG 8, becomes highly environmentally 
relevant in regard to trade- offs.

Finally, there is SDG 17 (Partnerships for the goals), which is the only goal 
outside of the circle in Waage et al’s (2015) figure. For Folke et al (2016), it 
is considered an integrative goal that forms the middle axis of their ‘wedding 
cake’. SDG 17 considers mainly economic means for the implementation 
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of Agenda 2030 and policy coherence for ‘global macroeconomic stability’ 
(target 17.14). Hickel (2019: 882) highlights that target 17.19 states: ‘By 
2030, build on existing initiatives to develop measurements of progress on 
sustainable development that complement gross domestic product, and support 
statistical capacity- building in developing countries’ (emphasis added). The 
term ‘complement’ here reveals that GDP remains the dominant indicator 
of progress.

Target 17.7 aims to ‘promote the development, transfer, dissemination and 
diffusion of environmentally sound technologies to developing countries 
on favourable terms, including on concessional and preferential terms, as 
mutually agreed’ (UNSDG, 2022). However, countries may also choose 
environmentally destructive technologies. As in the case of SDG 11, it is 
therefore crucial for the environment how SDG 17 is implemented. Both 
goals are particularly relevant for an environmentally sound implementation 
of Agenda 2030.

In sum, four green goals constitute the core of the environmental content 
of Agenda 2030: SDGs 6, 13– 15 (first part of this volume). In addition, 
through their subtargets, there are the goals that consider environmental 
trade- offs and synergies: SDGs 5, 7, 8 (and 9) and 12 (second part of this 
volume). Finally, two goals that are especially relevant for an environmentally 
sound implementation of Agenda 2030 –  SDGs 11 and 17 –  also need to 
be considered (third part of this volume) (see Table 1.1).

1.3 Organization of this volume
The previous section made it clear that the SDGs are far from redefining an 
economic paradigm based on a ‘safe operating space’ (Rockström et al, 2009) 
and from advocating a cultural change towards cooperative economics and 
politics for the commons (Braunmühl, 2017; Sachs, 2017). Governments 

Table 1.1: The environmental content of Agenda 2030

Environmental SDGs  
(the green goals)

SDGs with environmental 
trade- offs and synergies

SDGs relevant for an 
environmentally sound 
implementation

SDG 6 Clean water 
and sanitation
SDG 13 Climate action
SDG 14 Life below water
SDG 15 Life on land

SDG 2 Zero hunger
SDG 5 Gender equality
SDG 7 Affordable and 
clean energy
SDG 8 Decent work and 
economic growth
SDG 12 Responsible 
consumption and production

SDG 11 Sustainable cities 
and communities
SDG 17 Partnerships for the 
goals
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have mandated the United Nations to follow up, monitor and review all 
commitments related to sustainable development, as well as to mobilize 
means of implementation. The 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development created the High- Level Political Forum on Sustainable 
Development to orchestrate all efforts, replacing the CSD (Ocampo and 
Gómez- Arteaga, 2016).

While many scholars are currently busy discussing indicators to articulate 
goal achievements and rank countries’ efforts towards sustainability (for a 
critique see Fukuda- Parr and McNeill, 2019), this volume focuses on the 
Agenda’s environmental content and takes a critical account of sustainability 
governance over the last few decades. The aim is to provide a political 
science introduction to the most relevant topics of global environmental 
governance. To facilitate access to the topics, chapters of this volume are 
each followed by an interview with the authors. These interviews were 
conducted by master’s students. In addition, the authors gave public lectures 
on their chapters and engaged in discussion. The recordings of these lectures 
are available online.2

The book is divided into three sections. The first part deals with the green 
goals, that is, SDGs 6 and 13– 15. Chapter 2 starts with climate action, as 
this is the most institutionalized field of global environmental governance. 
Jens Marquardt and Miranda Schreurs outline interlinkages between SDG 
13 and the Paris Agreement on climate change. They demonstrate that both 
recognize that climate change and development need to be addressed together 
not only to avoid harmful trade- offs and high costs, particularly for poorer 
countries, but also to exploit the benefits that come from strengthening 
these linkages. On a more critical note, in Chapter 3 Daniela Kleinschmit 
et al link discourses on ‘life on land’ (SDG 15) to questions of change in 
governance arrangement since the Rio Summit in 1992. They reveal and 
criticize dominant ‘selling nature to save it’ storylines, especially, with regard 
to Global North/ South asymmetries.

In Chapter 4, Alice B.M. vadrot continues to outline developments 
regarding ‘life below water’ (SDG 14). She shows that, although SDG 14 
precedes SDG 15 in Agenda 2030, ocean governance is less institutionalized 
compared to biodiversity and forest governance. vadrot shows how SDG 14 
builds on previous efforts to negotiate a new legally binding instrument for 
the protection and sustainable use of marine biodiversity beyond national 
jurisdiction (BBNJ). Her chapter uses the BBNJ case to demonstrate how 
different principles, norms and legal systems that are applied to different 
maritime zones and marine resources continue to challenge the protection 
of the ocean. Following this, in Chapter 5 Manuel Fischer et al discuss 
the development of water sustainability principles and related institutions 
and actors since the 1992 International Conference on Water and the 
Environment in Dublin. The output from this conference, the Dublin 
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Declaration, was presented at the Rio Earth Summit a few months later 
that year, where the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) was adopted. The authors use three case studies in Bolivia, 
Ecuador and Switzerland to demonstrate that global water management 
(SDG 6) has both synergies and trade- offs with climate action (SDG 13). 
Their chapter outlines types of innovative governance arrangements that 
local municipalities are using to sustainably address water and climate issues 
in the Global North and South.

The second part of the book contains chapters on the SDGs with 
subtargets that signify environmental synergies and trade- offs. Here, Lyla 
Mehta et al look at water (SDG 6) too, while outlining linkages to access 
to land and food (SDG 2) and reducing inequality (SDG 10). The authors 
argue for a reframing of the debate concerning production processes, 
waste and food consumption while proposing alternative strategies to 
improve land and water productivity, putting the interests of marginalized 
and disenfranchised groups upfront. Mehta et al highlight that land and 
water rights often go hand in hand, and are marked by gender, caste, 
racial and other exclusions. In Chapter 7, Sandra Schwindenhammer and 
Lena Partzsch demonstrate the robustness of food security in conjunction 
with paradigms of productivism and technological innovation in global 
agri- food governance. With the fourth subtarget, SDG 2 (Zero hunger) 
requires ecosystem protection, while there is no commonly used indicator 
yet for monitoring. In consequence, SDG 2 is likely to invoke multiple 
synergies and trade- offs with the green goals of Agenda 2030. In a similar 
vein, in Chapter 8, Nopenyo E. Dabla and Andreas C. Goldthau note that 
accelerating SDG 7 (Affordable and clean energy) by increasing the share 
of renewables in the global energy mix would mitigate climate change and, 
hence, increase environmental sustainability. At the same time, the authors 
also show caution against some forms of energy production such as biomass- 
based renewables may counteract climate mitigation efforts (SDG 13) if 
grown on deforested land. In addition, biomass- based energy expansion 
increases competition for land with agriculture and nature.

In Chapter 9, Ekaterina Chertkovskaya problematizes SDG 8 (Decent 
work and economic growth) which contradicts the green targets due to 
the impossibility of decoupling GDP growth from material and energy 
throughput. Her chapter also pays attention to some of the ways in 
which growth is expected to be achieved, such as expansion of industrial 
activity (SDG 9). In Chapter 10, Sherilyn MacGregor and Aino Ursula 
Mäki present a critical assessment of how objectives of ecofeminism and 
gender equality (SDG 5) are articulated in Agenda 2030. Their chapter 
outlines risks and possibilities associated with linking developmental and 
environmental goals with the pursuit of gender. Following an ecofeminist 
interrogation, the authors suggest that rectifying gender injustice requires 



14

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

both an intersectional approach and political goals for commoning care work 
to redress the structural dimensions of gendered and racialized inequality. 
In Chapter 11, Sylvia Lorek et al critically analyse the notion of sustainable 
consumption and production (SDG 12). While much of the debate about 
sustainable consumption and production has revolved around efficiency and 
technological innovation, less attention has been given to the dimension 
of social innovation, such as how social power relations and actor roles are 
changing (or could change) in the process of making consumption and 
production more sustainable.

Finally, the third part of this volume is about the relevant goals for an 
environmentally sound implementation of Agenda 2030. It looks at the role 
that cities (SDG 11) and partnerships (SDG 17) might play as incubators of 
scalable and transferable social innovations. In Chapter 12, Anna Kosovac 
and Daniel Pejic emphasize governance pressure to create an urban focus 
in Agenda 2030. Agenda 21 (adopted in 1992) had already stated that ‘by 
the turn of the century, the majority of the world’s population will be 
living in cities’ (para 7.3) and ‘urban settlements, particularly in developing 
countries, are showing many of the symptoms of the global environment and 
development crisis … if properly managed can develop the capacity to … 
improve the living conditions of their residents and manage natural resources 
in a sustainable way’. Kosovac and Pejic highlight, however, that the most 
common theme aligned with city mentions in UN documents since Rio is 
not the environment. They discuss the intricacies of SDG 11 (Sustainable 
cities and communities), and the goal’s intersections with other SDGs. 
In Chapter 13, Montserrat Koloffon Rosas and Philipp Pattberg explain 
that SDG 17 (Partnerships for the goals) calls for partnerships as the main 
vehicle of delivering sustainable development globally. Empirically focusing 
on partnerships that work between SDG 13 (Climate action) and SDG 15 
(Life on land), their chapter scrutinizes synergies and conflicts between 
partnerships working in different fields, analyses the level of integration of 
development interests in environmental partnerships and suggests avenues 
for governance reform.

The volume concludes with a synthesis chapter that highlights the 
prevailing, but controversial perception of the environment as a global 
commodity. Looking at actors and institutions, it outlines the highly 
fragmented and polycentric landscape of global sustainability governance. 
Planetary boundaries do not contradict development goals per se. However, 
innovative and alternative forms of governance that integrate environmental, 
social and economic goals are limited to voluntary actions. There are 
alarming signs that governments are generally trading off the environment 
in their implementation of these goals. Therefore, what comes after the 
SDGs and whether humans want to continue along chosen paths need to 
be considered seriously.
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Notes
 1 Griggs et al reframe the definition of the 1987 Brundtland Report here, which invented the 

three- pillar concept. The original definition is: “Sustainable development is development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987: 41).

 2 The authors gave public lectures on their chapters and engaged in discussion with students. 
The recordings of these lectures are available online at www.youtube.com/playlist?list=
PLHT9ScvgSX3mnvpPFkPwekHloNvb-WOpu [accessed 31 May 2023].
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Governing the Climate 
Crisis: Three Challenges 

for SDG 13

Jens Marquardt and Miranda Schreurs

The 13th Sustainable Development Goal of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Agenda addresses climate change, considered by many to be 
one of the most existential threats to humanity (UN, 2021), and described 
‘as the defining issue of our time’ (UN, 2019). SDG 13 shapes not only 
other environmental SDGs like forest protection (see Chapter 3 on SDG 
15 by Kleinschmit et al) and marine ecosystems (see Chapter 4 on SDG 14 
by vadrot); but also broader socio- economic targets such as clean energy 
access (see Chapter 8 on SDG 7 by Dabla and Goldthau) and sustainable 
production and consumption (see Chapter 11 SDG 12 by Lorek et al). 
SDG 13 is thereby confronted with what Partzsch (see Introduction in this 
volume) highlights as a critical tension in Agenda 2030: the need to balance 
environmental protection with other socio- economic priorities.

Attempts to govern climate change have developed over decades, long 
before Agenda 2030 came into being as a global sustainable development 
framework. Since measurements of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere began 
at the Mauna Loa Observatory in 1958, there has been a steady rise in their 
levels. In the early 2020s, they had risen to approximately 415 parts per 
million (ppm) (Lindsey, 2021) compared to a pre- industrial level of about 
280 ppm (IPCC, 2018). Such high levels were last seen during the Pliocene 
era, over four million years ago (NOAA, 2021). Rising greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere are acting like a blanket around the planet, trapping inbound 
solar radiation and warming the earth at unprecedented rates in the last 
2,000 years (NASA, 2021). As a result, the average surface temperature on 
the planet has risen about 1.2 °C (2.16 °F) since pre- industrial levels.
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Left unchecked, global warming has the potential to make many parts of 
the planet uninhabitable. It will contribute to widespread species dieback 
and extinction, intensify hunger, speed the spread of deadly diseases and add 
fire to the flames of ethnic and religious conflicts. The most vulnerable will 
be left struggling to survive. The massive loss of glaciers and the melting of 
Antarctic ice will not be reversible for tens or even hundreds of thousands 
of years. Yet, there is still time to act to prevent the worst impacts of climate 
change. As the UN Secretary- General António Guterres (2019) stated, ‘the 
climate emergency is a race we are losing, but it is a race we can win’. This, 
however, requires ambitious and urgent collective action.

The international community began dealing with the global climate crisis 
in the early 1990s. In 1994 the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) took effect, paving the way for a global 
climate change regime. If the world community acts and makes deep cuts in 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, the climate crisis could be the trigger to 
lead humanity towards developing a greener and more just world (Schlosberg 
and Collins, 2014; Porter et al, 2020). Combating climate change could 
create synergies with and reinforce all the other SDGs (Fuso Nerini et al, 
2019; venkatramanan et al, 2021). For example, shifting away from fossil 
fuels towards affordable and clean energy sources (SDG 7) will result in 
a more environmentally friendly energy supply and can support energy 
independence, create local jobs and trigger community empowerment and 
more democratic energy systems (Ram et al, 2022; Wahlund and Palm, 2022). 
Adopting climate- friendly approaches to urban design, changing lifestyles 
to become more sustainable and promoting shared mobility concepts would 
certainly also make cities far more liveable (Mendizabal et al, 2018).

This chapter examines why combating climate change internationally 
has been so cumbersome despite the many ecological, social and economic 
benefits that can be anticipated with early action. A myriad of forces have 
delayed, prevented or in some cases reversed ambitious climate action. While 
there are certainly technological barriers that still need to be overcome, and 
the immediate financial costs of climate action are considerable, arguably 
the real opponents of climate action have been powerful vested industries. 
Particularly determined efforts to slow and block policy reforms have 
come from fossil fuel industries and the scientists and politicians they have 
supported (Oreskes and Conway, 2010). This chapter focuses on three key 
challenges that shape not only SDG 13 specifically, but also the broader 
climate governance architecture more broadly. The urgent need for more 
ambitious climate action is confronted by various governance challenges 
including the voluntary focus of the international climate governance 
framework; the responsibility challenges that are tied to the quest to pursue 
ambitious climate action while simultaneously addressing development 
needs and social inequities; and the political challenges stemming from the 
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issue linkages between climate change and other sociopolitical concerns. 
This chapter addresses these challenges as well as the movements and actors 
calling for climate action now.

2.1 Governance challenges: tackling climate change 
internationally
Any attempts to solve a complex and ‘wicked problem’ (Lazarus, 2009) such 
as climate change are confronted with governance challenges related to 
coordination, the unequal distribution of power and knowledge imbalances. 
These challenges have shaped the climate talks under the UNFCCC for 
decades. SDG 13 acknowledges the UNFCCC as the primary forum for 
negotiating the global response to climate change, with the Paris Agreement 
as the key guiding document. The climate governance framework established 
in Paris in 2015 rests on governments’ voluntary commitments to act. The 
process of arriving even at this weak consensus on the need for transformative 
action was slow and frustrating, an indication of just how powerful incumbent 
industries and fossil fuel exporting countries remain. To date, national policy 
plans and actions still do not add up to the level of action needed to prevent 
dangerous increases in global average temperatures, despite some signs that 
a critical juncture may have been reached as climate awareness strengthens 
and renewable energy rapidly expands. What follows is a brief summary 
of the targets under SDG 13 and their links to the international climate 
governance landscape.

2.1.1 Governing by goals: SDG 13

Largely referring to what was agreed upon in Paris, SDG 13 outlines an 
ambition to limit global warming to 1.5 °C above pre- industrial levels by 
the end of this century. SDG 13 consists of the following key targets:

• 13.1 recognizes that many people and regions worldwide are already 
facing the devastating effects of climate change. Resilience and adaptive 
capacity to climate- related disasters should be strengthened.

• 13.2 calls for integrating climate change measures into broader political 
agendas, national policies, strategies and planning.

• 13.3 considers education, human capacity and knowledge as prerequisites 
for tackling the climate crisis. Climate change education should be 
mainstreamed into national education policies and curricula.

• 13.a reiterates the commitment made by developed countries to jointly 
mobilize $100 billion annually by 2020 under the UNFCCC to address 
climate change mitigation in the Global South (a target that has still not 
been achieved as of 2022).
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• 13.b calls for mechanisms to raise the capacity for effective climate change- 
related planning and management in the most vulnerable countries, 
focusing particularly on women, youth and marginalized communities.

The targets for SDG 13 are thin in scope and broadly formulated. This means 
that climate action has been largely defined by decisions made during the 
international climate negotiations.

2.1.2 The long road to Paris

Climate scientists issued some of their earliest warnings about global 
warming in the 1970s. The first World Climate Conference in 1979 led to 
the creation of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
in 1988. The IPCC provides governments with regular reports on the state 
of scientific, technical and socio- economic knowledge on climate change 
(Bolin, 2007). Politically, climate change has been on the international agenda 
since at least the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) when the world community recognized climate 
change as a matter of global concern and established the UNFCCC. Based 
on this convention, a Conference of the Parties (COP) takes place generally 
once a year. In 1997 the Kyoto Protocol was signed as the first international 
agreement addressing climate change, although it came into effect only in 
2005 after enough national parliaments had ratified it. The Kyoto Protocol 
obliged the wealthier countries of the world to reduce their combined 
GHG emissions by 5.2 per cent below 1990 levels by the period 2008– 
12 (Bohringer, 2003). The protocol’s effectiveness was, however, greatly 
limited by the failure of the United States to ratify the agreement and by 
Canada’s decision to pull out of it just before it was due to expire (Schott 
and Schreurs, 2020). Efforts to negotiate a successor agreement dragged on 
for years. Hopes were high that a global agreement would be reached in 
Copenhagen in 2009, but delegates failed to bridge their differences.

In parallel to the negotiations under the UNFCCC, nations began 
discussing sustainability and development issues. At the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002, over 100 heads of state 
and government committed to achieving development while protecting 
the environment, thereby recognizing climate change effects in sectors 
like water and agriculture (UN, 2002). In the subsequent formation of the 
sustainable development goals, developed countries were required to accept 
that global progress on climate change also required action on other goals, 
such as poverty alleviation, education and gender equality (Udapudi and 
Sakkarnaikar, 2015).

Shortly after the SDGs were announced in 2015, parties to the UNFCCC 
adopted the Paris Agreement on climate change. The Paris Agreement called 
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on the global community to act to reduce GHGs, as well as to prepare for 
and adapt to the consequences of climate change, including sea level rise and 
more frequent and extreme weather events. The Paris Agreement set a goal 
to prevent a rise in global average temperatures to 2 °C above pre- industrial 
levels as this was the level beyond which scientists concurred that tipping 
points could be reached beyond which the natural climate system could be 
irreversibly altered, putting humanity at great risk (Knutti et al, 2016). For 
small island states and low- lying countries this target was insufficient; they 
pressurized instead for a 1.5 °C upper temperature limit. Even this level brings 
with it serious risks, for example from rising sea levels. Unable to reach a 
consensus, the Paris Agreement calls on its signatories to hold the increase 
to well below 2 °C and strive to stay within 1.5 °C (UNFCCC, 2015).

2.1.3 Voluntary initiatives

Given the lack of global acceptance of an agreement with legally binding 
targets, at the Paris climate negotiations (COP 21) hopes were placed on 
a ‘hybrid multilateralism’ (Kuyper et al, 2018). It assumed that, under the 
prevailing political realities, progress on the climate crisis would be politically 
achievable only through collaborative action, voluntary commitments, win– 
win solutions, and the development of synergies. Political stalemate at the 
climate negotiations in Copenhagen (COP 15) in 2009 required negotiations 
to make a shift from aiming for a regulatory regime to accepting a catalytic 
and facilitative model. Thus, the Paris Agreement incorporated voluntary 
commitments of action (nationally determined contributions, or NDCs) 
that are deposited with the UNFCCC Secretariat. The agreement further 
incorporates a regular review mechanism intended to pressurize states to 
examine the effectiveness of their measures and to assess the latest scientific 
findings and climate developments so that they can adjust their climate 
commitments and ambitions accordingly. Finally, the agreement includes 
non-  and substate actors far more directly than previous regimes (Hale, 
2016). The UNFCCC Global Climate Action Portal identifies the climate 
action pledges and commitments of more than 29,000 different non-  and 
substate actors. Countries’ voluntary national reviews of their SDG efforts 
pay considerable attention to these kinds of climate change actions (Elder 
and Bartalini, 2019).

While critics question the effectiveness of a system that relies so heavily 
on private actors as standard setters and where accountability mechanisms 
remain weak (Streck, 2020), there are also positive dimensions to this ‘era 
of nonstate climate leadership’ (MacLean, 2020), with its polycentric and 
voluntary characteristics (Ostrom, 2009).

An example is the United Kingdom’s effort to pull together a club of 
countries to agree to phase out coal, the dirtiest of the fossil fuels. By 
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November 2021, more than 40 countries had joined this informal club, 
although critics point out that the biggest coal users are not on board and 
phase- out dates remain too late (Harvey et al, 2021). Students’ and citizens’ 
groups have spearheaded divestment campaigns, urging pension funds, 
governments and financial institutions to divest from fossil fuels. In response, 
the Norwegian Pension Fund, the world’s largest sovereign wealth fund, 
decided to divest from fossil fuels (Ambrose, 2019). Forbes reports that the 
divestment movement is a $14.5 trillion movement with over a thousand 
major investors (Carlin, 2021).

A growing number of countries, companies and organizations, including 
universities, have committed to net zero carbon targets. The UN- backed 
Race to Zero campaign highlights several such initiatives (UNFCCC, 
2021). A growing number of countries have also adopted climate neutrality 
goals (Wallach, 2021), and companies have taken on the net zero challenge, 
including even various energy companies such as BP, Repsol and Sasol 
(Geck, 2021). A 2019 survey found that 13 of 132 energy companies had 
formulated their own net zero targets (Dietz et al, 2019). The UN, however, 
warns that much more needs to be done to stay within a 1.5 °C warming 
(IPCC, 2021).

2.1.4 Nationally Determined Contributions and the emissions gap

Several countries have notched their NDCs upwards, but the commitments 
that have been made are still far short of what is needed to stop the world 
from entering a real temperature danger zone (Climate Analytics and Next 
Climate Institute, 2021a). In November 2018 the United Nations issued an 
emissions gap report indicating that the G20 countries, the largest economies 
in the world whose combined emissions accounted for almost 80 per cent 
of global emissions, were not doing enough to rein in emissions growth, 
putting their 2030 pledges at risk (UNEP, 2018). The IPCC sent out a stark 
warning in the same year that the time frame available to stay within a 1.5 
°C target was rapidly closing (IPCC, 2019). The Climate Action Tracker, a 
scientific analysis by a consortium of climate research organizations, estimated 
that the pledges and commitments made at the Paris COP in 2015 were 
leading the world in the direction of a 2.5 °C to 2.9 °C temperature increase, 
even if all pledges were to be fully implemented (Climate Analytics and 
Next Climate Institute, 2019). In 2020 at COP26 in Glasgow, Scotland, an 
increasingly concerned public put pressure on policy makers to strengthen 
their pledges. In November 2021 the Climate Action Tracker assessed that, 
even if all of the pledges countries made for 2030 are to be fulfilled, there 
is still a 50 per cent chance that global temperatures will be 2.4 °C higher 
than pre- industrial levels and a 95 per cent chance that the 1.5 °C target will 
be missed (Climate Analytics and Next Climate Institute, 2021b).
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2.2 Responsibility challenges: unequally distributed 
emissions
Tackling the climate crisis hinges on questions of fairness, equity and 
responsibility. The world’s biggest GHG emitters are spread across the 
Global North and South and are responsible for more than 50 per cent 
of global emissions (Friedrich et al, 2020). The climate commitments 
made by the four largest emitters –  China, the US, the EU and India –  are 
considered briefly later. In addition, the situations in Brazil, Indonesia and 
Tuvalu are introduced as snapshots of the highly heterogenous group of 
countries that make up the Global South. For these countries, climate action 
competes with other development needs and priorities, raising in turn, 
responsibility issues for wealthier countries and those with high historical 
and current emissions.

2.2.1 Large emitters from the Global North: the US and the EU

Carbon emissions mainly arise from industrial production and fossil fuel 
consumption. Thus, countries that were the first to industrialize have 
historically contributed most to global warming.

Historically, the United States has emitted more greenhouse gases 
into the atmosphere than any other country. Today, it is the world’s 
second largest emitter after China but the largest emitter from a 
cumulative historical perspective. Depending on the administration in 
power, the US has either sought to lead on global climate action or to 
block multilateral climate agreements. While the William J. Clinton 
administration (Democrat) signed the Kyoto Protocol, the George W. Bush 
administration (Republican) rejected the Kyoto Protocol and the Donald 
J. Trump administration (Republican) pulled the country out of the Paris 
Agreement. President Barack Obama was unable to convince Congress to 
pass meaningful climate legislation and thus was largely limited to seeking 
change through executive action. These executive actions introduced 
by Obama were largely annulled by Trump. A sharply divided country 
has stood in the way of finding a consensus on climate action (Schreurs, 
2019; Fiorino, 2022).

In the meantime, President Joe Biden brought the US back into the Paris 
Agreement in 2021. His administration also worked with Congress to pass 
major climate legislation. The first big success came in the form of the 
Infrastructure Law, which passed with bipartisan support. This law will channel 
funds for infrastructure projects, including public transport, rail, electric vehicle 
(Ev) chargers, clean energy transmission and grids, and cleaning up brownfield 
sites and abandoned mines. There is a strong focus on ensuring environmental 
justice in the allocation of funding. The second, more complicated and 
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precarious win came with the passage of a special form of budgetary legislation 
known as a reconciliation bill. The Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 does not 
sound like a climate bill but is actually the largest climate bill the US Congress 
has ever passed. It includes funding for renewable energy, batteries, forestry 
(for climate resilience) and electric vehicles, and sets major GHG emission 
reduction targets (by about a billion metric tons in 2030).

Given the federal system in the US and as a result of decades of inconsistency 
in federal action on climate change, subnational actors have also stepped 
up to the plate. States like California, Oregon, Washington and New York 
have succeeded in introducing important policies and measures to reduce 
emissions within their states (Stokes, 2020). US emissions dropped by 7.3 
per cent between 1990 and 2020 (US EPA, 2022).

The European Union is often perceived as a global leader in international 
climate negotiations. The block of 27 countries (28 until the UK’s exit in 
2020) championed the Kyoto Protocol and later the Paris Agreement after 
the US retreat. The EU met its goals to reduce its GHG emissions by 20 
per cent of 1990 levels by 2020, and exceeded its target to achieve 20 per 
cent renewables in its energy mix. Targets for 2030 announced in 2014 
have subsequently been tightened in response to warnings from the IPCC. 
The EU raised its carbon dioxide reduction ambition from 40 to 55 per 
cent of 1990 levels. The European Commission is promoting local climate 
action, for example with an initiative to realize 100 climate- neutral cities 
by 2030. In 2019 the EU announced the European Green Deal, which 
aims at climate neutrality by 2050, the development of a circular economy, 
major improvements in building efficiency, sharp reductions in the use of 
chemical pesticides in agriculture, large- scale reforestation and leadership in 
research and development of climate- friendly technologies (Bloomfield and 
Steward, 2020). The Fit for 55 package outlines steps to be taken by 2030, 
including raising the ambition and reach of the Emissions Trading System 
(ETS) to include not only major industries but also the airline and marine 
sectors. It also calls for updating member states’ national targets in areas not 
covered by the ETS (European Council, 2022).

In reaction to Russia’s illegal and devastating invasion of Ukraine, the 
EU has made extraordinary efforts to reduce dependency on Russian fossil 
fuels, speed the development of renewables and enhance energy efficiency. 
The war has become a catalyst for speeding up action on renewables and 
energy efficiency. At the same time, at least in the short term, Europe 
is returning to more use of coal to meet gaps in its energy supplies as a 
consequence of the loss of Russian fossil fuel sources. There is also fear that 
soaring energy prices could lead to social unrest, which has encouraged 
European governments to cooperate more on energy and to introduce a 
variety of measures to cushion consumers and small and medium industries 
from exploding fuel costs.
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2.2.2 Heavyweights in the Global South: China and India

When emissions from land- use change and forestry are included, the Global 
South is estimated to contribute about 63 per cent of today’s total GHG 
emissions (Fuhr, 2021). These emissions are heavily concentrated. The ten 
biggest emitters from the Global South are responsible for around 78 per 
cent of the group’s emissions; the remaining 120 countries account for only 
22 per cent. China and India alone are responsible for about 60 per cent of 
all emissions from the Global South. Emissions pathways, climate- related 
visions and strategies to tackle climate change differ significantly across the 
Global South.

China overtook the US as the world’s largest emitter in the mid- 2000s. 
Given its population of close to 1.4 billion people and an economy that 
has experienced rapid economic growth since 1980, China’s position in 
the international climate negotiations has shifted. In the early years, it 
positioned itself as a developing country, arguing that the responsibility 
for climate change lay primarily with North America, Europe and Japan. 
China was not required to reduce its emissions under the Kyoto Protocol, 
and instead became the recipient of technological assistance under the 
Clean Development Mechanism, a policy instrument designed to allow 
developed countries to obtain credits towards their own emission reductions 
by taking actions to reduce or prevent emissions in developing countries 
(Zhang and Yan, 2015). With its GHG emissions now reaching about 30 
per cent of the global total, China has had to accept greater responsibility. 
At COP 15 in 2009, China was perceived as a blocker of a global climate 
agreement. Offering some hope to the global community, a decade later 
in September 2020, China’s President Xi Jinping announced that the 
country would aim to peak its emissions by 2030 and to achieve carbon 
neutrality by 2060.

China has taken major strides to reduce the carbon intensity of its economy, 
shuttering highly polluting factories, closing many small and hazardous coal 
mines, and investing heavily in a modernization of production systems. 
Between 1978 and 2018, China’s economy grew by 176 per cent and its 
population by 16 per cent, but its CO2 emissions increased a much smaller 
sixfold because of sharp declines in energy and carbon intensity (Zheng 
et al, 2020). China has invested heavily in renewables, accounting for 45 per 
cent of global investments in renewables in 2020. It has the world’s largest 
renewable energy generation capacity (over 900 GW at the end of 2020). In 
2021, China’s renewable energy investments outpaced investments in fossil 
fuels under the Belt and Road Initiative for the first time. While China still 
dominates global investments in overseas coal power plants (REN21, 2021), 
the government recently banned the financing of such projects. In addition 
to promoting hydrogen fuels, circular economy concepts, electric vehicles, 
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and digital technologies, the 14th Five-Year Plan envisions substantial reliance 
on what it calls the clean and efficient use of fossil fuels (NDRC, 2021).

India has overtaken China as the world’s most populated country and its 
population is expected to be over 1.6 billion by 2050 (PTI, 2019). This will 
put additional burdens on an economy in transition that is still struggling 
to supply its entire population with their basic needs. Demand for energy 
and resources will expand significantly in the decades ahead. Yet, average 
per capita CO2 emissions remain low, at an average of 1.69 tons per year in 
2019, compared with a global average of 4.39 tons.

Reflecting its stage of development and its belief that developed countries 
should carry the weight of responsibility for addressing climate change, India 
initially resisted setting a substantial climate neutrality target. This changed 
in November 2021, when President Narendra Modi announced that India 
would aim to become carbon neutral by 2070 (McGrath, 2021). Further 
measures aim to reduce the emissions intensity of GDP by 33– 35 per cent 
from the 2005 level and to obtain 40 per cent of cumulative installed electric 
power capacity from non- fossil fuel energy resources (renewables and nuclear 
power), both by 2030. Taking the position of many developing countries, 
India demands financial and technical assistance from developed countries 
and the Green Climate Fund, which was set up by the Paris Agreement to 
help developing countries adapt to and mitigate against climate change. India 
is eager to become a player in the production and export of clean energy 
technologies. However, the country also continues to build coal- fired power 
plants (varadhan and Sheldrick, 2021), claiming that these are necessary to 
meet its rapidly growing energy demands.

2.2.3 Divergent perspectives from the Global South

The Global South accounts for the majority of countries in the world. It is 
an economically, politically and culturally diverse group. Brazil, Indonesia and 
South Africa are examples of countries that have seen substantial economic 
progress and positive human development over the past few decades, albeit 
on the back of widespread environmental degradation and increasing 
social inequality. Given their current and future GHG trends, the global 
fight against climate change very much hinges on developments in these 
countries. On the other side of the spectrum, small island countries with 
small carbon footprints such as Tuvalu, Fiji and the Maldives are struggling 
to adapt to climate change. Their stories raise troubling climate justice and 
equity concerns.

Brazil has one of the largest tracks of rainforest in the world. Yet, large areas 
have been deforested in response to demands for agricultural land and timber 
exports, as well as through corruption and illegal logging. Deforestation 
rates surged under the far right presidency of Jair Bolsonaro. His successor, 
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Lula da Silva, has pledged to protect the Amazon and its peoples. In April 
2022 Brazil published an updated NDC to underline its commitment to 
reduce GHG emissions by 37 per cent by 2025, and by 50 per cent by 2030 
(compared to 2005 levels), and to attain climate neutrality by 2050. The plan 
notes the country’s already high share of renewables, which accounted for 
48.4 per cent of total energy demand, 84.8 per cent of electricity and 25 
per cent of transport fuel. Brazil is a world leader in the development and 
consumption of biofuels in heating and transport (Martinelli et al, 2022). 
However, there are controversies involving the extent to which biofuel 
strategies contribute to social inequities, biodiversity loss and loss of arable 
land for agriculture. As part of its NDC, Brazil has committed to ending 
illegal logging by 2028.

Indonesia is the world’s fourth most populous nation, with more than 
270 million inhabitants. This lower middle- income country is the largest 
economy in Southeast Asia and the eighth largest worldwide. With its per 
capita consumption- based CO2 emissions of 2.21 tons, excluding land- use 
emissions, Indonesia’s contributions to global warming might be viewed 
as moderate (World Bank, 2022). However, Indonesia is actually one of 
the world’s largest emitters of GHGs, mainly as a result of the high level 
of emissions stemming from land use, land- use change and the energy 
sector, which together are responsible for 80 per cent of the country’s 
emissions. Indonesia originally agreed to reduce emissions by 26 per cent 
(unconditionally) compared to a 2030 business as usual (BAU) scenario and 
by up to 41 per cent below the 2030 BAU level, depending on international 
assistance for finance, technology transfer and capacity building (Wijaya 
et al, 2017). Decarbonization of its economy was to follow a phased 
approach involving improvements to land- use policies, energy conservation 
and renewable energy development (Dunne, 2019). Activists rejected the 
government’s plans as not ambitious enough, and criticized the government 
for planning to categorize coal gasification, brown hydrogen (developed 
from fossil fuels) and nuclear energy as ‘renewable energy’ (Jong, 2021). 
They pointed out that emissions ‘might even double by 2030’ compared 
to 2014 levels if more ambitious actions were not taken (Climate Analytics 
and Next Climate Institute, 2022). The Indonesian government has in the 
meantime committed to doing more. In July 2021 it submitted an updated 
NDC with a 29 per cent unconditional emission reduction target for 2030 
and a net zero emissions target for 2060 or sooner (compared to earlier 
discussions of a 2070 date).

South Africa is Africa’s largest economy. Situated in a drought belt, the 
country regularly experiences severe water shortages. In 2019 Cape Town 
almost ran out of water (Heggie, 2021). After decades of apartheid, major 
income inequalities still plague the country, with over half the population 
living in poverty and a quarter experiencing food poverty. Poor communities 
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are particularly hard hit by climate change. South Africa’s national climate 
adaptation strategy notes that climate change threatens its ability to meet 
the SDGs (DEFF (Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries), 
South Africa, 2020). It also points out that women experience climate 
change challenges differently from men. At COP26, South Africa called for 
developed countries to honour their pledges to provide developing countries 
with financial and technical support for climate adaptation (Creecy, 2021).

Finally, Tuvalu and the other 43 UN member states in the Alliance of 
Small Island States (AOSIS) contribute only marginally to global GHG 
emissions but are most seriously threatened by climate change. For Tuvalu, 
a small island nation in the Pacific with fewer than 12,000 inhabitants, sea 
level rise and extreme storms will almost certainly mean that its citizens will 
need to find a new home. AOSIS played a critical role in the Paris climate 
negotiations in demanding the inclusion of a 1.5 °C target, characterizing 
this as an existential issue for them (Ourbak and Magnan, 2018). While 
some areas may be able to get by with climate adaptation strategies, others 
will suffer an irreversible loss of territory.

2.3 Political challenges: climate change deniers versus 
climate activists
Climate change touches all sectors of society. There are countless interests 
and a plethora of different views about how best to address it. Two 
antagonistic poles are presented here. One is populated by climate change 
deniers and sceptics who are backed by powerful and wealthy industries and 
philanthropists. The other is represented by climate movements and their 
members, many of whom are young and worried about what the future 
might hold. Climate change is thus a highly politicized field.

2.3.1 Climate change deniers and sceptics

Climate action has been slowed by climate change deniers and sceptics, 
who question either the extent to which humans are contributing to global 
warming or whether global warming is happening at all. They found 
powerful supporters in the likes of former US Senator James Inhofe, former 
US President Donald Trump and former Czech President vaclav Klaus. 
Many prominent climate deniers have either headed up conservative think 
tanks (the Heartland Institute, the Cato Institute, the Competitive Enterprise 
Institute) or had their research financed by fossil fuel companies. The movie 
Before the Flood (2016) describes these linkages and raises awareness of the 
financing behind many climate change deniers (see also Thornton 2023). 
While climate change denialism is not equally strong in all parts of the world, 
various far right movements have taken up these arguments. Germany’s 
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far right party, Alternative für Deutschland, has for example, questioned 
the wisdom of the German energy transition and has campaigned against 
renewable energy projects. Others, such as France’s Rassemblement National 
and Spain’s vox (Onishi, 2019; de Nadal, 2021; Serhan, 2021), reject the 
need for international solutions. In the wake of the Russian war on Ukraine, 
there is growing evidence that numerous European far right movements 
have received funding from the Kremlin (Datta, 2022).

2.3.2 New climate movements

In sharp contrast to the climate deniers, youth climate action is on the rise 
and has led to new climate movements such as Fridays for Future (FFF) and 
Extinction Rebellion (XR). These movements have used a broad spectrum 
of strategies from press conferences to street protests, to more radical civil 
disobedience, to demand more ambitious climate action. They combine 
vocal public protest with dedicated policy work, agenda setting and lobbying 
(Sovacool and Dunlap, 2022). Slowly, the balance on climate action appears 
to be tipping in their favour, although not with the speed or intensity they 
rightfully demand.

Greta Thunberg initiated a worldwide movement in August 2018 when 
she announced the first Skolstrejk för klimatet (school strike for climate). Her 
efforts gained unprecedented social media attention, helping to launch the 
global Fridays for Future movement. With support from climate scientists, 
the movement regards itself as bipartisan and politically neutral. It demands 
radical and immediate climate action that acknowledges and meaningfully 
responds to the mounting evidence of climate change (Marquardt, 2020). 
Mass protests around the world were severely disrupted during the pandemic, 
but the movement continued to lobby for climate action through various 
online formats. During COP26 in Glasgow, Thunberg criticized the 
official UNFCCC negotiations as ‘blah, blah, blah’ and joined an alternative 
summit instead.

The Sunshine Movement, which was launched in 2017 in the US, has 
similarly organized a wide range of protests and carried out policy work. 
During the 2018 US midterm elections, the group attacked candidates with 
ties to the fossil fuel industry and supported candidates who were in favour of 
renewables, such as Alexandria Ocasio- Cortez who promoted a Green New 
Deal bill. Movement protesters gathered noisily near politicians’ residences 
to wake them up. On the other side of the Atlantic, in the United Kingdom 
Extinction Rebellion emerged from a network of environmental initiatives 
‘to spark and sustain a spirit of creative rebellion’ (Extinction Rebellion, 
2018) and call for immediate action against climate change. More radical 
than FFF, XR employs more disruptive tactics. Driven by a strong sense 
of urgency in light of depleting carbon budgets and the rapidly dwindling 
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time left to avoid dangerous anthropogenic climate change, XR engages in 
disruptive modes of protest such as street sit- ins and blockades of carbon- 
intensive infrastructures. These more radical strategies and tactics of civil 
disobedience have been adopted by other movements such as Ende Gelände 
or Letzte Generation (Sovacool and Dunlap, 2022).

2.4 Three challenges for SDG 13
Numerous actors at multiple levels have sought to advance climate action 
or delay progress (Jänicke et al, 2015). This has made the governance of 
climate change complex and conflictual. Three cautionary tales arise when 
it comes to combating climate change. They translate into key challenges 
for promoting and implementing SDG 13.

2.4.1 Governance challenge: urgency versus voluntary governance

Climate governance is characterized by a high degree of tension between 
different actors both within and across countries and raises many concerns 
about what is being handed down to future generations. Can the growing 
need for immediate and urgent action to prevent the most devastating 
effects of climate change be met by voluntary pledges? Will states rachet 
up their commitments enough over the coming years to make a real 
difference? Researchers see a serious credibility gap between national 
announcements and climate trends (Climate Analytics and Next Climate 
Institute, 2021a). Jernnäs (2021: 60) describes the post- Paris climate 
governance architecture as merely facilitative and incapable of tackling a 
global collective action problem like climate change. In her words, it aims 
to ‘meet urgency with voluntarism.’ Yet, the flexible regime also holds a 
chance for increased action as a result of intensifying pressure from below. 
At least in democratic societies, citizens can hold governments accountable, 
demand that they implement their NDCs, contest weak commitments and 
advocate for more ambitious action (Marquardt and Bäckstrand, 2022). 
As a promising example, the global climate youth movement has not only 
put climate change back on the agenda of high- level politics, but also 
shaped elections and domestic political debates. various forms of climate 
activism, protest and civil disobedience can be expected to foster societal 
debates, articulate climate justice concerns and give a voice to marginalized 
positions (Martiskainen et al, 2020). These activities alone will not be 
sufficient to solve the climate crisis, and may even be dangerous in some 
more authoritarian systems, but they can and have had important impacts. 
Nevertheless, they still need to be accompanied by climate- friendly policies 
and shifts towards sustainability across all economic sectors and at all levels 
of government.
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2.4.2 Responsibility challenge: climate concerns versus development needs

Mitigating climate change has been framed as the responsibility of the rich 
countries. Historically, Europe, North America and Japan have contributed 
the most to global warming, especially in terms of consumption- based 
emissions (Liddle, 2018). Yet, emission trends are changing the responsibility 
discussion. Under the 1997 Kyoto Protocol only industrialized countries 
were obliged to reduce their GHG emissions; in contrast, the 2015 Paris 
Agreement covers both industrialized and developing countries (Obergassel 
et al, 2016). Today, developing countries account for about 63 per cent of 
GHG emissions (Fuhr, 2021), which means that SDG 13 cannot be seriously 
tackled without considering the development challenges attached to it. 
Climate change and sustainable development must be considered together 
to avoid harmful trade- offs especially in the Global South, but also to take 
advantage of the benefits that can come from fostering interconnections 
between them. A number of developing countries have responded by setting 
less ambitious unconditional and more ambitious conditional targets. The 
latter depend on financial and technical support from the Global North, 
which has pledged financial support but has to date failed to fully meet 
its promises.1

The climate crisis highlights the need for deeper transformation as it points 
to the links among existing economic structures, global inequalities and the 
maldistribution of resources. various tools have been developed to explore 
the interlinkages between climate action and the other 16 SDGs. According 
to Gonzales- Zuñiga et al (2018: 4), the ‘synergies outweigh the trade- offs 
found for most of the SDGs’. Fuso Nerini and colleagues (2019: 675) 
identify synergies particularly with regard to SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDG 7  
(Affordable and clean energy) and SDG 9 (Industry, innovation and 
infrastructure) (IGES, 2021).

2.4.3 Political challenges: depoliticization versus politicization

The rise of climate movements and street protests as well as climate- 
related populism and denial point to a third critical challenge, namely 
the sociopolitical conflicts, tensions and cleavages attached to climate 
action. Climate governance has long been a struggle between attempts at 
politicizing and depoliticizing the climate issue. Some scholars argue that 
framing climate change in ecomodernist terms has led to a post- political 
condition where climate change is understood as an ecological but less as 
a political problem that can be managed and solved through technological 
innovations (Swyngedouw, 2011). Such a framing has come increasingly 
under pressure. Right- wing populists have discovered climate politics as a 
major societal battleground as it reflects a broader ideological dispute between 
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an environmentally friendly elite and the population at large (Marquardt 
and Lederer, 2022).

Since the early years of this century, the climate issue has turned into a 
cultural cleavage, shaped by competing world views and ideologies. The 
more obvious it becomes that tackling climate change is not only about 
environmental protection but also about fundamental changes in society, 
the wider the gap has grown between supporters and opponents of climate 
science and the greater the partisan divide over climate change (Hoffman, 
2011). While right- wing populists employ modes of climate science 
denialism, climate policy nationalism and climate policy conservatism 
(vihma et al, 2020: 22), left- wing activists and movements such as XR 
or FFF, as well as progressive left- wing parties, highlight climate justice 
concerns and global inequalities to mobilize for more ambitious climate 
action. These interventions can give voice to typically marginalized 
interests as well as future generations. Machin (2020) describes this form of 
engagement as ‘ecological agonism’, where democratic disagreement over 
climate change provides an opportunity to develop alternatives, disrupt 
business as usual policy making, and foster civic participation. Acting for 
the climate thus means working for democracy and shaping the society 
humans want to live in. Along those lines, scholars like Willis et al (2022) 
promote a switch from elitist democratic practices to deliberation- based 
reforms such as deliberative mini publics to effectively but democratically 
address climate change.

2.5 Conclusion
Realizing SDG 13 will be challenging given the urgency of the climate 
crisis, competing development priorities and political struggles. Climate 
change was included in the SDGs because it had to be. But, in reality, the 
development of climate change goals, targets and funding decisions has been 
largely left to the international climate negotiations and resulting treaties 
and agreements. Many climate- relevant measures can, however, be found 
in other SDGs such as SDG 7 (Affordable and clean energy) and SDG 12 
(Responsible consumption and production). The impacts of climate change 
on SDG 2 (Zero hunger) and SDG 14 (Life below water) are explicitly 
addressed in the Sustainable Development Goals Report 2022 (UN, 2022).

Post- Paris climate governance has led to contestation and pressure from 
below not only to achieve more ambitious climate mitigation targets and 
to adapt to climate change, but also to work towards more just, fair and 
democratic climate politics both globally and domestically (Marquardt et al, 
2022). Yet, there is little doubt that the Paris Agreement is still too limited to 
keep the climate crisis in check (Allan, 2019). The interests of those countries 
most affected by climate change often fail to gain sufficient attention, but 
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there are also signs that climate awareness is deepening. Competition for 
climate technology leadership among the biggest emitters is increasingly 
visible. Thus, while the world will most likely miss the 1.5 °C target set 
out in Paris and incorporated in SDG 13, legislative changes are happening, 
new technologies and processes are being adopted, and sustainable lifestyles 
are becoming more popular. With signs of climate change all around us, 
protests and initiatives to demand action and transform societies will certainly 
intensify. There is still room for some optimism but there is no time to lose. 
Climate action is needed now.

Note
 1 In Copenhagen (2009) industrialized countries promised to allocate $100 billion a year 

by 2020 to help the Global South adapt to climate change. In 2021 that target had still 
not been met.
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Interview with Miranda Schreurs 
and Jens Marquardt: Ending 

the North/ South Divide 
in Climate Action

Johanna Carrasco Saravia and Caroline Landolt

Fossil fuel companies are powerful influencers in politics. Did they ever try to influence 
your research?

Schreurs: One day, I was asked if I was willing to do a paid 
interview. In exchange for money, I would have had 
to give up my right to determine what was written 
later in the report. The journal would have had the 
right to edit what I wrote. So I refused. It turned 
out that it was the atomic lobby. They were hoping 
they could get an American professor to take their 
side of the story. This also happens in more indirect 
ways through research projects and funding meant to 
support a particular kind of research, for instance about 
clean coal or fossil fuel’s energy efficiency. In this way, 
the fossil fuel lobby has had a lot of influence on the 
research that was conducted over the years.

Considering the position of most developing countries as providers of raw material 
and natural resources, what role can these countries play in climate action?

Marquardt: Developing countries need more agency. The Yasuní- 
ITT Initiative in Ecuador was one example where 
the government said ‘We have this beautiful rainforest 
here and underneath us, there is oil. We’ll agree not 
to cut the trees and not to extract the oil if you give 
us 50% of the revenues that we could have expected 
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from that.’ There was a fund for a couple of years, but 
it didn’t reach the target, so they cancelled it. That’s a 
clear example of how the Global South and the Global 
North could work together by sharing responsibilities. 
This would have been a win– win solution, but it failed. 
I think the role of developing countries is to demand 
action, compensation and technologies. However, I also 
wouldn’t say developing countries are homogeneous; 
they have often varying interests ranging from those of 
China to Small Island Developing States. It is important 
for this group to keep different responsibilities and 
climate justice issues on their agenda, working together 
with civil society organizations too.

With regards to civil society, what role can transnational environmental movements, 
such as Fridays for Future play in the design and implementation of climate policies?

Marquardt: I’m hopeful that these movements bring the politics 
back to climate action and demonstrate that tackling 
climate change is more than a question of technology, 
economic prosperity or science. Fridays for Future 
raises the voice of marginalized groups across the world 
and calls for climate justice. Their success depends on 
creating alliances with unions, Indigenous peoples, 
all the people who suffer from the current economic 
system and climate change. It’s important to build 
coalitions and to get away from this Global North 
versus Global South narrative. We need to promote 
alternatives, such as buen vivir in South America, for 
example, which rests on solidarity and unity between 
humans and nature. It is important to think out of the 
box and not to reproduce the system that created the 
mess of the climate crisis.
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3

Key Logics of International Forest 
Governance and SDG 15

Daniela Kleinschmit, Mareike Blum, Maria Brockhaus,  
Mawa Karambiri, Markus Kröger, Sabaheta Ramcilovic- Suominen  

and Sabine Reinecke

In 2015 the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, building on the 
Millennium Development Goals, was adopted by the UN member states. The 
SDGs, and in particular SDG 17 (Partnerships for the goals), have emphasized 
global partnerships as a means of overcoming the shortcomings of the MDGs 
in relation to Goal 8 (To develop a global partnership for development) (UN 
System Task Team, 2012: 5). In these regards, partnerships at the global 
level between governments, as well with other stakeholders such as the 
private sector, are described as being essential (Lomazzi et al, 2014). This 
was in response to known power asymmetries in international arrangements, 
namely, a Northern- driven agenda and a bias in governance forms that favour 
international organizations, governmental actors and a strong private sector, 
while dismissing Southern and local participation as well as non- state actors 
and authorities (Menashy, 2019). SDG 17 is essential for, and thus should be 
integrated by, all other SDGs, including SDG 15 (Life on land).

While the other SDGs focus on economic development, social rights 
or cooperation, SDG 15 flags terrestrial ecosystems, and correspondingly 
forests, as being essential for sustainable development. Forest ecosystems 
are assigned a particular role not only in SDG 15 but also in other SDGs, 
building a ‘complex relationship’ between them (Baumgartner, 2019: 1). 
This is in part due to their geographic scope (with forest covering about 
one third of the world’s land area) but also because of the goods and services 
they provide: timber and non- timber forest products; a fundamental basis 
for ecological processes (CO2 mitigation, water supply and quality); habitat 
for plants and animals; basis for livelihood and human well- being; and a 
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space for human culture and spiritual engagement. Hence, it is argued 
that the future of the world’s forests is ‘critical for sustainable development 
at all scales, from global to local’ (Katila et al, 2019: 3). This overarching 
relevance is partly mirrored in SDG 15 with the goal to ‘Protect, restore 
and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and 
halt biodiversity loss’.

Many of the targets and objectives of SDG 15, such as protection, 
restoration and sustainable use of ecosystems, have already been tackled 
in earlier international frameworks. These include the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) and its Aichi Biodiversity Targets, the UN 
Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) and the Convention 
on Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), as well other international 
governance initiatives –  particularly those concentrating on forest (and) 
landscape restoration (FLR), such as the Bonn Challenge or the New York 
Declaration on Forests (NYDF). These examples indicate the complexity 
in international forest governance, in which international governance is 
understood to be ‘the formal and informal bundles of rules, roles, rights and 
relationships that define and regulate the social practices of state and nonstate 
actors in international affairs’ (Slaughter et al, 1998: 371). These types of 
governance include UN- driven governmental processes such as the United 
Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF); private sector governance; market- 
oriented governance like Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certification; 
and hybrid settings involving both state and non- state actors , such as the 
Bonn Challenge (Sotirov et al, 2020).

SDG 15 builds on this legacy of international forest governance with 
its diverse objectives, targets and forms of governance. Yet history has 
demonstrated its limited effectiveness. Trade- offs between different 
objectives, as well as power asymmetries, are often named as key obstacles 
for efficient and just international forest governance (Fleischman et al, 
2021). Acknowledging the complexity of, as well as the power asymmetries 
in, international forest governance, this chapter has a twofold aim: first, 
to structure the complexity by identifying key logics that characterize 
international forest governance according to the issues, problems and 
proposed solutions (Kleinschmit et al, 2023); and, second, to better 
understand whether SDG 15 supports the overarching aim of the SDGs to 
overcome power asymmetries or whether the legacy of power asymmetries 
in international forest governance pertains in SDG 15.

To achieve these aims, this chapter maps key institutions and interests, 
considering inherent trade- offs and power asymmetries. It is assumed that 
institutions and the interests involved are central to international forest- 
related governance over the past three decades and thus might be (still) 
embedded in SDG 15. Institutional rules are understood not as neutral but 
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rather as outcomes of political bargaining processes in which different beliefs 
and discourses compete, and only certain ones are adopted. Starting with 
the assumption that international forest governance is shaped by multiple, 
more and less powerful, and partly conflicting institutions, the chapter 
focuses on formal laws, regulations and procedures. Following Barnett and 
Duvall (2005: 3), it perceives institutional power to involve the control of 
some actors over the conditions for the actions of (socially distant) others 
(Barnett and Duvall, 2005). Interests can be broadly described as the 
preferences of political actors. This dimension is also an expression of power 
inasmuch as some actors may be more capable of attaining and exercising 
their interests than others, depending on the distribution of resources and 
power in a governance setting. While existing institutions are the (partly 
unintended) consequence of earlier and historically defined institutional 
decisions and sets of rules, these typically reflect the preferences of more 
privileged actors. Likewise, existing institutions shape the preferences and 
power relations of actors in a given governance setting. Hence, institutions 
and interests are intimately interlinked (see Schmidt, 2008). Key institutions 
and interests that have been recognized in the literature as being embedded 
in international forest governance are described in section 3.1, which sets 
out the basis for synthesizing the three logics presented in section 3.2. In 
the mapping of institutions and interests, trade- offs and power asymmetries 
are considered.

For decades, studies have uncovered power asymmetries in international 
environmental and forest governance. These reveal, on the one hand, a 
Northern- driven agenda that diminishes the needs and priorities of Southern 
countries (eg Karlsson, 2002). On the other hand, they understand the 
diversity of types of governance not only as an expression but also as a source 
of conflict about responsibilities, which in turn results in or furthers existing 
global power asymmetries (McDermott et al, 2019).While elite capture and 
power struggles are taking place in societies in North and South alike, the 
main interest in this chapter is the specific targets and objectives related to 
forests in the SDG 15, and the different (historic) roles and responsibilities 
of the Global North and South in the governance of forest and forest lands.

The substantive scope and main data sources of this overview covers 
multidisciplinary scientific knowledge on past and current developments 
published up to the end of 2022. In terms of geographical coverage, this 
chapter focuses on international forest governance. As described earlier, 
international forest governance is approached from a broader perspective, 
going beyond forestry- specific concerns and taking into account forest- 
related and interlinked concepts. But this chapter focuses only on multilateral 
governance processes. Scholars have identified significant differences in 
agendas, types of governance and actor constellations in international 
forest governance before, during and after the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 
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(eg Humphreys, 1996a; Sotirov et al, 2020). Therefore these three periods 
are differentiated.

3.1 International forest governance: a chronological 
overview
SDG 15 is embedded in a range of different and diversifying approaches to 
international forest governance and is characterized by powerful institutions 
and interests. This section provides a chronological overview of those 
institutions and interests that have been highlighted in the literature as 
being embedded in international forest governance. Building on a literature 
review, two interrelated general trends of international forest governance 
can be observed: (1) the diversification of interests addressing forests, 
extending beyond classical wood production- oriented forestry; and (2) the 
diversification of forms of international forest governance beyond classical 
state actors and international organizations. Though these developments 
have accelerated since the United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development (UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (referred to 
in this chapter as the Earth Summit or the Rio Conference), they did not 
develop at the time in the context of an institutional void but rather built 
on historical developments in international forest governance. Therefore, 
the overview starts with the period preceding the Rio conference, before 
focusing on Rio and its relevance for international forest governance and 
the SDGs, and finally addressing the developments that followed thereafter 
until the 2020s. These developments will be discussed in light of the targets 
and objectives of SDG 15 in section 3.2.

3.1.1 International forest governance before the Earth Summit

In the period before the Rio conference, governments (especially those in 
high- income countries) saw forests mainly as a site of wood production. This 
view is informed by centuries of colonial rule, colonial administrations and 
a network of pro- colonial private companies practising forest exploitation, 
often combined with expropriation of local populations in the tropics (eg 
Peluso and vandergeest, 2001). At the time of independence, power was 
transferred to new postcolonial states that continued to pursue timber 
extraction, while public and private companies started to develop commercial 
forest plantations. These have often used the narrative of reforesting or 
restoring degraded forest lands (eg Feintrenie, 2014). In the late 1960s, 
in line with the wood production and global market logic, the UN Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) created a Committee on Forest 
Development in the Tropics, emphasizing the development (meaning 
exploitation) of forests (Humphreys, 2004). In the late 1970s, negotiations 
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on a commodity agreement on tropical timber commenced, ultimately 
resulting in the International Tropical Timber Agreement (ITTA) sponsored 
by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. Adopted 
in 1983 and ratified in 1985, the ITTA is an international, legally binding 
agreement focusing on tropical forests and trade in tropical timber. As a 
result of an intervention by the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN), the agreement also makes reference 
(in one clause) to forest conservation and the long- term ecological balance 
(Humphreys, 2004). There are two broad categories of signatories to the 
ITTA, producing and consuming countries, with reference to their focus 
on the production or consumption of tropical timber. ITTA established the 
International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO) as the body for policy 
development and decision- making processes in implementation.

In the 1980s, the practice of forest exploitation and the establishment of 
(large- scale tree) plantations, particularly in the tropics, became a prioritized 
issue of environmental campaigning and a hot topic in international 
public discourses supported by environmental NGOs (ENGOs) and rural 
people trying to prevent the clearing of natural forests for tree plantations 
(Gulbrandsen and Humphreys, 2006). This global attention was curbed by 
the emergence of global environmental issues such as ozone destruction and 
desertification (Humphreys, 1996a). Responding to this global attention, 
the United States, Canada and some European countries made several 
initiatives to negotiate a legally binding international forest instrument in 
the mid- 1980s. Their main interest was to halt and reverse deforestation in 
the tropical regions and protect old- growth forests. This resulted in diverse 
attempts to propose the establishment of a global forest instrument in the 
shape of a global forest convention or a forest protocol for a climate change 
or biodiversity convention (Humphreys, 1996b). The global attention 
on and debate around tropical deforestation also affected the preparatory 
meetings of the UNCED conference starting in August 1990 in Nairobi, 
which focused on forests but also other areas such as trade, climate change 
and agriculture (Schally, 1994). While some countries were in favour of a 
global forest convention, others raised general concerns. From a powerful 
position in the international forest governance arena based on their forest 
resources, Malaysia, Brazil and other countries, in particular, criticized the 
biased focus on tropical forests (Pülzl, 2005).

International forest governance concentrated on wood and international 
markets in the period before the Earth Summit, and was spurred mainly by 
large and arguably powerful international state- driven institutions such as 
the ITTO, the UN and its affiliated agencies. The private sector pushing 
the international wood market, and also supported by the World Bank, has 
been a key player in international forest governance. In the 1980s, however, 
the attention of ENGOs at the global level was also directed towards forest 
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conservation. This movement was flanked by an evolving discussion about 
certification in the 1990s, responding to both the environmental discussion 
in industrialized countries (focusing on the threats to tropical forests) and 
the demand of timber retailers and distributors for forest products from legal, 
well- managed forests (Meidinger, 2003).

The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora, adopted in 1976, is another trade- oriented international 
institution. However, CITES does not focus only on wood products but 
also on endangered species of wild plants (including trees) and animals 
in general by restricting imports and exports. The three appendices to 
the Convention offer different levels of protection from prohibited trade. 
CITES is perceived as an early example of the power struggles in negotiating 
international rules and regulations, and the related problems of involving 
or considering (specific) non- state actors (Challender et al, 2015). The 
CITES regulation actually has implications for rural communities who may 
be dependent on CITES- listed wildlife for their livelihoods (eg Roe et al, 
2002; velázquez Gomar and Stringer, 2011). Some authors criticize CITES 
for being characterized by a preservation perspective of powerful Northern 
industrial states and conservationists in other (non- affected) regions of the 
world demanding a halt to the utilization of wildlife (Duffy, 2013). The 
significant attention, supported by media coverage, given to prestigious 
species (eg rhinos or elephants) is perceived as demonstrating the interests 
of non- state actors in international governance (Duffy, 2013).

3.1.2 Earth Summit in Rio 1992: non- agreement and broadening the 
forest perspective
The UNCED conference in Rio 1992 has fundamentally affected 
international forest governance over a long period, because it failed to 
agree on a global forest convention and broadened the range of issues to 
be addressed through forests, incorporating, for example, climate change 
and biodiversity.

At the Earth Summit, a non- binding statement was agreed upon as called 
for by the third preparatory committee (Prep Com): the ‘Non- legally 
Binding Authoritative Statement of Principles for a Global Consensus on 
the Management, Conservation, and Sustainable Development of All Types 
of Forests’ (the Forest Principles) in Agenda 21. The Forest Principles, 
together with the conventions described later, were endorsed by the United 
Nations General Assembly at the Rio Conference. The 15 principles deal 
with subjects as diverse as the sovereign right of states, women’s participation 
and the need to provide financial resources (Zentilli, 1995). Chapter 11 of 
Agenda 21 (Combating deforestation), in particular, focuses on forest goals 
including sustainable management and conservation, as well as on utilization 
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and assessments and systematic observation. Though not legally binding, 
Chapter 11 is the first international commitment of states to the sustainable 
development of forests (Humphreys, 2001).

Experts have identified various reasons for the failure to agree on a legally 
binding convention on forests, including the role of forests for international 
commerce (Lipschutz, 2000), strategic moves against increased standards for 
forest management (Dimitrov, 2003), the worries of tropical countries about 
sovereignty (Humphreys, 1996a, 1996b) and the mismatch between costs 
and benefits for countries from the Global North (Davenport, 2005). The 
output of the Rio Conference likely reflects a combination of all these factors.

Apart from the principles focusing specifically on forests, forests are addressed 
in the context of three conventions resulting from the Rio Conference: the 
Convention on Biological Diversity and the Framework Convention on 
Climate Change and the Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD). 
Both were formally negotiated by an Intergovernmental Negotiating 
Committee between 1991 and 1992. They ended up as legally binding 
framework conventions signed by a large number of states.

The CBD aims to combat the destruction of plant and animal species, 
and ecosystems at large (CBD, 1992). The CBD specifically addresses 
biodiversity in developing countries, and also considers the responsibility 
of contracting parties to recognize the knowledge of Indigenous and local 
communities; equitable sharing of the resulting benefits; and the sovereign 
authority to determine access to genetic resources and commercial benefits 
from biodiversity. Arts (2006: 183) recognizes the CBD as ‘a delicate 
balance and complex compromise between Northern and Southern 
preferences, assets and interests’. Many NGOs, like World Wide Fund 
for Nature (WWF), Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace to name just a 
few, participated in and influenced the intergovernmental process of the 
CBD (Arts, 1998). Additionally, the principle of free and prior informed 
consent (FPIC) was upheld by the CBD to facilitate participation, foster 
transparency of information exchange and support benefit sharing. 
CBD has particular relevance for forests as it is one of the Convention’s 
priorities (with its own programme of work) to ensure forests as a space 
for species protection.

The UNFCCC as a framework convention aims to achieve the stabilization 
of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would 
prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system 
within a timeframe sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally to 
climate change (UNFCCC, 1992). The treaty established three categories of 
signatory states with different responsibilities: developed countries (Annex 1 
countries), developed countries with special financial responsibilities (covered 
in Annex 2, ie Annex 1 countries excluding countries in transition) and 
developing countries. Forests and the forest sector gained high relevance 
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in the UNFCCC in relation to the mitigation of GHGs and adaptation to 
climate change.

The goal of the UNCCD is ‘to combat desertification and mitigate 
the effects of drought … through effective action at all levels, supported 
by international cooperation and partnership arrangements’ (UNCCD, 
1994). Forests did not feature heavily in the convention but were addressed 
because signatories committed themselves to include measures to conserve 
natural resources –  for example, through ensuring integrated and sustainable 
management of forests –  in national action programmes.

The limited problem- solving effectiveness of the conventions and 
principles agreed at Rio has since become evident (Sotirov et al, 2020), 
specifically concerning forests as deforestation and forest degradation persist at 
high levels. Thus, the Rio Conference was only the starting point for further 
initiatives, declarations, protocols, annexes or instruments both within and 
outside the UN system, with forests continually receiving increased attention.

3.1.3 Beyond the Rio Conference: shift towards ‘new’ types of governance

For those actors that have aimed for a global forest convention, the Rio 
Conference marked a starting point for continual frustration, because the 
soft laws delivered in further intergovernmental processes lacked legal bite 
(Levin et al, 2008). For others, the Rio Conference is seen as having catalysed 
a series of innovative market- oriented international forest governance 
approaches (eg Shaffer and Bodansky, 2012). The newer dynamics and trends 
in forest- related international governance within and beyond the treaties 
are presented in this section.

Forest under the UN

The UN Commission on Sustainable Development established first the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF), based on the Forest Principles, 
and after two years the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests (IFF) as its 
successor, with the task of analysing priority forest issues, which resulted in 
over 150 Proposals for Action (PfA). Based on this, the UN Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC) created the United Nations Forum on Forests 
in 2000, an intergovernmental body still in existence today, with a focus on 
sustainable forest management (SFM) and its diverse facets (for an overview 
from IPF to UNFF, see Humphreys, 2001). The UNFF was also tasked with 
laying the groundwork for a global forest convention. However, in 2007 
this resulted in yet another soft law known as the Non- Legally- Binding 
Instrument on All Types of Forests (NLBI). Finance was flagged by many 
developing countries as the most crucial issue while ‘most of the donor 
countries were not prepared to agree on the establishment of a strong financial 
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mechanism’ (Kunzmann, 2008: 987). The NLBI emphasizes, among other 
things, a reversal of the loss of forest cover and sustainable forest management. 
The latter is supported by the development of national forest programs 
(NFPs) with the aim of strengthening national sovereignty and allocating the 
responsibility for achieving global objectives to member states (Glück et al, 
2003). NFPs shift power from the state in decision making to new forms of 
governance. Critical voices argue that the NLBI reaffirms neoliberal ideas 
of international forest governance highlighting the primary role of forests 
and their goods and services for the market (eg Humphreys, 2009).

More obviously in the interest of wood production and international 
markets are the updated ITTAs and other diverse governance processes 
concentrating on timber markets. ITTO’s mandate was renewed by ITTAs 
in 1994 and 2006, the latter with the explicit aim to ‘promote the expansion 
and diversification of international trade in tropical timber from sustainably 
managed and legally harvested forests’ (International Tropical Timber 
Agreement, 2006: 3). Some authors understand the ITTO to be strongly 
supportive of SFM, for example through the Guidelines for the Sustainable 
Management of Tropical Natural Forests, including corresponding criteria 
and indicators (Linser et al, 2018), and through its support for SFM initiatives 
such as the African Timber Organization (Kadam et al, 2021). Others 
perceive ITTO to be dominated by trade interests emphasizing ‘sustainable 
timber production’ instead of SFM (Gulbrandsen and Humphreys, 2006).

Certification

Certification, described by Cashore et al (2004) as a prime example of 
‘non- state market- driven’ governance, concentrates on timber production 
and international markets as well as on sustainable forestry. In contrast 
to state- centred traditional international governance, the authority of 
certification is diffuse and is located in the marketplace (Bernstein and 
Cashore, 2004). Early efforts towards forest certification started in the late 
1980s, accompanying movements against threats to tropical rainforests 
(Kadam et al, 2021). Justified and boosted by not agreeing on a legally 
binding global forest convention in Rio, the FSC was formed in 1993 in 
Canada, and continues to be led by the WWF. At the centre of the FSC’s 
approach are voluntary forest management standards, developed through a 
multistakeholder process at the country level. Researchers have noted the 
trade- off between interests involved in the certification scheme, notably 
between trade and conservation issues (eg Fernàndez- Blanco et al, 2019). 
Hence, it is not surprising that the FSC initially received only limited support 
from the forest industry (eg Cashore et al, 2004; Gulbrandsen, 2006). While 
this has changed subsequently, growing industry support has been criticized 
for lowering the forest management standards (Humphreys, 2012). The 
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repeated criticism from ENGOs resulted in prominent NGOs withdrawing 
from the FSC and its domestic branches; for example, in 2018 Greenpeace 
International, one of the FSC’s funders, did not renew its membership. Other 
certification schemes have evolved over time, for example the Programme 
for the Endorsement of Forest Certification, which was established in 1998 
and broadened in 2002 (Auld et al, 2009). With reference to power relations, 
Pattberg (2006: 579) argues that in the forest certification arena ‘southern 
actors have not benefited so much economically from private certification 
schemes, [but] they have been partially empowered through cognitive and 
integrative processes of governance’.

Legality verification

Timber legality trade restrictions and verification have been developed on 
the legacy of forest certification and in response to continued global concerns 
regarding forest degradation and deforestation (Acheampong and Maryudi, 
2020). The emerging timber legality regime builds on a cooperation between 
state actors, NGOs and (multinational) corporations. The set of mechanisms 
developed over time consists of a range of instruments, including mandatory 
state- based regulations such as bilateral voluntary partnership agreements (vPAs) 
under the EU’s Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) 
Action Plan adopted in 2003. vPAs are legally binding political and trade 
agreements between the EU as a ‘consumer’ and a partner ‘producer’ country 
with the aim of granting products a FLEGT licence and setting up an effective 
timber legality assurance system (Sotirov et al, 2020). Another mechanism 
developed as part of the FLEGT Action Plan is the EU Timber Regulation 
(EUTR) adopted in 2010. Similar demand- side consumer regulations outside 
the EU are the US Lacey Act (amended in 2008) and the Australia Illegal 
Logging Prohibition Act (AILPA) adopted in 2012 (eg Cashore and Stone, 
2012). Perceptions of these consumer regulations vary a great deal, with some 
considering that they support sustainable forest use while others see them as 
instruments for green protectionism of consumer markets (Winkel et al, 2017).

Forests as climate change governance issue

Since the Rio Conference, forests have gained increasing attention in 
international climate governance –  starting with the Kyoto Protocol, which 
addressed forests as sinks and reservoirs for GHGs and committed signatories 
to promoting sustainable forest management practices, afforestation and 
reforestation. The Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) allowed Annex 
1 countries to offset GHG emissions through forestry activities in developing 
countries, consisting of afforestation and reforestation projects. The importance 
of standing forests for climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts was 
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acknowledged in climate negotiations early on (Locatelli et al, 2008), even 
though at the intersection of land use, climate and sustainable development, 
forest- based mitigation seems to be dominant across levels of governance (Di 
Gregorio et al, 2019). Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation and the Role of Conservation, Sustainable Management of 
Forests and Enhancement of Forest Carbon Stocks in Developing Countries 
(REDD+ ) is the most prominent climate governance instrument on forests. 
Envisioned originally as part of a global cap- and- trade carbon market, REDD+  
has developed into a form of results- based payments scheme (Angelsen et al, 
2017). It is supposed to create an incentive for forested developing countries 
to protect, better manage and sustainably use their forest resources, thus 
contributing to global efforts to limit climate change and in return receiving 
payments for verified/ certified emission reductions and removals. Yet 
deforestation continues, for example in Brazil and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, and questions are raised about the effectiveness of REDD+ .  
In addition, critiques point to risks of REDD+  being a new form of 
appropriation and enclosures of Indigenous lands through the state, driven by 
a marketization of forests for carbon to serve Global North interests in carbon 
offsetting and nurtured by an ‘economic cost– benefit worldview’ (Brockhaus 
et al, 2021). This results in the further reproduction of power asymmetries and 
various forms of injustices (Ramcilovic- Suominen et al, 2021). REDD+  has 
now become part of mainstream climate change negotiations and debates, its 
objectives have been incorporated in the Paris Agreement and many signatories 
address forests in their NDCs (Mills- Novoa and Liverman, 2019).

Spurred by the Paris Agreement, international climate governance now 
corresponds to the notion of a regime complex comprising a network of 
states, international organization and non- state actors (Kuyper et al, 2018). 
According to scholars, hierarchical forms of governance have shifted towards 
a more complex polycentric governance system, with states no longer at 
the centre and with non- state actors playing an increasingly important role 
(Kuyper et al, 2018). With all countries having their own NDCs, the Paris 
Agreement has overcome the previous differentiation between Annex 1 and 
non- Annex 1 countries. A more active role is also attributed to non- public 
actors of all sorts in (country- led) implementation and finance (Articles 6 
and 9). However, pertaining power imbalances are well documented. For 
example, local communities, minorities and women are seen to be rarely 
involved in designing and implementing REDD+  (eg Bayrak and Marafa, 
2016; Schroeder and González, 2019).

Forest biodiversity

Like the UNFCCC, the CBD has further developed protocols and 
amendments since the Rio Conference. The Nagoya Protocol on Access to 
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Genetic Resources and the Fair and Equitable Sharing of Benefits, adopted 
in October 2010, represents one of these developments. It further elaborates 
on power issues such as access to genetic resources, associated traditional 
knowledge and benefit sharing, which had always been a key focus of the 
CBD (Oberthür and Pożarowska, 2013). The Nagoya Protocol aims to 
help Indigenous peoples to empower themselves (Mile and Puno, 2021). 
The broader Nagoya outcome included the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 
2011– 2020 with the so- called Aichi Biodiversity Targets, adopted in 2010 
(Sotirov et al, 2020), strongly interlinked with the SDGs (particularly SDG 
15); for example, Target 15 refers to the concepts of ‘degraded ecosystems’ 
and ‘restoration’ (CBD, 2010).

As in international climate governance, scholars have observed a shift 
from a primarily state- driven approach towards the inclusion of private 
actors (Pattberg et al, 2017). Aichi Target 4 acknowledges the diverse types 
of actors included in international biodiversity governance.

Forest landscape restoration

Forest (and) landscape restoration has gained increased international attention 
in the political sphere. FLR resonates with several SDGs, as restoring land 
is expected to help tackle climate change and desertification, support 
biodiversity and ensure human well- being (UNCCD, 2022). Already before 
the SDGs were agreed upon, numerous initiatives had begun to promote 
FLR as a solution for diverse environmental challenges including improving 
the livelihoods of poorer people. These initiatives have emerged at diverse 
levels from the local to the global, the latter prominently represented by 
the Bonn Challenge and the New York Declaration on Forests, both of 
which involve a broad range of actors, including public and private actors 
and civil society.

Current FLR concepts and initiatives seek to advance century- long 
experience with site- level forest restoration efforts to larger landscape 
and even global scales. In July 2000 WWF and the IUCN defined FLR 
as ‘a planned process that aims to regain ecological integrity and enhance 
human well- being in deforested or degraded landscapes’ (Mansourian, 
2005: 10). Recognizing possible trade- offs, Mansourian concludes that 
it is ‘possible to enhance the overall benefits to people and biodiversity 
at that scale’ (Mansourian, 2005: 11). FLR is embedded in and linked 
to the wider concept of ecosystem restoration pursued by the Society 
for Ecological Restoration (SER) for more than three decades. FLR 
(re)gained international popularity with the UN Decade on Ecosystem 
Restoration (2021– 30) (UNEP, 2019). The global FLR agenda is mirrored 
in a global proliferation of restoration investments and interventions 
nourishing a win– win narrative of FLR, which suggests that planting trees 
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not only serves wood production and captures carbon but also fosters the 
well- being of humans and nature. The high level of attention builds on 
a range of powerful actors supporting the concept, well beyond SER. 
Laestadius et al (2015) affirm the key role of IUCN in mainstreaming the 
FLR concept, recommending that the World Bank takes up this approach 
in its investment (Maginnis et al, 2004). Most recently, with the seventh 
Global Environment Facility (GEF) replenishment, forest restoration has 
taken centre stage in international development finance as a solution 
reconciling food security, ecological integrity and economic prosperity 
(GEF, 2021). Additionally, the ITTO, together with WWF and the Center 
for International Forestry Research (CIFOR), investigated the concept of 
degraded forests (ITTO, 2002), and the UNFF focused on the restoration 
of forests (UNFF, 2005).

However, more recently critical voices have questioned the win– win 
narrative around FLR, pointing to losses and losers, and new conflicts of 
interest (Kleinschmit et al, 2023). Concerns are now growing over the social 
and economic implications of large- scale tree- planting schemes, including 
flaws in the governance of FLR (Brockhaus et al, 2021; Pritchard, 2021). 
Important concerns include unequal access to and control of land leading 
to the exclusion of local communities and minorities, specifically women 
(eg Chazdon et al, 2021).

3.2 Three logics of international forest governance and 
its relations to SDG 15
Section 3.1, while not fully exhaustive, provided a historical overview of 
the interests and institutions that shape and are shaped in the international 
forest governance complex, which have evolved over the years. The main 
aim of this chapter has been to identify three distinct logics underpinning 
and partly predominating the institutions and the interests of supportive 
actors over time. These logics, as with many analytical categorizations, 
simplify the complexity of international forest governance and thus do not 
reflect the blurred boundaries between them. In essence, the three key 
logics identified in international forest governance and encapsulated in SDG 
15 may be understood as rationales each of which leans more towards and 
highlights mainly one of the pillars of sustainability (economic, ecologic, 
social): (1) production and market logic; (3) the ecological sustainability 
logic, addressing environmental challenges such as climate change and 
biodiversity loss; and (3) the community and empowerment logic. Their 
relevance, and predominance in international forest governance, vary over 
the years and between governance settings. At the same time they may be 
seen to compete with each other regarding interpretative dominance in 
international governance.
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3.2.1 Logic of production and markets

The period preceding the Rio conference was dominated by interests devoted 
to production and international markets for tropical timber. This focus 
followed the historical heritage of colonial exploitation and was supported by 
powerful private actors, for example the ITTO supporting the commercial 
interests of private and state actors. The logic of production and in particular 
marketization is also reaffirmed by CITES. It reinforces the major role of 
markets despite its focus on the ecological aspects of endangered species and 
the restrictions imposed on imports and export. In contrast to the ITTO, 
interests of societal actors have gained some relevance in CITES. However, 
CITES has been criticized as representing an agenda that aligns mainly with 
Northern interests.

The powerful interests of private actors shaping the logic of production 
and markets have continued in the post- Rio development, where hybrid 
and market- based regimes are interlinked with public policies like 
FLEGT, private certification schemes and others. Hybrid governance has 
accelerated, with transnational public– private partnerships joining forces 
in international FLR governance, supported by dominant international 
organizations such as ITTO, World Bank and GEF, and diverse NGOs. 
State and private sector actors are pledging restoration action, thereby 
‘greening’ their forest operations. SDG 15, and in particular Target 15.2, 
with its aim to end deforestation and restore degraded forests, builds directly 
on and is interlinked with the powerful institution and public and private 
sector interests pursuing FLR. In this sense, the SDG is also embracing the 
production and markets logic.

From a critical perspective, FLR movements presenting productive 
industrial and large- scale plantations as an opportunity for the restoration 
of multiple landscape functions (Sayer and Elliot, 2005) follow the same 
exploitative production and market logic as neocolonial trade relationships 
between world regions. However, creating regional value chains may as 
well directly benefit local people, and enabling local economies based 
on renewable materials also supports the logic of communities and 
empowerment (section 3.2.3).

3.2.2 Logic of ecological sustainability

With the Rio Conference, the logic of ecological sustainability gained 
increasing relevance in international forest governance, emphasizing 
environmental concerns and responding to challenges like climate change 
and the loss of biodiversity. Since then, this logic has been strongly supported 
by the powerful interests of governments and international and transnational 
actors, such as UN organizations including the UNFCCC, CBD and 
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UNCCD. The dominance of this logic has exacerbated with the FLR 
concept. Both FLR institutions and SDG 15 follow the assumption that 
planting more trees on ‘abandoned land’ is good in principle. However, it is 
assumed that targets of SDG 15, such as those devoted to biodiversity, might 
be missed as a result of the challenges facing forests (Krause and Tilker, 2022). 
One of these challenges results from the trade- off with interests driven by 
the logic of production and markets, for example the commercial use of 
monocultural plantations and its impact on biodiversity (Zhang et al, 2021). 
Trade- offs with particular local interests other than the ecological benefits, 
for example informal land use, have long been neglected. More recently, 
calls for a rights- based approach have become louder, questioning the overly 
optimistic assumptions about abandoned landscapes with little value (van 
Oosten and Merten, 2021).

3.2.3 Logic of communities and empowerment

The community and empowerment logic is devoted to local livelihood and 
empowerment. It originates from interests associated with development 
cooperation. Likewise, it may be seen as a reactive logic, responding to the 
trade- offs and conflicts arising from the practices pursued under the two 
aforementioned logics. This logic is mainly represented by the interests of 
rather marginalized actor groups, and is far less dominant than the others in 
international forest governance. Community and empowerment have been 
issues in UN- driven governmental institutions addressed sometimes more 
(eg CDB), sometimes less (eg CITES). However, the issues have gained 
increasing attention, as the tenure rights of marginalized groups, especially 
Indigenous peoples, youth and women, have been acknowledged in, for 
example, REDD+  safeguards as well as in the FLR. The need to involve, 
consider and empower communities has evolved with the evidence that 
the implementation of policies and programs (eg in climate or biodiversity 
governance) is weak without the involvement and acceptance of local 
people (Reinecke and Blum, 2018). The actors behind this logic and its 
respective stakes include not only local actors, but also international and 
local social movements, NGOs, development agencies, activists and social 
scientists, among others. However, local communities, in contrast to other 
actors (eg state, UN or international organizations, private sector), play a 
rather peripheral and partly symbolic role in international forest governance 
practice. This is despite the by now commonly accepted superiority of their 
techniques to coexist with, manage and protect the integrity of ecosystems 
and biodiversity, in contrast to western scientific and managerial mechanisms 
(Dawson et al, 2021). These actors are partly portrayed as ‘losers’ in REDD+  
or FLR implementation, spurred by the shift of attention away from their 
territories and the natural resources they need to support their livelihoods 
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with, to country- led ‘international forest affairs’ that puts nation- states 
back in the driving seat. The SDGs in general address the importance of 
communities and the demand of empowerment.

However, those taking a critical perspective argue that SDG 15 does partly 
fall back behind former frameworks in promoting these needs. Krauss (2021) 
criticizes the absence of either an explicit commitment in SDG 15 or an 
explicit connection to participatory governance. Instead, it is assumed that 
ecological goals might be prioritized in case of trade- offs with the logic of 
communities and empowerment (eg Baumgartner, 2019).

3.3 SDG 15 and the legacy of international forest 
governance
The present analysis shows the dominance of a persisting logic of 
production and markets combined with a Northern logic of ecological 
sustainability in international forest governance and in SDG 15. Both 
dominant logics are strongly supported by governance forms favouring the 
interest of governmental actors, UN- led initiatives and large- scale private 
sector interests. The way in which planting trees and FLR is presented as 
a win– win narrative, including in SDG 15, favours carbon capture and 
wood production over community and ‘minor ecological’ interests, while 
underestimating trade- offs between climate goals, local food production, 
biodiversity conservation and questions about which actors are benefiting 
in practice from planting trees. In this sense, the potential universality of 
the SDGs has not been fully tapped.

The interest of local (Southern) actors has gained increasing attention in 
recent years. The legacy of these logics, and their underlying interests and 
institutions as also encapsulated in SDG 15, have been a missed opportunity 
to develop a strong agenda for global development and for overcoming the 
binary view on and bridging the interests between the Global North and the 
Global South. The separating binary concept is rooted in international forest 
governance concepts and terminology. It is to be found in the differentiation of 
producer and consumer (countries) in ITTO, the legality verification regimes 
and the negotiations on a global forest convention and the international 
governance of biodiversity and climate change (Rosendahl, 2001), with 
annexes differentiating parties along those lines. The Global North-South 
divide has also been pursued in relation to the FLR concept, where ‘global’ 
solutions to environmental challenges are addressed with pledges and technical 
support from Northern to Southern countries like development interventions. 
These solutions are reaffirming international rather than global development 
(for a discussion about both concepts, see Horner, 2020). By fostering 
partnerships between all kinds of countries, multilateral organizations and 
other stakeholders, SDG 15 may be partly contributing to the overarching 
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aim of overcoming power asymmetries. However, when unpacking who 
these ‘other’ stakeholders are, the private sector dominates.
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Interview with Daniela 
Kleinschmit: The Value of Nature

Liam Gavin and Silvia Panini

We can infer from your chapter that, while in the past forests served only to generate 
money through the extraction of wood, value can now also be produced through its 
preservation (eg through REDD+ ). Would you agree with the suggestion that we 
are now ‘selling nature to save it’?

Kleinschmit: I absolutely agree that this phenomenon is happening –  
we attach values and numbers to nature, which is well 
in line with the concept of payments for ecosystem 
services and which has gained increasing importance 
in the last decade. This is economic valuation of 
the diverse services offered by forests (and other 
ecosystems) to humanity. Hence, we can perceive it as 
a commodification –  similar to the goods we exploit 
like wood. Just that we in this case accept payments 
to preserve the ecosystem. It’s a very anthropocentric 
perspective on nature rather than understanding 
nature as something that has value just for being there, 
for its own sake. Instead, we have an act of economic 
valuation: we put a price tag on nature, and from this 
certain actors profit more likely than others.

We can increasingly see private actors buying up massive swathes of land and forests 
to establish carbon- offsetting projects to reduce their net emissions. However, this 
is often linked to mass evictions and human rights abuses, as these are often lands 
where Indigenous people usually live. What alternative visions can you put forward 
for sustainable reforestation in this light?

Kleinschmit: I think the local communities of the areas notified as 
‘degraded land’, in particular, should have a large say 
in that: whether there is potential for such projects 
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and whether that fits their context. In my opinion this 
is a precondition –  in contrast to the idea of localizing 
areas by satellite images and from that pretending that 
‘we identified potential degraded land and we know 
exactly what we can plant and where from above’. 
The latter is a very technical way of approaching the 
issue and is neglecting the people in the area, in a 
top- down technical approach.

Many have drawn attention to the difference between natural forests and ‘fake’ –  
monocultural, plantation –  forests. Do you notice much interest within the forestry 
governance regime in avoiding this?

Kleinschmit: Yes, certainly. For example, we do have many 
monoculture forests in Europe; however, we have also 
had a shift towards more natural and diverse forests. 
Because it has an impact on other parts of ecosystems, 
this debate plays a role in all the relevant conventions 
and agreements. However, there are different 
perspectives on this, for example the perspective of 
segregation versus the perspective of integration –  
so either fully protecting primary forests while also 
having separate timber plantations or having forests 
that integrate both conservation and production goals 
in forests. And this is a tricky conversation to have 
without a one- size solution for all.
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Protecting Life 
below Water: Competing 

Normative, Economic and 
Epistemic Orders (SDG 14)

Alice B.M. Vadrot

The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 14, ‘Life below water’, 
captures the need to both protect the oceans and acknowledge the socio- 
economic dependence of humans –  especially in coastal communities and 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS) –  on marine resources (Ntona and 
Morgera, 2018). SDG 14 is embedded within a broad spectrum of recent 
international efforts to protect the ocean and to regulate sectoral aspects 
(including fisheries, navigation and shipping, whaling, deep- seabed mining 
and trade in endangered marine species). Although many scholars consider 
SDG 14 to be a landmark or, at least, a great step forward in advancing 
partnerships and synergies between various strands of contemporary ocean 
governance (eg Singh et al, 2017; Unger et al, 2017; Haas et al, 2019), there 
is also a broad recognition of its shortcomings when it comes to properly 
addressing pressing environmental problems and global inequality (eg 
Cormier and Elliott, 2017; Armstrong, 2020; Johansen and vestvik, 2020; 
Haward and Haas, 2021).

SDG 14 is different from other environmental goals of the global 
sustainability agenda. The implementation of SDG 14, unlike SDG 13 
(Climate action) and SDG 15 (Life on land), cannot rely on an existing 
international institutional landscape comparable to the web of multilateral 
agreements, subsidiary bodies and global expert organizations established to 
support international responses to tackle climate change (with the UNFCCC 
and IPCC) and biodiversity loss (with the CBD and the Intergovernmental 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES)) at the global scale. 
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The Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea (UNDOALOS), 
which could play a catalysing role, lacks environmental expertise and 
resources to fulfil the task of coordinating existing insertional efforts and 
figuring as a higher institutional arrangement overseeing the implementation 
of SDG 14. These dynamics underpin the need for critically assessing the 
potential of a global sustainability agenda for the oceans and whether SDG 
14 is well enough positioned to support the transition towards an overarching 
and consistent political and legal framework for ocean protection.

Human societies have always depended on the ocean as a space for transport 
and trade and a source of nutrients. It has always provided a local livelihood, 
with approximately 40 per cent of human populations living along the 
coast. Dependence seems to be growing: today, over three billion people 
rely on the ocean for their livelihoods. In spite of this, the protection of the 
marine environment is more urgent than ever. The expansion of human 
activities into deeper regions of the ocean is accelerating the extraction of 
marine resources and the destruction of ocean ecosystems. Overfishing, 
ocean acidification, climate pressures (eg extreme events, sea level rise, 
the changing chemistry of the ocean) and diverse sources of pollution (eg 
shipping, land- based pollution, microplastics) have already left their marks 
on the marine environment, affecting the health of marine ecosystems 
and species. Emerging industrial activities such as deep- water fisheries, 
deep- seabed mining and deep- water oil and gas drilling may –  in the near 
future –  worsen the situation and cause irrecoverable damage to ecologically 
and biologically significant marine areas.

Several treaties and other agreements including ocean protection 
provisions (eg Article 192 of UNCLOS) have been signed, and international 
organizations and programmes established, such as the International 
Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO (IOC- UNESCO), the 
International Maritime Organization (IMO), the International Seabed 
Authority (ISA), and regional fisheries management organizations 
(RFMOs) and regional seas programmes established. This has led to a 
fragmented institutional landscape that perpetuates ineffective action. The 
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) divides the ocean into 
several maritime zones where different normative and legal principles apply, 
which complicates ownership issues and the accountability of both state 
and non- state actors. The ordering effects of this law and the way it has 
been shaping state interests since the 1970s calls for a political debate that 
goes beyond institutional fixes. Global environmental problems cannot be 
solved without questioning the normative, economic and epistemic orders 
within which they operate. Together with (geo)political factors and scientific 
uncertainties, current institutional and legal conditions –  and the historical 
context in which they emerged –  pose severe problems for the global ocean 
sustainability agenda and the implementation of SDG 14.
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This chapter aims to critically assess the role of SDG 14 in contemporary 
ocean governance by bringing to the fore the normative, economic and 
epistemic orders that have shaped the institutional responses to an endangered 
ocean. It will argue that, while SDG 14 may symbolize a unifying imperative 
to put ‘life below water’ on the global sustainability agenda, it masks the deep- 
rooted tensions and inequalities underlying knowledge and governance of 
the ocean between the Global North and South as to how marine resources 
are exploited and explored. It will unpack these tensions by conceptualizing 
multilateral negotiations as order- making sites and examining ongoing 
international negotiations to establish a new legally binding agreement for 
the conservation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity beyond national 
jurisdiction. The BBNJ case illustrates the importance of negotiation sites 
and their related practices; it also enables discussion of the contest over 
normative, economic and epistemic orders that continues to hinder simple 
intergovernmental compromise and usher in an unsustainable ocean future. 
Finally, the chapter discusses alternative innovative approaches that deserve 
more research attention for a transition towards ocean sustainability.

4.1 Multilateral negotiations as order- making sites
The conceptual entry point of this chapter is the sites where global 
sustainability agendas and environmental agreements are negotiated. 
Rather than focusing on the outcome of multilateral negotiations –  treaties, 
provisions, targets, goals –  these negotiations are conceptualized as sites where 
order is made, contested and sustained (vadrot, 2020; Hughes et al, 2021; 
Hughes and vadrot, 2023). The negotiation site constitutes a political arena 
where different actors, interests and orders compete for recognition. Actors 
perceive their interests and develop their strategies within the selectively 
structured context in which they act and the insights that they have gained 
as to the likeliness that their strategies will be successful. This includes the 
knowledge they have to support their interests and the economic means 
to realize them. In other words, the formation and articulation of interests 
are always relational and depend on the position of actors in relation to the 
dominant order and the means they have –  or are believed to have –  to 
influence it. Negotiating practices and events are intelligible and can be 
explored empirically in various ways, including through collaborative event 
ethnography (CEE), which is used in the framework of the author’s research 
project MARIPOLDATA to study ongoing marine biodiversity negotiations 
(vadrot, 2020; vadrot et al, 2021) and as a case to critically investigate the 
obstacles of global ocean sustainability agendas.

Negotiation practices are intended to impose meaning, especially on the 
various elements of the treaty text, the form of knowledge that is supposed 
to underpin these elements, and the exact language and terminology that 
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are used to buttress negotiating positions and that governments consensually 
agree on in the end. Yet meaning making in the negotiation room always 
implies that a relatively stable normative and economic order is either 
reproduced or contested. Furthermore, different epistemic orders –  or ways 
of knowing and using (scientific) knowledge to support negotiating positions 
and strategies –  are mobilized and compete for recognition in the negotiation 
room. The strategic use of legal and scientific expertise is a negotiation 
practice used by state and non- state actors to legitimize and underpin either 
their support or their contestation of specific text elements, concepts and 
terminologies used in the negotiations (Gray et al, 2014; vadrot, 2020).

4.2 SDG 14: a narrow understanding of ocean 
governance
A standalone Sustainable Development Goal for the ocean was a great step 
forward. In the preparation phase of the SDGs, several proposals were made 
that included the idea of a separate SDG for the oceans (visbeck et al, 
2014). During the eighth session of the United Nations’ open working 
group for the SDGs, several proposals developed by civil society actors and 
academia were discussed (Houghton, 2015). While each of these proposals 
highlighted different facets of ocean sustainability, they all emphasized the 
coupling of human and environmental issues, including the benefits from 
ocean resources (eg ‘blue wealth’, ‘blue growth’, ‘inclusive economic and 
human development’, ‘equitable access’, ‘prosperous and resilient people 
communities’) and the life- sustaining functions of the ocean (Houghton, 
2015). Framings such as ‘blue growth’ or ‘blue wealth’ imply a very specific 
norm,ative understanding of ocean protection in terms of economic growth, 
along with a utilitarian approach to nature that does not entail the necessity 
to rethink the ocean. In contrast, notions such as inclusivity and equity do 
imply that the structural conditions under which societies access, use and 
share marine resources need to be reflected on and applied if a mode of 
governance of the ocean that goes beyond the status quo is to be achieved.

All SDG proposals were negotiated between United Nations General 
Assembly member states. An agreement to include a standalone ocean 
SDG was reached, but it did not reflect the level of detail of previously 
discussed proposals and offered ‘little to articulate a compelling 
sustainability narrative for the ocean that has not already been repeated 
in numerous other texts’ (Houghton, 2015: 5). The official overarching 
goal of SDG 14 is to ‘conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and 
marine resources for sustainable development’. SDG 14 is composed of ten 
targets targeting Marine Pollution (14.1), Healthy Oceans (14.2), Ocean 
Acidification (14.3), Sustainable Fisheries (14.4), Marine Protected Areas 
(14.5), Fisheries Subsidies (14.6), Economic benefits for Small Island 
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Developing States & Least Developed Countries (14.7), Knowledge and 
Technology (14.a), Small Scale Fisheries (14.b) and Law Development 
and Implementation (14.c) (SDG 14, Supplementary Appendix 1: see 
Table 4.1, UNSTATS, 2016).

Scholars from diverse disciplines view SDG 14 as a major step forwards in 
considering ocean protection as a key challenge that needs to be addressed 
by the international community (eg Unger et al, 2017; Ntona and Morgera, 
2018; Armstrong, 2020). That governments adopted a standalone SDG 
for the ocean was perceived as a strong signal to environmentalists and 
ocean scientists who had raised awareness of the harmful effects of human 
activities on marine ecosystems. For instance through the publication of 
the World Ocean Assessment (United Nations, 2017), SDG 14 not only 
addresses key issues such as climate change, overfishing and pollution but 
also adds an explicit socio- economic dimension featuring the needs of 
the most vulnerable and ocean- dependent communities (see Target 14.7), 
such as small island developing states (SIDS) and least developed countries 
(LDCs). The needs of SIDS and LDCs are also mentioned in Target 14.6, 
which accepts that they should receive ‘appropriate and effective special and 
differential treatment’ regarding limitations to harmful fishery subsidies. This 
logic is carried further into Target 14.a, which acknowledges the need to 
increase scientific knowledge, develop research capacities and transfer marine 
technology, a topic that has been the crux of several discussions between 
countries from the Global North and the Global South, at least since the 
UNCLOS negotiations in the 1960s and 1970s.

Although the targets do incorporate some aspects reflecting the overall 
goal, the process has been criticized for leaving little room to discuss the link 
between the overarching goal, the specific targets and appropriate indicators 
(Houghton, 2015). While, for instance, the increase in scientific knowledge 
(as expressed in Target 14.a) may indeed be measured by the ‘proportion of 
total research budget allocated to research in the field of marine technology’, 
such an indicator completely neglects the progress made in past years –  for 
instance, through activities related to the Census of Marine Life Project 
and the UN Decade of Ocean Science –  towards addressing deep- seated 
inequalities between the Global North and the Global South beyond marine 
technology. The research and dialogue among scientists, and between 
scientists and policy makers, on how to ensure equitable access to research 
infrastructure and technology has been advancing rapidly; it includes a more 
reflexive approach to the conduct and role of ocean science more generally 
(visbeck, 2018) and concrete suggestions on how to transform research and 
collaboration practices (Harden- Davies et al, 2022). Thus, SDG 14 neither 
reflects the complex intertwinements between ocean science and power, 
nor the scientific debate that has emerged on the need to broaden the scope 
of what is understood as ocean knowledge.
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(continued)

Table 4.1: SDG 14

Target Description Measured by

14.1 By 2025, prevent and significantly reduce 
marine pollution of all kinds

Index of coastal eutrophication and 
floating plastic debris density

14.2 By 2020, sustainably manage and protect 
marine and coastal ecosystems … including 
by strengthening their resilience, and take 
action for their restoration in order to 
achieve healthy and productive oceans

The proportion of countries’ EEZs 
managed using ecosystem- based 
approaches

14.3 Minimize and address the impacts of ocean 
acidification

Average marine acidity measured 
at representative sampling stations

14.4 By 2020, effectively regulate harvesting 
and end overfishing; illegal, unreported 
and unregulated fishing; and destructive 
fishing practices; and implement science- 
based management plans to restore fish 
stocks in the shortest time feasible

Proportion of fish stocks within 
biologically sustainable levels

14.5 By 2020, conserve at least 10 per cent of 
coastal and marine areas

Geographical coverage of MPAs

14.6 By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries 
subsidies that contribute to overcapacity 
and overfishing; eliminate subsidies that 
contribute to illegal, unreported and 
unregulated fishing; and refrain from 
introducing new such subsidies, recognizing 
that appropriate and effective special 
and differential treatment for developing 
and least developed countries should 
be an integral part of the World Trade 
Organization fisheries subsidies negotiation

Progress by countries in 
implementing international
instruments aiming to combat 
illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing

14.7 By 2030, increase the economic benefits 
to SIDS and LDCs from the sustainable 
use of marine resources, including through 
sustainable management of fisheries, 
aquaculture and tourism

Sustainable fisheries as a percentage 
of GDP in SIDS and LDCs

14.a Increase scientific knowledge, develop 
research capacities and transfer marine 
technology, taking into account the 
Intergovernmental Oceanographic 
Commission Criteria and Guidelines on 
the Transfer of Marine Technology to 
improve ocean health and to enhance the 
contribution of marine biodiversity to the 
development of developing countries, in 
particular SIDS and LDCs

Proportion of total research 
budget allocated to research in the 
field of marine technology
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Table 4.1: SDG 14 (continued)

This ‘narrow transformational vision’ extends to many targets of SDG 14, 
which tends to either focus on single economic sectors (most notably the 
fishery sector) (Webster, 2022) or the needs of developing states, without 
adequately addressing participation (of diverse stakeholders and knowledge 
holders, including local communities and Indigenous peoples), gender 
equality (in ocean science, governance and the day- to- day practices of living 
with and from the ocean) or human rights (regarding the life- sustaining 
functions of the ocean, such as food, recreation, labour and the fight against 
climate change), even though these were repeatedly mentioned during the 
SDG negotiation process (Ntona and Morgera, 2018). By applying rather 
traditional and sector- specific approaches, SDG 14 tends to reproduce a 
narrow understanding of ocean governance and discourses in which oceans 
are framed as natural capital, good for business and integral to the economies 
of Pacific small island developing states and small- scale fishery livelihoods 
(Silver et al, 2015). Regrettably, this is not the only problem with SDG 
14. Scholars have pointed to a lack of engagement with the financial cost 
of actually implementing SDG 14 (Johansen and vestvik, 2020), social 
considerations such as labour conditions on vessels (Rudolph et al, 2020; 
Haward and Haas, 2021) and poverty eradication (Ntona and Morgera, 2018).

While these may all be valid points, they tend not to go far enough and 
fail to unscramble the deeper philosophical and theoretical implications 
of SDG 14’s framing of the ocean. In particular, the focus on the ocean 
as a commodity to be indexed, traded and used, along with the narrow 
appreciation of ocean justice and global equality (Armstrong, 2020), 

Target Description Measured by

14.b Provide access of small- scale artisanal 
fishers to marine resources and markets

Progress by countries in the 
degree of application of a legal/ 
regulatory/ policy/ institutional 
framework that recognizes and 
protects access rights for small- scale 
fisheries

14.c Ensure the full implementation of 
international law, as reflected in 
UNCLOS for states party to it, including, 
where applicable, existing regional and 
international regimes for the conservation 
and sustainable use of oceans and their 
resources by their parties

Number of countries making 
progress in ratifying, accepting 
and implementing through legal, 
policy and institutional frameworks 
ocean- related instruments that 
implement international law, as 
reflected in UNCLOS, for the 
conservation and sustainable use of 
the oceans and their resources

Source: Based on UNSTATS (2016).
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prohibits a more ethical conversation on ocean sustainability. This calls for 
a political debate that goes beyond institutional fixes and takes competing 
normative, economic and epistemic order into account. While it is true 
that the fragmented ocean governance framework, including the legal order 
that has contributed to its formation, significantly obstructs a profound 
transformation of ocean policies and politics towards sustainability, this 
does not lead to ready- made explanations or conclusions. The institutional 
landscape that has been put in place in the past century serves specific 
interests and is the result of a contest between states on the normative and 
economic principles and knowledge base that should guide the exploration 
and exploitation of the ocean.

If SDG 14 –  and this is what several critical voices seem to confirm –  
reproduces a narrow ocean governance approach, including all the pitfalls 
and failures of the past, it stands to reason that the sites where the future 
of the ocean is being negotiated need to be studied and intergovernmental 
negotiation practices to be unpacked. The ongoing discussion that seeks 
to address legal gaps in governing marine biodiversity beyond national 
jurisdiction offers such an opportunity.

4.3 The BBNJ case
The BBNJ negotiations and the empirical study thereof provide an 
opportunity par excellence to unpack the challenges of sustainable 
ocean governance (De Santo et al, 2019; Tiller et al, 2019). After seven 
Intergovernmental Conferences (IGCs) governments adopted the new legally 
binding international instrument on the conservation and sustainable use of 
marine biological diversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction on 19 June, 
at the United Nations headquarters in New York, United States. The BBNJ 
negotiations demonstrate that historically rooted conflicts revolving around 
competing normative, economic and epistemic orders may be carried into 
the present and potentially the future.

4.3.1 Extending sustainability agendas to the high seas

Areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ) account for 64 per cent of the 
ocean’s surface and more than 90 per cent of its volume. Although scientists 
consider that marine biodiversity is concentrated in coastal waters and 
exclusive economic zones (EEZs) –  with a high degree of diversity in the 
euphotic zone (ie close to the surface) and 25 per cent of marine species 
living in coral reefs –  research is progressively uncovering the diversity of 
life offshore, both in high and deep- sea areas. For instance, the Census of 
Marine Life Project, which ran from 2000 to 2010, found more than 6,000 
species previously unknown to science, including in several samples from 
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deep- sea hydrothermal vents, where several groups of animals and microbes 
live under extreme conditions.

Yet scientists are not the only ones to have developed an interest in 
exploring these mostly untapped areas in the high and deep seas: several 
industries with an economic interest in both living and non- living marine 
resources have emerged. Ecologists have been warning that the rate of marine 
biodiversity loss may increase owing to accelerated and expanded exploitation 
and a lack of international regulation of ABNJ. Although UNCLOS includes 
provisions requiring states to protect the marine environment, it does not 
mention marine biodiversity and the CBD, which has no mandate for ABNJ, 
thus leaving actors in legal limbo (Harrison, 2017).

As a result, state and non- state actors started consultations within the 
framework of ad hoc open- ended informal working groups and a preparatory 
committee (PrepCom) was established by the United Nations General 
Assembly Resolution 69/ 292, with support provided by UNDOALOS. 
This process can be traced back to 2006 and resulted in the adoption of a 
report on the elements of a new international legally binding instrument 
under UNCLOS; this was submitted to the UN General Assembly by 
PrepCom members at their last session (July 2017) (Wright et al, 2016). In 
December of the same year, the General Assembly decided to convene an 
intergovernmental conference under the auspices of the UN to consider the 
preparatory committee’s recommendations and to mandate governments to 
prepare a new treaty.

Thus, the BBNJ negotiations on an implementing agreement under 
UNCLOS were launched in 2018 within the framework of seven 
intergovernmental conferences (2018– 23). Four so- called package elements 
had been identified by the PrepCom as key issues where consensus should 
be reached: marine genetic resources (MGRs); area- based management tools 
(ABMTs), including marine protected areas (MPAs); environmental impact 
assessments (EIAs); and capacity building and marine technology transfer 
(CB&TT). ABMTs and MPAs, which deal with the conservation and 
sustainable use of marine biodiversity, may be considered the core elements 
of the treaty, while MGRs and CB&TT respond to demands made during 
PrepCom meetings by Global South governments, most notably the G77 
and China, the African Group, Latin American countries and SIDS, aiming 
to narrow the economic and technological gaps that prevent many of them 
from accessing and using BBNJ in an equitable manner.

4.3.2 Competing normative orders

At the risk of oversimplifying, it could be said that the way the ocean is 
known and governed has always been shaped by tensions between those who 
possess the economic and technological means to explore and exploit the 
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marine environment and those who do not. In his well- known book, The 
Social Construction of the Ocean, Philipp Steinberg (2001) pointed to important 
technological and economic developments that shaped how hegemonic 
powers –  most notably Europe –  and some non- European Oceanian societies 
accessed and used the ocean over the past centuries. From the fifteenth to 
the eighteenth centuries ocean navigation led to an asymmetry between 
different parts of the globe. Cannon- armed caravels and new methods for 
harvesting and shipping distant fish stocks significantly expanded the secure 
extraction and trade of marine resources (Steinberg, 2001: 8). For a long 
time, the ocean was governed by the notion of the ‘freedom of the seas’, 
codified by Hugo Grotius in the seventeenth century and translated into 
modern international law in 1982 when, after nine years of negotiation, 
over 160 participating nations signed the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea.

As a global constitution for the ocean, UNCLOS may be viewed as 
a response to the expanding sovereignty claims of coastal states after the 
Second World War, which partly preserve the core of the freedom of the seas 
(FOS) principle and grants all states specific freedoms such as the freedom of 
navigation and the freedom to conduct marine scientific research. But it also 
limits national rights and jurisdictions over the ocean by setting boundaries 
between areas within and beyond national jurisdiction. UNCLOS divides 
the ocean into several maritime zones: national waters (within 12 nautical 
miles); exclusive economic zones (up to 200 nm); and the high seas (beyond 
200 nm) –  where different legal principles apply (see Figure 4.1). This 
territorialization of the ocean has curbed sovereignty claims, most notably 
those of the US and several Latin American countries, but has also extended 
the areas that states are meant to control, for instance through surveillance 
or through the monitoring and management of fish stocks up to where 
international waters begin. While it seems that UNCLOS has ordered the 
ocean, boundaries continue to be disputed, negotiated and contested. This 
is apparent in cases of territorial disputes such as in the South China Sea 
or in the work of the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 
(CLCS) establishing the outer limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 
nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial 
sea is measured (UN, 1958).

UNCLOS lists many rights and obligations of states, including the 
protection and preservation of the marine environment (UNCLOS, 
1982: Article 192), which lawyers interpret as a ‘common concern of 
humankind’ (Harrison, 2017). However, at the time when UNCLOS was 
being negotiated, little was known about areas beyond national jurisdiction, 
especially their marine ecosystems and biological diversity. For this reason, 
provisions –  including obligations to protect the environment –  do not 
refer to biodiversity conservation, above all not in ABNJ. This legal gap has 
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Figure 4.1: Maritime zones and principles as determined by UNCLOS
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turned into a problem now that the destructive effects of expanding human 
activities in these areas has become apparent and well documented by science.

The BBNJ negotiations may thus be interpreted as a response to legal 
gaps in UNCLOS (and the CBD) in relation to environmental protection 
within ABNJ and an acknowledgement of momentous scientific advances 
which, in turn, have also delivered the knowledge and instruments needed to 
design a new treaty in such a specialized and technically intense policy area. 
Indeed, the BBNJ Treaty will be an ‘implementing agreement’ of UNCLOS, 
implying that UNCLOS is the dominant legal ocean governance framework, 
and will implement existing provisions such as the aforementioned Article 
192. Yet, while most states involved in the negotiations would agree with 
the significance and pre- eminence of UNCLOS, palpable tensions illustrate 
the extent to which UNCLOS established –  and sustains –  a world order 
whose beneficiaries are a select few. Since its establishment, UNCLOS has 
tended to be either affirmed or contested by state and non- state actors in 
line with their interests and forms of knowledge; this has been visible during 
BBNJ negotiations.

One case in point are the states that have not signed or ratified the 
convention, but nonetheless participate in the conferences: Turkey, Colombia 
and Israel have not signed UNCLOS, while Egypt, Sudan and the US have 
not ratified it. Turkey and Colombia have constantly used environmental 
negotiations such as the Conferences of the Parties (COPs) of the CBD or 
the BBNJ intergovernmental conferences (IGCs), to contest UNCLOS and 
question its supremacy as a constitution and normative order for the ocean. 
For instance, during the CBD’s COP 14 Turkey refused to accept a reference 
to UNCLOS in provisions on ecologically and biologically significant 
marine areas (EBSAs), arguing that the CBD should be the accepted legal 
and normative framework for the negotiation and international regulation 
of ocean protection matters. Similarly, during BBNJ IGCs, Colombia and 
Turkey used strong language to oppose UNCLOS, to ensure that the BBNJ 
Treaty would be open to non- UNCLOS members and to make certain 
that it would consider their interests and needs. Opposition to UNCLOS 
may be explained by dissatisfaction with territorial boundaries and the 
dispute settlement mechanism of UNCLOS, which these states interpret 
as a geopolitical disadvantage, as exemplified by disputes between Turkey 
and Greece.1

These dynamics have played out in BBNJ negotiations –  and other 
environmental agreement- making settings such as the CBD. Territoriality and 
sovereignty issues keep thwarting agreement on ocean protection, especially 
regarding the rights and responsibilities of coastal states in adjacent marine 
areas; landlocked countries have also voiced reservations, trying to prevent 
coastal states from misusing environmental protection measures to expand 
their rights and duties beyond their EEZs. While it might make sense for a 
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coastal state to be involved in the designation and management of a marine 
protected area or the conduct of an environmental impact assessment close 
to its EEZ because it might have relevant data, knowledge or management 
experience regarding neighbouring marine ecosystems, this would also 
imply an extension of rights that contradicts the ‘freedom of the high seas’ 
(FOS) principle enshrined in UNCLOS (Art. 87). Attempts by scientists to 
draw attention to the ecological connectivity of the ocean –  exemplified by 
migratory species and ocean currents –  tend to be instrumentalized rather 
than be used as essential starting points for rethinking the current normative 
order and whether it really is suitable for developing and implementing 
ocean sustainability policies, which might involve a global body to oversee 
ocean protection in ABNJ.

The existence of competing normative orders is also illustrated by tensions 
over the principles that should govern marine biodiversity conservation 
and sustainable use in ABNJ. For instance, the USA have signed but not 
ratified UNCLOS, although they do agree with most of its provisions and 
generally support the BBNJ Treaty. In a nutshell, the problem resides in the 
ownership and governance of marine resources in ABNJ –  in other words, 
the so- called ‘global commons’. This is due to competition between two 
opposing principles, both of which are part of UNCLOS: the freedom of 
the high seas and the common heritage of humankind principles (CHP).

The FOS principle grants states specific freedoms in ABNJ, except for 
activities in the ‘Area’ (ie the seabed and the ocean floor and subsoil thereof 
beyond the limits of national jurisdiction), where potential reservoirs of 
valuable mineral resources are expected to be discovered. The CHP was 
included in UNCLOS as the result of a compromise between two opposing 
positions: the G77 argued for the need for fair access and a benefit- 
sharing mechanism to avoid the overexploitation of mineral resources by 
technologically advanced countries of the Global North, whereas OECD 
members, including the US, disagreed with the CHP and its implications 
(vadrot et al, 2021). After protracted negotiations, the CHP was included 
in UNCLOS, leading to the establishment of the International Seabed 
Authority, which now regulates the exploration and exploitation of the 
Area. The inclusion of the CHP and establishment of an access and benefit- 
sharing mechanism can be interpreted as a concession to governments of 
the Global South for signing an agreement that benefited mostly traditional 
maritime powers.

During BBNJ negotiations, similar tensions revolved around access to 
and use of marine genetic resources in ABNJ, which many Global South 
governments consider to be ‘global commons’ that need to be equally shared. 
If the term was included in the treaty in relation to MGR provisions, this 
would imply some access and benefit- sharing mechanism ensuring that states 
lacking the technological means to exploit MGRs nonetheless do share in 
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their economic benefits. The CHP is thus viewed as a principle that could 
promote global equality while discouraging the privatization of the ocean 
and tackling longstanding asymmetries between the Global North and Global 
South as regards the extraction of marine resources (vadrot et al, 2021). In 
contrast, many Global North governments do not wish to see the CHP in 
the treaty text, arguing that it may impede marine scientific research and 
disincentivize investment in ocean science.

The dispute over the CHP, which was resolved by adding both principles 
tothe treaty text, may be interpreted as a contestation by some parties 
of the dominant normative order favouring traditional maritime powers 
and a negotiation tool to put pressure on positions regarding ownership, 
equality and accountability. However, as many critics have pointed out, 
the predominance of economic interests tends to stifle the debate on the 
CHP and to exclude important elements such as intergenerational justice 
(the conservation of marine resources for future generations) and a less 
anthropocentric understanding of nature, that is, the protection of marine 
ecosystems and resources for their own sake –  regardless of their imminent 
economic value (vadrot et al, 2021).

4.3.3 Competing economic orders

As illustrated earlier, the issue of the prevailing normative order and its 
contestation is an essential aspect of negotiation practice. It is closely 
linked to the competing economic interests of the actors involved, which 
tend to impede sustainable ocean policies on an international scale –  most 
notably as regards the Law of the Sea, how it has codified costs and benefits 
and incorporated forms of contestation on the conditions for exploring 
and exploiting marine resources. The diverse economic interests that 
have shaped ocean politics include the large- scale fishery sector, oil and 
gas drilling industries, biotech companies, public and private scientific 
institutions and laboratories, the military, small- scale fishery communities 
and Indigenous peoples.

In the BBNJ case, competing economic orders during the pre- negotiation 
phase significantly impacted the general design and definition of the four 
package elements of the treaty. While ABMTs, including MPAs and EIAs, 
deal with the issue of environmental sustainability, two other elements, 
MGRs and CB&TT, have a very pronounced socio- economic and equality 
dimension. In simplified terms, governments of the Global North, most 
notably the European Union, advocated an environmental protection 
treaty, including the elements of ABMTs, MPAs and EIAs, where marine 
scientific research and tech companies play important roles in expanding 
research and data infrastructures, product development and scientific advice. 
In turn, several governments of the Global South would agree to this only 
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if issues of global equality and development were properly addressed and 
research capacity shared. As a result, the PrepCom recommended a package 
deal where the interests of country blocks would be properly represented 
and balanced.

The MGR element includes provisions on an access and benefit- sharing 
mechanism and is closely linked to provisions on CB&TT insofar as the latter 
may account for some of the inequalities resulting from the rapid privatization 
of MGRs in ABNJ by global biotechnology companies. If states agreed on 
mandatory monetary forms of CB&TT, whereby developed countries would 
contribute to the strengthening of marine scientific research in developing 
countries through regular payments and investment, this might ease some of 
the tensions regarding free access to MGRs in ABNJ that stand in contrast 
to the regulations for accessing MGRs in national waters, where the Nagoya 
Protocol requires scientists to obtain special permits. While many states of the 
Global North –  particularly those that are active in ocean science, including 
the US, Canada, Australia, the EU, the UK and Japan –  argue that access 
to MGRs is already regulated by the FOS and is thus free for everybody, 
state actors from the South tend to argue that, in reality, access is restricted 
owing to the simple fact that it depends on the availability of expensive, 
technologically intense ocean infrastructure.

Indeed, access to ocean science is a key issue for many governments 
of the Global South, who argue that they will not be able to implement 
MPA and EIA provisions without the necessary knowledge and monitoring 
programmes. MPAs on the high seas would involve state actors making 
proposals to a future body –  most probably a conference of the parties –  
on the geographical locations of areas in need of protection on the basis 
of a specific set of targets and indicators that are subject to negotiation. 
These proposals would have to be reviewed and adopted by participating 
states, and would have to include a procedure to manage and monitor 
protected areas to ensure that conservation goals are met and to avoid a 
proliferation of so- called paper parks. But what does the establishment of 
an MPA imply for fishing, shipping or marine scientific research in that 
area? Are MPAs no- take zones or is there simply a limit on the quantity 
and scope of certain activities? Should an international authority be in 
charge of monitoring and managing MPAs, and if so how representative 
can such an institution be?

It is a common negotiation practice to refer to existing institutional 
arrangements that already regulate a given ocean activity in a way that suits 
specific state interests. In the MPA case, for instance, governments referred 
to conventions of the IMO concerning navigation and shipping that deal 
with safety, vessel- source pollution and maritime security. Under these, 
states may submit proposals regarding so- called particularly sensitive sea areas 
(PSSAs) if these areas fulfil certain criteria, including
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ecological criteria, such as unique or rare ecosystem, diversity of the 
ecosystem or vulnerability to degradation by natural events or human 
activities; social, cultural and economic criteria, such as significance 
of the area for recreation or tourism; and scientific and educational 
criteria, such as biological research or historical value. (IMO, 2019)

EBSAs are another often mentioned instrument, which has been agreed 
through an intergovernmental and interdisciplinary process under the CBD. 
However, the CBD lacks the legal mandate to designate and establish such 
areas in ABNJ.

Thus, negotiating the relationship between the new BBNJ instrument and 
existing regional and sectoral bodies and multilateral agreements on ocean 
protection, such as IMO, CBD, ISA, IOC- UNESCO and UNDOALOS 
is a key practice employed by states to avoid inconsistency and overlap 
between treaties. Correspondingly, states continue to argue that the new 
BBNJ instrument should ‘not undermine’ existing agreements, most notably 
UNCLOS (Langlet and vadrot, 2023). However, this tends to rule out the 
establishment of a progressive legal framework for ocean sustainability that would 
go beyond existing measures. Scholars have pointed to undesirable effects such 
as forum shopping or strategic inconsistency in cases of regime complexity –  
where several governance regimes representing norms and values that are in 
line with specific state interests compete against one another. The attempt by 
many states to exclude fish from the new treaty, on the basis of the argument 
that RFMOs were already regulating diverse aspects of fishery, also illustrates the 
difficulty of contesting economic order and tackling ocean protection beyond 
the dominant sector- specific, fragmented governance approach.

4.3.4 Competing epistemic orders

As with many other environmental issues, negotiating ocean protection 
strongly relies on technical knowledge and expertise. However, as indicated 
earlier, scientific knowledge about the ocean is unevenly distributed between 
actors and regions. The most obvious discrepancy is between countries of the 
Global North and Global South in terms of research capacity and scientific 
output, including funding expenditure; the number of ocean scientists, 
institutions and scientific publications; and citation counts (see Figure 4.2). 
Although ocean knowledge is not only about scientific expertise, ocean 
science has significantly influenced how marine ecosystems are monitored, 
governed and protected. According to the Global Ocean Science Report, the latter 
includes ‘physical, biological, chemical, geological, hydrographic, health and 
social sciences, as well as engineering, the humanities and multidisciplinary 
research on the relationship between humans and the ocean’; in addition, 
it ‘seeks to understand complex, multiscale socio- ecological systems and 
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Figure 4.2: Geographic distribution of the total number of articles and average citation count by country, 1990– 2018. The total number of 
articles is logarithmically transformed to show magnitude

Source: Tolochko and vadrot (2021). Available under CC BY- Nv- ND 4.0 license.
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services, which requires observations and multidisciplinary and collaborative 
research’ (IOC- UNESCO, 2017: 19).

Ocean science is a field where scientific, economic, military and political 
interests converge. UNCLOS negotiations in the 1970s unveiled the 
political- economic context of science and deep- rooted inequalities between 
the Global North and the Global South (vanderpool, 1983). The lack of 
scientific infrastructure to monitor marine ecosystems poses a significant 
challenge to ocean protection, but at the same time this prevents marine 
resources from being exploited and extracted at a rapid rate. The private 
sector plays a central role in this regard. For instance, the demand for EIAs by 
the oil and gas industry (to obtain permits for the extraction of fossil fuels) has 
increased research funding opportunities. In many countries, public– private 
partnerships are an important driver of ocean science, more generally. Private 
companies, historically above all in the fishery sector but increasingly also in 
other sectors (such as oil and gas and deep- seabed mining), collect and own 
ocean data, including baseline data, to which public scientific institutions 
do not always enjoy access. Last but not least, ocean science depends on the 
industrial sector producing expensive, innovative research equipment and 
infrastructure, including research vessels, remotely operating vehicles (ROvs), 
underwater robots, environmental DNA technology, remote sensing and 
cameras. This blurs the demarcation between public and private.
Target 14.a of SGD 14 acknowledges the need to increase marine scientific 
research. However, since SDG 14 was negotiated, the debate has moved 
forwards (visbeck, 2018), culminating in the UN Decade of Ocean Science 
for Sustainable Development (2021– 30), which tackles issues that are at 
the forefront of current BBNJ negotiations. This includes the need for 
CB&TT to close gaps between developed and developing countries but it 
goes far beyond that. It also considers interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 
approaches involving diverse stakeholders, who are a key factor in advancing 
ocean science agendas across the globe. In line with other processes such as 
assessments by IPBES, the UN Decade emphasizes the value of traditional 
knowledge held by local and Indigenous communities, who have been living 
with and from the ocean for centuries.

These dynamics –  including rising tensions from global inequalities and 
the quest for a diversification of the knowledge base available to policy 
makers –  are also at play in the BBNJ negotiations. The BBNJ case illustrates 
the heterogeneity of (scientific) knowledge on the ocean that is needed to 
monitor and manage unsustainable practices, including, for example, baseline 
monitoring data to inform EIAs. States, especially from the Global South, 
use scientific concepts such as ecological connectivity or transboundary effects to 
strengthen their lines of argumentation. Both terms run contrary to the 
idea that the ocean may be compartmentalized into maritime zones and 
acknowledge that marine ecosystems and species are connected in various 



90

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

ways across water areas. While this insight may be (and is) strategically used 
to argue for an expansion of coastal states’ responsibilities beyond their EEZs, 
it can also potentially question the normative and epistemic order within 
which ocean sustainability policies are formulated and implemented, and 
provide a new narrative for ocean protection, where knowledge from local 
communities and Indigenous peoples becomes more important.

As argued earlier, the way the ocean is governed is linked to the way the 
ocean is known and represented. BBNJ negotiations, while leaving room for 
claims that recognize the value of non- scientific –  most notably traditional, 
Indigenous and local –  knowledge, have tended to reproduce ‘surficial static 
ontologies typically associated with land’ (Peters and Steinberg, 2019, 293).

4.4 Alternative approaches for ocean sustainability
As with the making of SDG 14, the BBNJ negotiations are threatened by 
geopolitical divides and a narrow understanding and representation of the 
ocean and its governance. The aforementioned tensions and how they are 
entrenched in the practices of negotiating ocean protection challenge the 
transition towards an overarching and consistent political and legal framework 
for ocean sustainability. However, and as argued earlier, the social world 
within which ocean sustainability is negotiated is ordered in a way that is 
both relatively enduring over time and open to contestation and change.

One alternative path would be to embrace the idea of an interconnected 
ocean in line with the concept of ecological connectivity and local and 
Indigenous traditional ecological knowledge about the ocean. The concept 
blurs the boundaries between national waters, EEZs and the high seas, and 
challenges the prevailing normative order and legal division of the ocean 
into different maritime zones. While enshrined in existing international law, 
the concept of managing the ocean in different spatial zones by different 
actors is increasingly criticized for not being effective for the conservation 
and sustainable use of marine biodiversity. Although some actors question 
the effectiveness of the fragmented ocean governance for ocean protection, 
claims to alter the legal order and renegotiate UNCLOS are, if at all, implicit. 
The power of the concept of ecological connectivity (and related knowledge 
forms) lies not only in its use as a negotiation tool but also in its capacity 
to question the normative order and to anticipate transformative change 
(Tessnow von Wysocki and vadrot, 2022).

Transformative change as conceptualized by IPBES in line with the nature 
futures framework and the recognition of multiple values associated with 
nature (nature for nature; nature for culture; and nature for society) has 
not yet been associated with ocean sustainability agendas but can become a 
future avenue of both ocean governance (Mendenhall, 2019) and the study 
thereof (Brondizio et al, 2019). The recognition of multiple economic and 
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non- economic values associated with ocean ecosystems and species is the 
first step towards an integrated and transdisciplinary framework for ocean 
protection that goes beyond the current fragmented landscape of ocean- 
related agreements and the narrow idea of ‘blue growth’ associated with 
SDG 14. Approaches recognizing the intrinsic value of nature and the rights 
of nature (‘nature for nature’) have already been articulated in relation to 
the governance of the global ocean commons (Harden- Davies et al, 2019) 
but have not yet been acknowledged within an international negotiation 
setting. As tools for contesting the dominant economic order, rights- based 
approaches question issues of ownership and responsibility, especially in view 
of the need to conserve nature for future generations.

An alternative to the idea of overarching goals, targets and indicators is 
provided by the concept of polycentricity, implying multiple centres of decision 
making operating with some degree of autonomy (Ostrom, 2008). The 
concept and idea of ‘polycentricity’ has been used to highlighting the need to 
strengthen regional and cross- sectoral cooperation (Carlisle and Gruby, 2019; 
Gjerde and Yadav, 2021). From this perspective, regional ocean agreements 
and decision making can increase ownership and support the formulation 
and implementation of multilateral global agreements; such an approach 
may also be more successful in accommodating area- based interests, tackling 
trade- offs between competing economic and non- economic values, and 
responding to the needs of different knowledge holders seeking to contribute 
to decision making at the regional level of policy making.

Last but not least, questioning the social construction and ontologies of the 
ocean, as outlined by Peters and Steinberg (2019), who contest land- oriented 
thinking on the basis of their concept of ‘wet ontologies’, may result in a 
fruitful debate about the (un)suitability of some of the spatial instruments 
put in place, such as MPAs, which have already been subjected to critique 
but continue to pass as key sustainable solutions.

4.5 Concluding remarks: beyond SDG 14
Ocean sustainability is an emerging and increasingly salient field of global 
environmental politics. While SDG 14 as a standalone goal for a sustainable 
ocean was in itself a breakthrough, the specific framing of its targets and 
how to achieve them contradict, or at least neglect, the essential factors that 
have made ocean governance –  in particular, ocean protection –  one of the 
hardest endeavours of contemporary environmental politics. It has been 
argued that a political debate was needed that would go beyond institutional 
fixes and recognize the role of multilateral negotiation settings as sites of 
order making and contestation. To this end, the BBNJ case has been used 
to illustrate how important it is to understand the sites and related practices 
where ocean sustainability is being negotiated, which involves a struggle over 
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the dominant normative, economic and epistemic orders that have shaped 
ocean governance for decades.

The SDG 14 process most certainly would have profited from a 
formulation of ocean sustainability goals that was more open to alternative 
epistemologies and ontologies of the ocean. The same is the case for 
the ongoing BBNJ case. This is especially important as the political 
and epistemic landscape of global ocean sustainability politics is in the 
making and, compared to SDG 13 (Climate action) and SDG 15 (Life 
on land), less institutionalized and settled. Although ownership, equality 
and accountability are core issues in ocean governance, they tend to be 
overlain by issues championed by interests of a different nature, which 
view ocean resources as a commodity to be indexed, used and traded for 
the short- term benefit of today’s societies, regardless of future generations’ 
rights and needs. For SDG 14, it may be too late, but the BBNJ treaty 
is still under negotiation, and it may still be early enough to consider 
alternative approaches.
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Note
 1 The US case is more complicated, with several US presidents since Bill Clinton arguing 

for ratification but failing to achieve acceptance domestically. One important reason for 
the US not joining is the inclusion in UNCLOS of the common heritage of humankind 
principle (vadrot et al, 2021).
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Interview with Alice B.M. Vadrot:  
Ocean Governance: An Emerging 

Field for Political Science

Estefanía Lawrance Crespo and Sofie Jokerst

At first glance, the field of ocean governance appears to be technical and scientific. As 
a political scientist, how do you perceive this area of study?

Vadrot: Ocean governance, like many other environmental issues is 
based on very complex environmental findings. However, 
the further you go away from the coast, out of national 
territories, areas of the ocean known as the deep seas and 
the high seas, the less data is available, and it’s not only a 
lack of scientific data but also a lack of legal and political 
frameworks to govern these areas. This is especially true for 
aspects related to ocean protection and marine biodiversity. 
Political science is not yet well represented in the field of 
marine biodiversity. There is some interesting work from 
political scientists on polar regions, on fisheries, and on 
regional ocean governance infrastructure, but only during 
the last five to ten years has there been an increasing 
awareness among political scientists that we need to turn 
our attention to the ocean.

By investigating these issues, you have applied an interesting methodological 
approach: collaborative event ethnography. How did you come to choose this approach?

Vadrot: The first time I experienced international negotiations was 
as a master’s student, as I was extremely fascinated by the 
processes of on- site negotiations through which treaties and 
conventions are formed. I went to the negotiations that 
prepared the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services, and at the meetings and side events 
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I conducted interviews and tried to understand participants’ 
narratives on why an IPCC for biodiversity was needed. 
Based on that material, I wrote my PhD thesis and published 
the book The Politics of Knowledge and Global Biodiversity, but 
I was dissatisfied with my methodological approach and the 
limits I experienced as a single researcher trying to capture 
everything that was happening at a global environmental 
conference. Within the MARIPOLDATA research project, 
funded by the European Research Council for the period 
of five years, we work collaboratively. With my team of 
PhD students, we have adopted a more coherent approach 
and developed a specific matrix that helps to collect 
quantitative and qualitative data at the same time and as a 
team. It enables us to reconstruct the negotiations, identify 
important struggles and quantify specific aspects, such as 
the number and time of interventions by a specific actor.

As knowledge plays a vital role in your research, how can we understand the concept 
of traditional knowledge and how does it differ from scientific knowledge?

Vadrot: First, I should remark that different terms for traditional 
knowledge can be used. For example, in the CBD context, 
they refer to ‘knowledge from local communities and 
Indigenous peoples’ since many sensitivities are implied. As 
Plato said, ‘Knowledge is justified by true belief ’. Scientific 
knowledge is what the community agrees on as the general 
mode of justification of knowledge and the method 
that makes it true, valid and objective, while traditional 
knowledge is different because it doesn’t exist in codified 
forms. It is often oral and it’s transmitted from generation 
to generation. There is a fascinating book from Philippe 
Descola, who lived with different Indigenous communities, 
and in it he says that local knowledge about the environment 
often includes their relationship with the environment. It 
is not the same modus operandus as science, which tries 
to measure the environment with facts and numbers. It’s 
about the cosmological relationship between the people 
and the environment.
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Sustainable Development 
and Water: Cross- sectoral, 

Transboundary and Multilevel 
Governance Arrangements 

in Bolivia, Ecuador 
and Switzerland

Manuel Fischer, Paúl Cisneros, Julie Duval,  
Javier Gonzales- Iwanciw and Sofia Cordero Ponce

Water is a key resource for life, but it is also increasingly under pressure 
from urbanization, population growth, energy production, pollution and 
many other developments. Especially in mountain areas, rising temperatures, 
melting glaciers and changing precipitation patterns are disrupting water 
flows and affecting ecosystems, creating and worsening natural hazards, 
and threatening livelihoods and communities both within the mountains 
and downstream (Buytaert and De Bièvre, 2012; Wymann von Dach et al, 
2018; IPCC, 2021). SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation) aims at alleviating 
the increasing pressures on water resources and guiding society towards 
a sustainable use of the world’s water resources and related ecosystems. 
Since 2015, when the SDGs were adopted as a non- binding international 
commitment, their implementation has been a challenge for national, 
subnational and local actors and existing institutions on all of these levels 
(eg Breuer et al, 2019; Rivera- Arriaga and Azuz- Adeath, 2019).

This chapter discusses the global water policies, SDG 6 and its 
implementation by actors and institutions at the subnational level, given 
three crucial challenges related to sustainable water governance (Mollinga 
et al, 2006; Lubell and Edelenbos, 2013; Fischer and Ingold, 2020). First, 
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SDG implementation in general, and water management specifically, should 
be coordinated across several sectors given the existence of important 
trade- offs but also potential synergies between different goals and targets 
(Weitz et al, 2018; Horan, 2020; Pham- Truffert et al, 2020). The specific 
focus of this chapter lies in the intersection of water (SDG 6) and climate 
(SDG 13). Second, tackling water governance often requires transboundary 
coordination, as the scales relevant for water resources do usually not 
correspond to jurisdictional boundaries. Third, multilevel governance, 
that is, coordination across different levels of governance, is relevant given 
that the SDGs have been established at the international level but must 
be implemented by national states that again often delegate these tasks to 
subnational levels of governance. This chapter contributes to the literature by 
highlighting the importance of cross- sectoral and transboundary challenges in 
situations (such as the implementation of SDGs) that require the coordination 
of international, national, regional and local policies. All three governance 
challenges are crucial to achieving more integrated and basin- wide water 
resources management.

The research question underpinning this chapter is: what governance 
arrangements tackle cross- sectoral, transboundary and multilevel challenges 
related to sustainable water management? The chapter thereby contributes 
to the three guiding questions of this book. For example, the changing 
perceptions of sustainable development (question 1) are discussed from 
the point of view of the development of global water policies, as well as 
by emphasizing the importance of the three challenges of cross- sectoral, 
transboundary and multilevel coordination. The chapter also discusses 
actors that are able to potentially address the three governance challenges, 
and therefore focuses on new types of actors (question 2) and governance 
arrangements (question 3).

The first part of the chapter discusses theoretical elements related to cross- 
sectoral, transboundary and multilevel governance challenges. It then presents 
the development of important global water- related agreements in the last 
30 years, and how they considered these three challenges, and then discusses 
in more detail how the water SDG 6 interacts with the climate SDG 13. The 
third part of the chapter presents three case illustrations in mountain regions 
in Bolivia, Ecuador and Switzerland, and thereby complements the literature 
on water governance that has, for example, strongly focused on the cases of 
the Murray– Darling (Connell and Grafton, 2011) or the Mekong (Waibel 
et al, 2012) river-basins. The three case studies illustrate how actors and 
institutions on the subnational level address the cross- sectoral, transboundary 
and multilevel challenges to sustainable water governance. The subnational 
level is relevant as the United Nations’ Agenda 2030 and the adaptation 
scholarship position local and subnational governments as key agenda setters 
and implementers for context- relevant adaptation measures (Cabrera- Barona 
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and Cisneros, 2021; Lesnikowski et al, 2021). More specifically, the local 
case studies in this chapter provide concrete illustrations of the more general 
governance challenges, and highlight specific aspects that are crucial for 
understanding SDG implementation. These aspects, are, for example, local 
actors’ perceptions of the SDGs, their importance contrasted with limited 
knowledge as to how they deal with the challenge of SDG implementation, 
and their capacity to provide governance innovations to deal with these 
challenges. The chapter relies on the qualitative analysis of documents and 
grey literature, and on expert interviews for the analysis of the three illustrative 
case studies, but has only very limited ambitions to systematically compare 
or explain findings from the three illustrative case studies.

5.1 The governance of water resources
5.1.1 Cross- sectoral interactions, transboundary arrangements and 
multilevel governance
A growing portion of the literature about the governance of water resources 
recognizes that the water crisis is mainly a crisis of governance (Gupta 
et al, 2013). Water scholars and practitioners recognize that governance 
arrangements are central to the effective management of water resources, 
in particular the requirements for sustainable and integrated water resource 
management (IWRM) capable of addressing the challenges related to climate 
change (eg Pahl- Wostl, 2019). In such an understanding, water governance 
is geared towards decentralizing institutions to improve fit with socio- 
ecological conditions but retaining a multiscale focus (Blomquist et al, 2005) 
such as watershed or water basin management councils and other decision- 
making or advisory venues for IWRM (see Margerum and Robinson, 
2015). Integrated water governance tackles the inherent interdependency of 
different hydrological, ecological and socioeconomic aspects of water, and 
strives to incorporate a multitude of related stakeholder interests (Engle et al, 
2011). Sustainable and integrated water management are challenging as they 
need to take three aspects into account: the cross- sectoral interactions related 
to different water- related sectors, transboundary arrangements to deal with 
waters flowing across jurisdictional boundaries, and multilevel governance 
to coordinate policies across different levels of governance (Mollinga et al, 
2006; Fischer and Ingold, 2020).

In terms of cross- sectoral interactions, water management depends on and 
influences other sectors such as land, energy, agriculture, tourism, biodiversity 
and climate (Lubell and Edelenbos, 2013; Fischer and Ingold, 2020). Yet, 
on the level of public administrations, as well as in the logic of many other 
actors, these aspects are dealt with in different specialized units that interact 
only partially (eg Pahl- Wostl, 2009; Plummer and Armitage, 2010). Despite 
the adoption of cross- sectoral approaches such as IWRM in the past three 
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decades, applying such concepts on the ground is still a great challenge 
for policy makers and practitioners (Hering and Ingold, 2012; Fischer 
and Ingold, 2020). Several studies show that adopting IWRM in many 
countries was limited to reorganizing existing policies to give an impression 
of conforming to the framework (Petit and Baron, 2009; Engle et al, 2011; 
Waibel et al, 2012). Lack of permanent funding, and deep- rooted sectoral 
priorities and state structures have also stymied IWRM implementation.

Cross- sectoral complexities interact with transboundary and multilevel 
governance challenges (Fischer and Ingold, 2020). The logic of political 
borders and boundaries has seldom followed the rules of nature: jurisdictions 
and legal units rarely match the physical, chemical or ecological area or 
the geological extent of a problem (Hering and Ingold, 2012; Bodin et al, 
2019). The lack of alignment between jurisdictions and the territories 
where adaptation strategies are needed creates incentives for actors to form 
transboundary water governance arrangements. In this regard, countries 
and subnational governments make use of international treaties and forums 
to manage shared water bodies within basin- wide approaches (Sanchez 
and Roberts, 2014; Fischer and Jager, 2020). Mirumachi and Allan (2007) 
argue that basins differ in their international transboundary relations as these 
shift in intensities of both conflict and cooperation over time. For example, 
given power asymmetries, not all cooperation is equally appreciated by 
riparian states.

Finally, governance systems are organized across different levels, from 
local to international, not least where international agreements are relevant 
to subnational governance, and vice versa, such as with the SDG process. 
Competencies distributed across levels of governance create a need for 
multilevel coordination, particularly in federalist settings with important 
competences at the subnational level (Hooghe and Marks, 2001). Lundqvist 
(2011) points out that multilevel governance arrangements for sustainable 
water management often fail at handling the trilemma created by seeking 
effectiveness, participation and legitimacy.

5.1.2 Subnational government arrangements and SDG implementation

The SDG parlance uses the term ‘SDG localization’ to refer to the processes 
by which subnational and local actors translate globally defined goals and 
targets into policies, governance arrangements and practices shaped by their 
historically constructed realities (UCLG, 2015). Although there is increasing 
awareness of the need to set relevant priorities, determine effective means 
of implementation and adopt adequate indicators to measure progress 
(see Wymann von Dach et al, 2018), the roles of subnational governance 
arrangements in this process require further empirical analysis. Particularly 
in the context of mountainous regions, where issues of water governance 
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and climate adaptation clearly converge, arrangements that tackle the three 
coordination challenges presented earlier may be key to promoting a more 
effective and just localization of the global agenda.

Tackling cross- sectoral, transboundary and multilevel challenges related 
to water governance on the subnational level requires multiple forms of 
collaboration. Collaboration can be voluntary or compulsory, more formal 
or informal, and it can happen bilaterally or within forums (eg Fischer and 
Leifeld, 2015). One of the most common reasons for the emergence of 
different forms of collaboration is the insufficient size and availability of 
resources of given actors, organizations or jurisdictions to deliver services, 
fulfil formal obligations or achieve other types of goals (Kersting et al, 2009; 
Teles, 2016). Specific policy instruments, such as ‘cooperative instruments’ 
asking actors to establish given forms of coordination and collaborations, 
might be formulated in both national and subnational policies, and 
transboundary treaties between different governments (Jordan et al, 2003; 
Fischer and Jager, 2020). Overall, governance arrangements to tackle the 
three challenges at the centre of this chapter involve some form of more or 
less institutionalized and rule- based coordination between actors.

5.1.3 The historical development of global water agreements

International agreements have been shaping the water sector for the last 
30 years and have also aimed at tackling cross- sectoral, transboundary 
and multilevel challenges (see also Chapter 6 for a discussion on framings 
of water in the different agreements and reports over time). As a first 
important international water milestone, the Dublin Statement on Water 
and Sustainable Development highlighted the threat of scarcity and 
misuse of fresh water, and included four principles, among them the 
importance of a holistic approach for IWRM, insisting on intersectoral 
needs and planning (UN, 1992). Furthermore, the Dublin Statement 
considered transboundary governance for catchments crossing national 
boundaries and recognized the essential role of international cooperation 
in these cases, thus addressing the multilevel challenge. According to the 
second principle in the Dublin Statement, multilevel governance should 
be organized as follows: international governance should focus on water 
resource management coordination; the national level should focus on 
raising awareness by ensuring information circulation, and on coordination 
and planning activities; and IWRM ‘should be delegated to those lowest 
appropriate levels’ (UN, 1992: 15). This last statement lends importance 
to water governance at the subnational level.

In addition, the Rio Declaration on the Environment and Development 
in 1992 was accompanied by the adoption of the Agenda 21, a program 
regrouping strategies to achieve sustainable development in the 21st century 
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(UN, 1993). Agenda 21 insisted on cross- sectoral challenges by recognizing 
the multisectoral nature and multi- interest utilization of water resources 
( chapter 18), and by considering interlinkages between water resource 
management and other issues, such as agricultural and rural development. 
The Rio Declaration further emphasizes the transboundary challenge by 
mentioning the specific needs of riparian countries to ‘formulate water 
resources strategies, prepare water resources action programs and consider, 
where appropriate, the harmonization of those strategies and action programs’ 
(UN, 1993: 277). Lastly, the multilevel challenge appears in the Rio 
Declaration through a chapter dedicated to ‘local authorities’ ( chapter 28) 
and further detailed IWRM that ‘should be carried out at the level of the 
catchment basin or sub- basin’ (UN, 1993: 277).

The Millennium Declaration adopted in 2000 included eight Millennium 
Development Goals to be achieved by 2015. The goal related to water 
considered the multilevel challenge by recommending stopping ‘the 
unsustainable exploitation of water resources by developing water 
management strategies at the regional, national and local levels, which 
promote both equitable access and adequate supplies’ (UN, 2000: 6).

At the Rio+ 20 UN Conference on Sustainable Development in 2012, the 
SDG formulation process was launched and three years later, in September 
2015, all UN members adopted Agenda 2030, including 17 SDGs with 
169 targets. Water is included as an individual goal (SDG 6), emphasizing 
aspects of the entire water cycle including drinking water and sanitation, 
hygiene, water quality and the integrated management of the water resource 
along with logics of IWRM. The entire Agenda 2030 and further related 
documents, for example about SDG implementation, emphasized the cross- 
sectoral challenge by identifying interlinkages between water SDG 6 and 
other SDGs.

5.1.4 Example of cross- sectoral interactions in SDG implementation: water 
and climate
The Agenda 2030 and related documents illustrate how cross- sectoral 
interactions –  across different SDGs –  are important for the implementation 
of international goals across multiple levels. In 2015 the International Council 
of Science (ICS) examined the related challenges and stated that the holistic 
nature of the goals and targets must be taken into account (ICSU and ISSC, 
2015). These interactions between goals are of crucial importance as the 
synergies and trade- offs across them constitute an efficient way to achieve 
them (Weitz et al, 2018; Independent Group of Scientists appointed by the 
Secretary- General, 2019; Pham- Truffert et al, 2020). For example, Chapter 6  
in this volume (Mehta et al) discusses the interactions between SDGs 6 and 
2, and thus between water and human rights. Other important interactions 
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are, for example, between water and energy (SDG 7), or between water and 
life on land (SDG 15) (Pham- Truffert et al, 2020).

This chapter focuses on the relations between the water SDG 6 and SDG 
13 (Climate action). The focus is on these two areas, as they are described 
as two of the core SDGs for a transition to environmental sustainability (see 
Partzsch in the Introduction to this volume), and pursuing both goals creates 
particularly strong synergies (Alcamo, 2019; UN- Water, 2016). Furthermore, 
water management has been emphasized as being ‘at the heart of adaptation 
to climate change’ (ESCAP, 2016: 20) and that ‘most of the impacts of 
climate change are felt through the water cycle, so the linkages are critical’ 
(UN- Water, 2016: 39). A coordinated implementation of SDGs 6 and 13 is 
an aspect of sustainable water management, and, vice versa, sustainable (and 
integrated) water management is one aspect of (a successful implementation 
of) the SDGs. The strong potential synergies between SDGs 6 and 13 contrast 
with other pairs of SDGs (eg SDGs 6 and 7 on energy) that display strong 
trade- offs and potential conflicts (Pham- Truffert et al, 2020).

Pursuing the achievement of universal and equitable access to safe and 
affordable drinking water for all (target 6.1) –  sometimes through increased 
water efficiency (target 6.4) –  can lead to climate change measures being 
integrated into national policies, strategies and planning (target 13.2) 
(ESCAP, 2017) to achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable 
drinking water (target 6.1). In addition, protecting and restoring water- 
related ecosystems (target 6.6) is a direct driver for strengthening resilience 
to climate- related hazards (target 13.1) (ESCAP, 2016; UN- Water, 2016; 
UNCCD, 2017).

The influences of SDG 13 on SDG 6 are much more prominent than those 
of SDG 6 on SDG 13. Most targets under the climate change mitigation 
goal are linked to several targets under the water- related goal and therefore 
reinforce each other (Le Blanc, 2016; Pham- Truffert et al, 2020). Indeed, 
as increasing temperatures due to climate change imply heavier stress on 
water resources worldwide (Future Earth and Earth League, 2017), taking 
urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts (SDG 13) will 
lead to greater achievement regarding water management and sanitation 
for all (SDG 6) (Pham- Truffert et al, 2020). On the one hand, efforts at 
strengthening resilience and adaptive capacity to climate change- related issues 
(target 13.1) will reinforce access to drinkable and affordable water (target 
6.1) and limit saltwater intrusion into surface water (target 6.3) (IPCC, 
2014a). On the other hand, national climate policies might help achieve 
universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all 
(target 6.1), reduced water pollution (target 6.3) (Haines et al, 2017), reduced 
water scarcity (UN- WATER, 2016), increased water use efficiency (target 
6.4) (van vuuren et al, 2015) and achieving IWRM (target 6.5). Indeed, 
including climate change measures in water agreements is of particular 
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importance in countries where pressure on water threatens agreements on 
shared water (Swain, 2016), especially for most dry regions where water 
competition between sectors is intensifying (IPCC, 2014a) and water security 
is threatened, for example in the Andes Mountains (IPCC, 2021). This is 
also true for rural areas that ‘are expected to experience major impacts on 
water availability and supply’ (IPCC, 2014b: 16).

5.2 Illustrative case studies of subnational governance 
arrangements in mountain countries
This section, which is based on the analysis of relevant policy documents 
and on explorative expert interviews,1 presents three illustrative examples 
of subnational governance arrangements in mountainous areas that aim at 
tackling cross- sectoral, transboundary and multilevel challenges. The three 
cases provide insights into a range of different governance arrangements 
and highlight how the challenge of SDG implementation and the more 
general governance challenges of cross- sectoral, transboundary and multilevel 
coordination happen at the local level. The institutional context conditions 
differ across the three countries, providing different types of incentives, 
resources and degrees of autonomy to subnational governments, which 
demonstrate how SDG implementation and tackling the three governance 
challenges happen at the local level in diverse contexts. First, while the 
economy of Switzerland is highly diversified, Bolivia and Ecuador rely on 
the primary sector, mainly in mineral and hydrocarbon extraction (IMF, 
2017). The countries also have very different levels of GDP, or income. 
Second, according to data provided by the World Health Organization 
and the United Nations’ Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply 
and Sanitation (JMP) (2022), Bolivia and Ecuador have narrowed the gap 
on improved drinking water and sanitation in relation to Switzerland. 
However, the gap is still considerable regarding safely managed drinking 
water. Finally, the countries are different in terms of decentralization. 
Bolivia is characterized by a model of decentralization that defines the 
functions of national authorities and local governments, which adoption is 
far from complete. Meanwhile, Ecuador adopted a decentralization model 
that promotes associations of municipalities to tackle common problems, 
but prescribes how these subnational arrangements must operate, allowing 
almost no room for adaptive governance (Cisneros, 2022). Switzerland 
traditionally corresponds to an ideal type of a federalist state with strong 
decision- making capacities at the subnational level and some tendencies to 
centralization over time (Sciarini et al, 2015).

The Lac Léman region in Switzerland and the Lake Titicaca region in 
Bolivia include sizeable urban areas while the Bosque Seco in Ecuador 
is composed of small urban centres. Accordingly, the cases also involve 
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different sets of actors, although a systematic overview or comparison of 
actors involved cannot be provided in this chapter. However, all three regions 
have to deal with the three challenges within the context of mountainous 
regions that require securing ecosystemic services to meet growing demand 
under conditions of climatic change. Indeed, mountains are among the 
regions most affected by climate change because higher elevations suffer 
from amplified warming.

5.2.1 Bolivia: Lake Titicaca region

Lake Titicaca is the largest water body shared by Bolivia and Peru, located 
3,800 metres above sea level in the northern part of the South American 
Altiplano. The lake is part of an endorheic basin that comprises other water 
bodies (Uru Uru, Poopo and the Coipasa Salt Marsh) and river basins defined 
as the TDPS System.2 The main management issue in this region relates to 
water availability, since the maximum usable flow is dramatically less than 
the estimated demand. The region has attracted the interest of glaciologists 
and hydrologists concerned about the environmental changes produced by 
temperature increase and glacier melting (Francou et al, 1995; Ramírez et al, 
2001). This has also raised concerns about the potential impacts of glacier 
melting on water resources and the reliability of water provision systems 
in major cities (Soruco et al, 2015; Kinouchi et al, 2019) such as the city 
region of La Paz– El Alto, home to more than two million people. Water 
pollution in certain regions of the lake has also become a major issue in recent 
decades, in particular the contamination of Puno Bay on the Peruvian side 
and Cohana Bay in the Bolivian side, from industrial and urban discharges 
(Archundia et al, 2016; Molina et al, 2017).

The transboundary nature of Titicaca Lake and its contributing watersheds 
has encouraged the governments of Bolivia and Peru to establish, through 
public international law in 1992, a binational authority, Autoridad Autónoma 
Binacional del Lago Titicaca (ALT), responsible for managing water resources 
in the Titicaca Lake region (Revollo, 2001). The ALT has been working 
with local communities to build capacity for water management through 
the promotion of networks of leaders and technology transfer (ALT, 2011). 
In 2017 both the Ministry of Environment and Water of Bolivia and the 
Ministry of Environment of Peru registered an SDG partnership3 to address 
SDG 6, SDG 13 and others to promote IWRM in the binational TDPS 
System. This initiative also involves governments and civil society groups, 
and serves to guide the work towards SDG implementation and to track 
related progress (Int2).

In addition to this binational agreement, as part of its National Watershed 
Planning Plan (Plan Nacional de Cuencas (PNC)), the Bolivian government 
prioritized the management of the Katari River Basin (KRB). This basin 
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is a principal tributary of the Menor Lake (a part of Titicaca Lake that 
constitutes 16 per cent of its surface), where more than one million people 
live in nine municipalities. The KRB receives untreated water from the city 
of El Alto and acid mine drainage from the area of Miyuni, which lead to the 
pollution of crops and livestock, endangering human health (Redextractivos, 
2021). The KRB Director Plan identified five major challenges relating to 
SGDs 6 and 13, including water governance, regulation of different water 
uses, reducing water pollution, restoring relevant environmental functions 
for the hydrological cycle and climate change adaptation, and enhanced 
understanding and management capacities through dialogue between science 
and Indigenous knowledge. With support from international cooperation, 
this plan has led to agreements with local populations to implement actions 
and identify ways to increase social participation (IAGUA, 2018). The KRB 
Director Plan itself led to the municipalities involved agreeing a common 
plan for the management of water resources, with a defined budget, which 
can be seen as a form of municipal association (Int1).

Municipal governments are also mandated through the National Planning 
Law (Law 777 of 2016) to work together to restore key ecosystem features, 
adapt to climate change and reduce disaster risk in territorial plans (Plan 
Territorial de Desarrollo Integral) in line with SDG 13, that is, it demands 
cross- sectoral coordination at different governance levels (Int4). These plans, 
however, lack the necessary instruments to effectively implement SDG 13 
as well as effective instruments for cross- sectoral coordination (Int3). Also, 
despite important adjustments in the governance of water resources with 
the implementation of the PNC (Ruíz and Gentes, 2008; Llavona, 2020) 
and climate change adaptation being mainstreamed at the level of the PNC 
(Gonzales- Iwanciw et al, 2021), local populations are still not participating at 
all levels of decision making that recognize their contribution to improving 
water management (IUCN and BRIDGE, 2019).

5.2.2 Ecuador: Mancomunidad of Municipalities in the Southwest Loja 
Province ‘Bosque Seco’ (MBS)
The Mancomunidad of Municipalities in the Southwest Loja Province 
‘Bosque Seco’ was launched in 2005 by five small municipalities (Celica, 
Zapotillo, Puyango, Pindal and Macará) to tackle the social and economic 
challenges caused by extended droughts, desertification, water pollution, 
soil erosion and deforestation (MBS, 2012).

The tropical dry forest that makes most of the MBS’s jurisdiction is one 
of the most threatened and under- researched land uses in the world (Blackie 
et al, 2014). The MBS sits in the larger area of the Puyango– Tumbes and 
Catamayo– Chira watersheds shared by Ecuador and Peru. Aquifers and 
watersheds in the area are an important, yet highly variable, water supply 

  



108

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

essential for the region’s socio- economic development and the integrity 
of its ecosystems. Currently, inappropriate land use, overexploitation, 
pollution, inefficient management and climate change threaten these water 
resources. Climate change in the region is exacerbating dry and wet seasons, 
increasing the need for improved infrastructure, ecosystem restoration 
and alternative economic opportunities for the local population (Project 
GIRHT, 2020).

The most salient example of cross- sectoral collaboration dates from 2014 
and includes MBS, three neighbouring municipalities and an NGO. With 
support from national sectoral authorities (the Ministry of Tourism, Ministry 
of the Environment, and Ministry of Foreign Affairs), they presented a 
proposal to UNESCO for the creation of the Bosque Seco Biosphere Reserve 
(BSBR). The project aims to promote tourism, create a regional identity 
around a site recognized worldwide for its natural and cultural richness, and 
increase the flow of international cooperation to the area (Int5).

The BSBR allowed the MBS to access funding from international and 
national programs to institutionalize its governance arrangement and 
strengthen local capacities to implement decisions related to SGDs 6  
and 13. In late 2015 the MBS launched the Program for the Restoration of 
Forests for Environmental Conservation and the Protection of Watersheds, 
financed by the Ministry of Environment and Water (MAAE) under the 
National Program for Forest Restoration (part of the national Program of 
Incentives for Conservation, or SocioBosque Program). The SocioBosque 
Program supports restoration activities that intend to join the scheme for 
carbon capture through avoiding deforestation in the future. These activities 
further promote multilevel collaborations between municipalities and 
national agencies.

Transboundary interactions for MBS members have been sustained since 
2001, with the implementation of the Binational Plan for the Development 
of the Ecuador– Peru Border. This plan is the main mechanism for enforcing 
the peace agreements of 1998, which ended territorial disputes between the 
two countries. The Puyango– Tumbes and Catamayo– Chira basins are part 
of a binational strategy for IWRM that includes the nine watersheds shared 
by Ecuador and Peru. With support from several European aid agencies, 
the binational plan has supported MBS members in developing watershed 
management plans and capacities to implement IWRM at all government 
levels (Int6). One relevant outcome, among others, of transboundary 
coordination was the creation in 2017 of the Transboundary Biosphere 
Reserve Bosques de Paz, which encompasses the BRBS and the Amotapes– 
Manglares Biosphere Reserve in Peru.

Multilevel interactions in the MBS territory are multiple and involve all 
levels of governments and international actors as well as local organizations. 
Most have been supported by the Ecuador– Peru binational plan or have 
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interacted with it in a sustained manner. Since 2006, the rapid conversion 
of forest to grasslands and the subsequent reduction of water availability 
have motivated watershed restoration and management programs, and the 
creation of 75 areas where local governments and landowners invest in 
improved technology for water catchment, reforestation and improved cattle 
ranching. In addition, the regional water conservation fund (FORAGUA) 
was created with support from aid agencies. FORAGUA uses a trust fund, 
with special contributions made by its members, to buy land in critical areas 
to secure its restoration or conservation (Int7). In 2010 the municipalities 
of the MBS and FORAGUA signed an agreement to jointly implement a 
program for watershed restoration.

The prevalence of poverty in the rural areas of its jurisdiction (with 
poverty levels of 90 per cent in some areas) has led the MBS to prioritize 
the creation of economic opportunities through the involvement of the 
local population in the restoration of degraded ecosystems to increase water 
availability. Economic opportunities are offered through building capacity 
for using local species adapted to the dry conditions of the area to develop 
agribusinesses and promote ecological tourism. These species are grown 
locally and used for reforestation in areas managed by associations of local 
farmers and municipalities (Int5).

5.2.3 Switzerland: the Lac Léman region

Switzerland has long been considered the ‘water castle of Europe’ because 
of its abundant natural water reservoir, which represents 6 per cent of 
Europe’s freshwater (Pflieger, 2009) and is mainly powered by precipitation 
(Blanc and Schädler, 2013). Lac Léman –  also known as Lake Geneva –  is 
the largest alpine lake in western Europe and provides drinking water for 
more than 900,000 people across Switzerland and France (CIPEL, 2021). It 
spreads across both territories: 88 per cent of the total lake area is composed 
of the north shore crossing over the three Swiss cantons of Geneva, vaud 
and valais, while the southern shore is located in the French department of 
Haute- Savoie (OFEv, 2016).

The unique abundance of water from high mountain sources in Switzerland 
was long seen as a guarantee of water quality (Pflieger, 2009). However, 
micropollutants now constitute one of the major ecological challenges for 
the region, despite efforts to remove them (CIPEL, 2021). Indeed, the 
pollution –  mainly from industrial emissions upstream from the lake, in the 
Rhone River of the valais canton (CIPEL, 2021) –  is a significant threat to 
the lake’s fauna (Faure et al, 2012). The use of pesticides is an additional threat 
to the fauna and to the agricultural soils, which are vulnerable to pesticide 
transfers to surface waters (CIPEL, 2021). Water quality is thus seen as the 
main water- related problem in the Lac Léman region.
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In terms of cross- sectoral governance, the forum Grand Genève 
Agglomeration is a space for discussion about various usages that brings 
together authorities from France and from Geneva and vaud cantons, as well 
as civil society. Climate change is an important issue in water governance 
arrangements in the region, and the International Commission for the 
Protection of the Waters of Lake Geneva (CIPEL) was set up as a binational 
body, with representatives from the agricultural sector and other interest 
groups, to tackle cross- sectoral issues, including sanitation and coordination 
(Int11). CIPEL conducts scientific evaluations of the consequences of climate 
change and produces action plans and recommendations. Experts at the 
Geneva Cantonal Office of Water (OCEau) also oversee projects including 
on climate change issues (Int10). Agricultural water issues, mostly irrigation 
related, are dealt with in informal collaborations between the cantonal 
offices for water and agriculture. Similarly, water needs related to territory 
development are handled in informal collaborations between the cantonal 
offices for water and tourism (Int10).

In terms of transboundary governance, elected officials from water or 
environment offices represent their respective cantons –  Genève, vaud and 
valais –  within CIPEL. Set up in 1963 via a constitutive convention, CIPEL 
remains one of the central actors in the transboundary water governance 
of the region, focusing mainly on water quality (Int11). CIPEL focuses on 
controlling the water quality of the lake and related water streams, studying 
and preventing water pollution, coordinating water management policies 
and cooperating with local partners on quality issues. Additionally, given 
the transboundary characteristics of and increasing demographic pressures 
on water resources in the region, the Transboundary Water Community 
(CTEau) was created in 2012. As a part of the environmental commission 
of the Regional Committee Franco- Genevois (CRFG), created in 1974, 
CTEau offers a space for discussion between French departments and other 
organizations, and Geneva and vaud cantons, and collaborates with several 
actors including CIPEL and Geneva Industrial Services (SIG).

There are several aspects to multilevel governance on this issue. While at 
the national level SDG 6 is not identified as one of Switzerland’s priorities for 
the implementation of Agenda 2030, the cantonal climate plans of Geneva 
and vaud at least integrate important points from SDG 6; for example, on 
the issue of water management, ‘for an equitable and sustainable sharing 
of the resource on the transboundary scale of the Geneva watershed’ (DT, 
2021). The implementation of these measures has been delegated to water-  
and environment- related offices (Int10; Conseil d’État vaudois, 2020). 
Municipalities have recently been encouraged to work on communal climate 
plans (Int18) that, again, implicitly include aspects of the implementation 
of SDG 6. Some cities have also created specific departments, such as the 
Durability Department in the city of vevey. The transboundary forms of 
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coordination discussed earlier do have a multilevel character, given that 
transboundary interactions take place at the cantonal, or departmental, and 
national levels in both France and Switzerland.

5.3 Discussion and conclusion
Subnational and local governments are called on to spearhead the 
implementation of the SDGs so that local conditions can be taken into 
account effectively. This chapter shows that subnational governance 
arrangements in Bolivia, Ecuador and Switzerland are addressing the three 
coordination challenges to different degrees. The three case studies provide 
examples demonstrating such governance challenges and potential solutions, 
but a more detailed comparison of the three cases is beyond the scope of 
this chapter. The focus is on SDGs 6 and 13, while many other areas such 
as, for example, human rights, life on land and energy, are crucially related 
to water. Table 5.1 summarizes how governance in the different regions 
address cross- sectoral, transboundary and multilevel challenges when dealing 
with water and climate change issues.

All the cases show interactions between SDG 6 and SDG 13 in different 
arrangements. In the case of Lac Léman (Switzerland), the challenge of 
improving water quality in a context of climate change adds to previously 
existing interactions between the industrial sector, agriculture and the 
recreation sector. It is complemented by interactions across levels of 
government and the capability to sustain transboundary commitments through 
formal and informal mechanisms. In the MBS (Ecuador), cross- sectoral 
interactions are driven by the need to create economic opportunities through 
new forms of agricultural production and sustainable tourism that depend 
on regional and transboundary adaptation projects financed by international 
cooperation. Given their availability of resources, transboundary interactions 
serve as an umbrella for cross- sectoral and multilevel coordination. In the 
Lake Titicaca region (Bolivia), rapid urbanization, urban– rural interactions 
and water pollution challenge the provision of water and sanitation in a 
context of transboundary governance arrangements. Centralism in water 
policies and limited local capacities preclude multisectoral coordination on 
competing water uses for drinking water, mining and agriculture. Moreover, 
climate change does not figure prominently in cross- sectoral interactions.

The extent to which these initiatives localize the global development 
agenda in the specific context of mountainous regions is hard to measure. 
The illustrative case studies provide some insights into a range of different 
governance arrangements and their tackling of the three governance 
challenges; however, initiatives related to the core of the water SDGs 6 
and 13 lack a vocabulary consistent with the SDGs and are thus at best 
implicit. For example, despite clear recognition that sustainable development 
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Table 5.1: Governance arrangements and coordination challenges

Coordination challenges

Cases Cross- sectoral Transboundary Multilevel

Lake Titicaca, 
Bolivia

Municipal plans and watershed management plans 
define cross- sectoral coordination goals for 
water and climate change adaptation.

Binational authority addresses water and 
climate change adaptation issues.

Water and climate change adaptation figure 
in local development plans. The National 
Watershed Plan (PNC) also addresses water and 
climate. Both instruments include stakeholder 
participation.

MBS, Ecuador A cross- sectoral committee promotes the 
regionalization of development activities to 
secure water provision and promote climate 
change adaptation.

A binational development program focused on 
water governance supports cross- sectoral 
and multilevel initiatives with climate 
change adaptation components.

Water and climate change figure in local 
development plans, which are implemented with 
extended social participation.

Lac Léman, 
Switzerland

Multisectoral forums and working groups in 
subnational government units tackle cross- 
sectoral issues.

Binational commissions and committees focus 
on water quality and evaluate the impact 
of climate change on water resources.

Water and climate change figure in national, 
subnational and local climate plans and transboundary 
initiatives.

new
genrtpdf
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should be a concern when dealing with water resources and climate change 
adaptation, neither the KRB Director Plan nor the various Lake Titicaca 
region municipal government PTDIs (Plan Territorial de Desarrollo Integral) 
for the period 2016– 20 explicitly mentions the SDGs, nor do any of these 
initiatives use the indicators of the SDG framework.

This situation makes the interactions between SDGs less tractable, especially 
in contexts where access to public information and records is scarce, as in 
Bolivia and Ecuador. According to Swiss interview partners, this absence 
of SDG vocabulary –  for their case –  is due to at least three reasons: water 
abundance and advancement in terms of sanitation, water quality and water 
access (Int10); the existence of other policy or legal instruments relating to the 
sustainable development of water and climate change concerns (Int14, Int15, 
Int19); and that this vocabulary does not speak to the different actors’ realities 
(Int14). In Ecuador, informants argue that the SDGs are important only to 
maintain collaboration with international donors and national programmes 
but are not necessary for day- to- day interactions at the local level (Int5).

Overall, this chapter has emphasized the importance of three governance 
challenges that concern all types of natural resource management, and for 
which the water sector is a prime example: the coordination of actors across 
different thematic sectors, different administrative entities across borders and 
different levels of governance. By discussing how these three challenges –  and 
potential solutions –  appear in the global discussion on water policies as well 
as in subnational governance arrangements, this chapter contributes to the 
three guiding questions of this book. In relation to the first question of how 
perceptions of sustainable development have changed in politics and research 
since the 1992 Earth Summit, this chapter reviews the development of global 
water policies and emphasizes the importance of the three challenges of cross- 
sectoral, transboundary and multilevel coordination as important aspects of 
sustainable development at the global and the subnational levels. The second 
question –  of which actors and institutions have most mattered for governance 
efforts over the past three decades and who should be held accountable for 
success and failure –  the chapter has discussed actors and instruments that 
are able, or have been specifically designed, to potentially address the three 
governance challenges. However, actors working on these three challenges 
might be more difficult to hold accountable since, by definition, they are not 
clearly related to one specific sector, administrative unit or governance level. 
The third question –  of which alternative and innovative forms of governance 
exist and deserve more research attention for a transition to environmentally 
salient sustainability –  again points towards potentially new and innovative 
forms of governance that are able to tackle the three governance challenges.

This chapter has been able only to scratch the surface of these issues, 
and there are still many important research questions to be addressed. For 
example, it could be asked whether the types of governance arrangements, 



114

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

as well as the more or less explicit use of SDG language on the subnational 
level, depend on the types of actors involved (eg private companies, regional 
governments, international donors) and their resources, the institutional 
context or related challenges. A more explicit comparative approach than this 
chapter has taken should include a fine- grained discussion of case selection 
and of context conditions (institutions, economic capacity and so on) that 
may explain the existence and performance of given types of subnational 
governance arrangements. Finally, and related to the second guiding question 
of this book, questions of accountability of given actors were not at the 
centre of this chapter and will require more in- depth case analyses. These 
could consist of elaborating on the accountability challenges raised by new 
governance arrangements that address the cross- sectoral, transboundary and 
multilevel challenges relating to water and climate governance.

Notes
 1 The illustrative case studies are based on the qualitative and interpretative analysis of policy 

documents, as well as on expert interviews conducted between 2018 and 2022. The 
relevant policy documents are referenced in the text and appear in the list of references. 
Some of the following interviews are directly referenced in the text given that specific text 
elements rely on a specific interview, while others are not directly referenced in the text 
but provide context elements for the three cases. For Bolivia: Interview 1 (Int1): director 
of the Pilot Project for Climate Resilience (June 2018); Interview 2 (Int2): president of the 
Women Association for the Defence of Titicaca Lake (June 2018); Interview 3 (Int3): water 
consultant (March 2022); Interview 4 (Int4) natural resources specialist, Swiss Cooperation 
Integrated Water Project (March 2022). For Ecuador: Interview 5 (Int5): coordinator of 
the MBS (July 2021, online); Interview 6 (Int6): director of Articulación del Recurso 
Hídrico del Ministerio del Ambiente, Agua y Transición Ecológica (January 2022, 
online); Interview 7 (Int7): representative, Naturaleza y Cultura Internacional (February 
2022, online); Interview 8 (Int8): representative, Consejo Nacional de Competencias 
(June 2021, online). For Switzerland: Interview 9 (Int9): researcher, University of Geneva 
(September 2021, online); Interview 10 (Int10): representative, Geneva Cantonal Office 
for Water (September 2021, online); Interview 11 (Int11): representative, International 
Commission for the Protection of the Waters of Lake Geneva (CIPEL) (September 2021, 
online); Interview 12 (Int12): associate professor, University of Geneva (October 2021,  
online); Interview 13 (Int13): representative, vaud Climat Plan Unit (November 2021, online);  
Interview 14 (Int14): representative, vaud Groundwater Section (January 2022, online); 
Interview 15 (Int15): representative, Department of Consumer and veterinary Affairs, and 
member, Water Resources Management Commission (GRE), vaud Canton (January 2022, 
online); Interview 16 (Int16): representative, Geneva Sustainable Development Department 
(January 2022, online); Interview 17 (Int17): representative, vaud Water Protection 
Division (January 2022, online); Interview 18 (Int18): representative, valais’s Foundation for 
Sustainable Development of Mountain Regions (FDDM) (January 2022, online); Interview 
19 (Int19): representative, valais Surface Water and Waste Division (March 2022, online).

 2 T: Lake Titicaca basin; D: Desaguadero River basin; P: Lake Poopó basin; S: Salar de 
Coipasa basin.

 3 The Partnership Platform is a global registry of voluntary commitments and 
multistakeholder partnerships by stakeholders in support of the implementation of the 
SDGs (see Chapter 13).
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Interview with Manuel Fischer 
and Paúl Cisneros: A Conflict 

of Priorities, Not of Knowledge

Felix Nütz and Elizaveta Kapinos

The SDGs were created as a framework at the international level. How successful is 
the implementation when it comes to freshwater governance at the local level?

Cisneros: In principle, the SDGs could have had a bigger impact. 
The timing for the adoption of the SDGs was very 
unfortunate. Most of the countries in South America 
started to enter an economic recession when the SDGs 
were adopted. Most of the government’s funding before 
2014 wasn’t there anymore to keep expanding the 
water provision systems or to form water management 
councils. Specialized groups of consultants and public 
officials who are very well connected to the international 
community got resources for specific projects regarding 
the SDGs, but the wider community has not seen 
its benefits.

Fischer: Some of our interview partners said that they had a 
hard time even talking about the SDGs. Many people 
on the ground involved in water management working 
in the municipalities do not talk the SDG language. It’s 
not used on the local level but in academic circles and 
on the international level. However, if you want to get 
money for projects, you have to mention the SDGs. 
This can be criticized because then you just put some of 
these ‘nice’ labels on top and continue to do whatever 
you’ve been doing already. However, the SDGs do also 
create a joint language and a framework for different 
types of research.
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Do you see in your work in South America a conflict between western scientific 
knowledge and local knowledge of freshwater management?

Cisneros: In the areas where we have been doing research, the local 
communities are not Indigenous communities –  they’ve 
been incorporated in international markets for centuries. 
It is thus very hard to see a conflict of knowledge –  there 
is more of a conflict of priorities. Whereas communities 
would rather have clean drinking water and sanitation, 
private companies doing business in the area mostly 
prioritize increasing their production, and so use water 
to grow and export fruits.

How can these groups with similar interests but different priorities be brought together 
to collaborate?

Cisneros: In these complex fields, facilitators like NGOs or 
government institutions can play a crucial role by bridging 
the different lists of priorities of the local communities 
and agricultural exporters. They can see the similarities 
and possibilities for collaboration that the other actors 
do not always see. But there is one thing I’ve seen time 
and time again: it is rare that anyone actually takes the 
role of facilitator or even invests in the resources that are 
required to facilitate discussion. But there are also positive 
examples. I’ve seen some of these water councils being 
formed around what are called water funds. These are 
funding pots that are contributed to by private companies 
and the government. Interest from these funds then 
finances local development projects. So we can see 
real tangible action taken by private actors beyond the 
responsibility to water as dictated by regulations. But, 
again, it is always difficult to balance different priorities.
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6

Water for Life and Food: Synergies 
between SDGs 2 and 6 and 

Human Rights

Lyla Mehta, Claudia Ringler and Shiney Varghese

As the Qur’an states, ‘By means of water, we give life to everything’ (21: 3).1 
Water is a fundamental element on which human beings depend for their lives 
and livelihoods. It has multiple values, faces and meanings in the everyday 
contexts in which people live their lives, as this chapter will show. Safe 
drinking water and sanitation are fundamental to the health, nutrition, and 
dignity of all (UNDP, 2006; UNSCN, 2020). Despite the progress made in 
achieving past global targets, including the Millennium Development Goals 
and efforts in previous Water Decades, and now SDG 6 on clean water and 
sanitation, in 2017 about 2.2 billion people lacked access to safe, readily 
available water at home, and 4.2 billion lacked safely managed sanitation 
(UNICEF and WHO, 2019). Accessing water can be particularly challenging 
for smallholders, vulnerable and marginalized populations, and women, and 
thus also affects SDG 10 (Reduced inequalities). Even though the human right 
to water and sanitation was globally endorsed by the United Nations in 2010, 
it is violated every day across the globe. This situation undermines health, 
nutrition, human well- being and dignity, and is a global and moral outrage.

Water is also the lifeblood of most ecosystems, including forests, lakes 
and wetlands, and their functions. These ecosystem functions, directly or 
indirectly, are also essential for the survival of people and the nurturing 
of flora, fauna and the environment. They are particularly important for 
poor people, providing them with nutrition and livelihoods. Water is also 
fundamental for all other sectors of importance to human well- being, 
including energy and manufacturing. Finally, water has important cultural 
and aesthetic values (HLPE, 2015).
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Global inequality in access to water and sanitation is unacceptable and one 
of the largest inequities of the 21st century. The 2006 Human Development 
Report (UNDP, 2006: 3) noted that ‘no act of terrorism generates economic 
devastation on the scale of the crisis in water and sanitation’. However, this 
crisis occurs largely in silence. Unlike wars and natural disasters, it remains 
invisible and has been quasi- naturalized –  that is, accepted as part of life –  by 
both those who enjoy access to safe water and the millions who do not. The 
water crisis is largely caused and legitimized by different forms of unequal 
gender and social relations and power relations, which prevent universal access 
(Mehta et al, 2020). In the case of millions of women and girls who spend 
hours collecting water, this naturalized gendered nature of water collection 
has undermined their health, education and chances in life. Similarly, poor 
water quality affects human health and also the functioning of ecosystems, 
with adverse impacts for poor and vulnerable groups that directly depend on 
this resource base for their livelihoods. Climate change, including growing 
climate variability, affects everyone on the globe and adds irregularity and 
uncertainty to the availability of and demand for water, with known effects on 
the vulnerability of the poorest and their food security (see Bates et al, 2008).

This chapter focuses on SDG 6 and its linkages with realizing other SDGs, 
especially SDG 2 (Zero hunger) in the spirit of integrating development and 
environmental agendas, and makes a case for more joined- up thinking on 
water and food, given the central role of water in ensuring food security, 
nutrition and human survival. Other linkages across SDGs are described in 
Nilsson et al (2017).

6.1 The multiple framings of water
Water is a contested and multifaceted resource. People across the globe value 
water for both its economic and its non- economic values, including its deep 
spiritual significance in many cultures. The Dublin Principles developed 
at the 1992 International Conference on Water and the Environment, for 
the first time, focused on the economic values of water (see also Fischer, 
Chapter 5 in this volume). While many parallel water governance and 
management systems coexist (see Pahl- Wostl, 2015), there is still a tendency 
for global efforts to focus on the economic values that can undermine water’s 
embeddedness in people’s lives. Growing water scarcity may well further 
squeeze water’s symbolic, cultural and social contexts, within which people 
live their lives (see Mehta, 2005).

More than most resources, water is highly variable across time and space. 
Its state and availability depend on temperature, rainfall, soil moisture and 
overall ecosystem health, as well as on human- built infrastructure such as 
wells and irrigation canals. But water availability does not necessarily translate 
to water access, which is mediated through institutions, gender, social and 
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power relations, property rights, identity and culture. Water has symbolic as 
well as material dimensions and multiple ontologies (ie ways of being and 
existing). It is subjected to contests rooted in relations of power in both the 
discursive and the material realms (Mehta, 2005; Wilson and Inkster, 2018). 
Because of the fluid nature of water and its linkages with land, water rights 
are usually competing and overlapping, and entail a mixture of formal and 
informal arrangements (van Koppen and Schreiner, 2014). Customary law 
and practices, kinship networks, gender, caste and patronage tend to dominate 
in practice despite the existence of formal institutional arrangements (van 
Koppen and Schreiner, 2014).

Dominant modes of water management have conventionally been 
characterized by sectoral approaches that separate water and sanitation from 
water for food, energy, domestic supply, irrigation and floodwater management 
(Mehta et al, 2020). The International Decade on Water and Sanitation 
(the Water Decade) was launched in 1981. It was mainly a supply- led and 
government- focused initiative, in line with the thinking at the time that 
governments should be in the driving seat (see Nicol et al, 2012). The primary 
focus was on expanding and universalizing the coverage of drinking water supply 
and sanitation. In the 1990s supply- oriented paradigms gave way to demand- 
led approaches in the water sector. In parallel, there was increased emphasis 
on scaling back public sector investment, slimming down public services and 
deregulation and liberalization in line with World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund- led structural adjustment programmes. Consequently, the 
early 1990s saw substantial attention and output by World Bank economists 
on the necessity of treating water as an economic good and of using economic 
incentives to increase so- called water use efficiency (see World Bank, 1994; 
Briscoe et al, 1998). This period also saw the promotion of a holistic approach 
to water resources management, the birth of the Dublin Principles and the 
paradigm of integrated water resources management (Pahl- Wostl, 2015).

The four Dublin Principles, which have, over time, been considered 
integral to IWRM, recognize: (1) the finite nature of water and its key role 
in sustaining life, development and the environment (this principle has often 
been translated into a principle of managing water according to its resource- 
based boundary, ie the river basin); (2) the importance of participatory 
approaches in water development and management; (3) the central role played 
by women in the provision, management and safeguarding of water, thus 
making direct linkages to SDG 5 (Gender equality) and the empowerment 
of all women and girls (see Derman and Prabhakaran, 2016); and (4) the 
economic and competing values of water and the need to recognize water 
as an economic good. Since Dublin, IWRM has gradually emerged as the 
sanctioned discourse on water resources management in both the global 
water domain and national water policies and legislations (see Mehta et al, 
2016 for a special issue on the politics of IWRM in southern Africa).
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6.2 Unpacking SDG 6

The UN General Assembly adopted the SDGs in September 2015. A wide 
process of consultation and engagement had been implemented to develop the 
SDGs, which are successors to the Millennium Development Goals adopted 
in 2000, but with a crucial additional focus on sustainability. Even though the 
MDG period (2000– 2015) coincided with the United Nations Human Rights 
Council elaborating on the General Comment on Right to Water (2002), and 
recognizing the right to water and sanitation (2010), resulting in the endorsement 
of the human right to water and sanitation by the United Nations (2010), the 
MDGs failed to directly address issues of equity and discrimination in water access 
(especially in challenging but rapidly growing areas such as peri- urban areas and 
slums). While SDG 6 on clean water and sanitation fails to take a rights- based 
approach, it is still a significant improvement on the MDGs. It seeks to achieve, 
by 2030, universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water 
for all, and access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all, and 
to end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of women and 
girls and those in vulnerable situations.2 For the SDGs, addressing inequality, 
which is also reflected in SDG 10, is key. In the case of SDG this is done by 
focusing on universality (ie achieving universal access to water and sanitation), 
monitoring and eliminating inequalities by improving service levels, and going 
beyond the household to focus on access in schools, health centres, and so on (see 
Cumming and Slaymaker, 2018). In addition, water quality concerns that were 
missing from the MDGs are considered, including a commitment to reduce the 
number of people suffering from water scarcity and to support and strengthen the 
participation of local communities in improving water and sanitation management. 
These trends are to be welcomed, alongside a commitment to improving data 
collection, monitoring and use at the country level. Given that water is used 
for various purposes, institutions and governance systems are needed to ensure 
coherence across these uses and to support access by disadvantaged users.

The greater breadth of SDG 6, however, led to a larger number of indicators 
and hence problems with monitoring and tracking, and to the risk of an 
SDG industry in every country (Swain, 2018). As with the MDGs, there is 
also a lack of clear mechanisms of accountability, and the challenge to define 
locally –  where it matters –  the meaning of each goal, target and indicator. 
Generalized, globalized arguments that underpin policy debates tend to 
remain disconnected from the everyday experiences of local people. For 
example, while SDG 6 is far more nuanced than the MDG in stating what 
constitutes an ‘improved’ water source by creating a ‘service ladder’ from ‘safely 
managed’ to ‘basic’, ‘unimproved’ and surface water sources, there is a large 
gap, as Welle’s (2013) research in Ethiopia has demonstrated, between how 
global agencies, national agencies and local people understand, define and 
measure water access and inequality (see also Cumming and Slaymaker, 2018).
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Moreover, while there is greater awareness of gender inequalities, sex- 
disaggregated data are seldom collected, making it impossible to monitor 
progress or to devise gender sensitive policies. It is, furthermore, alarming 
that a source that can be accessed within 30 minutes (round- trip collection 
time) is considered an ‘improved water source’ in accordance with the SDG 
indicators tracking progress on drinking water, sanitation and hygiene. No 
doubt, poor women in many parts of the Global South may need to make 
multiple trips of 30 minutes or more with heavy water pots. That such a 
situation is considered acceptable reflects how critical it is to ensure that 
more women are part of the decision- making processes when such standards 
and targets are being set. Finally, as argued by Mitra and Rao (2019), in 
the enthusiasm to meet the global targets, governments tend to ignore the 
interconnectedness between water services and food production, and their 
wider embeddedness in ecology (ie land use and water flows), gendered 
labour patterns and how these are determined by power relations.

6.3 The centrality of SDG 6 for multiple human  
well- being outcomes and ecosystem health
Water is not only essential to achieving drinking water and sanitation goals 
but is also integral to food security and nutrition (HLPE, 2015). As illustrated 
in Figure 6.1, the key dimensions of water that are of importance for human 
survival and well- being are its availability, access, stability and quality (see also 
Ringler et al, 2021). These have close linkages with key dimensions of food 
systems that include the production, processing, distribution, preparation 
and consumption of food within a wider socioeconomic, political and 
environmental context.

According to UN World Water Development Report (WWAP 2014), 70 
per cent of human water withdrawals are used for agriculture, 20 per cent 
for industrial uses and 10 per cent for domestic uses. However, these large 
withdrawals for agriculture only support 40 per cent of agricultural crops, while 
the remainder rely entirely on rain or ‘green’ water (Ringler, 2017). Despite rapid 
increases in non- irrigation uses of water, water for food production remains the 
largest user of human freshwater withdrawals, making farmers, in many ways, 
the main stewards of the world’s water resources. Thus, without water there 
is no food security, which makes it important to join up action and efforts on 
water with those on food. Similarly, without better food systems, including the 
incorporation of environmental concerns into both crop production practices 
and diets, there will be no water security, given the large water use for food 
production and the considerable pollution of water bodies from agricultural 
pollution (fertilizers, pesticides, food processing and waste disposal).

As argued by Ringler et al (2021), for hunger and malnutrition to end, 
SDG 2 and SDG 6 need to be achieved together. This is because access to 
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Figure 6.1: The linkages between water and food systems

Source: HLPE (2015). Reproduced with permission.
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safe drinking water (SDG 6.1) and equitable sanitation and hygiene (SDG 
6.2) are necessary to ensure good nutrition and bodily health and well- being. 
Furthermore, good- quality water ensures the productivity and sustainability 
of agricultural systems (including irrigation systems), landscapes and other 
ecosystem services. Finally, access to water and food are also linked to access 
to land and land rights. Inequality in ownership and control over land (SDG 
1.4) can seriously undermine overall food and water security, especially for 
women, smallholders and landless people.

Thus, SDG 2 (Zero hunger) and SDG 6 are closely linked and, as argued by 
Ringler et al (2021), can be achieved only if the water and food communities 
work closely together, something that is sadly lacking, especially at the 
national and global levels.

6.4 Competing demands on water and the politics  
of scarcity
Inequality within and between countries, communities and households 
means that many people continue to have inadequate access to water; this is 
also directly linked to unacceptably high and growing rates of undernutrition 
(FAO et al, 2021) and lack of access to clean drinking water and sanitation, 
which also affects food and nutrition outcomes.

While accessible water resources are adequate at global levels to meet 
the water needs of the world (HLPE, 2015), these resources are unevenly 
distributed across the globe, with per capita resources particularly low in 
the Middle East, North African and southern Asia regions (see Mehta et al, 
2020). There is also a lot of variation in water availability within regions 
and countries. Moreover, in parts of the globe, historical rainfall patterns 
are changing, adding significant uncertainty to the reliable availability of 
water in many regions in the future (IPCC, 2021).

While future water demand estimates vary, there is agreement that 
domestic, municipal and industrial demands are growing faster than irrigation 
demands and that rapid urbanization will increase pressure on water and 
food. These various trends highlight the dilemma of competing demands on 
a very limited natural resource that is crucial to all life and particularly to the 
food security and nutrition of all humanity. There are competing pathways 
and discourses regarding water security and food security. According to the 
European Commission (2012), pressures on water availability will continue 
to grow –  not only through the need to feed and hydrate a growing global 
population, but also through changes in consumption patterns. In the context 
of the Organisation for Economic Co- operation and Development’s (OECD) 
2050 projections, global water demand is projected to increase by 55 per cent 
as a consequence of increases in manufacturing, electricity and domestic use, 
leaving little scope for increasing water use for irrigation (OECD, 2012). 
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This supply- side vision is based in part on neo- Malthusian visions of scarcity 
and crises. The authors follow the UNDP (2006) in rejecting this ‘gloomy 
arithmetic’ vision and acknowledge the massive water injustices that poor 
women and men around the world encounter daily in accessing water for 
their survival, including food security.

Similarly, as argued by Amartya Sen, the fixation with per capita food 
availability decline (FAD) is a misleading way to approach hunger and famine, 
since hunger is more about people not having access to food owing to wider 
social and political arrangements rather than to there not being enough 
food to eat (Sen, 1981; 1983). The per capita availability of a resource lacks 
relevant discrimination and is even more questionable when it is applied to 
the population of the world as a whole (Sen, 1981). Water scarcity is also often 
misleadingly perceived as per capita water availability rather than as inequality 
in access to water. Instead, as argued earlier, water access is determined by 
social and political institutions, cultural and gender norms, and property 
rights. Some groups may suffer from lack of water even when there is no 
decline in water availability in the region. Thus, water shortages such as in 
famines are best understood as entitlement failures requiring effective and 
democratic governance solutions that can be accepted as legitimate by all 
(see also Anand, 2007; Mehta, 2014).

It is also important to look at unsustainable consumption and production 
practices that are fuelling land and water crises. For example, rising meat 
production and consumption through the increased use of food crops 
(and underlying water) as animal feed, and the increased use of biofuels as 
transportation fuel, are placing growing pressures on land and water resources. 
Growing middle classes in both high-  and low- income countries are switching 
to water- intensive diets. But these diets are both environmentally unsustainable 
and often not nutritious. Changing diets containing excessive levels of meat, 
sugar and a handful of refined grains to more diverse and sustainable diets 
could improve both nutritional and health outcomes and put less pressure on 
the land and water resources of marginal resource users (Mehta et al, 2020).

This requires a critical approach to water and food that is concerned with 
social justice, human rights and the politics of framing. It is also important 
to do away with silo- driven discourses (ie between water, food and land, 
and between water supply and water for food production) that are highly 
problematic from the perspective of local users, for whom there is little sense 
in separating out these dimensions, which are crucial for survival.

All this makes questions of governance and decision making with regard 
to water an urgent imperative, both within countries and at the regional 
and transboundary levels. While it is often observed that ‘water flows uphill 
to money and power’, it is also clear that water is a resource that ignores 
national boundaries, thus complicating the challenge of water governance 
even further (Zhang et al, 2020).
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6.5 Access to water as a sociopolitical construct

The persistence of water inequalities globally can be attributed in part to various 
power imbalances that prevent universal access. Mehta (2014) has argued that 
invisible power (ie how powerless groups lack awareness of their rights and 
interests, and internalize dominant values and norms) allows structural violence 
(ie prevailing political, social and cultural arrangements) to persist in the water 
domain that disadvantage and cause harm to marginalized social groups. 
This structural violence, in particular, disadvantages powerless groups such as 
migrants, poor women, ethnic minorities, Indigenous peoples and lower castes.

Gender and other markers of identities largely determine water allocation 
and access among users. Cultural norms in much of the Global South dictate 
that women and girls are responsible for water collection, and they may 
spend several hours a day collecting water. Unequal power relations within 
the household, and women’s minimal control over household finances or 
spending, can force them into a daily trudge (taking precious time) to fetch 
cheaper or free untreated water, which may result in health problems and 
increased poverty and destitution. This time could instead be used to focus 
on livelihood and agricultural activities, to attend school and to improve 
maternal and infant health. This situation is worsened by women rarely 
playing key roles in decision- making processes regarding water from the 
household to the community levels and to more formal realms. This means 
that their interests and needs are often ignored and remain unarticulated, 
and this has implications for the realization of SDG 6.

According to the 2006 Human Development Report, which focuses in 
depth on water scarcity from a human development perspective, the global 
water crisis is overwhelmingly a crisis of the poor. The distribution of 
water access in many countries mirrors the distribution of wealth, and vast 
inequalities exist in both. The UNDP (2006) reports that those who lack 
access to clean water and adequate sanitation tend to live on less than $2 a 
day. Furthermore, not only do the poorest people get less access to water, 
and even less to clean and safe water, but they also pay some of the world’s 
highest prices for water (see below).

Elite biases, democratic deficits (and distortions) and market- based 
mechanisms compound the structural violence that lead to such groups 
largely bearing the brunt of water- related injustices.

6.6 The role of the private sector and growing 
corporate involvement in water management
Over recent decades there has been significant and heated discussion on 
the role of the private sector, particularly in relation to the provision of 
drinking water. In the early 1990s the solution to the failure in the universal 
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delivery of water services by the public sector was to increase the role of 
private water providers (World Bank, 1994). A number of Europe- based 
transnational water corporations played a significant role in the attempted 
privatization of water services provision and management, with variable 
results. The promotion of private sector involvement often accompanied 
structural adjustment programmes imposed on debt- ridden countries by the 
Bretton Woods institutions (varghese, 2013). Privatization proponents have 
emphasized poor people’s willingness to pay for water (Altaf et al, 1992) and, 
relatively speaking, poor people pay far more than the rich for water. The 
UNDP’s Human Development Report for 2006 notes that:

the poorest 20% of households in Argentina, El Salvador, Jamaica 
and Nicaragua allocate more than 10% of their spending to water. 
In Uganda water payments represent as much as 22% of the average 
income of urban households in the poorest 20% of the income 
distribution. (UNDP, 2006: 51)

With failures in regulation, in some privatization cases prices rose beyond 
contractually agreed levels, resulting in cut- offs for those unable to pay. 
Popular resistance to water privatization has been widespread. Several 
transnational water corporation contracts have failed, leading to a retreat 
of the private sector in some areas, with a re- municipalization of water 
services (Pigeon et al, 2012; Lobina et al, 2014), primarily in the Global 
North but also in the Global South (Lobina et al, 2014), or to public– 
public partnerships.

While there is a role for the private sector, in many countries of the Global 
South there is insufficient regulatory capacity to ensure that private sector 
management and provision of water is pro- poor without compromising on 
basic rights to water and food. Effective regulation is required to control 
the drive of the private sector to make profit out of what is a human right 
and a social good, to counteract the monopolistic nature of the water 
provision sector and to ensure that the private sector provides adequate 
services in poor urban and rural areas (see Bayliss, 2014). These debates 
echo the controversies around the 1992 Dublin Declaration, which tended 
to highlight water as an economic good over and above its cultural and 
symbolic characteristics. In many countries of the Global South, there is 
a lack of effective legal and institutional frameworks to protect the rights 
and interests of poor and marginalized communities, particularly in rural 
areas where they often access water under unprotected customary practices. 
In such cases, the introduction of the private sector in the management 
of water may reduce local control over water sources and undermine the 
access of local communities to realizing the SDGs and the human right to 
water (Cullet, 2014), and to sufficient water to meet their own food needs.
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6.6.1 Corporatization of land and water resources

The food price crisis of 2007– 8 contributed to increased investments by some 
companies and countries in land resources and associated water resources for 
the production of biofuels and in some cases food (see Franco and Borras, 
2009; Cotula, 2012). This phenomenon was popularly known as ‘land 
grabbing’. Many of the planned investments did not go forward or were later 
cancelled as the complexity of large- scale land transactions had not been 
clear to all involved parties. However, all of these negotiations over land also 
included a water dimension as the planned agricultural production processes 
required the concomitant development of water resources for production 
(Mehta et al, 2012; Franco et al, 2013). As argued by several authors (see 
Mehta et al, 2012), ‘water grabbing’ associated with land investments has led 
to a significant reappropriation of water resources by elites, affecting water 
tenure relations, with implications for basic human rights and local water 
and food security. Land that should have been used by local communities 
to grow food to ensure their own nutritional and food security was instead 
diverted to global land investments and commercial agriculture.

Since 2011, global corporations have spent more than $84 billion on how 
they manage, conserve or obtain water (Clark, 2014). The reasons range 
from having to deal with physical water shortages and the need to appear 
concerned about water scarcity and water crises. While some argue that the 
growing corporate involvement in water management is negligible and is 
also to be welcomed because it will lead to new technological innovation 
(Clark, 2014), others argue that this engagement has risks and implications for 
current and future water and food security (see Sojamo and Larson, 2012). 
These include the potential reallocation of water to the ‘highest economic 
value’, with potential detrimental impacts on local lives, livelihoods and water 
and food security (see for example Franco et al, 2013). Importantly, risks are 
often unequally shared between companies and other local water uses, and 
new water stresses may be created. Furthermore, as with the private sector 
described earlier, companies are often more legally bound to be accountable 
to distant shareholders than to local stakeholders, who are often voiceless 
and powerless. Their structural and bargaining power and influence over 
global and national policies and processes allow them to shape and frame 
powerful discourses, subjecting water governance institutions to processes 
of capture (see Sojamo and Larson, 2012). Because of these inconsistencies 
and discrepancies, an interlinked human rights approach to water and 
water for food is required. This will help both to achieve the SDGs and to 
integrate the norms, standards and principles of the international human 
rights system into the plans, policies and developmental processes related to 
resource security at the international, national and subnational levels. The 
norms and principles include accountability, transparency, empowerment, 
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participation, non- discrimination (equality and equity) and attention to 
vulnerable groups (see HLPE, 2015).

6.7 The right to water and synergies with the right  
to food
Water is integral to human food security and nutrition, and safe water is 
fundamental to the nutrition, health and dignity of all (see UNDP, 2006; 
HLPE, 2015). This notwithstanding, the right to water (RTW) was not 
explicitly acknowledged in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Until the turn of the 21st century, there remained considerable resistance 
to the RTW on the part of some nations and corporations (see Sultana and 
Loftus, 2 011; Mehta, 2014). The human right to safe drinking water and 
sanitation was recognized by the UN General Assembly in 2010 (United 
Nations, 2010),3 following a protracted struggle.

It is telling that 41 nations, including Australia, Canada and the US, abstained 
from recognizing water as a human right in 2010 (and these three countries 
have abstained up to the present). The long road in explicitly recognizing water 
as a human right has been attributed to a lack of political will and resources 
in this area compared to investment in other sectors (UNDP, 2006).

Since the poor –  who suffer the most from a lack of access to improved 
water and sanitation services –  tend to have a limited voice in political 
arenas, as is often argued, their claims for these services can be more 
easily ignored if the human RTW and sanitation is not explicit. (Hall 
et al, 2014: 852)

Through the establishment of water as a human right, states have been obliged 
‘as duty bearers to ensure that every citizen has affordable access to water 
infrastructure services for drinking, personal and other domestic uses and 
sanitation’ (van Koppen et al, 2017: 130). The human rights emphasis also 
highlights the weaknesses of mainstream notions of efficiency that promote 
profit maximization and disregard associated social costs (Lobina, 2017), as 
noted earlier in the discussion on privatization.

Despite the long overdue global recognition, the RTW remains 
conceptually ambiguous. For example, there have been heated debates 
about whether or not the RTW is compatible with parallel global trends of 
water commodification and privatization (see Sultana and Loftus, 2011). It 
is also still unclear what constitutes the RTW, that is, in terms of the actual 
amount but also whether its narrow scope should be expanded to also look 
at wider livelihood and survival needs beyond domestic issues.

The water domain has been traditionally divided into two sectors: water 
supply/ services and water resources management or, as the 2006 Human 
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Development Report puts it, ‘water for life’ and ‘water for production’ 
(UNDP, 2006). Water for life refers to water for drinking and domestic 
purposes and is considered key to human survival. Water for production refers 
to water in irrigation, industry and small- scale entrepreneurial activities, 
as well as water used in producing food for subsistence. This distinction, 
however, is highly problematic from the perspective of local users whose 
daily activities encompass both domestic and productive elements of water 
and for whom there is little sense in separating water for drinking and 
washing from water for small- scale productive activities that are also crucial 
for survival. Empirical research demonstrates the critical role played by water 
for productive purposes and livelihoods, especially for poor women (van 
Houweling et al, 2012; van Koppen et al, 2017). Hall et al (2014) argue that 
water plays a key role in livelihood activities both in rural areas, for example 
crop irrigation, livestock watering or brick making, and in peri- urban areas. 
Furthermore, the distinction also results in a narrow scope for the RTW, 
especially compared to the right to food (RTF) (see HLPE, 2015).

This chapter builds on Franco et al (2013), Hellum et al (2015), HLPE 
(2015), van Koppen et al (2017) and Mehta et al (2020), who call for an 
elaboration of a human rights perspective to water and food that encompasses 
the productive uses of water while being more interconnected than the 
current RTW. This broader conceptualization of the RTW is truer to how 
water is understood and embedded in the daily lives of local women and 
men around the world. Local communities rarely distinguish water for 
domestic and subsistence purposes. It is thus important for the RTW to go 
beyond the current domestic focus to embrace a more holistic definition of 
well- being and human survival.

Mehta (2014) and Anand (2007) draw on Amartya Sen’s capabilities 
approach to promote a holistic view regarding the RTW and its links to 
wider survival issues and livelihoods to highlight that the one cannot be 
guaranteed without the other. Capabilities refer to the ‘actual living that 
people manage to achieve’ (Sen, 1999: 730). This approach focuses on 
‘substantive freedoms –  the capabilities –  to choose a life one has reason to 
value’ (Sen, 1981; 1983; 1999: 74) and the freedoms that an individual can 
enjoy. In this capabilities’ approach the focus is not on the quantity of the 
bundles of entitlements but instead on the principle of equality and capability 
to do and to be. Such an approach translated to water would mean that a 
basic amount of water is required for basic human functioning (drinking, 
washing and being free of disease), and it has therefore been argued that this 
minimum requirement for human functioning should also capture livelihood 
and subsistence purposes (see Mehta, 2014). This strongly resonates with 
work by Jepson et al (2019) who argue that water and access to it should 
be understood as a hydro- social and cultural process to include water flows, 
water quality and water services to capture socionatural dynamics.
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The capabilities’ approach refrains from outlining what exactly this 
minimum threshold should be, as ‘conventional, established measures 
and metrics do not fully reflect the unique hydrosocial conditions or 
historical marginalization that produce water insecurity’ (Wutich et al, 
2017: 7). Evidence from the water sector in setting up standards around 
what constitutes a ‘basic water requirement’ highlights the variations by 
country and by institution. Basic water requirements have been suggested 
by various donor agencies, ranging from 20 to 50 litres a day, regardless of 
culture, climate or technology. Nevertheless, culture, climate, livelihoods, 
and urban and rural contexts clearly do matter. The WHO definition –  
again seemingly blind to context –  prescribes between 20 and 100 litres 
a day (WHO, 2003), but this amount excludes water for productive or 
survival activities such as growing food (Mehta, 2014). Clearly, in not 
considering livelihood and subsistence needs, low- end provision takes 
a very narrow view of the water needs of the poor. Rarely is there any 
discussion of the maximum amount of water people can consume per 
day; for example, in the US it is about 300 litres without productive 
activities (EPA, 2022).

In terms of capability, people ultimately need different basic amounts of 
water to enjoy the same standard. Take the case of South Africa, one of the 
first countries to explicitly recognize the RTW. Its Free Basic Water policy 
provided a minimum of 25 litres per capita per day based on a household 
size of eight people, initially free to all citizens (see McDonald and Ruiters, 
2005; Mehta, 2006). But implementing the RTW in South Africa has been 
fraught with difficulties, and there are huge debates as to whether the right 
has had a significant impact on improving the well- being of poor South 
African citizens (McDonald and Ruiters, 2005; Mehta, 2006; see also Flynn 
and Chirwa, 2005). There are further heated debates about whether the 
right to water is compatible with parallel trends of water privatization or 
rather runs contradictory to citizens’ basic right to water while also creating 
new forms of poverty and ill- being (see Flynn and Chirwa, 2005; Loftus, 
2005; McDonald and Ruiters, 2005). Last but not least, it has also led to the 
aforementioned debates concerning the sufficiency of 25 litres per day per 
person, especially if the household number is large. All these issues further 
emphasize the need for an expansion of the narrow scope of the RTW and 
for the need to link it to the RTF.

The RTW as recognized by the UN General Assembly in 2010 largely 
focuses on drinking water and sanitation services, and has not been deployed 
to look at the productive use of water, despite earlier broader interpretations 
in the General Comment No. 15, reinforced in later reports such as UNHRC 
(Hall et al, 2014). The RTW and the RTF have close ties because water and 
sanitation are crucial for health and nutrition, and because access to water 
is indispensable for food producers and the RTF of producers.
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On 27 November 2002, the UNCESCR adopted the General Comment 
No. 15 on the RTW (UN CESCR, 2002). The committee defined water 
as a social and cultural good and not solely as an economic commodity, and 
stressed the state’s legal responsibility to fulfil the right. Interestingly the 
CESCR’s General Comment No. 15 (GC 15) on the RTW identified other 
aspects of the RTW that have remained underexplored and underdeveloped. 
GC 15 recognized that:

Water is required for a range of different purposes, besides personal and 
domestic uses, to realize many of the Covenant rights. For instance, 
water is necessary to produce food (right to adequate food) and ensure 
environmental hygiene (right to health). Water is essential for securing 
livelihoods (right to gain a living by work) and enjoying certain cultural 
practices (right to take part in cultural life). (UN CESR, 2002: para 6)

Despite this broader framing, the UN General Assembly and the UN Human 
Rights Commission decided on a rather narrow focus on safe drinking 
water, personal and other domestic uses, and sanitation in their recognition 
of the human right to water. This represents a political prioritization that 
does not pay adequate attention to other uses of water, for example by 
subsistence farmers.

By contrast, the RTF was recognized as part of the right to an adequate 
standard of living in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
and has been part of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) from 1976. It has a far broader framing than the 
RTW. In 2014 the UN special rapporteur on the right to food wrote about 
the ‘transformative potential of the Right to Food’, defining it as the right of 
every individual, ‘alone or in community with others, to have physical and 
economic access at all times to sufficient, adequate and culturally acceptable 
food, that is produced and consumed sustainably, preserving access to food for 
future generations’ (UNGA, 2014: 4). The mandate of the special rapporteur 
on the right to food has historically been broader, and many special 
rapporteurs on food have played an active role in tracking violations. Such 
tracking has served as a powerful tool to counteract food- related injustices, 
allowing the special rapporteur to respond to allegations with respect to 
violations and also enabling them to write to relevant governments to ask 
them to take action to ensure redress and accountability. Initially at least 
the special rapporteur on the right to water lacked this explicit mandate. 
Catarina de Albuquerque was the first UN special rapporteur on the right 
to safe drinking water and sanitation, and had initially been appointed as an 
independent expert in 2008 before the right to water had been recognized 
by the UN General Assembly. In the early years, she focused mainly on 
best practices and took a very narrow view of the RTW, perhaps because of 
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its controversial nature and the initial resistance to its existence on the part 
of many powerful (corporate) players. This has changed over time and her 
successors have been more vocal and critical about water privatization and 
other wider issues beyond the domestic scope of the right to water. Until 
very recently, the RTW had not been deployed to focus explicitly on water 
management issues or the water implications of so- called land and water 
grabs because of the limiting of its scope to domestic uses of water. This had 
been in sharp contrast to different special rapporteurs on the right to food 
who have frequently commented on land acquisitions and grabs and their 
impacts on local people’s food security (see Franco et al, 2013).

There is thus much scope to strengthen the interpretation and 
understanding of different aspects of the RTW, and of its interlinkages 
with the RTF. A positive step in this direction was taken in 2018 when the 
UN General Assembly passed the resolution on the rights of Indigenous 
peasants and other people working in rural areas (United Nations Human 
Rights Council, 2018). It recognized the rights ‘of peasants and other people 
working in rural areas’ to water for personal and domestic use, farming, 
fishing and livestock keeping and to securing other water- related livelihoods, 
ensuring the conservation, restoration and sustainable use of water.

6.8 Conclusion
This chapter has focused on SDG 6 on water and the challenges of 
achieving it, such as poor governance and a lack of gender- disaggregated 
data collection. It has also made a case for linking SDG 6 with SDG 2 since 
both are necessary to ensure food security and human well- being, survival 
as well as ecosystem integrity. These linkages are also key to supporting the 
integration of sustainability and human development goals, as envisioned in 
Agenda 21. Finally, the chapter has also made a case for linking the realization 
of the SDGs to human rights and for expanding the RTW beyond its 
narrow domestic focus to embrace wider productive and livelihood issues. 
This broader conceptualization of the RTW is more true to how water 
is understood and embedded in the daily lives of local women and men 
around the world, and will also help realize both SDGs 6 and 2 as well as 
improve gender equity.

All this calls for joining up governance and human rights processes around 
water, food and land. Water, food and land governance regimes tend to be 
highly disconnected, often doubly disadvantaging marginal land and water 
users. While approaches such as integrated water resources management 
are intended to break down existing silos and physical boundaries, they are 
not centred around the human rights of the communities concerned, are  
often executed in a top- down manner and are difficult to implement, 
leaving the poor still marginalized. In addition, as discussed, large- scale 
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land acquisitions that have been taking place in recent years have often 
tended to exclude local populations from their lands and water resources, 
and have increased local- level conflicts. It is thus important to look at the 
culpability of large- scale users and owners of land and water and to hold 
them accountable for the growing water and food insecurities of poor, 
vulnerable and marginalized people.

The lack of integration in major global and national initiatives around 
water, land and food governance is also true of the SDGs as well as of the 
human rights to water and food. This chapter has thus called for their 
integration to support the achievement of both sustainable and equitable 
development –  a need that is greater today than ever before. Breaking down 
the silos between SDG 6 and SDG 2 requires better policies, institutions and 
investments that consider the joint achievement of their targets with a much 
stronger focus on providing access to marginalized populations.

Notes
 1 This chapter builds on arguments articulated in our coauthored book (Mehta et al, 2020).
 2 By contrast, the sanitation target was not part of the MDG on water, but was added two 

years after it was launched, in 2002, at the World Summit on Sustainable Development 
(WSSD), in response to sustained campaigning by CSOs.

 3 The RTW and to sanitation were jointly recognized by the 2010 UN General Assembly. 
They are two different rights in effect, following the position of the Special Rapporteur 
on the Human Right to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation (HRC, 2014: 27). In this 
chapter, we focus largely on the human RTW and not on sanitation issues.
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Interview with Lyla Mehta and 
Claudia Ringler: Push Them, 

Name Them, and Shame Them

Ruth Krötz and Maren Lorenzen- Fischer

Universal approaches to water governance address inequality very generally, but the 
area becomes much more nuanced when we consider local specifics. How can we bring 
these levels of discourse together?

Mehta: Universal approaches certainly help give validity to 
national and local struggles but they can also neglect local 
and regional specificities. However, the universal human 
rights framework is essential. One must work at different 
levels and be strategic about what to use and when. If 
it helps in your struggle, then universal rights can be 
evoked, but sometimes there’s also push- back against them. 
You need to be flexible and iterative in drawing on the 
universal. The best way to do it is to bring these multiple 
perspectives together.

You adopt Amartya Sen’s approach saying that hunger is about people not having 
access to food due to social and political arrangements as opposed to there not being 
enough food. Why does the narrative that there is a lack of food persist so tenaciously?

Ringler: The poor distribution of food is analogous to the poor 
distribution of money. There is enough money in the 
world. If it were distributed equally, everyone could buy 
food to sustain themselves. But, in reality, in 2021, 1 per 
cent of US citizens owned a record 32 per cent of US 
wealth. So why do extremely poor populations need to 
survive with less than a dollar a day? Because humans are 
not willing to share. The same applies to food: there would 
be enough food, if people would be willing to share, but 
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they don’t and we cannot wait for human behaviour to 
change while watching people starving or dying from 
hunger. The food access problem is directly linked to 
income inequality. The first- best solution would be to 
distribute money to make richer people poorer and poorer 
people more well- off. The second- best solution (currently 
being pursued) is to produce so much food that it becomes 
cheap enough for poor people to afford, though it has 
raised questions of sustainability.

How do the concepts of water as an economic good and as a human right contrast 
with each other? What role does highlighting the voices of voiceless people play in 
this context?

Mehta: Water has multiple meanings and is everything; it is an 
economic resource, a human right, and a social and cultural 
good. However, the economic values and perspectives tend 
to dominate. At the turn of the century, there was a huge 
reluctance on the part of powerful players to recognize the 
human right to water. Now all big corporations, even Nestlé, 
claim they are supporting the human right to water, even 
though they make huge profits from this life- giving resource 
and also at times violate poor people’s basic rights to water, 
land and food through some of their operations. In our work 
we have also been trying to bring together water, food and 
land issues. We have been exploring whether it makes sense to 
have a human right to water for food or a right to water that 
also captures livelihood perspectives. This is important because 
local people (especially in rural areas) do not separate these 
issues in their daily lives and also because rights to water, land 
and food are routinely violated through water and land grabs 
and extractivism. We thus need to integrate water security, 
food security and human rights since they’re very siloed –  we 
need to push for looking at these interlinked issues together. 
We have to repeat the same messages, even if we sound like 
a broken record, highlight the injustices, hold the powerful 
accountable, push them, name them and shame them.

How is the impact of market- based mechanisms linked to gender discrimination in 
the sector of food and water governance?

Ringler: Women are not the primary breadwinners but are responsible 
for care, sanitation and domestic water use. They have all 
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these essential roles but they do not have the voice to ensure 
that decisions on water allocation guarantee domestic water 
security. At the same time, they are often excluded from 
formal and informal water and land markets. To change this 
requires their involvement in water management committees 
and water- user associations. Also, women have to put the 
food on the table –  if women don’t have a voice in crop 
production and livestock management, decisions regarding 
the use of household income for water and food security 
are suboptimal. Many approaches involving women are time 
consuming, and women have a lot of skills and resources, 
but time is not among them. The challenge is to involve 
them in a way to ensure that they can actually save time by 
affecting these decisions.
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SDG 2 and the Dominance of Food 
Security in the Global Agri- food 

Norm Cluster

Sandra Schwindenhammer and Lena Partzsch

The world is facing severe levels of food insecurity and environmental 
degradation related to agri- food practices. World hunger is increasingly 
facilitated by the negative impacts of the COvID- 19- pandemic and the 
consequences of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Between 702 and 828 million 
people are affected by hunger (FAO et al, 2022: 10). Since 2015, the UN’s 
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development has aimed to end world hunger and 
achieve food security, improved nutrition and sustainable agriculture through 
the SDG 2 (Zero hunger) (UN, 2015a). However, according to the High 
Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition to the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS), it is impossible to accomplish this goal by 2030 
without radical governance transformation (HLPE, 2020).

Global agri- food governance typifies current sustainability challenges and 
is well suited to inform our knowledge on global norm stability and change. 
Even though SDG 2 as a key component of Agenda 2030 serves as the 
commonly accepted global normative reference for agri- food governance, 
different agri- food norms compete with each other, and ongoing norm 
debates hamper the fight against hunger (Breitmeier et al, 2021a; 2021b). 
Moreover, agri- food norms are linked to a range of environmental issues, 
and there are several synergies and trade- offs between SDG 2 and the ‘green 
goals’ (SDGs 6, 13– 15) of Agenda 2030 (Griggs et al, 2017). While, on the 
one hand, the agri- food sector is a major driver of environmental pollution, 
on the other hand, agri- food production systems are prone to negative 
environmental changes with effects on global food security (Rockström 
et al, 2009).
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Building on research on global norms and norm clusters in international 
relations (eg Lantis and Wunderlich, 2018), and on agri- food governance and 
norm development (Clapp and Scott, 2018; Breitmeier et al, 2021a; 2021b; 
Clapp et al, 2022), this chapter reflects on the normative foundations of  
SDG 2. After laying out the theoretical framework, the chapter traces 
different historical phases of norm development in global agri- food 
governance since the Second World War (see Table 7.1).

Food security is at the core of a norm cluster in addition to improved 
nutrition and sustainable agriculture. As a core norm, food security 
perpetuates approaches that are primarily designed to increase agri- 
food production and technological innovations and do not inherently 
acknowledge environmental considerations of sustainability. A subsequent 
section assesses how SDG 2 reflects the historically grown cluster of global 
agri- food norms. The goal formally integrates different agri- food norms, 
while the dominance of food security continues to hinder environmentally 
salient governance approaches. Alternative policy actors, such as organic 
and food sovereignty movements, have not yet succeeded in promoting 
sustainable agriculture.

7.1 Norm clusters and global agri- food governance
Norms define what can be considered appropriate behaviour. The content 
of a global norm can be shaped and localized in political discourses and thus 
varies between different institutional settings, cultural practices and over time 
(Acharya, 2004). A norm cluster is understood as a collection of ‘aligned, but 
distinct, norms or principles that relate to a common, overarching issue area; 
they address different aspects and contain specific normative obligations’ 
(Lantis and Wunderlich, 2018: 571). Such a norm cluster can consist of a 
mix of old norms that have received social weight over time, for example by 
their application in practice or their formalization in international law (Fehl 
and Rosert, 2020), and new norms that emanate from new and politicized 
norm debates (Sandholtz, 2023). Change in norm clusters can occur either 
when the substantial content of an already established norm is modified, 
for example by including new normative elements, or when new norms 
are institutionalized and constitutionalized next to established ones (Lantis 
and Wunderlich, 2018).

Whether a norm is being strengthened, maintained, or weakened depends 
on the degree to which policy actors advance or support pro- norm arguments 
in norm contestation (Sandholtz, 2023). Public and private norm entrepreneurs 
can raise awareness of new norms, establish new ways of talking about and 
understanding issues, reframe a formerly unproblematic phenomenon to 
become problematic, and attempt to convince a critical mass to embrace 
newly established norms (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 895). Norm 
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entrepreneurship in agri- food governance relates to the agency of consumers 
and producers (individuals or groups), that is, their capacity to make self- 
determined decisions, for example, about what foods they eat or produce, 
how that food is distributed within food systems and their ability to engage 
in processes that shape agri- food system policies (HLPE, 2020: 9). Norm 
entrepreneurs politicize or depoliticize agri- food issues by constituting or 
removing an issue area from the public agenda, respectively (Breitmeier 
et al, 2021a). Such politicization renders ongoing norm contestation visible 
(Wiener, 2014).

The politicization of a norm cluster triggers normative clarification and 
refinement processes on both procedural and substantive grounds (Lantis and 
Wunderlich, 2018). It also provokes the development of alternative norms 
and goals that not only facilitate the replacement of old norms with new 
ones but can also foster contextual sense making (Zimmermann, 2016) and 
the discursive reframing and development of established norms (Breitmeier 
et al, 2021a).

Norm contestation in the agri- food sector is accompanied by asymmetric 
power structures that enable donor countries (such as the US and the UK), 
international institutions (such as the FAO), and transnational business actors 
(such as Bayer or Nestlé) to shape the agenda in accordance with their 
interests and norm understandings (Breitmeier et al, 2021b). The advancing 
globalization of food markets over the past three decades has put business 
actors in a position to influence the broad lines of agri- food research and 
development and to make governance decisions themselves, for example, by 
setting private labelling standards (Clapp and Scott, 2018). Even though policy 
actors from civil society have succeeded in raising alternative normative frames 
in norm contestation, such as La via Campesina promoting food sovereignty, 
they usually have fewer resources compared to corporate actors and therefore 
tend to have less agency (Clapp and Scott, 2018; McKeon, 2021).

Breitmeier et al (2021a: 626) have applied the norm cluster concept 
to the agri- food sector and highlight that policy actors display different 
interpretations of sustainability, prioritizing certain elements of a norm 
cluster and neglecting others. In this vein, food movements politicize old 
norms, promote alternative normative frames and thereby redirect policy 
foci (Lang and Barling, 2012: 317; McKeon, 2021: 49). Their emergence 
leads to changes in norm prioritization and fuels new norm dynamics. In 
this vein, as the global agri- food norm cluster is characterized by ongoing 
contestation, there is also an ongoing debate about appropriate governance 
approaches (Breitmeier et al, 2021a; Schwindenhammer, 2023). However, 
as outlined in the following sections, despite ongoing norm contestation 
and new links between old and new norms and principles, the food security 
norm continues to be the most robust one in the global agri- food norm 
cluster. Environmental aspects have been left behind.
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7.2 Historical norm development in global agri- food 
governance

This section traces different and cumulating historical phases of norm 
development in global agri- food governance (see also Table 7.1). While, 
in addition to food security, norms for nutrition security and sustainable 
agriculture have emerged, food security continues to be the primary 
norm and it perpetuates production-  and technology- oriented agri- food 
approaches. As these approaches neglect detrimental environmental and social 
impacts, they have given rise to alternative policy actors, such as organic 
and food sovereignty movements, that promote normative counter- frames 
in global agri- food governance (see Figure 7.1).

7.2.1 The emergence of the food security norm

The global agri- food norm cluster is essentially characterized by the fight 
against hunger and dominated by the food security norm. After the Second 
World War, the right to food was embodied in the 1948 UN Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. It was then codified in international human 
rights law in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights in 1966 (Khoo, 2010).

Figure 7.1: Normative counter- frames
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Article 11 of the ICESCR recognizes ‘the fundamental right of everyone to 
be free from hunger’ and outlines individual and collective policy measures, 
including specific programs:

(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution 
of food by making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, 
by disseminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by 
developing or reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve 
the most efficient development and utilization of natural resources; 
(b) Taking into account the problems of both food- importing and 
food- exporting countries, to ensure an equitable distribution of world 
food supplies in relation to need. (UN, 1966: 4)

Table 7.1: Historical milestones in global agri- food governance

1945 Foundation of FAO

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights embodies the right to food

Since 1950s Green Revolution (industrialization of agriculture)

1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR) codifies the RTF in international human rights law  
(Article 11)

Since 1970s Fair trade movements (eg Worldshops)

1972 Foundation of International Federation of Organic Agriculture 
Movements (IFOAM)

1974 World Food Conference: foundation of Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS)

1993 Foundation of La via Campesina (food sovereignty movement)

1996 World Food Summit establishes ‘right to adequate food’; Rome 
Declaration establishes four pillars concept of food security and 
envisages halving the proportion of people who suffered from hunger 
up to 2015

1997 Foundation of Fairtrade International (originally Fairtrade Labelling 
Organizations International)

2000 Millennium Declaration establishes MDG 1 to ‘eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger’ by 2015

2009 Reform of the CFS (institutional participation of non- governmental 
actors) and establishment of High Level Panel of Experts on Food 
Security and Nutrition as science- policy interface of the CFS

2012 UN Summit on Sustainable Development (Rio+ 20) connects food and 
nutrition security to sustainable agriculture

2014 Second International Conference on Nutrition

2015– 2030 Agenda 2030 and SDG 2 (Zero hunger)
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The ICESCR directed international agri- food governance towards 
ending hunger by means of increasing global food production, trade and 
aid. But the wording of Article 11 of the ICESCR captured early on the 
tension between the fundamental human right of everyone to be free from 
hunger and the policy focus on controlling food surpluses and deficits, 
partly driven by the big powers’ self- interested aid and trade objectives 
(Khoo, 2010: 37).

McKeon (2015) identifies three milestones of post- Second World 
War agri- food governance: the creation of the FAO in 1945, the World 
Food Conference in 1974 and the reform of the CFS in 2009. The FAO 
is the UN agency that has led international efforts in global agri- food 
governance for several decades now. The first World Food Conference 
was held in Rome in 1974 under the auspices of the FAO, in the wake of 
the devastating famine in Bangladesh over the preceding two years. The 
conference sought to establish methods to help poor countries finance 
food purchases, to induce rich countries to provide capital and technical 
aid to help the developing countries improve domestic production, and 
to create an international grain reserve system to prevent local famines 
(Biwas and Biwas, 1975: 20). In the same year, the CFS was established 
as an intergovernmental body to serve as an additional forum in the 
UN system to review and follow up on policies concerning world food 
security including production and physical and economic access to food 
(Duncan, 2015).

By that time, in the 1970s, food security was understood as a national 
concept, with the nation- state being food secure when there was sufficient 
food available for its citizens (Roberts, 2021: 64). The 1996 World Food 
Summit fundamentally changed this concept and shifted the focus from 
nation- states to individuals (Roberts, 2021: 65). With the ‘right to adequate 
food’, the summit delegates launched a rights- based approach to food 
security (Roberts, 2021: 65). They defined food security as existing ‘when 
all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life’ (FAO, 1996; emphasis added).

With the Rome Declaration on World Food Security and a related Plan 
of Action, delegates formulated the goal of reducing world hunger by half 
no later than the year 2015. According to the Rome Declaration, food 
security rests on four pillars: food availability, access, utilization and stability 
(FAO, 1996). With this concept, it was increasingly acknowledged that food 
insecurity is a problem of structural poverty, markets and market structure, 
and the relative affordability of different types of food rather than only an 
issue of food availability (Battersby and Crush, 2016). However, the Plan 
of Action was unable to reconcile the market- oriented approach to food 
security prioritizing global agri- food trade, which ‘deepened an agrarian 
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crisis in the Global South among small- scale farmers, who had lost price 
supports and food subsidies via Structural Adjustment loan conditions’ 
(Canfield et al, 2021: 4).

With the advancing globalization of agri- food trade since the 1990s, 
North/ South asymmetries intensified in the agri- food sector, with 
implications on human development. The majority of undernourished 
people live in the Global South. The volatile global prices of agricultural 
commodities, especially cash crops such as coffee and cocoa, often force 
farmers to sell their products at below production costs. This, compounded 
by smallholders’ lack of access to social infrastructure and services and 
frequently insecurity of land tenure, leads to further disadvantages 
(Matthews, 2015). Asymmetries also persist owing to subsidies for domestic 
agriculture, especially in the EU and the US, and to trade distortions through 
colonial heritage at the nation- state and international levels (Battersby and 
Crush, 2016). Global South groups have already raised issues of North/ 
South asymmetries in international agri- food markets since the 1970s. 
So- called Worldshops (or Third World or Fair Trade shops) started to sell 
‘fair trade’ commodities. Diverse national labelling organizations joined 
forces and established the Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International, 
now called Fairtrade International, to harmonize standards in 1997 (Barratt 
Brown, 2007).

Once again, reaffirming the significance of food security for global agri- 
food governance, the 2000 UN Millennium Declaration referred to food 
security in Millennium Development Goal 1, which was aimed at eradicating 
extreme poverty and hunger. Like the 1996 Rome Declaration, target 1.3 
envisaged halving the proportion of people who suffered from hunger until 
2015, compared to the baseline year of 1990. In 2009, in response to global 
food price spikes in 2007– 8, the Declaration of the World Summit on Food 
Security officially reaffirmed an extension of the 1996 Rome definition 
of food security by adding the word ‘social’ to the phrase ‘physical, social 
and economic access’ (CFS, 2012: 5). In the same year, the food security 
governance space institutionally broadened with the reform of the CFS. 
The committee was opened up to the participation of non- state actors, 
such as NGOs, research institutions and representatives of philanthropic 
foundations. The CFS was meant to turn into ‘the international platform 
for the discussion and coordination of food security policy’, striving for 
a world free from hunger (Duncan, 2015: 86). Moreover, the 2012 UN 
Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+ 20) reaffirmed ‘the right 
to an adequate standard of living, including the right to food’ (UN, 2012: 2; 
emphasis added). However, in 2015, MDG 1.3 was narrowly missed as the 
proportion of undernourished people in countries of the Global South 
fell by just under half, from 23.3 per cent in 1990– 92 to 12.9 per cent in 
2014– 16 (UN, 2015b).
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7.2.2 The spread of production-  and technology- related approaches

The food security norm has been and still is the primary norm underlying 
global agri- food governance (Breitmeier et al, 2021a). It is closely connected 
to the historical emergence of a production- oriented approach that aims at 
enhanced agricultural productivity through intensified large- scale agricultural 
production relying on monoculture, high- yield varieties of grains, intensive 
use of synthetic fertilizers (Lu and Tian, 2017: 181) and on- field application 
of biotechnology, for example the cultivation of crops with resistance to 
herbicides, pest attacks and glyphosate (Perry, 2016).

A variety of norm entrepreneurs, such as agri- food corporations, international 
organizations, foundations, bilateral donors and university researchers, have 
‘helped forge a global food system that is increasingly specialised, dependent 
on trade, and premised on the need to produce more food with industrial 
methods –  all in the name of improving efficiency’ (Clapp and Moseley, 
2020: 1408). The so- called Green Revolution, which implemented the 
production- oriented approach, was a turning point for agri- food systems 
across many countries in the 1950s (Leach et al, 2020: 7). Agricultural subsidies 
in industrialized countries further fuelled the intensification of agricultural 
production (Breitmeier et al, 2021a: 631). Modern agri- food production 
following the production- oriented approach has been credited for increasing 
the amount of agricultural output over time (Holt- Giménez, 2011: 316), and 
global food crises strengthened the approach, most recently, the 2007– 8 food 
crisis (Fouilleux et al, 2017), the COvID- 19- pandemic (McKeon, 2021: 6) 
and the war against Ukraine (Ben Hassen and El Bilali, 2022).

The production- oriented approach is closely linked to approaches 
promoting technology innovation in the agri- food sector. While, back in 
the 1950s, the industrialization of agriculture was supposed to increase food 
production volumes, new technologies today are meant to pave the way 
for visions of circular and high- tech agri- food systems (Schwindenhammer, 
2019; 2023). In recent years, central policy documents such as FAO reports 
(eg FAO et al, 2022) and the SDG framework (to be discussed later) have 
stressed the potential of new technologies to transform agri- food systems. 
In consequence, the spread of research, development and application of 
synthetic biotechnology, field robotics, drone, sensor and nutrient recovery 
technologies can be observed (Nuijten et al, 2019; Schwindenhammer, 2020).

However, the production-  and technology- oriented approaches were and 
continue to be basically implemented regardless of environmental and social 
concerns. The production- oriented approach has actually caused a number 
of negative impacts, such as air pollution, soil acidification and degradation, 
water eutrophication, biodiversity loss, the monopolization of seed and 
chemical inputs by companies from the Global North resulting in raising 
costs for farmers, and the displacement of millions of peasants to fragile 
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hillsides, shrinking forests and urban slums (Holt- Giménez, 2011: 316; Lu 
and Tian, 2017: 181– 2). In response to these impacts and market distortions, 
alternative normative frames and trajectories evolved, especially in the late 
1960s and 1970s. Social movements, such as La via Campesina (Spanish for 
‘The Peasants’ Way’) since the 1990s, have promoted normative counter- 
frames (Holt- Giménez, 2011). In particular, the norm of food sovereignty 
emphasizes people’s agency by claiming the right to define their own food 
systems to ensure their own livelihoods and access to culturally appropriate 
foods (Clapp et al, 2022: 4). Rather than the result of insufficient volumes, 
hunger is considered to be caused by privileging access to food, and the 
movement demands the redistribution of control over systems of production 
and consumption (Holt- Giménez et al, 2021).

7.2.3 The norm of nutrition in addition to food security

Irrespective of movements’ counter- frames, the norm of nutrition security 
emerged in the mid- 1990s to add to the dominant norm of food security, 
and established a new phase of global agri- food governance (El Bilali et al, 
2019). The new norm extends and contextualizes the human rights approach 
to food security by specifying human nutritional and social needs (El Bilali 
et al, 2019: 3). Among diverse organizations, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation stands out as a norm entrepreneur regarding this new norm 
development phase. The world’s largest philanthropic foundation promoted 
the norm by initiating the Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition in 2002, 
which has successfully endorsed fortified foods and multivitamins to address 
malnutrition and undernutrition for two decades now (Moravaridi, 2012).

In 2012 the CFS recommended defining food and nutrition security as 
something that:

exists when all people at all times have physical, social and economic 
access to food, which is safe and consumed in sufficient quantity 
and quality to meet their dietary needs and food preferences, and is 
supported by an environment of adequate sanitation, health services 
and care, allowing for a healthy and active life. (CFS, 2012: 8)

The 2012 State of Food Insecurity in the World report stresses that economic and 
agricultural growth should be ‘nutrition- sensitive’ (FAO et al, 2012: 20). In 
2014, after the Second International Conference on Nutrition in Rome, the 
HLPE identified five key issues of agri- food policy transformation: (1) healthy 
nutrition in changing food systems; (2) challenges and opportunities of livestock 
systems, food security and nutrition; (3) inequalities and food security and 
nutrition referring to the imperative of addressing the needs of disadvantaged 
and vulnerable populations; (4) the increasing role of financial markets in food 
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security and nutrition; and (5) pathways to sustainable food systems in the 
pursuit of human and environmental health for all (HLPE, 2014: 6).

7.2.4 The ‘new’ norm of sustainable agriculture

In addition to the norms of food and nutrition security, the norm of 
sustainable agriculture has emerged in global agri- food governance and 
established a third central phase of global agri- food governance since the 
Second World War (Lang and Barling, 2012). The agri- food norm cluster 
now also covers issues of environmentally sound practices with regard to the 
use of land, water, fertilizers and other resources; economic efficiency in 
input costs; crop productivity; and farm income (Mockshell and Kamanda, 
2017). It also refers to socially adequate conditions and impacts of agricultural 
practices with regard to knowledge preservation, livelihood improvement, 
distribution of land ownership, and intra-  as well as intergenerational equity 
(Mockshell and Kamanda, 2017).

Sustainable agriculture has a long history. The International Federation of 
Organic Agriculture Movements was an essential norm entrepreneur. It was 
founded in 1972 with the aim of stopping the expansion of industrialized 
agriculture (Schwindenhammer, 2017). Industrialized agriculture and its 
detrimental impacts on the environment originally provoked a normative 
counter- frame of ‘agroecology’. This frame includes replacing synthetic 
fertilizers, pesticides and hybrid seeds, which are common to industrialized 
agriculture, with natural manures, cover crops and animal- based fertilization. 
Moreover, organic movements aim for more direct producer– consumer 
relations. They want to reduce farmers’ financial risks such as vulnerability to 
price volatility (Holt- Giménez et al, 2021). Some alternative local networks 
even try to overcome consumer/ producer dichotomies, which are inherent in 
the global capitalist order. For example, in community- supported agriculture 
(CSA), people contribute membership fees instead of paying a price per 
food item (Peuker, 2015).

Since the late 1980s, the norm of sustainable agriculture has gained 
momentum in the context of the global discourse on sustainable development. 
The Brundtland Report provided a first conceptual definition of sustainability, 
which stresses the interconnection between the three dimensions of 
environmental, economic and social sustainability, and postulates intra-  and 
intergenerational justice (WCED, 1987). In the 2000s growing global concern 
about the negative environmental impacts of agri- food production based on 
the production- oriented approach led to intensified attempts of agri- food 
policy institutions to capture sustainability (Canfield et al, 2021: 6). The 2012 
UN Summit on Sustainable Development (Rio+ 20) officially connected food 
and nutrition security to sustainable agriculture, and emphasized the need to 
promote more sustainable agriculture ‘that improves food security, eradicates 
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hunger and is economically viable, while conserving land, water, plant and 
animal genetic resources, biodiversity and ecosystems and enhancing resilience 
to climate change and natural disasters’ (UN, 2012: 22).

FAO included sustainable agriculture in the Strategic Framework 2000– 
2015 and added agro- ecological intensification to the reviewed Strategic 
Framework in 2017 (FAO, 2017). After FAO (2014) had already pursued 
the water– energy– food (WEF) nexus approach, which conceptualizes water, 
energy and food as inextricably linked and dynamically interacting, since 
2014, the reviewed 2017 framework also points to crop diversification, 
ecosystem service and decent living conditions for rural people and small- 
scale farmers (FAO, 2014; 2017; Breitmeier et al, 2021a). Finally, in 2018 
HLPE (2020: 8) suggested extending the four- pillar concept of food security 
to a six- pillar concept by incorporating the two dimensions of sustainability 
and agency to ‘codify what is already incorporated in international legal 
guidance on the right to food’ (Clapp et al, 2022: 8). By doing so, HLPE took 
up the demands of the food sovereignty movement for more self- determined 
agri- food systems in addition to environmental concerns.

7.3 SDG 2: squaring the circle of the agri- food norm 
cluster
Agenda 2030 connects the global norms of food security, improved nutrition 
and sustainable agriculture in SDG 2 (UN, 2015a). This section outlines 
how the goal reflects the agri- food norm cluster in global governance. The 
international community has formally addressed different agri- food norms, 
but food security still dominates and impacts the realization of new norms 
such as sustainable agriculture. This robustness of the food security norm 
perpetuates production-  and technology- oriented approaches that set aside 
environmental issues such as water pollution and climate change.

SDG 2 consists of five targets and three subtargets (see Table 7.2). The first 
five targets (SDG 2.1– 2.5) are directly related to food security and agricultural 
sustainability, while the last three subtargets (SDG 2a– 2c) are market- related 
measures aimed at increasing agricultural investments and reducing market 
distortions and price volatility (Gil et al, 2019: 686). Behind each target are 
indicators by which to track progress. Indicators are stipulated as a way of 
monitoring and uniformly testing progression of the goals across differing 
urban landscapes (Merino- Saum et al, 2020).

The ranking of targets corresponds to the historical emergence of the 
norms and the rise of production-  and technology- oriented approaches, 
which were described earlier. Target 2.1 aims to ‘end hunger and ensure 
access by all people … to safe, nutritious and sufficient food all year round 
(by 2030)’. Hence Agenda 2030 first and foremost reinforces norms of food 
security and improved nutrition by strengthening the goals defined by the 
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1996 Rome Declaration and the 2000 Millennium Declaration. Target 2.2 
emphasizes the need to end malnutrition in particular. However, unlike the 
2012 UN Summit on Sustainable Development (Rio+ 20), there is no official 
mention of the human right to food (vivero Pol and Schuftan, 2016; see 
also Mehta et al, Chapter 6 in this volume).

Instead of linking ‘zero hunger’ to problems of structural poverty, 
markets and market structure, and the relative affordability of different 
types of food (Battersby and Crush, 2016), SDG 2 falls back on a narrow 
problem definition of food availability in conjunction with production-  and 

Table 7.2: Sustainable Development Goal 2 (Zero hunger)

2.1 By 2030, end hunger and ensure access by all people, in particular the poor and 
people in vulnerable situations, including infants, to safe, nutritious and sufficient food all 
year round.

2.2 By 2030, end all forms of malnutrition, including achieving, by 2025, the 
internationally agreed targets on stunting and wasting in children under 5 years of age, 
and address the nutritional needs of adolescent girls, pregnant and lactating women and 
older persons.

2.3 By 2030, double the agricultural productivity and incomes of small- scale food 
producers, in particular women, indigenous peoples, family farmers, pastoralists and 
fishers, including through secure and equal access to land, other productive resources and 
inputs, knowledge, financial services, markets and opportunities for value addition and 
non- farm employment.

2.4 By 2030, ensure sustainable food production systems and implement resilient 
agricultural practices that increase productivity and production, that help maintain 
ecosystems, that strengthen capacity for adaptation to climate change, extreme weather, 
drought, flooding and other disasters and that progressively improve land and soil quality.

2.5 By 2020, maintain the genetic diversity of seeds, cultivated plants and farmed and 
domesticated animals and their related wild species, including through soundly managed 
and diversified seed and plant banks at the national, regional and international levels, and 
promote access to and fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from the utilization of 
genetic resources and associated traditional knowledge, as internationally agreed.

2.A Increase investment, including through enhanced international cooperation, in rural 
infrastructure, agricultural research and extension services, technology development and 
plant and livestock gene banks in order to enhance agricultural productive capacity in 
developing countries, in particular least developed countries.

2.B Correct and prevent trade restrictions and distortions in world agricultural markets, 
including through the parallel elimination of all forms of agricultural export subsidies 
and all export measures with equivalent effect, in accordance with the mandate of the 
Doha Development Round.

2.C Adopt measures to ensure the proper functioning of food commodity markets and 
their derivatives and facilitate timely access to market information, including on food 
reserves, in order to help limit extreme food price volatility.

Source: UN (2015a).
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technology- oriented approaches. Target 2.3 aims to ‘double the agricultural 
productivity’. Incomes of small- scale food producers are mentioned but not 
linked to distributional issues and structural asymmetries (including colonial 
heritage). Following the production- oriented approach, it is suggested that 
‘productive resources and inputs, knowledge, financial services, markets 
and opportunities for value addition and non- farm employment’ could 
compensate for persistent disadvantages.

In line with the norm of sustainability agriculture, target 2.4 mentions the 
need to ensure systems and practices that ‘increase (agricultural) productivity 
and production, that help maintain ecosystems, that strengthen capacity 
for adaptation to climate change, extreme weather, drought, flooding 
and other disasters and that progressively improve land and soil quality’. 
Because of this target, Gupta and vegelin (2016: 441– 2) consider SDG 2 to 
be environmentally relevant (see also Partzsch, Chapter 1 in this volume). 
Demonstrating links between organic and sustainability agriculture, Germany 
indicates the share of organic farming land in the country as the (only) 
indicator to track progress on target 2.4 (9.7 per cent in 2021) (DeStatis, 
2023). However, other countries such as France (Cling et al, 2019), the 
UK (UK Government, 2022) and the US (US Government, 2022), are still 
‘exploring data sources’ and do not report on this target at all. This lack of a 
commonly agreed indicator demonstrates the deferral of the environmental 
subtarget in global sustainability governance.

Finally, the fifth target as well as three additional subtargets (2.A, 2.B and 
2.C) reveal a deep belief in the powers of the market to manage to achieve 
zero hunger. By contrast, again, there is no mention of historically grown 
asymmetries and disadvantages of small- scale producers in the Global South. 
Instead, in line with the production-  and technology- oriented approaches, 
there is the aim to ‘increase investment … in … technology development and 
plant and livestock gene banks in order to enhance agricultural productive 
capacity in developing countries, in particular least developed countries’.

In sum, SDG 2 opens up new perspectives for integrated and cross- 
sectoral policies (Sachs et al, 2019), but at the same time demonstrates 
contested norms in global agri- food governance. With the fourth subtarget, 
theoretically, Agenda 2030 requires transforming traditional policies in such 
a way that ecosystem protection is acknowledged to be a prerequisite for 
food security (Breitmeier et al, 2021a). However, unlike especially the first 
target on food security, there is as yet no commonly used indicator to even 
monitor the fourth target (Gil et al, 2019: 685). In consequence, SDG 2 
is likely to invoke multiple synergies and trade- offs with the green goals of 
Agenda 2030. In particular, as mentioned earlier, SDG 2 has high negative 
interactions with SDG 6. Moreover, agri- food production competes with 
the expansion of energy infrastructure (SDG 7) for land and water (Fader 
et al, 2018; Dabla and Goldthau, Chapter 8 in this volume).
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7.4 Conclusion

Building on research on global norms in international relations and agri- 
food governance, this chapter reflects on the normative foundations of SDG 
2. It points to current sustainability challenges, and contributes to research 
on global norm stability and change, conflicting perceptions and alternative 
frames in global agri- food governance. As this chapter has shown, the global 
agri- food norm cluster consists of aligned, but distinct, historically evolved 
norms and approaches that collide and are continuously contested. Food 
security turns out to be the core of the global agri- food norm cluster, in 
addition to improved nutrition and sustainable agriculture. The normative 
priority of global agri- food governance is to ensure food security following 
production and technology- oriented approaches. This means that the 
international community aims to increase production volumes on the basis 
of technological innovation but without regard for the environmental 
consequences and the social origins of hunger. The robustness of the food 
security norm, which has even been strengthened by the COvID- 19- 
pandemic and reinforced by the Russian invasion of Ukraine, hence has 
detrimental environmental and social impacts, which continue to exist 
with SDG 2.

As has been shown, SDG 2 refers to the global agri- food norm cluster 
and formally connects the norms of food security, improved nutrition 
and sustainable agriculture. However, the food security norm implies that 
production-  and technology- oriented approaches continue to dominate, 
and therefore the norm collides with other agri- food norms, especially 
sustainable agriculture. SDG 2 also invokes multiple trade- offs with the 
green goals of Agenda 2030, in particular SDG 6 and SDG 13. Hence, to 
implement SDG 2, there is an urgent need to transform the current global 
agri- food systems. Future agri- food policies and solutions have to consider 
the environmental and social impacts of agriculture and food issues against 
the backdrop of existing norm collisions and norm contestations in the 
global agri- food norm cluster.

Conventional agri- food systems have been shown to be unable to 
respond to broader contextual demands including environmental change. 
In consequence, alternative normative frames such as food sovereignty and 
agroecology have increasingly gained in popularity. They have entered norm 
contestation, but this norm contestation is characterized by the unequal 
representation of different norms. Alternative norm entrepreneurs, such as 
organic and food sovereignty movements, advocate alternatives that add to 
but do not replace the dominant norms and practices.

All in all, this chapter’s findings substantiate the need for further research on 
the impact and resolution of the collision of old and new norms in agri- food 
governance and on how alternative actors, knowledge and developments can 
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enter global norm contestation to promote greater environmental protection 
as well as social justice. An ideationally enriched research perspective allows 
for the capture of the conditions that warrant equal representation of different 
types of knowledge in norm contestation. For the phase after 2030, global 
agri- food governance must be prevented from leaving behind those who 
already have a disadvantaged voice in agri- food systems, especially local 
actors and social movements that have long advocated for environmentally 
salient agri- food systems.
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Interview with Sandra 
Schwindenhammer: Partnering 

with the Enemy to Achieve SDG 2?

Laura Kräh and Ruth Krötz

Agro- ecology is seen as an alternative approach to achieving SDG 2 but is seldom 
practised. Why is the transition so hard and which dependencies need to be contested 
for its realization?

Schwindenhammer: The SDGs reflect a general normative 
reference framework. While deciding on 
sustainability goals in general is easy for state 
representatives, the implementation and 
measurement of concrete targets is much 
more challenging and contested. SDG 2 aims 
at combating world hunger by increasing 
food availability and, while this is important, 
conventional approaches still widely neglect 
the social and environmental dimensions of 
the global hunger challenge. We face various 
complex problems that cannot be solved by 
more production and increased technology 
alone. Rather, the voices of farmers from 
the Global South need to be heard more. 
Agroecology and localized approaches to 
agri- food production can help to ensure 
self- sufficiency, but smallholder farmers do 
want not only to produce for themselves but 
to be equally treated as production partners. 
The global agri- food market creates unequal 
outcomes as there are subsidies and large 
corporations that influence the broad lines 
of how the food system is organized. For 
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instance, smallholder farmers from the Global  
South who want to enter the European 
organic market face several access barriers. 
It must become easier for them to enter the 
market and we need standards that fit their 
situation. Farmers from the Global South face  
specific social and environmental challenges; 
barriers to agro- ecology in Germany and 
Rwanda are not the same.

What kind of governance and cooperation is needed to contest the trade- offs with 
green SDGs?

Schwindenhammer: Governance actor s, especial ly state 
representatives, need to be aware of these 
trade- offs. There is a need for more integrated 
governance and discourse between different 
government departments to overcome the 
sectoral logic of policy making. Civil society 
actors face the impacts of the trade- offs on 
the ground, but also have an important 
role in making agri- food policy challenges 
visible: we need civil society’s voice to bring 
attention to the issue. We also need to end 
the blame game: while state representatives 
call for the business sector to transform, the 
business sector demands that market policies 
be changed, but who is responsible? The 
truth is that all groups need to contribute.

So is there a possibility of getting companies on board for sustainable agriculture?

Schwindenhammer: Business actors have emerged as political 
actors and influence today’s agri- food 
policies and governance frameworks. From 
a critical perspective, the rise of corporate 
norm entrepreneurship limits the influence 
and authority of states to set and implement 
rules. But there is hope! Getting companies 
on board allows us to hold them more 
accountable and to take advantage of 
their resources to develop and implement 
private standards. However, what counts 
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is that solutions are sustainable, no matter 
whether they are implemented by Nestlé, 
Kraft or environmental organizations so 
partnering with the enemy is an entry point. 
Nevertheless, the question of greenwashing 
needs to be continually addressed.
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Clean Energy Services: Universal 
Access as Enabler for Development?

Nopenyo E. Dabla and Andreas C. Goldthau

According to a joint report by International Energy Agency (IEA), 
International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), United Nations 
Statistics Division (UNSD), the World Bank and WHO (IEA et al, 2021), 
some 759 million people lack access to electricity and 2.6 billion are 
without clean cooking solutions. Clearly, in addition to the human security 
dimension, universal access to modern and clean energy services comes with 
a development imperative.1 Yet, while economic development correlates 
with higher energy consumption, closing the energy access gap must not 
come at a cost of future emissions. To fight climate change and to adapt 
to its effects that have already been manifested, energy demand increments 
must be covered by clean sources.

The Sustainable Development Goal 7 sets out to ensure ‘affordable, 
reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all’ by 2030 (UN, 2015). SDG 7 
speaks directly to matters of environmental governance, which is concerned 
with ensuring the effective functioning of environmental systems that are 
socially equitable, responsive to social conditions and persistent (Bennett 
and Satterfield, 2018). It also speaks to other SDGs that are pertinent to 
environmental governance, notably regarding sustainable production and 
consumption (SDG 12).

What is the state of play on SDG7? Who are the actors driving action in 
this domain? And where is the latter effective? Departing from a thorough 
analysis of the key tenets of the SDG 7 challenge, the present chapter, first, 
recaps how policy making in developing countries has in the past decade 
shifted from a sectoral view to the perception of energy as an enabler for 
broader socio- economic goals. In this context, the chapter discusses some 
of the pertinent linkages with other SDGs and, with it, environmental 
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governance. Second, the chapter reviews what has worked in developing 
countries, singling Kenya out as a case to illustrate policy success. Third, 
the chapter zooms in on clean cooking. As it will show, countries struggle 
to implement adequate policies and market interventions that make an 
impact despite the multifaceted co- benefits in terms of health, gender or 
environmental protection. Finally, the chapter presents an outlook for 2030 
and beyond, identifying key policy action points from the perspective of the 
carbon neutrality target and the 1.5 °C scenario, and in light of the latest 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Sixth Assessment Report.

8.1 The energy for all challenge
8.1.1 SDG 7: what’s the state of play?

SDG 7 rests on the three key tenets of universal access to energy (SDG 7.1), 
a high share of renewable energy in the global energy mix (SDG 7.2) and 
improving energy efficiency (SDG 7.3). In terms of SDG 7.1, the number 
of people without access to electricity dropped from 1.2 billion in 2010 
to 759 million in 2019, as stated by the joint 2021 Energy Progress Report 
(IEA et al, 2021). Within a decade, some 1.1 billion people across the globe 
were connected to the electricity grid, and it is estimated that the rate of 
electricity access worldwide increased from 83 per cent in 2010 to 90 per 
cent in 2019. This represents a remarkable achievement.

That said, access remains uneven. While access rates in Latin America 
and across most of Asia reach almost 100 per cent, sub- Saharan Africa trails 
behind, standing at 46 per cent in 2019. The region accounts for the bulk 
of people lacking access to electricity globally. Worse, access rates in sub- 
Saharan Africa have reportedly dropped in 2020, for the first time since 
2013 (IEA, 2021: 175). This is argued to be a function of the adverse effects 
of the COvID- 19 pandemic but also of a generally suboptimal investment 
environment for private actors (KfW et al, 2020), which are estimated to 
have provided for 86 per cent of total renewable energy investment between 
2013 and 2018 (IRENA and CPI, 2020). By some estimates, $35 billion in 
annual investment is needed to reach full electricity access by 2030 (IEA, 
2021). As joint research by IRENA and the Climate Policy Initiative (CPI) 
shows, the bulk of renewable energy investment happened in countries in 
the OECD and in East Asia. By contrast, renewable energy investment flows 
to the remaining regions including Central Asia, Latin America and most of 
Africa amounted to only 15 per cent of the total (IRENA and CPI, 2020). 
Even international public financial flows, which are considered to be central 
to achieving SDG 7, remain below the necessary levels and are lopsided.

Moreover, there persists a strong rural/ urban divide in energy access (see 
Figure 8.1). As IEA et al (2021) estimated, some 84 per cent of all people 
without access to electricity live in rural areas. A key problem lies in the capital 
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Figure 8.1: Rural electricity access (percentage of population)

Source: World Bank (2020c). License: CC BY- 4.0.
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costs of setting up sufficient infrastructure to connect rural communities to 
the grid. In addition to supporting grid access, a key challenge therefore 
consists in fostering off- grid solutions. Yet, as the IEA estimates in both their 
Stated Policies Scenario (STEPS) and their Announced Pledges Scenario 
(APS), 670 million people will remain without electricity access in 2030. 
Again, the access rate in sub- Saharan Africa remains far below average, 
standing at 60 per cent (IEA, 2021).

A crucial –  and, as will be argued, also neglected –  aspect in this context 
is clean cooking. The World Health Organization categorizes solar, electric, 
biogas, natural gas, liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) and alcohol fuels (including 
ethanol) as clean cooking fuels and technologies owing to them being clean 
for health at their point of use and low on fine particle matter and carbon 
monoxide (WHO, 2022). While LPG is considered a clean cooking solution, 
it does not represent a renewable energy technology and is associated with 
greenhouse gas emissions (EPA, 2014).

Globally, unequal access results in 2.6 billion people, predominantly in rural 
areas, not having clean cooking solutions. Of these, 910 million people who 
reside in sub- Saharan Africa account for 35 per cent of the total (IEA et al, 2021). 
Developing Asia, notably China and India, accounts for most of the rest. Once 
again, this absolute figure has been increasing in sub- Saharan Africa, from less 
than 600 million in 2000 (WHO, 2021). In 2020, 50 million people went back 
to traditional cooking techniques based on biomass or kerosene (IEA, 2021), 
which are believed to cause 2.5 million premature deaths annually, as well as 
environmental degradation and persisting gender inequality (ESCAP, 2021).

In terms of renewable energy and energy efficiency, the two other SDG 
7 elements, the picture is mixed as well. Clearly, a substantial increase in 
renewables in global energy has not been achieved over the past decade. 
Though renewables have come to represent 28 per cent of global electricity 
supply in 2020, their overall share in the energy mix remains at a mere 12 per 
cent –  up from 9 per cent in 2010 (IEA, 2021). This is mainly due to overall 
energy consumption going up significantly, leading to an incremental supply 
of all fuels, including from fossil sources. Energy efficiency improvements 
remain a far cry from the SDG 7.3 target of doubling the rate seen between 
1990 and 2010. In 2018 and 2019, energy efficiency improvements stood 
at 1.5 per cent and 1.6 per cent respectively, and in 2020 they fell to half 
that level (IEA, 2020a). As a general trend, industrialized economies have 
decoupled their economic growth from energy consumption –  in part 
also, of course, thanks to their farming out energy- intensive production 
to third countries (Jiborn et al, 2018) –  whereas emerging economies and 
developing nations have so far not done this. Western Asia, northern Africa 
and sub- Saharan Africa stood out, judged by their simultaneous growth in 
total energy supply and GDP (IEA et al, 2021), resulting in stalling energy 
intensity levels. Overall, meeting the SDG 7 challenge is a multifaceted 
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endeavour. Clearly, ‘at today’s rate of progress, the world is not on track to 
achieve SDG 7’ (IEA et al, 2021: 1).

8.1.2 Energy access in international development and the clean transition

Energy access, arguably the most prominent element of SDG 7, has for long 
been discussed as a standalone policy goal. Universal access to adequate levels 
of energy services at affordable costs represents the flip side of energy poverty, 
which is generally defined as the lack thereof (UN, 2018). A country that 
acted successfully here is China, which lifted hundreds of millions of people 
out of energy poverty over the past few decades. As the case of China also 
clearly demonstrates, energy access is deeply intertwined with economic 
development. As China grew into a upper-  to middle- income economy, 
energy poverty rates declined, though they still persist in some rural parts 
of the country (Jiang et al, 2020). Similar findings were made for India, 
where a strong correlation exists between energy access rates and economic 
development (Acharya and Sadath, 2019). Moreover, clean energy access 
has been found to interact positively with education and economic growth 
so as to reduce income inequality (Acheampong et al, 2021). Replacing 
traditional fuels such as biomass with cleaner alternatives, in turn, brings 
about clear health benefits, as exposure to indoor combustion declines (Maji 
and Kandlikar, 2020). Against the backdrop of these experiences, the policy 
debate on energy access has shifted from a sectoral view to perceiving energy 
as an enabler for broader socio- economic goals.

As depicted in Figure 8.2, the broader context here is that there are clear 
interlinkages between SDG 7 and other SDGs. Universal and clean energy 
access and a higher share of renewables in the energy mix have been found 
to strongly correlate with SDG 1 (No poverty) and SDG 3 (Good health and 
well- being). The causal dynamics at work here are straightforward: energy 
access empowers people economically and allows them to engage in higher 
added value activity. Clean energy sources, in turn, reduce respiratory 
diseases, enhance air quality at home and across metro areas, and thus 
enhance human well- being. As an indirect effect, healthier people tend to be 
economically more productive (McCollum et al, 2018). Moreover, policies 
aimed at ending energy poverty tend to bring about technology innovation 
and may therefore yield green growth (Zhao et al, 2021). Notably, advances 
in SDG 7 also contribute to SDGs that touch on key aspects of environmental 
governance by, among other means, making cities more sustainable (SDG 
11), sustaining the efficient use of natural resources (SDG 12) and, as an 
overall co- benefit, contributing to combating dangerous climate change 
(SDG 13) (McCollum et al, 2018).

Much less clear are the linkages to other SDGs (Figure 8.2). For example, it 
has often been alleged that clean energy access helps address persisting gender 
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Figure 8.2: Trade- offs in SDGs

Source: Adapted from McCollum et al (2018) under Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 license.
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inequality (SDG 5). Yet the evidence here is scarce and inconclusive. In the 
case of India, females have not been found to be the primary beneficiaries 
of clean energy access, and gender equity was described as a function of 
broader intra- household power dynamics (Rosenberg et al, 2020). In sub- 
Saharan Africa, gender is found to intersect with other determining factors 
when it comes to the adoption and use of solar home systems, including 
class, age and geographical location (Ojong, 2021).

Finally, there clearly also exist trade- offs between SDG 7 and other 
SDGs and central concerns of environmental governance. For example, the 
expansion of renewables in the global energy mix comes with increased 
land use, as does bioenergy. This may put solar, wind or biofuels in direct 
conflict with other land uses such as food production. Moreover, renewable 
energy may impact water resources and local habitat. For example, large- scale 
hydropower has been shown to conflict with the traditional ways in which 
communities use and manage local resources (Erlewein, 2013). This establishes 
a link between livelihoods and the much discussed water– energy– food nexus 
which, in addition to entailing significant trade- offs, is often viewed as key 
to sustainable development (Biggs et al, 2015). Moreover, biomass- based 
energy may run counter to efforts aimed at preserving land or biodiversity, 
and may also have negative consequences for climate mitigation. The problem 
occurs in the context of indirect land- use change (ILUC), for example when 
biomass is grown on deforested land (Partzsch, 2020). The manufacturing 
of renewable energy technologies comes with a draw on local ecosystems, 
for example in the shape of rare earth extraction, and may also impact water 
security (Sovacool et al, 2021). It may also lead to new divides between urban 
and rural communities, leaving the latter deprived and raising questions of 
energy justice (Sovacool et al, 2020). Research suggests that SDG 2 (Zero 
hunger), SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation) and SDG 13 (Climate action) 
and SDG 7 may in part be at odds with each other (Nerini et al, 2018).

8.1.3 Actors and institutions

Actors and institutions engaged in attempts to achieve SDG 7 and its 
objectives are diverse in nature and can be found at global, continental, 
subregional and national levels. Pertinent initiatives, programs or projects 
foster policy and strategy development, financing, technical assistance, 
financing, capacity building for renewable energy deployment, access to 
sustainable electricity and/ or access to clean cooking technologies.

The United Nations through its agencies and programs have been 
instrumental here. Indeed, the 1972 United Nations Conference on the 
Environment in Stockholm was the first global conference that recognized 
the environment as a major policy issue. The resulting declaration, also 
referred to as the Stockholm Declaration, contains a set of ‘common 
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principles to inspire and guide the peoples of the world in the preservation 
and enhancement of the human environment’ (Sohn, 1973: 435). These 
principles were not legally binding but were merely regarded as a set of 
guidelines for maintaining and improving the natural environment while 
supporting people and their overall needs throughout the process. Yet 
they set the course of the paradigm shift in global policy making towards 
environmental sustainability and environmental governance. As an example, 
the creation of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is 
one of the direct outcomes to the Stockholm Conference. Twenty years 
later, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
of 1992, also known as the Earth or Rio Summit, reaffirmed the direction 
established in Stockholm through the Rio Declaration on Environment 
and Development. The 27 principles included in the declaration continue 
to serve as a compass for the international action on environment today. 
Though, at the time of the Rio Summit, renewable energy did not explicitly 
feature, many of these principles still speak to what is being achieved through 
renewable energy technologies today.

At the global level, aside from the United Nations and its agencies 
and programs, organizations such as the World Bank Group (WBG), 
the International Renewable Energy Agency, the Green Climate Fund, 
Sustainable Energy for All (or SEforAll) and the Clean Cooking Alliance 
are active in the energy access domain. WBG, notably through its main 
arms of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
the International Finance Corporation and the Multilateral Investment 
Guarantee Agency, has undoubtably been at the forefront of public 
investments towards achieving SDG 7. From 2016 to 2020, it is estimated 
that the WBG financed 34 gigawatts of renewable energy. In addition to 
providing finance, the WBG is also involved in the development of targeted 
energy access programs (eg in Ethiopia or Kenya), capacity- building programs 
and the provision of technical assistance. Established as a financing arm within 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Green 
Climate Fund provides grants and concessional loans for the implementation 
of adaptation and mitigation projects.

To be sure, the historical record of multilateral development agencies is 
at best mixed when it comes to simultaneously catering to energy access 
and the climate goals and ensuring sustainable environmental governance at 
the same time. Having ended its support for coal in 2010, the World Bank 
did not end its support for the oil and gas infrastructure until 2019 (World 
Bank, 2017). Moreover, Washington Consensus- informed policy packages 
sought to reform energy subsidies in many countries (vagliasindi, 2013), in 
part impacting on energy access for less well- off segments of society. Some 
internationally supported projects aimed at transitioning resource economies 
to a low- carbon future were also found as continuing fossil pathologies 
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(Günel, 2019). That said, it is fair to argue that international development 
agencies have embraced the goal of a fossil fuel phase- out and are supportive 
of the SDG 7 agenda.

Initially launched in 2011 as an initiative championed by the UN secretary 
general, SEforAll became an organization in its own right in 2016 with the 
stated objective to serve as a platform for private and public actors, financiers 
and civil society to drive action for the achievement of SDG 7. Its key goals 
were what was translated into the objectives of SDG 7 when the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development was set in 2015. In that capacity, SEforAll support 
a large number of developing countries to set up country Action Agendas 
coherent with national targets as well as Investment Prospectuses with the aim 
of driving investment towards the implementation of these Action Agendas.

Finally, established in 2011, the International Renewable Energy Agency 
has the mandate to support governments worldwide to adopt adequate 
policies for scaling up renewable energy. In doing so, IRENA provides policy 
advice and technical assistance, capacity building and knowledge transfer to 
its members countries.

The aforementioned institutions are just a few of the dozens of bodies 
operating at global level to support the achievement of SDG 7. For all 
the SDGs, custodian agencies have been appointed to monitor and track 
the progress made towards achieving the identified relevant objectives. At 
regional and subregional levels, bodies such as the European Union have been 
setting the pace among the countries with clear renewable energy targets, 
as has the Association of Southeast Asian Nations or, as will be explained, 
relevant regional bodies in the African context.

While the global and regional actors and initiatives set the course to follow, 
the most immediate quantifiable actions are taken at national levels. For this 
reason, an institutional framework conducive to achieving SDG 7 and climate 
goals is central. In terms of designing and adopting adequate policies to foster 
the attainment of sustainable development targets, national parliaments and 
governments act in tandem, with the latter often operating through dedicated 
ministries of energy and environment. Typically, specialized renewable 
energy and rural electrification agencies help with the implementation of 
these policies. Independent regulatory authorities ensure that the appropriate 
regulations (subsidies, tariff setting, grid priority, etc) are put in place and 
followed to create a favourable context for renewable energy. In a number 
of countries, the rural electrification agencies play a dual role of policy 
implementation and regulation in off- grid areas or small- scale projects.

Other groups of actors that have been and continue to be instrumental in 
setting the agenda for the achievement of SDGs are civil society organizations 
active in the advocacy space; academic institutions, which provide the 
scientific basis for determined action on climate and energy access; and –  very 
importantly –  the private sector, which plays a crucial role in investment.
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8.2 Renewable energy and electricity access: the case 
of Sub- Sharan Africa
8.2.1 Background

Sub- Saharan Africa stands out by being home to three quarters of those 
without access to electricity worldwide (IEA et al, 2021). In many ways, it 
epitomizes the energy for all challenge. Bringing electricity to underserved 
areas has long relied on the extension of national power grids or the 
installation of diesel- powered distributed generation. The economics of 
the two solutions have made energy access prohibitively expensive for most 
African countries. In sub- Saharan Africa, it costs an average of $20,000 to 
extend the distribution grid with an 11 kv power line by one kilometre 
(Longe et al, 2017), making it lose economic sense beyond a certain number 
of kilometres and often limiting grid extension to areas in the vicinity of 
major cities. At the same time, diesel- powered distributed generation was 
mostly reserved for critical services, or for those who could afford it but still 
had to rely on a supply chain that was not always dependable.

However, with the momentum renewable energy solutions have gained 
since the 2000s, technology innovations and cost motivations have opened 
new avenues by creating a market for renewables- powered mini-  and micro- 
grids and by making other derivative solutions such as solar home systems 
more widely available. At a global scale, the period also corresponded to 
the era of the Millennium Development Goals which, despite not listing 
energy access as one of the goals, were dependent on available and affordable 
energy materializing.

In this context and with these new technological opportunities becoming 
increasingly available, the policy and regulatory landscape of energy access 
across sub- Saharan African countries has progressively adapted to these new 
opportunities. A central regional policy initiative here is the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development (NEPAD)’s all- encompassing drive to increase 
access to energy supply and its reliability, to reverse the environmental 
degradation linked to the use of traditional fuels and tointegrate power 
grids (African Union, 2001). Building on NEPAD, regional economic 
communities such as the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) put out the White Paper on a Regional Policy for Increasing 
Access to Energy Services in Peri- Urban and Rural Areas aiming to achieve 
66 per cent of electricity access by 2015 and 100 per cent access to improved 
cooking solutions by the same deadline (ECOWAS, 2006). Similar regional 
policies spurring in East and Central Africa were developed around the same 
dates. In the year 2000, the electricity access rate in sub- Saharan Africa stood 
at 24 per cent (IEA, 2020b), which meant that a little over 500 million people 
lacked access to electricity. By the year 2019, this rate had increased to 48 
per cent, which meant that around 576 million people still lacked access to 
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electricity. It would therefore appear at first glance that all the efforts that 
have been put in place by governments and all relevant stakeholders failed 
to even offset the demographic growth.

However, one needs to look closer. very often, while regional policies 
create momentum and set countries within a specific region or continent 
on a certain trajectory, their success relies to a large extent on what is done 
at the national level, and this is also where the progress tracking is done. In 
this regard, the latest projections suggest that key countries such as Côte 
d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya and Rwanda, are on course to meeting the electricity 
access component of SDG 7. This is the result of these countries having 
taken determined policy action and been able to establish clear strategies 
to address the energy access challenges. While in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, 
priority was given to an approach favouring grid extension (KfW et al, 
2020), a more phased approach with distinct strategies for off- grid areas was 
followed in Kenya and Rwanda. In those two countries, publicly available 
electrification plans with clear frameworks for mini- grids and standalone 
systems have been set out. Key to the success of these countries has been the 
incentivization of private participation (notably through capital subsidies) 
and mechanisms to address the affordability of the electricity provided. It 
therefore is highly instructive to assess the experience of select countries and 
which key policy and regulatory lessons they can share with other countries. 
The next section delves into the example of Kenya.

8.2.2 Example of success in achieving SDG 7 in Africa: Kenya

At the start of the millennium, the national electricity access rate in Kenya 
stood at 15 per cent but it grew dramatically to reach 70 per cent in 2019 
(World Bank, 2020a). In rural areas, this rate was about 6 per cent in 
2000 and close to 62 per cent today (World Bank, 2020b). With close to 
21 million people living in rural areas in 2021 (about 80 per cent of the 
overall population, as in most Africa countries), Kenya’s fight for universal 
electricity access will be won or lost there. Against the backdrop of renewables 
becoming widely available at affordable costs, Kenya has been able to 
develop a market for decentralized renewable energy solutions that is the 
fastest growing on the continent and that is powering electricity access. The 
Kenyan government was able to achieve such a feat by combining policy 
and fiscal levers to send out the market signals to attract the private sector, 
both local and overseas, and multilateral financing institutions to support 
attaining its objectives.

One of the first concrete steps the government took was the enactment 
of the Energy Act in 2006, which saw the establishment of the Energy 
Regulatory Commission, to create a strong enabling environment for 
the country’s energy sector. Until it was transformed into the Energy 
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and Petroleum Regulatory Authority under the 2019 Energy Act, this 
independent body was responsible for the economic and technical regulation 
of electric power, tariff setting and review, licensing, enforcement of 
compliance, dispute settlement and approval of power purchase and network 
service contracts (Government of Kenya, 2006).

The same 2006 Energy Act also saw the establishment of the Rural 
Electrification Authority (REA), which had the mandate to accelerate the 
pace of rural electrification, with its array of competences encompassing 
the development and update of the rural electrification masterplan, fund 
sourcing and the promotion of renewable energy sources, as well as tendering, 
licensing and permits for rural electrification. REA was also put in charge of 
the management of the Rural Electrification Fund, which was established 
through the same Act with the objective of supporting the electrification 
of rural and other areas considered economically unviable for electrification 
by licences. After the 2019 Energy Act came into force, the REA was 
changed to the Rural Electrification and Renewable Energy Corporation, 
with a broader mission to promote the national renewable energy agenda 
in addition to its rural electrification remit (Government of Kenya, 2019).

However, the establishing of institutions, while important, cannot lead 
to meaningful tangible outcomes. Only together with the adequate policy 
(overarching direction and target) and regulatory (appropriate instruments 
to steer the market toward achieving the policy objectives) structure can 
they allow the creation of an overarching enabling environment in which 
relevant players can play their role. In Kenya, this enabling environment 
was facilitated by the government putting in place sound long- term energy 
planning practices for both on- grid electricity and rural electrification. 
Long- term planning in general, when done properly, helps create consensus 
among stakeholders, avoid costly investment mistakes, reduce uncertainties 
in policy directions (Miketa, 2019) and, most importantly, send clear signals 
to investors on the type and quantity of investments needed.

With all that in place, Kenya has also been able to enact a stick and carrot 
approach in the shape of fiscal measures to move away from fossil fuels and 
to boost private participation in the provision of clean energy technologies, 
which are primarily aimed at supporting rural electrification. The country 
has exempted quality- assured solar and other renewable energy products 
from taxes and tariffs. It has no kerosene or diesel subsidies (which can 
negatively impact the deployment of clean alternatives by making them less 
competitive) and has introduced a tax on kerosene (Micheni, 2016). Kenya’s 
good standing on the regulatory front to drive electricity access is reflected 
by the country’s high score on the World Bank’s Regulatory Indicators for 
Sustainable Energy (RISE)2 index. Kenya ranks fourth overall in Africa for 
electricity access frameworks, but first for the scope of officially approved 
electrification plans, frameworks for grid electrification and frameworks for 

 



186

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

standalone systems. The vibrant local market responded positively to the 
country’s efforts, which are behind the current picture.

Overall, the lesson to be drawn from Kenya is that aspirations to tackle 
the SDG 7 challenge need to be backed by actions and clear signals to the 
market, incentivizing the private sector to play a bigger role. For Kenya to 
attain universal access, it still needs to bring some 16 million people to the 
grid, a goal that the 2018 Kenya National Electrification Strategy hoped 
to accomplish by the end of 2022. In 2023, this target remains unmet, but 
the country has made such significant progress over the past decade that the 
target will be met in the near future.

The positive strides that Kenya has made towards electricity access are not 
unique across the continent. Eight other sub- Saharan African nations figure 
among the 20 fastest electrifying countries. In addition, countries such as 
Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Ghana, Senegal and South Africa are likely to reach 
universal access by 2030. For the electricity access numbers for sub- Saharan 
Africa to start moving in the right direction, it is imperative that bigger 
countries such as Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, which 
are home to 27 per cent of the sub- Saharan African population without access 
to electricity, upscale their efforts. For most African economies this means 
juggling priorities across the sustainable development sphere, and including 
some other objectives under SDG 7, such as access to clean cooking, for 
which the picture is somewhat bleaker.

8.3 An eye on clean cooking
Despite its multidimensional nature, which touches on the sectors of 
energy, health, gender and climate change, clean cooking is the most often 
overlooked by policy makers of the four target areas for SDG 7 (IEA et al, 
2021). Clean cooking is also where, arguably, most of the challenge lies 
when it comes to clean energy access.

8.3.1 State of play

Evidence suggests that households in developing countries consume 
approximately 1.5 billion tonnes of wood fuel annually, leading to emissions 
of roughly 0.8 Gt of CO2 per year, equivalent to 2 per cent of global 
greenhouse gas emissions (Parker et al, 2015). This in itself represents about 
the same as sub- Saharan Africa’s total reported GHG emissions in 2018. 
For many sub- Saharan Africa countries, wood fuel emissions represent 
about half of their GHG emissions and an even higher share of their total 
primary energy supply (TPES) and household energy consumption. In Mali, 
for example, a country located in the Sahel region,3 wood fuel represents 
69 per cent of the TPES and charcoal another 7 per cent. Together, they 
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represent 97 per cent of the residential energy consumption (IPCC, 2019). 
In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, it is estimated that some 90 per 
cent of the total volume of wood harvested is for fuel (Shapiro et al, 2021). 
Consequently, forest degradation trends in the country have reach severe 
levels. From 2002 to 2020, the Democratic Republic of the Congo lost 
5.32 million hectares of humid primary forest, making up 34 per cent of its 
total tree cover loss in the same time period.

This pattern of wood fuel representing a substantial share of the TPES and 
the energy consumption by households is very common across sub- Saharan 
Africa despite the region being home to some of the areas most affected by 
climate change, such as the Sahel. While not all fuelwood is collected in 
an unsustainable manner and causes deforestation, evidence shows that the 
use of biomass for energy was associated with deforestation in some dryland 
areas (Mirzabaev et al, 2019) such as the Sahel owing to human activities. 
At the same time, populations in the Sahel region need to find new ways to 
manage the land cover, which has been decreasing because of anthropogenic 
climate change. From this perspective, clean cooking is therefore both a 
climate change mitigation and an adaptation issue.

8.3.2 Clean cooking as a multifaceted policy challenge

At the core of the problem impeding effective action by governments and 
relevant actors is the severe lack of data on the amount of firewood being 
collected and how sustainably this is being done. Unlike electricity access, 
the adoption of clean cooking technologies depends to a great degree on the 
preferences of the final users (in addition to incentivizing measures). To put 
it simply, without electricity people will miss out on all the opportunities it 
brings, but without clean cooking technologies people will still be able to 
cook. Evidence has shown that the adoption of clean cooking technologies 
does not always accord with the energy ladder theory, which implies that 
the more households are economically well off, the more their cooking 
technology choices become cleaner by moving up from plant/ animal waste to 
wood fuel, then from charcoal to LPG/ kerosene and ultimately to electricity. 
In practice, what is most often observed is a fuel- stacking scenario, when 
several types of cooking technologies are used by the same household.

To compound the issue, clean cooking remains within the remit of different 
ministries in different countries because of its multidimensional nature. In 
countries such as Botswana, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire and Nigeria the 
Ministry of Environment and Climate Change oversees policy making, 
implementation and evaluation, while in others it is the Ministry of Energy 
(Ghana, Kenya and Senegal). In countries such as Kenya and Rwanda, there is 
also a strong level of involvement of the Ministry of Health, which also runs 
parallel programmes. What is lacking is the coordination needed to achieve 
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effective policy deployment, which will require multifaceted strategies to 
build awareness, pull out the right market levers and drive adoption.

Finally, the global policy environment for advancing clean cooking remains 
demanding. The WHO definition of clean cooking poses a problem in terms 
of tracking progress: while the technologies it endorses are included in the 
tracking framework for SDG 7.1.2, most advances in regulations focus on 
improved cookstoves, which are not tracked as a clean cooking technology 
(WHO, 2022). Another aspect here is the extent to which improved 
cookstoves are considered clean. Under standard testing conditions, very few 
biomass- based stoves are able to achieve the benchmarks set by WHO for clean 
cooking technologies. As mentioned, clean cooking is a multidimensional 
policy challenge that touches on energy, health, gender and climate change. 
This chapter will not go into the implications of the gap between the WHO 
definition and the efforts around improved cookstoves, nor elaborate on the 
important gender dimension of clean cooking, which merits a discussion of 
its own, beyond its focus on the environmental dimension.

As the world moves steadily closer to 2030, it is likely that the target of 
SDG 7.1.2 will not be achieved. While a few sub- Saharan African countries 
(Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Eswatini, Kenya, and Nigeria) are among the 20 
countries with the fastest growing populations who have access to clean 
cooking fuels and technologies, the region is also home to 19 out of the 20 
countries with the lowest percentage of the population with access to clean 
cooking fuels and technologies. Concerted efforts by all the relevant sectors 
and actors will need to be made to promote clean cooking as an effective 
means of building climate resilience.

8.4 Outlook
As part of the implementation of the Paris Agreement, parties to the 
UNFCCC are required to present nationally determined contributions 
(NDCs), which are their national ambitions to fight climate change and 
reduce their GHG emissions. From 2015, NDCs are to be updated every five 
years, and the first major set of updates was done in 2020– 21. Worldwide, 
the energy sector accounts for three quarters of GHG emissions (IEA, 2021). 
From that perspective, substantially replacing fossil fuels by renewable energy as 
prescribed by SDG 7.2 corresponds to the mitigation aspect of climate action.

In their NDC updates and in tune with the rest of the world, sub- 
Saharan African countries count on the deployment of renewable energy 
to mitigate the anthropogenic footprint on the environment and to help 
national environmental governance. For example, Kenya aims to reduce 
GHG emissions by 32 per cent compared to BAU, by 2030, by increasing 
renewables in the electricity generation mix of the national grid and 
enhancing energy efficiency. Nigeria, where energy contributes to 60 per 
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cent of the GHG emissions, plans to reduce its GHG emissions by 20 per cent 
(unconditional) and 47 per cent (conditional to external support) (Federal 
Ministry of Environment of Nigeria, 2021). Among the mitigation measures 
listed by the country in its NDC is energy efficiency and the deployment 
of renewable energy both on and off the grid.

The global policy imperative here is to provide the necessary international 
support to these countries in their efforts to decarbonize their energy sectors 
while at the same time enhancing energy access. The global pandemic has 
deepened the divide between early decarbonizers and the countries lagging 
behind, in part as a function of available financial resources (Quitzow et al, 
2021). There is also the risk of uneven economic development between 
climate leaders and laggards (Eicke and Goldthau, 2021), possibly impacting 
the latter’s ability to rise to the SDG 7 challenge. This extends to the 
imperative to mainstream justice aspects into energy transition and renewable 
energy policies, so as to reconcile some of the trade- offs entailed in energy 
decisions (Müller et al, 2021; Global Forest Watch, 2022). Determined global 
action, including financial and technology support, will ensure a just and 
equitable transition that accounts for the variety of socio- economic attributes 
of each country or region, and lives up to the goals underpinning effective, 
just and persistent environmental governance.

Notes
 1 As studies have shown, the challenge of energy access is, in many parts of the world, 

correlated with colonialism old and new (Enns and Bersaglio 2020; Allan et al, 2022), as is 
development more broadly (Acemoglu et al, 2001). This chapter abstains from discussing 
the colonial origins of energy access in more detail and instead focuses on present policies 
tackling the latter.

 2 RISE is a set of indicators to help compare national policy and regulatory frameworks 
for sustainable energy. It assesses each country’s policy and regulatory support for each 
of the four pillars of sustainable energy –  access to electricity, access to clean cooking 
(for 55 access- deficit countries), energy efficiency and renewable energy. The access to 
electricity pillar covers eight indicators, namely electrification planning, scope of officially 
approved electrification plan, framework for grid electrification, framework for mini- 
grids, framework for standalone systems, affordability of electricity for consumers, utility 
transparency and monitoring, and utility creditworthiness.

 3 The Sahel is a semi- arid part of Africa spanning parts of northern Senegal, Eritrea and 
the extreme north of Ethiopia, passing by southern Mauritania, central Mali, northern 
Burkina Faso, the extreme south of Algeria, Niger, the extreme north of Nigeria, the 
extreme north of Cameroon and Central African Republic, central Chad, central and 
southern Sudan, the extreme north of South Sudan.
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Interview with Nopenyo E. Dabla 
and Andreas C. Goldthau: The 

Disconnect Between Sustainability 
and Development

Ettore Benetti and Marco Aurélio Mayer Duarte Neto

What do you see as the main trade- off or issue for energy governance in sub- 
Saharan Africa?

Dabla: The main problem is a disconnect between sustainability 
and development, but this is starting to fade away little by 
little. We’re starting to discover many new opportunities 
that can be created through sustainable energy. We’re 
talking about sustainable development in general, but also 
about socioeconomic benefits from an energy perspective. 
Among such benefits, for example, political commitment 
to an energy transition will create jobs that help people to 
feel more empowered. In Africa, where the great majority 
of the population is young, jobs need to be created for 
the future, and entrepreneurship prospects stemming from 
the energy transition provide an opportunity for them.

Governments play an important role in providing funding for transforming the energy 
market. How can they bring private investors into play?

Dabla: Despite the big role governments play, private sector 
participation is paramount for the energy transformation 
to materialize. However, private investors need to 
know whether they will be able to recoup what they 
invest. In the energy access context in remote areas, for 
example, consumer levels aren’t always enough to attract 
private operators due to low levels of general income. 
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However, in several African countries, subsidies on 
capital expenditure for rural electrification via mini- 
grids or even subsidies on operating expenditure in 
some cases, have been ways for governments attract 
investors into this space. By removing taxes on renewable 
energy products and limiting risks through mitigation 
mechanisms, the renewables market gains attractiveness. 
Long- term planning is also crucial. A government 
must lay the foundation to receive investments through 
an energy sector plan that accounts for different risks, 
showing readiness and willingness to act. This reality can 
be extended to the on- grid context, where even more 
capital is required and where risk mitigation instruments 
and guarantees play a big part in securing the required 
private sector confidence in the market.

How did perceptions of energy policy change after the war in Ukraine began? What 
can we expect for the future?

Goldthau: In Europe there are two things going on at the same time. 
On the one hand, fossil fuels have at least a temporary 
comeback. Europeans are eager to get coal and gas supplies 
from countries other than Russia, against the backdrop 
of increasing concerns over energy security. However, 
at the same time, we see a rush towards renewables, 
clean transitions and demand- side measures, putting the 
European energy transition on steroids. There will be a 
couple of years where the European energy system remains 
vulnerable. But the current measures are going to pay off. It 
is important to understand that the significant investments 
that are made at present come with a securitization of 
renewables. Securitization means politicians have taken 
renewables out of the climate domain and put it into 
the security domain. This is how extraordinary measures 
become possible: if there are trade- offs between, say, 
environmental concerns of enlarging offshore wind and 
national security, decisions are taken in favour of the latter.

Will Europe’s challenges of achieving its 2030 goals and the current energy crisis 
delay the transition to cleaner energy sources in the rest of the world?

Goldthau: There is a risk. The EU is replacing Russian gas mainly 
with liquefied natural gas (LNG). For LNG the market 
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is rather inflexible in supply as additional production 
capacity has long lead times. This puts Europe in 
direct price competition with China, Japan and South 
Korea, the other large importers of LNG. Yet, smaller 
consumers and countries with lower purchasing power 
risk being priced out. This may impact their energy 
security. Worse, if they were banking on natural gas as a 
transition fuel, they may now settle for coal instead. This 
does not spell good news for the Paris climate targets.
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From Economic Growth 
to Socio- ecological 

Transformation: Rethinking 
Visions of Economy and Work 

under SDG 8

Ekaterina Chertkovskaya

In contemporary societies across the world, as well as in global governance 
frameworks, economic growth is seen as a precondition to solving societal 
problems, including inequality, ecological degradation and other grand 
challenges. Within the Sustainable Development Goals adopted by the United 
Nations too, economic growth is seen as one of the universal goals to be aimed 
for. In comparison to the Millennium Development Goals preceding them, 
which ‘focused on improving well- being in the developing world, the 17 SDGs 
address all countries and aim at reconciling economic and social with ecological 
goals’ (Eisenmenger et al, 2020: 1101). They have become a key reference 
point for governance at all levels, from supranational and national to regional, 
municipal, organizational and local. However, they contain a problematic 
assumption, as manifested in SDG 8 (Decent work and economic growth): that 
perpetual economic growth is socially desirable and ecologically sustainable. 
This chapter contributes to the discussion on environmental governance by 
questioning the centrality of economic growth in SDGs and arguing for a 
reorientation of economies towards socio- ecological transformation.

SDG 8 refers simultaneously to two spheres of life –  the economy and 
(paid) work, implying a strong link between the two. It is formulated the 
following way: ‘Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all’ (UN, 
2020a). Growth, however, has not always been a societal goal. It is a 

  

 



198

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

particular ideology that has taken shape mostly since the end of the Second 
World War (Barry, 2020). This has been the case both in capitalist countries, 
with the OECD as a key institution fostering the growth agenda, and in 
the countries of the Eastern Bloc, such as the Soviet Union, albeit with 
notably different approaches (Schmelzer, 2016; Chertkovskaya, 2019). It 
is the pursuit of growth within capitalist economies, however, that is part 
and parcel of the SDGs, with economic growth being key to accumulation 
under the capitalist mode of production (Kallis, 2019; Chertkovskaya 
and Paulsson, 2021). Within these contexts, economic growth has been 
associated with making possible the welfare states that emerged in the 
second half of the twentieth century, and is often credited with addressing 
poverty. However, the pursuit of growth goes in hand with ecological 
degradation, while inequalities have been rising since the 1980s, with the 
richest groups benefiting most from economic growth and also contributing 
more to ecological degradation (Alvaredo et al, 2018; Hickel and Kallis, 
2020; Oswald et al, 2020; Wiedmann et al, 2020). While the recognition 
of the ecological limits to growth was present in international governance 
frameworks in the 1970s, the adoption of the sustainable development 
agenda and the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio have marked attempts to 
reconcile economic growth with sustainability, which persists in the SDGs 
today (Gómez- Baggethun and Naredo, 2015).

Addressing grand social challenges via what is at the root of the problem will 
only exacerbate it. Instead, it is necessary to move away from the ideology of 
growth and to focus on socio- ecological transformation. Such a shift would 
allow governance models to be devised that can truly reconcile social and 
ecological objectives, and that are informed by a pluriverse of alternatives to 
capitalism, development and growth (Kothari et al, 2019). This chapter speaks 
from this stance, drawing on the research literature on degrowth. Degrowth 
critiques the centrality of economic growth in today’s economies and societies, 
and seeks their organization with ecological sustainability, social justice and 
human flourishing at the core (Chertkovskaya and Paulsson, 2016). This implies 
societies with a lower biophysical throughput while ensuring well- being for 
all (Kallis, 2018). While degrowth as a concept stems from the European 
context, being a response to the multiple crisis of capitalism and modernity, it 
aligns with a pluriverse of alternatives to development across the world, such 
as buen vivir, ecological swaraj and many others (Kothari et al, 2014; 2019).

The rest of this chapter will proceed as follows. First, the problems with 
the pursuit of economic growth, which are left unnoticed under SDG 8, 
are elaborated. Second, the unsustainability and injustices of how work 
is organized in growth- centric economies is discussed. To go beyond 
these critiques and towards devising alternative forms of governance, it is 
articulated how both economy and work could be reoriented from the 
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focus on economic growth to socio- ecological transformation. The chapter 
concludes by suggesting how an alternative to SDG 8 could be formulated.

9.1 Problems with the pursuit of economic growth
SDG 8 consists of ten targets, which are focused on economic growth, 
work or a combination of the two (see Kreinin and Aigner, 2021: table 2). 
Targets 8.1 and 8.4 give an overall vision for the economy and its relation 
to environmental degradation, respectively:

8.1 Sustain per capita economic growth in accordance with national 
circumstances and, in particular, at least 7% gross domestic product 
growth per annum in the least developed countries.

8.4 Improve progressively, through 2030, global resource efficiency in 
consumption and production and endeavour to decouple economic 
growth from environmental degradation, in accordance with the 
10- year framework of programmes on sustainable consumption and 
production, with developed countries taking the lead. (UN, 2020a)

Target 8.1 positions economic growth, calculated as gross domestic product, 
as the key to defining and evaluating the economy within SDG 8. With 
reference to decoupling, target 8.4 positions continuous economic growth 
as possible without furthering ecological degradation. The problem with 
these targets, as this section will show, is that they are not achievable without 
exacerbating ecological devastation and injustices. In addition, they are 
expected to be achieved via the expansion of sectors that are environmentally 
and socially destructive.

Before unpacking this argument, it is worth noting two points. First, 
GDP growth is a problematic measure. It emphasizes economic growth in 
monetary terms, and thus does not discern harms associated with the pursuit 
of growth; it also does not include the many non- monetized activities that 
are essential for maintaining the economy and sustaining life (Dengler and 
Lang, 2021; Chertkovskaya, 2022). Second, this growth is expected to be 
perpetual and compound, that is, growing forever and at exponential rates 
(Kallis et al, 2020). With an annual global growth rate of 3 per cent expected 
under SDG 8 and in various economic institutions global economies are 
projected to double in size only in 24 years from now, and to grow sixteen- 
fold in a century (Hickel, 2019; Kallis et al, 2020). From a degrowth stance, 
such growth is neither feasible nor desirable. What is needed, instead, is a 
society that does not depend on growth for living well, where a good life 
and well- being are available for all within the planetary boundaries, and 
nobody is living at someone else’s expense (Brand et al, 2021).
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9.1.1 Growth is unsustainable and unjust

The period since the 1950s, known as the ‘great acceleration’, has been 
associated with an exponential rate of economic growth. However, growth 
has been tightly coupled with use of energy, resources and materials and, 
as a result, with various environmental problems, from the rise of CO2 
emissions to ocean acidification (see Steffen et al, 2015). The question of 
the limits to growth had already been raised in the 1970s, with the Limits 
to Growth report being a key publication at the time (Meadows et al, 1972). 
It is also when the term décroissance was coined by André Gorz, which after 
over 30 years was translated to ‘degrowth’ (Kallis et al, 2015).

In response to the tight connection of economic growth with 
environmental degradation, the hypothesis of green growth emerged (see 
Hickel and Kallis, 2020). Its key premise is that it is possible to decouple this 
connection, and to have continuous economic growth that is ecologically 
sustainable, via resource efficiency and the development of new technologies 
and sectors of the economy. The stance on growth can be seen as part of 
a shift in international governance policies from discussing growth versus 
the environment since the 1970s to growth for the environment since 
the Brundtland Report in 1987 (Gómez- Baggethun and Naredo, 2015). 
The green growth hypothesis has been adopted and promoted by many 
international organizations, such as the OECD, the World Bank and the 
UNEP, as well as by nation- states and corporate actors.

Green growth is also key to SDG 8, with target 8.4 pointing to ‘global 
resource efficiency’ that is expected to make decoupling possible. However, to 
achieve decoupling at the rates of growth expected under target 8.1, efficiency 
gains three to six times higher than have ever been known in history are 
needed (Hickel, 2019). This is therefore extremely unrealistic, contradicting 
sustainable resource use and environmental goals, such as SDGs 6, 12, 13, 14 
and 15 (Hickel, 2019; Eisenmenger et al, 2020). Overall, there is no empirical 
evidence of decoupling of material throughput and environmental pressures 
from economic growth on a global scale or over the long term (Parrique et al, 
2019; Hickel and Kallis, 2020). While decoupling of only CO2 emissions from 
economic growth could theoretically be achieved, it has been estimated not 
to be fast enough to live up to the goal of the Paris Agreement limiting global 
warming to 1.5 ° to 2 °C (Hickel and Kallis, 2020). The Nordic countries 
have been positioned as one example of ‘genuine green growth’ (Stoknes 
and Rockström, 2018), but their ‘success’ has been questioned, as decoupling 
within these national contexts is dependent on increased environmental 
pressures in other parts of the world (Tilsted et al, 2021).

Indeed, a systemic inequality has been observed between high-  and low-  
income nations, where the former are net importers of embodied materials, 
energy, land and labour, gaining a monetary trade surplus, while the latter 
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provide resources but experience monetary trade deficits (Dorninger et al, 
2021). Similarly, there is a large inequality in international and intranational 
energy footprints between different income groups: 39 per cent of energy 
is consumed by the top 10 per cent, while the share of the bottom 10 per 
cent is only 2 per cent (Oswald et al, 2020). Affluence, in other words, has 
been an important driver of environmental pressures (Wiedmann et al, 2020). 
International development policies since the 1990s have been sidelining this 
issue, positioning poverty rather than opulence as a problem for ecological 
sustainability, thus ignoring critiques of growth and framing the poor as 
responsible for ecological degradation (Gómez- Baggethun and Naredo, 
2015; see also Kothari et al, 2014). This neglects how Indigenous, peasant 
and working class communities have been at the forefront of environmental 
struggles, caring for and sustaining their environments, and fighting 
injustices associated with the pursuit of growth and capital accumulation 
(Akbulut et al, 2019; Barca, 2019; 2020; Martínez- Alier, 2021). The 
Environmental Justice Atlas has documented thousands of cases around the 
world where these communities contest socio- ecological degradation that 
comes with extractivism, industrial activities and waste disposal related to 
the fossil economy but also to many sectors that are positioned as ‘green’ 
(EJAtlas, 2022).

SDG 8, and the Agenda 2030 more generally, can be described as eco- 
modernist and technologically optimistic, neglecting the more feasible and 
desirable low- energy demand scenario that is also compatible with increased 
well- being (Hickel et al, 2021; vogel et al, 2021). This connects to a broader 
shift from political to technocratic ways to address international sustainability 
policy that came with the green growth agenda (Gómez- Baggethun and 
Naredo, 2015). This holds for target 8.2, which emphasizes productivity 
via technology development:

8.2 Achieve higher levels of economic productivity through 
diversification, technological upgrading and innovation, including 
through a focus on high- value added and labour- intensive sectors. 
(UN, 2020a)

This target underestimates the materiality of technology and the amounts 
of energy, resources and materials needed in technologically intensive 
production processes. For example, digitalization is emphasized under SDG 
9 and can be seen as one area where technology is rapidly developing. It has 
been estimated that information and communications technology already 
takes up about 3.7 per cent of CO2 emissions, which are expected to rise to 
8 per cent by 2025 (Shift Project, 2019) and is supported by very material 
infrastructures and processes, from undersea water cables that make internet 
connection possible to rare minerals in technology used in our everyday lives.
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All major climate mitigation scenarios rely on negative emissions 
technologies such as carbon capture and storage (CCS) or bioenergy with 
CCS for decoupling to be achieved. These technologies, which do not exist 
on a large scale today, require hierarchical systems of control and cannot 
be managed by small villages or communities, while their side effects, 
such as concentrated dioxide pollution due to leakage, will directly affect 
communities (Muraca and Neuber, 2018).

Finally, there are well- recorded rebound effects associated with 
technological development, showing that efficiency gains per unit of 
output tend to result in increases in overall production and consumption 
of a product, thus partially or totally counterbalancing these gains (York 
and McGee, 2016; Ruzzenenti et al, 2019). For example, if a car becomes 
more efficient, producers oriented towards profit and production growth 
will want to produce more such cars for the market, which will result in 
higher use of energy and resources, despite the efficiency gains. Consumers, 
in turn, might drive their more efficient cars more and at higher speeds. In 
other words, the material and energy throughput associated with technology 
development further shows how SDG 8 contradicts environmental SDGs for 
example, SDG 13 (Climate action) and SDG 15 (Life on land) and prioritizes 
economic growth over sustainable resource use (Eisenmenger et al, 2020).

9.1.2 Growth is expected to be achieved via expansion of already 
problematic sectors
Within SDG 8, some sectors are specifically emphasized as areas for growth. 
One of them is tourism, as articulated in target 8.9:

8.9 By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable 
tourism that creates jobs and promotes local culture and products. 
(UN, 2020a)

However, tourism as a sector of the economy is highly unsustainable. It 
relies heavily on the aviation industry, which accounted for about 2.9 per 
cent of CO2 emissions in 2018, but also had a threefold contribution to 
global warming via non- CO2 emissions (Lee et al, 2021). These emissions 
cannot be reduced drastically, and there is simply no fossil- free aviation (Stay 
Grounded and PCS, 2021). Passenger aviation is also an activity that only 
a small proportion of people participate in, with only 5– 20 per cent of the 
world’s population having ever set foot on a plane (IEEP, 2019). While the 
connection of tourism and aviation is implied in SDG 8, aviation is explicitly 
promoted in a related SDG 9 (Industries, innovation and infrastructure). 
Within this goal, in view of the COvID-19 pandemic, it is highlighted how 
the aviation has been hit and that its recovery is needed as it is associated 
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with economic growth and development (UN, 2020b). What is needed for 
a sustainable society, however, is a reduction in aviation and the promotion 
of sustainable modes of transport that are organized in the public interest. 
Here, the problems created by the pandemic open up spaces to rethink 
patterns of travelling and modes of travel to reduce the overall level of air 
traffic while ensuring a just transition for workers and mobility for people 
(Stay Grounded and PCS, 2021).

Problems with the emphasis on the expansion of tourism under SDG 8 
go beyond aviation. In the context of orientation towards growth and profit, 
tourism comes with violence and dispossessions, as well as inequalities and 
waste (Büscher and Fletcher, 2017; Devine and Ojeda, 2017). There is a 
huge difference in who has access to tourism, and a bigger flow of tourists 
from richer to poorer countries. The gains from tourism in the so- called 
host countries often stay with international companies that are not even 
based in these countries, while at best providing precarious jobs to the 
local working class (Bianchi and De Man, 2021). Thus, a rethink of what 
sustainable tourism means is needed, rather than defining the success of 
tourism in terms of growth in tourism numbers (Gössling et al, 2021).

Another sector that is explicitly flagged in SDG 8 is finance, as formulated 
by target 8.10:

8.10 Strengthen the capacity of domestic financial institutions to 
encourage and expand access to banking, insurance and financial 
services for all. (UN, 2020a)

This is a very open formulation of what is expected from finance (Kreinin 
and Aigner, 2021), and the indicators under this goal refer mainly to access 
to commercial bank branches and automated teller machines (ATMs), as well 
as the proportion of adults with a bank account. However, in emphasizing 
the importance of finance, this sector is assumed to be good in itself. This 
ignores the experience of the financial crisis, when millions of indebted 
people and the public sector suffered deprivation, austerity and new 
waves of neoliberalization as a result of finance boosting economic growth 
through speculative practices and creation of private debt (eg Marazzi, 
2010). Furthermore, positioning financial institutions simply as providers 
of ‘financial services for all’ silences how the financial sector keeps investing 
into the fossil economy (eg RAN, 2019; Bauer and Fontenit, 2021).

In the related SDG 9, industrialization of economies is emphasized:

9.2. Promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and, by 2030, 
significantly raise industry’s share of employment and gross domestic 
product, in line with national circumstances, and double its share in 
least developed countries. (UN, 2020c)
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Industry worldwide is already a big source of environmental degradation, as 
well as environmental justice conflicts, which come with violence to people and 
their livelihoods (Roy and Martínez- Alier, 2019; Chertkovskaya and Paulsson, 
2021; Martínez- Alier, 2021). At the same time, the industry is immensely 
powerful and actively engaging in lobbying, with the policies targeting the 
industry often designed to protect rather than transform it (Nilsson et al, 2021).

In sum, SDG 8 and other SDGs related to the economy highlight the 
importance of sectors such as finance and tourism, and the processes 
of industrialization and digitalization, but without taking into account 
their contribution to unsustainability and injustices or the quality of their 
transformation. Their contribution to GDP, and their growth in the 
proportion of GDP, are seen as desirable in themselves, without reflection 
on why this expansion is needed in the first place or how much of it needed, 
or on its environmental and social consequences.

9.2 Problems with work in a growth- centric economy
Work is a key sphere of life that co- constitutes the economy, with any 
economic activity relying on human labour as well as nature. The key 
characteristic of work under SDG 8 is being ‘decent’: ‘Decent work means 
opportunities for everyone to get work that is productive and delivers a fair 
income, security in the workplace and social protection for families, better 
prospects for personal development and social integration’ (UN, 2020d). 
While these are important characteristics of work, there are two problems with 
this definition. First, it does not refer to ecological sustainability in relation 
to work. Second, characteristics such as job security and a fair income are 
eroded in an economy that is oriented to growth at its core. Severe problems 
associated with work that are highlighted in SDG 8 will not be solved without 
going away from growth, as they are what enables growth in the first place. 
In other words, how work is organized contributes to ecological degradation 
and is rooted in injustices, which will be elaborated in this section.

9.2.1 Unsustainability of work and productivity

Work is not inherently unsustainable, but it is so under the current relations 
of production, with a lot of work today going into fossil- dependent, 
productivist and wasteful economic activities. According to Hoffman and 
Paulsen (2020), four factors make work unsustainable: scale, time, income, 
work- induced infrastructure, mobility and consumption. First, when it 
comes to scale, more working hours require more energy and materials, and 
are generally associated with a higher ecological footprint, even if there are 
qualitative differences between the kind of work that is undertaken (Hayden 
and Shandra, 2009). Second, working time poses a constraint on people and 
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frames their consumption patterns outside work. Fast, efficient and easy but 
also unsustainable consumption is likely to be a key behavioural pattern in 
the absence of time (Schor, 2005). Third, work is usually associated with 
getting a monetary income, and higher incomes lead to more consumption 
and higher ecological footprints (Wiedmann et al, 2020). Finally, work- 
induced mobility, infrastructure and consumption are associated with 
different processes surrounding work and their reliance, for example, on 
driving and flying, energy- consuming office spaces and fast fashion (Hoffman 
and Paulsen, 2020). For example, employers actively engage in promoting 
their employer brands and consumption opportunities that come with work 
(Chertkovskaya et al, 2020), which encourages a consumerist lifestyle and, 
indeed, may make such a lifestyle a necessary part of one’s job.

The emphasis on economic productivity under SDG 8, including through 
a focus on labour- intensive sectors and in the aforementioned target 8.2, is 
misplaced. High value added is often not associated with labour- intensive 
production. Indeed, there is an increased risk of labour- intensive production 
being replaced by new technologies such as artificial intelligence because it 
is not as productive as the technology would allow. The widespread use of 
high value- added technology, as in the gig economy for example, actually 
enables workers to be replaced more easily, and to be employed under 
precarious and low- paid conditions.

Furthermore, the emphasis on economic productivity can challenge the 
quality of work that is done. In much work that is key to well- being in 
society (for example, of teachers, care workers and nurses) what matters is 
how work is done rather than how much or how quickly. For example, the 
emphasis on productivity in neoliberal healthcare often means that healthcare 
staff have limited time to devote to each person and are pressurized to treat 
many more people than they can handle, which often happens in understaffed 
and underfunded public healthcare. At the same time, work like this would 
usually not be associated with a high value added, which comes with jobs 
of, say, financiers or consultants. Thus, it is systematically undervalued in the 
current economic system (Dengler and Lang, 2021; MacGregor and Mäki, 
Chapter 10 in this volume), and the emphasis on productivity through work 
will only further this trend.

To sum up, the emphasis on economic productivity under SDG 8 might 
contribute to economic growth, but it also contributes to ecological 
degradation and compromises the very decency of work and working 
conditions that SDG 8 seeks.

9.2.2 Work and injustices

Work is unjustly distributed within and across societies, with the hardest, least 
valued and most invisibilized work falling on the shoulders of working- class 
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communities, women, people of colour and migrants. Tedious labour- intensive 
production has increasingly moved to countries in the Global South where 
labour is cheap, characterized by unequal exchange (Emmanuel, 1972) and 
often conducted under hazardous, dangerous and unprotected conditions, with 
wages that are insufficient to live well. Even when work is done in safe working 
environments, much of it is still alienating, deskilling and lacks meaning, whilst 
done at accelerated rhythms (Chertkovskaya and Stoborod, 2018).

Modern slavery is a severe form of injustice surrounding work, characterized 
by forced labour and ownership/ control via threat and abuse, dehumanization 
and commoditization, constraints on freedom and movement, and economic 
exploitation through underpayment (Crane, 2013: 51). This is still a 
significant phenomenon of contemporary work, with 16 million people 
working under these conditions (ILO and Walk Free Foundation, 2017). 
SDG 8 acknowledges and addresses it:

8.7 Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, 
end modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition 
and elimination of the worst forms of child labour, including 
recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour 
in all its forms. (UN, 2020a)

Modern slavery is present in industries such as agriculture, mining and 
extraction, construction and some forms of manufacturing, as well as in 
unregulated or poorly regulated service industries (Crane, 2013; ILO and 
Walk Free Foundation, 2017). For example, in electronics manufacturing, 
the company Foxconn, the largest industrial employer in China, became 
notorious after a wave of employee suicides in 2010. It is characterized by 
flexible contracts, the hiring of migrant workers, highly securitized work 
settings, extreme intensity of work and punishment for non- compliance (Pun 
et al, 2016). However, far from being an exception, the model of Foxconn 
characterizes electronics manufacturing more generally in different parts 
of the world (Andrijasevic and Sachetto, 2017; Lüthje and Butollo, 2017). 
The industries where modern slavery has been recorded more often are 
contributors to productivity and economic growth, and some like mining 
and electronics manufacturing are the base for technology innovation, which 
is emphasized under SDG 8.

The issues raised are expected to be addressed under SDG 8 to some 
extent, via the targets that emphasize safe and secure work environments, 
fair wages and protection of labour rights:

8.5 By 2030, achieve full and productive employment and decent work 
for all women and men, including for young people and persons with 
disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value.
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8.8 Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working 
environments for all workers, including migrant workers, in particular 
women migrants, and those in precarious employment. (UN, 2020a)

What is not acknowledged in these targets is that the problems they are 
addressing are systemic within an economy oriented towards economic 
growth, productivity and profit rather than sufficiency, quality and well- 
being. Work under neoliberalism has become more precarious, with 
employability having replaced job security – the pursuit of economic growth 
having been an important driver –  by allowing employers to adapt to the 
fluctuations of the market (Standing, 2011; Chertkovskaya et al, 2013). 
This is also reflected in a shift from state regulation to market instruments 
in international governance frameworks (Gómez- Baggethun and Naredo, 
2015). By focusing on ‘decent work’, SDG 8 addresses only the symptoms 
rather than the root of the problem. Both work and economy need, instead, 
to be reoriented towards socio- ecological transformation.

9.3 Reorienting economy and work towards socio- 
ecological transformation
Achieving well- being for people and the planet requires a socio- ecological 
transformation altering the fundamental attributes of a system, and 
constituting new meanings and practices (Asara et al, 2015: 379). The 
economy with its practices of production, consumption and waste is a key 
area to be transformed. What is needed instead of the focus on perpetual 
and compound economic growth is a transformation to a regenerative 
economy focused on well- being and equity within planetary boundaries 
(Raworth, 2017; O’Neill et al, 2018; Kallis et al, 2020). It would focus not 
on producing more but on producing sufficiently and differently to satisfy 
human needs (Büchs and Koch, 2017; Kallis, 2018).

To enable socio- ecological transformation, the centrality of economic 
growth in societies, economies and policy frameworks should be deprioritized 
and the focus placed on absolute reduction of material and energy 
throughput. This position, while not featuring in the SDGs, has been gaining 
wider recognition in sustainability research and also some environmental 
institutions (eg see EEA, 2019; IPBES, 2019; Ripple et al, 2020), and can 
thus help devise alternative forms of governance. Reorienting the economy 
in this way means that the production and consumption of energy- intensive 
goods will be reduced as much as possible. More fundamentally, the economy 
needs to be organized to support areas that sustain life both human and 
non- human, and to focus on social reproduction instead of production 
(Barca, 2020). This means that some sectors will disappear, others will be 
substantially transformed and new regenerative sectors will flourish (Hardt 
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et al, 2021). Existing alternative organizing practices, often oriented at just 
and/ or sustainable relations of production, already engage in transforming 
the economy but face multiple challenges in the shadow of powerful 
mainstream actors and growth- focused governance frameworks and policies 
(Chertkovskaya, 2022). Thus, transforming both work and the economy 
requires visibilizing and supporting such organizations.

The prioritization of absolute reduction of the use of energy and materials, 
and moving away from economic growth as a central policy goal does not 
mean that growth will not happen at all. It can still take place in certain 
sectors or geographical areas. From a degrowth stance, sufficient provision 
of material needs for everyone is essential, as well as support of spheres of 
life such as education, health and care, repair and maintenance. These areas 
may well expand as part of socio- ecological transformation. However, 
there is no need for perpetual and compound growth to be a goal, and 
possible growth of these sectors is unlikely to bring the kind of monetary 
value that comes with speculation, extraction and production for planned 
obsolescence (see also Kallis, 2019). Notably, provisioning systems such as 
health and education feature in the Agenda 2030 framework under SDG 
3 and SDG 4, but these crucial provisioning systems are framed mainly in 
terms of access rather than working conditions or available funding. What 
has been neglected, however, is how these sectors have been hit by years of 
neoliberalization and austerity.

Work too needs to be reimagined, and organized in both ecologically 
sustainable and socially just ways. To be aligned with socio- ecological 
transformation, both the purpose and the organization of work need to 
change. Instead of pursuing productivity, the purpose of work will be 
to enable regenerative economies and to focus on care for people and 
environments (Raworth, 2017; Barca, 2020). This means that work will be 
focused on shifting from fossil dependency, on using and wasting less, and on 
repairing and reusing as much as possible. Small- scale and labour- intensive 
production, where feasible, can be encouraged (Hardt et al, 2021). Labour- 
intensive production, as mentioned earlier, already features in SDG 8, but 
it also needs to come together with a larger reorientation of the economy.

This reorientation requires recognition of the diversity of the economy and 
work – not only wage labour done for and in the market, but invisibilized 
labour carried out in households, communities and neighbourhoods (Fraser, 
2014; Dengler and Lang, 2021). Focusing the economy on the sustainability 
of life rather than of output and profit also means valuing (in social terms) 
and visibilizing the care work that sustains life today. This does not mean 
shifting more unpaid work into the paid sector but, instead, supporting 
the care commons and challenging the dichotomy between the monetized 
economy and the invisibilized economy of social provisioning (Dengler 
and Lang, 2021). At the same time, much work that helps to maintain life 
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and that takes place within the monetized economy needs to move from 
being underpaid to being generously supported by various institutions of 
society. In turn, work that is environmentally or socially harmful needs to 
be discouraged.

Two dimensions can be identified as key to transforming work: liberation 
from work and liberation of work (Barca, 2019). Liberation from (waged) 
work refers to changing societies so that people can work less and use 
the released time for other ideally regenerative activities, where bonds, 
communities and transformative action can be built. Liberation of work 
relates to organizing work itself differently, by putting regenerative 
production and just labour relations at the heart of it. Democratization of 
work, and worker control and ownership, are often seen as key in relation 
to the latter. Others have also argued for work as craft, moving from the 
division and fragmentation of labour to emphasizing the importance of the 
wholeness of work, as well as a more equal division of labour within and 
across societies (Cherkovskaya and Stoborod, 2018). Liberation of work is 
not to become a prerogative of the privileged few but will come with a just 
transition from both fossil fuels and unequal (labour) relations (velicu and 
Barca, 2020).

Reduction of working time is a concrete measure that may help to 
achieve liberation from work, ideally releasing the time from work that 
is unsustainable and unwanted to activities that people find meaningful 
(Hoffman and Paulsen, 2020). Basic income is one measure that can both 
liberate from work and create possibilities for organizing work on different 
principles (Chertkovskaya and Stoborod, 2018). It can also be provided in 
a local currency rather than general purpose money, supporting the local 
economy and more ecologically sustainable production practices (Hornborg, 
2017). Universal basic services (Gough, 2019) is another measure that can 
liberate from work, by satisfying the basic needs of every person, thus 
giving them more space to decide the kind of work they would like to do, 
while not being attached to a monetary income. However, none of these 
measures necessarily leads to supporting regenerative activities, so being 
regenerative by design (Raworth, 2017) will be key to such measures. 
Reorienting economy and work towards socio- ecological transformation 
will not be just in itself, thus it is crucial to reflect on power relations that 
may still be reproduced in this process, and to challenge them, striving for 
class, gender, racial and environmental justice as well as equal footing across 
societies and spaces.

9.4 Conclusion
From acknowledgement of environmental limits to growth in the 1970s, 
the hypothesis of green growth that is, reconciling growth with ecological 
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sustainability, came to the forefront of international governance frameworks 
and sustainable development policies (Gómez- Baggethun and Naredo, 2015), 
as manifested in the UN’s Agenda 2030. While the OECD has been key to 
positioning economic growth at the centre of international governance in the 
aftermath of the Second World War (Schmelzer, 2016), it has been taken on 
board by multiple international organizations, such as the World Bank, the 
UN and nation- states, in addition to corporate actors. A unique feature of 
the UN’s SDGs is that they are applicable to the whole world (Eisenmenger 
et al, 2020), different levels of governance, and organizations. In other words, 
the 17 SDGs of the Agenda 2030 can be found not only in the programme of 
international organizations, states and corporations, but also in municipalities, 
community organizations and educational spaces. Through SDG 8, the Agenda 
2030 also reinforces the omnipresence of economic growth and the problematic 
assumptions about the possibility of green growth and about work.

This chapter has unpacked the critiques of economic growth and work under 
SDG 8, and sketched an alternative that can truly reconcile social and ecological 
objectives, including for international and other levels of governance. Simply 
put, it has argued that the focus on growth is both unsustainable and unjust, 
while emphasizing ‘decent work’ is not enough without problematizing the 
very way in which the economy and work are organized. Socio- ecological 
transformation should be at the forefront of economies and societies, and the 
economy should be organized for regeneration, instead of focusing on the 
pursuit of economic growth. Work too can be decent and sustainable only 
if it is reorganized in line with this goal, through focusing on regenerative 
activities, working less and being democratized.

From this chapter’s perspective, the very framing of ‘sustainable 
development goals’ is problematic’, as ‘growth’ is inherent in the pursuit of 
development, bringing in its wake environmental degradation, injustices 
within societies and between the Global North and the Global South (Kallis 
et al, 2015; Sachs, 2019/ 1992). The degrowth perspective taken here aligns 
instead with alternatives to development (Kothari et al, 2014). In view of this, 
the SDGs should be reframed to avoid referring to the problematic concept 
of development, for example, into Sustainable Well- being Goals (SWGs). 
Such a framework would need to be informed by different knowledges that 
help to understand and build well- being beyond growth, development and 
capitalism, with degrowth being one of them.

In line with degrowth thinking, SWG 8 (an alternative to SDG 8) will 
need to capture the proposed changes to the economy and work, and could 
be titled ‘Regenerative economy, democratized and sustainable work’. 
Regenerative economy flags a direction for the economy oriented towards 
socio- ecological transformation. Choosing ‘democratized’ and ‘sustainable’ 
as the key terms for work indicates how sustainability and justice would be 
central to how work is organized. This goal will focus on labour- intensive 
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activities within the regenerative economy, which will come together with 
working less and with work being organized on democratic grounds.

While it is outside the scope of this chapter to provide targets or indicators 
for the new SWG 8 (for ideas of concrete alternative indicators, see Kreinin 
and Aigner, 2021), the chapter concludes with some general directions 
for these. Absolute reduction of biophysical throughput and human 
needs satisfaction across the globe should inform the core targets of SWG 
8. Other key entry points into devising alternative targets would be ensuring 
equitable exchange across countries and the extent of regenerative economic 
activities, and monitoring of the phase- out of harmful activities. Some of 
the key principles of work would be democratization, a shift towards work 
in the regenerative economy and a phasing out of harmful work, as well as 
independence from paid labour for subsistence. On the basis of these, new 
targets could be devised.
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Interview with Ekaterina 
Chertkovskaya: Economic Growth 

Cannot Be the Answer

Elanur Alsac, Wonyoung Cho and Emmanuel Dahan

Growth for the sake of growth has been criticized at least since the publication of the 
Limits to Growth report in the 1970s. What are the reasons for the continued 
sacralization of economic growth and the disregarding of degrowth arguments in 
the SDGs?

Chertkovskaya: Economic growth has been promoted for decades 
as a solution to all sorts of societal problems, and 
this way of thinking will take time to desacralize. 
The logic of growth is at the core of some of the 
most powerful institutions in society: corporations, 
states and international organizations. When states 
and international organizations frame policies, 
they assume that economic growth is always 
good and has to continue. The idea behind this 
is that monetary gains will bring prosperity and 
‘trickle down’ to different social groups. However, 
it doesn’t really happen this way, with immense 
wealth concentrated in the hands of the few, and 
inequalities only increasing across the world. 
Moreover, the pursuit of economic growth has 
been going hand in hand with environmental 
degradation. The tight entanglement between 
powerful actors, for example, corporate lobbying 
of national and supranational policies contributes 
to growth- critical perspectives being disregarded 
while sustainability- oriented concepts that do not 
question growth, such as the circular economy, 
are promoted. The discipline of economics 
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contributes to this too, by not questioning the 
motive of making profit and producing more. 
After the financial crisis in 2008– 9, however, a 
vast movement started to rethink economics. 
Alternative economics, for example, ecological 
economics, or Kate Raworth’s Doughnut Economics 
(2017) sees the economy as material, and tries 
to reorient it towards the well- being of people 
and the planet rather than economic growth and 
profit making.

You mentioned that efficiency gains are oftentimes outweighed by increased production 
and consumption. How can this be countered?

Chertkovskaya: Processes to improve efficiency are not problematic 
in themselves, but we must ask what these 
processes are for. If growth or profit is the answer, 
then it’s a problem. For example, replacing all 
petrol cars with electric cars will produce a huge 
rebound effect because of the energy and materials 
needed for making and running electric vehicles. 
Rather than blaming car users only, we should 
think how policies can be designed to reduce car 
use and to provide public transport infrastructure 
for everyone. Another example of questionable 
choice guided by capital accumulation is the 
introduction of electric scooters in cities, which 
are positioned as ‘green’ but need a lot of energy 
and materials to produce and to keep running, 
and they have a short lifetime too. It is important, 
following bottom- up principles, to pressurize 
decision- makers at different institutional levels to 
think about what is really needed within societies.

Who can create the real political power to achieve the socio- ecological transformation? 
Is the leadership of international institutions, governments and parties able to reorient 
the economy towards degrowth, sustainability and justice?

Chertkovskaya: I would say, no, those are not the powers I believe 
in. It is the power of the people organizing in social 
movements, in alternative forms of economic 
activities and communities. We talk about bottom- 
up transformation from a degrowth perspective, 
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meaning the crisis is already being addressed 
locally, and various alternatives exist. However, 
if this driving force does not change institutions 
by putting pressure on them, then institutions 
will act as barriers. In addition, if we think from 
the bottom up about organizing inclusively, with 
direct democracy mechanisms, this is a process 
that takes time. A challenge we are facing is thus 
to find out how to build strong networks and 
overcome this time issue, while still living up to the 
democratic bottom- up principles where different 
voices are heard.



220

10

‘We Do Not Want to Be 
Mainstreamed into a Polluted 

Stream’: An Ecofeminist Critique 
of SDG 5

Sherilyn MacGregor and Aino Ursula Mäki

We caution against developing another set of reductive goals, 
targets and indicators that ignore the transformational changes 
required to address the failure of the current development model 
rooted in unsustainable production and consumption patterns 
exacerbating gender, race and class inequities. We do not want 
to be mainstreamed into a polluted stream. We call for deep and 
structural changes to existing global systems of power, decision- 
making and resource sharing. This includes enacting policies 
that recognize and redistribute the unequal and unfair burdens of 
women and girls in sustaining societal wellbeing and economies, 
intensified in times of economic and ecological crises. (Statement 
by WGC, DAWN and WECF, 2013)1

Feminist organizations from around the world have long tried to lobby 
the United Nations to take gender issues seriously by moving beyond 
the simplistic add- women- and- stir approach and to attack unjust power 
asymmetries at their roots (see Box 10.1). As the extract makes clear, the UN 
has a poor track record on gender- sensitive policy making in the sustainable 
development (SD) field. In 2013, as the end of the 2015 Agenda and the 
Millennium Development Goals was approaching, and in the run- up to 
the drafting of the Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals, feminist 
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activists called on UN officials to change their tune. Nearly a decade later, 
there is an SDG specifically calling for gender equality. But questions remain. 
Have feminists succeeded in swimming against the current to achieve deep 
policy change or have token drops of ‘gender equality’ been poured into 
the same polluted stream?

This chapter evaluates SDG 5, ‘Achieve gender equality and empower 
all women and girls’, from an ecofeminist perspective. It outlines the risks 
and possibilities associated with linking developmental and environmental 
goals with the pursuit of gender equality through a focus on women. Its 
interrogation of SDG 5, and Agenda 2030 more broadly, is organized around 
two broad clusters of criticisms, concerned with their reductionist view of 
gender and the production/ reproduction dualism that underpins their green 
economic vision, that are also relevant for the field of global environmental 
governance at large. In response to these criticisms, it is suggested that the 
road to achieving SD must be paved, not with liberal concepts of equality 
and empowerment, but with ambitious political goals and concrete policies 
for a fundamental transformation in the relations and responsibilities of socio- 
ecological reproduction to redress the structural dimensions of gendered and 
racialized injustice.

The chapter is organized as follows. It provides a brief introduction to 
the authors’ critical ecofeminist perspective, then situates Agenda 2030 
within decades of UN sustainable development discourse, which helps to 
contextualize criticisms of SDG 5. The final section outlines, explains and 
illustrates an alternative ecofeminist approach to environmental and gender 
justice, which entails a caring economy and sustainable livelihoods.

Box 10.1: Feminist organizations involved in the UN SDGs process

The Women’s Major Group (WMG) has been an official participant in the UN 
sustainable development process since the 1992 Rio Earth Summit. It is a large 
network made up of feminist civil society organizations from around the world that 
promote women’s human rights, political empowerment and gender equality. The 
WMG played an active role in the development of the SDGs from 2013 to 2015, and 
since then has continued each year to monitor progress towards key targets. While 
feminist organizations have generally welcomed the inclusion of gender equality as 
a standalone goal (SDG 5), as well as its mention in other goals (eg SDGs 4 and 8), 
they have also voiced criticisms of its failure to tackle root causes and so continue 
to lobby for more systemic transformative action at all levels (see Gabizon, 2016; 
CGSHR, 2017).   
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10.1 What is a critical ecofeminist perspective?

An ecofeminist perspective is broadly concerned with connections between 
the exploitation of the living environment and the oppression of humans 
under the interconnected systems of capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy. 
Ecofeminism draws on more than three decades of scholarship on the 
gender– environment nexus, which challenges hierarchical binaries in western 
philosophical thought that legitimate those oppressive and destructive 
systems (for an overview see MacGregor, 2017a). These binaries, including 
reason– emotion, culture– nature, individual– collective and man– woman have 
shaped and sustained not only big social structures but also the micro- politics 
of everyday life. A core aim of ecofeminist thinking is to find strategies 
for transcending binaries to create integrated and egalitarian alternatives 
(Plumwood, 1992; Barca, 2021).

The word ‘critical’ signals the incorporation of tools of critical social theory 
into the ecofeminist project. This means it draws on counter- hegemonic and 
heterodox theoretical traditions, including Marxism and post- structuralism, 
to develop ‘ruthless criticism of the existing order’ (Marx, 1843) and to pursue 
a project of political and economic transformation. It is not interested in 
problem solving per se, if that entails taking the world as it is (to paraphrase 
Cox, 1981:129). Instead, critical ecofeminist theory adopts a questioning 
stance that foregrounds the violence of existing power relations to disrupt 
them, insists on an intersectional (as opposed to a single- axis) understanding 
of the world2 and makes normative commitments to just human– nature 
relations (see eg Cudworth, 2014).

A common project of ecofeminist thinkers is to integrate feminist 
goals for gender justice with the goals of environmental movements for 
sustainable, liveable communities on a finite planet (Gaard, 2017). Whereas 
many involved in environmentalism tend to homogenize humans into a 
global ‘we’, contemporary ecofeminist scholars use an intersectional lens to 
understand diverse identities and experiences of people of all genders as well 
as to avoid essentialism (ie the idea that biological sex determines gender 
identity or sexuality). Although some ecofeminist activists in the past have 
used rhetorical strategies that appear to support the notion that women are 
inherently ‘closer to nature’, charges that ecofeminist theory is essentialist 
are largely unfounded (Thompson and MacGregor, 2017). While being 
concerned to understand and improve the status of women as a group, 21st- 
century ecofeminist scholarship overwhelmingly seeks to avoid conflating 
sex and gender, and does not suggest that women have a unique or shared 
perspective due to their biology (MacGregor, 2017a). On the contrary, 
challenging and politicizing such claims has historically been one of the 
core areas of interest for critical ecofeminist analysis and activism, and as an 
approach it is thus uniquely well equipped to dismantle essentialist thinking.

  

 



AN ECOFEMINIST CRITIQUE OF SDG 5

223

Critical analysis of the SDGs here draws on the tools of ecofeminist political 
economy (EPE), which is a subfield within ecofeminism that examines the 
role of gender inequality in economic development and theorizes a material 
link between how nature, women and all things feminine have historically 
been externalized and exploited in capitalist economic systems (Mellor, 
2006:140; see also Mellor, 2017). Critical of the logical structure of western 
industrialist modernity and Eurocentric values of the Enlightenment, this 
perspective regards the climate crisis as stemming from the same root causes 
that drive the plethora of gendered, racialized and class inequalities in the 
world today (Merchant, 1989). Through this lens, EPE problematizes the 
contradictions evident in mainstream SD that arise from attempting to protect 
the environment and further equality while also pursuing economic growth. 
To the extent that it reproduces neoclassical economic models and neoliberal 
ideology, the day- to- day functioning of SD depends on the devaluation of 
caring labour performed in families and communities as well as of the natural 
resources generated in the environment (Folbre, 2021). And yet, because 
these free subsidies are invisibilized and externalized by hegemonic economic 
paradigms and political discourse, their exploitation and depletion is unlikely 
to be challenged by mainstream approaches to environmental governance, 
regardless of their claims to the language of sustainability (Bauhardt, 2014).

10.2 Centring gender equality in sustainable 
development debates
Connecting the pursuits of gender equality and environmental protection 
has a long history in the field of SD as well as of global environmental 
governance more broadly. Within the UN, the link between gender equality 
and environmental sustainability formally dates back to the 1992 UN 
Conference on Environment and Development in 1992, where feminist 
advocacy resulted in a highly visible role for women in SD (Braidotti 
et al, 1994; Harcourt, 1994). Agenda 21, the outcome document of the 
conference, had women’s empowerment at its centre and foregrounded the 
role of women in pursuing environmental and developmental goals because 
of their unique skills and know- how in environmental conservation and 
biodiversity protection.

In subsequent decades, conceptualizations of the links between gender, 
environment and development have taken different forms in SD discourse. 
A common narrative is that gender is relevant because, by their secondary 
social status in most countries, women are disproportionately affected by 
ecological destruction and climate change (Buckingham, 2020). Evidence has 
been collected to support the claim that women’s roles in unpaid domestic 
and care work, such as gathering firewood, carrying water and tending to 
crops, make them most reliant on land for their livelihoods and incomes, and 
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therefore more vulnerable than men to the deterioration and destruction of 
natural resources and environmental quality (Resurrección, 2021). Another 
claim that emerges from this association is that women’s care taking and 
stewardship roles make them highly aware of, concerned about and inclined 
to take action in the face of catastrophic ecological change. For these reasons, 
elevating women from their lower status by educating and including them in 
decision-making – in short, empowering them – has been adopted by UN 
agencies among others for over three decades (MacGregor, 2019).

The various ways in which women have been inserted into global 
environmental governance have been hotly debated by feminists. Some 
who subscribe to more liberal values and single- axis analysis of gender 
argue that mainstreaming gender into SD is an important strategy that 
will yield benefits for marginalized women, especially those in the Global 
South, and that empowering women will both reduce inequality and 
protect the environment as well as furthering other development aims (see 
eg Mary Robinson Foundation, 2015). Others who are critical of liberal 
mainstream feminism are sceptical. For example, critical ecofeminists argue 
that this strategy relies on a number of problematic assumptions about the 
interconnections of gender, environmental destruction and climate change 
(MacGregor, 2017b). They most want to challenge the construction of a 
‘materialist- essentialist linkage’ between women and the environment, which 
manifests itself in a selection of harmful stereotypes and norms pertaining to 
women’s special relationship to nature (Resurrección, 2013; Arora- Jonsson, 
2017). According to this perspective, all versions of this narrative implicitly 
maintain that women are somehow naturally closer to the environment 
than men, whether as vulnerable victims of climate change, as altruistic 
sustainability saviours and ‘Earth mothers’ or as culprits who exhaust natural 
resources by having too many children (MacGregor, 2010a; 2010b; 2019; 
Arora- Jonsson, 2011; Resurrección, 2013; Lau et al, 2021). This narrative is 
harmful, because it universalizes and reinforces rather than challenges socially 
constructed and historically specific gender norms that responsibilize women 
for social and ecological reproduction (Hirshman, 2003; Nightingale, 2006; 
see also Mohanty, 1991). In practice, such an approach has led to harnessing 
women’s roles and responsibilities for externally determined programs and 
policies for the benefit of states and private actors, thereby intensifying their 
burdens in both paid and unpaid work (Jackson, 1994).

The valorization of women’s supposedly natural skills and responsibilities 
in environmental management has thus deepened gender hierarchies, but 
ignoring women’s pre- existing workloads is not a solution either. Policies 
that leave out care and unpaid domestic work invisibilize many of women’s 
activities and contributions, and also make it difficult to problematize 
gendered divisions of labour (MacGregor et al, 2022). Approaches such as 
women’s economic empowerment (WEE) that target women primarily to 
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incorporate them into the market to achieve poverty reduction and other 
state goals demonstrate another way for the vocabulary of feminist advocacy 
to be co- opted to support the status quo (MacGregor et al, 2022). In the 
context of this longstanding struggle to challenge rather than affirm business 
as usual, ecofeminists are cautious about linking global sustainability goals 
to the pursuit of gender equality, and believe that it is always necessary to 
be aware of the positive and negative synergies between them. With these 
insights in mind, the chapter interrogates the dangers and possibilities in 
the varied conceptualizations of SD made possible by visions offered in 
Agenda 2030.

10.3 What’s wrong with SDG 5?
SDG 5 has been met with mixed reviews by feminist activists and academics. 
On the positive side, many agree that the SDGs as a whole are a vast 
improvement over the MDGs, which were very weak on women’s rights and 
gender inequality (Carant, 2017). A standalone goal for gender equality with 
nine specific targets (see Box 10.2) is a notable success in itself, and contains 
some hard- won improvements by feminist lobby groups. Mainstreaming 
gender and dedicating one out of 17 goals to gender issues is a significant 
achievement, as is the inclusion of unpaid care and domestic work. SDG 5 
aims to ‘achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls’, and in 
all includes many relevant targets such as ending discrimination, violence 
and other ‘harmful practices’ against all women and girls. Targets 5.5 and 
5.6 continue in the same vein as previous development discourse with 
regards to women, stressing the importance of education, participation and 
opportunities for leadership in decision making.

While it is important to acknowledge the positive aspects of SDG 5, it is 
nevertheless unavoidable that most feminist organizations are highly critical of 
the negative aspects, such as the uncritical focus on individual empowerment 
and acceptance of orthodox economic models of development at the 
expense of attending to structural power relations and the underlying causes 
of poverty and inequality (Consortium on Gender, Security and Human 
Rights (CGSHR), 2017). From an ecofeminist perspective, there are several 
noteworthy points of contention in SDG 5 and the other goals and targets 
of Agenda 2030 that require attention. This section discusses two specific 
problems that are visible when SDG 5 is seen through an ecofeminist lens 
and that prevail within environmental governance in general.

10.3.1 Problem 1: adopting a binary approach to gender

First, SDG 5 upholds a simplistic view of gender as being synonymous 
with women. Why is this problematic? It is true that women are denied 
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the same rights and opportunities that men enjoy in most countries around 
the world. Women as a group are under- represented as both citizens and 
leaders within political, corporate, academic and cultural sectors; they earn 
less, own less and carry out more hours of unpaid subsistence and care work 
than men. If these disparities are to be addressed successfully, the complex 
processes that create and maintain them need to be understood holistically 
and relationally. But, rather than take this approach, SDG 5 focuses on the 
empirical category ‘women and girls’, without regard for the complex nexus 
of power relations between women/ girls and men/ boys that produce social 
inequality. It conflates gender and sex and maintains a strictly binary view 
of gender that ignores people who do not identify as either. Moreover, 
the goal does not sufficiently address relations between men, women and 
others, but instead treats women and girls as isolated objects of violence 
and disempowerment instead of subjects with variable forms of agency and 
subjectivity in relation to others. This individualistic focus obscures women’s 

Box 10.2: SDG 5: Gender equality

5.1  End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere
5.2  Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private 

spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation
5.3  Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced marriage and female 

genital mutilation
5.4  Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public 

services, infrastructure and social protection policies and the promotion of shared 
responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate

5.5  Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for 
leadership at all levels of decision- making in political, economic and public life

5.6  Ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive 
rights as agreed in accordance with the Programme of Action of the International 
Conference on Population and Development and the Beijing Platform for Action 
and the outcome documents of their review conferences

5.A   Undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic resources, as well as 
access to ownership and control over land and other forms of property, financial 
services, inheritance and natural resources, in accordance with national laws

5.B   Enhance the use of enabling technology, in particular information and 
communications technology, to promote the empowerment of women

5.C   Adopt and strengthen sound policies and enforceable legislation for the 
promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls at 
all levels. (UN, 2022)   
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relative lack of power in society and the gender- specific harms and structural 
constraints that result from the cultural overvaluation of men and masculinity 
and the mistreatment of women’s bodies.

Seen in this light, advocating for the empowerment of women and girls 
through increased opportunities and participation in the market and/ 
or mainstream politics without addressing these fundamental barriers 
is insufficient to achieve gender equality (Esquivel, 2016). There is 
marked inconsistency in mainstreaming gender and pursuing women’s 
empowerment while setting contradictory targets in other areas, such as 
commitment to a macroeconomic policy that contributes to increasing 
financialization, trade liberalization and a growing role for transnational 
corporations and public– private partnerships (Razavi, 2016). Well- 
documented sources of gendered injustice and contributors to the 
economic model that structurally devalues women and their work: these 
policies have ‘pushed women behind’ by exacerbating instead of resolving 
intersecting forms of discrimination (GADN, 2019). SDG 5 therefore 
veers towards an apolitical and tokenistic view of gender equality as 
‘smart economics’ wherein women are regarded in a solutionist manner, as 
untapped potential that can act as ‘a source of growth’ and raise productivity 
(Roberts and Soederberg, 2012).

10.3.2 Problem 2: accepting the production/ reproduction binary

A second point of contention is that SDG 5 (and other SDGs) perpetuates 
a dichotomy between production and reproduction, which has been 
extensively criticized by those concerned with the devalorization and 
invisibilization of women’s work and the feminization of reproductive 
labour (Ferber and Nelson, 1993; Salleh, 1997; Mies, 1998). Why is unpaid 
and domestic work not included under SDG 8 on sustainable economic 
growth, SDG 16 on peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development or SDG 12 on sustainable consumption and production 
patterns, but instead relegated to gender equality? This location of unpaid 
and domestic work under gender equality rather than under other goals 
associated with conventionally more masculine domains reflects the 
subordinate status of women’s work and reinforces the marginalization of 
social reproduction as a policy issue. It is assumed to be solely associated 
with women in the private sphere of the home and not relevant to broader 
questions of power, politics and economics. Even though target 5.5 appears 
to ‘recognize and value’ unpaid care and domestic work, it involves no 
commitment to their reduction or redistribution beyond the ‘promotion 
of shared responsibility within the household and the family’, and thus 
frames the unequal division of unpaid care and domestic labour as a private 
household matter instead of as a structural relationship of exploitation 
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connected to inequalities in paid work (O’Manique and Fourie, 2016; 
see also Elson, 2016).

Agenda 2030 thereby implicitly presents gender equality as a policy issue 
isolated from the wider framework that is mainly relevant to the feminized 
area of reproduction. The devaluation of women and areas, activities and 
identities coded as feminine is also evident in the area of sexuality. Even 
though the commitment under targets 3.7 and 5.6 to universal access to 
sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights is a commendable 
result of decades of campaigning and activist work, the omission of sexual 
rights deepens the erasure and lack of power of already marginalized 
communities, such as LGBTQI+  persons and sex workers (Logie, 2021). 
The UN’s SD discourse has also been more widely criticized for maintaining 
a heteronormative bias and for consolidating western norms with regards to 
forms of gender, sex and family by colluding with the Malthusian rhetoric 
that has historically legitimized racist and violent policies targeting women 
of colour (Foster, 2011; 2014; see also Corrêa and Reichman, 1994; 
Hartmann, 2016).

The agenda architecture is thus conceptually divided into differently 
valued and gendered sectors. The form of SD discourse currently 
encompassed in the SDGs is actually more masculinist than ever. Overall, 
there are very few mentions of women or gender outside of SDG 5, even 
in areas where it would be particularly necessary, such as under SDG 13 
on climate change or SDG 7 on energy. This omission has been observed 
by the Women’s Environment & Development Organization (WEDO) 
(2014), who have criticized the document for its lack of ambition, 
accountability and funding regarding both climate action and women’s 
human rights. Instead, there is a growing emphasis on ‘science, technology 
and innovation’, as illustrated in the launch of a ‘Technology Facilitation 
Mechanism’ and the agenda’s means of implementation being divided into 
areas titled ‘finance’, ‘technology’, ‘capacity- building’, ‘trade’ and ‘systemic 
issues’, which are by no means gender neutral in themselves (see UNEP, 
2015: 10- 15; WMG, 2015).

Arguably, then, compared to previous UN SD documents, the majority 
of the SDGs are oriented around stereotypically masculine discourses 
of environmental security and ecological modernization, which frame 
sustainability as a techno- scientific problem to be solved through elite 
intervention and expertise (MacGregor, 2010a; 2010b). In contrast to the SD 
discourse of the 1992 Earth Summit, the onus in the SDGs is no longer on 
empowering women to save ‘Mother Earth’ – an essentialist trope in itself, as 
pointed out earlier – but on ‘technological innovation, green economy and 
technocratic management’, constituting ‘a shift in emphasis from feminized 
nature- knowers to masculine technology- shapers’ that invisibilizes women 
altogether (Foster, 2017: 224– 5).
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10.4 Gender- transformative sustainability? Ecofeminist 
pathways
In response to the criticisms of SDG 5 in particular, and of Agenda 2030 
in general, an ecofeminist approach to SD is proposed that transcends the 
binaries criticized earlier to be transformative rather than affirming of the 
status quo. These are pathways rather than solutions in that they suggest 
directions for change and invite inclusive debate within environmental 
governance. This is an approach that is increasingly being taken by activist 
organizations calling for a ‘Feminist Green New Deal’ and other ‘eminist 
climate justice alternatives to the policy aims and targets of SDG 5 (WEDO, 
2020; Cohen and MacGregor, 2021; Sultana, 2021).

10.4.1 Transformation instead of empowerment, justice instead of equality

First, an ecofeminist outlook requires a more nuanced view of gender, 
power and social relations. Ecofeminist thinkers have long embraced 
intersectionality, a concept that highlights interactions between gender, race, 
class and other categories of difference as an approach to analysis of power and 
knowledge production that avoids essentialization of social categorizations 
and structures (see Box 10.3 and Kaisjer and Kronsell, 2014, for a useful 

Box 10.3: What is intersectionality?

Intersectionality is a tool for analysing how power relations and different systems of 
inequality that sustain power, such as class, race/ ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation 
and so on intersect to create specific effects. One important reason for applying this tool 
is that, because these systems are intersecting and mutually reinforcing, they need to 
be analysed and addressed simultaneously; tackling just one will likely leave the others 
intact. The concept of intersectionality, most often attributed to the scholarship of the 
Black feminist legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), has, over the past 20 years, 
become highly influential within the social sciences. Critical ecofeminst theory has 
always been intersectional because of its analysis of the logics of domination, in addition 
to its concern with interconnections between ecological, economic and social crises 
(Plumwood 1992; MacGregor 2017b; Barca 2021). It is now common to see calls for an 
intersectional understanding of gender to be embedded in gender equality policy, and 
many mainstream institutions of governance including the UN and EU have adopted 
this language in recognition that single- axis approaches are less effective or may even 
exacerbate the problem. The WMG and affiliated feminist organizations such as WEDO 
and WGC all promote intersectionality as a necessary component of gender- just 
environmental policy, including SD (WEDO, 2020).   
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discussion). Intersectional analysis is a valuable tool in transcending the binary 
models of gender because it makes visible the complex interconnections 
between the production of different social categories, structures of oppression 
and inequality constitutive of the climate crisis (Di Chiro, 2008; Perkins, 
2019). Beyond this important alternative to a single- axis understanding of 
gender that homogenizes women and treats gender as synonymous with 
women, an ecofeminist response to the shortcomings of SDG 5 also proposes 
a rethinking of the very aims of policy: what if liberal understandings of 
empowerment and equality do not yield the most desirable outcomes?

Instead of a solutionist approach that potentially instrumentalizes women 
for exogenous goals, the empowerment of women has to be seen as an 
objective with intrinsic value. Making the business case for feminism 
and treating gender equality as smart economics in pursuit of economic 
growth is not a sustainable path towards achieving more equitable relations 
between men and women or environmental goals (Chant, 2016). Ending 
discrimination and violence against women and girls and improving their 
socio- economic and political status should be a moral imperative in itself, 
not a lever that does the heavy lifting to achieve more important goals. 
Talking of empowerment without a focus on power relations (Cornwall 
and Rivas, 2015) will serve to further entrench pre- existing inequalities, 
and may be co- opted for policies that are counter- productive to realizing 
women’s rights. Instead, empowerment would entail a more profound 
transformation in relations of social and ecological reproduction, not just 
‘mainstreaming into a polluted stream’ by adding women into unjust and 
exploitative systems (WMG, 2013).

From our critical ecofeminist point of view, gender equality cannot be 
achieved without challenging structural domination and the end of all 
oppressions, including imperialism, colonialism and racism, which rely on 
hierarchical dualisms that devalue women’s work, the environment, and 
social and ecological reproduction. Women’s empowerment and gender 
inequality thus cannot be discussed as separate from the varied set of social 
and spatial relations, institutional constraints and biophysical environments 
within which they take place. This is because equality is not something to 
be imposed from the top down but instead involves processes of change 
driven by women themselves (Chant, 2016). According to Naila Kabeer, 
empowerment involves ‘the expansion in people’s ability to make strategic 
life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to them’ 
(1999: 437). Having a share of wealth and power that is equal to men’s will 
enable women eventually to transform the norms and structures that drive 
their subordination, and having the same educational and health outcomes 
as boys will enable girls to grow up with expectations of equal treatment as 
well the resources to fight injustice. But empowerment is a complex process 
that requires attention to multiple actors, sites and timescales. Adult women 
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who have lived their lives as second- class citizens may feel empowered 
by earning better wages for insecure, low- status jobs, whereas girls being 
raised by economically independent mothers may have greater freedom 
than their mothers to choose their careers and determine their life patterns 
(MacGregor, 2019).

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the high risk of backlash 
in societies where men do not want to create a level playing field by yielding 
some of their power to women. This risk is becoming a reality in an ever 
growing number of states passing laws to curb reproductive freedom, ban 
same- sex relationships and hinder stopping violence against women. It is 
for these reasons that feminist organizations (such as those involved in the 
WMG) should be the ones leading both the empowerment process and 
the implementation of gender equality goals. To do so they need secure 
funding to operate independently of state and corporate agendas. New 
pathways are needed in the 21st century because the development paradigm 
that has dominated thus far has been a cause of both gender inequality and 
environmental damage (see Leach, 2015). Critical ecofeminist perspectives 
can push back against unrealistic visions and identify the tensions and 
trade- offs as well as the opportunities presented by SD. Gender equality is 
achieved when women and men (and people who don’t identify as either) 
have the same rights and opportunities in society, across all spheres and 
sectors, and the same level of participation in decision making. Its realization 
requires that different gendered needs, practices and aspirations are valued 
equally. Feminist scholars argue that equality is insufficient if it is simply 
about balanced numbers or a measure of sameness, or if it involves women 
becoming like men (Fraser, 1997). Justice is a broader term than equality, 
which incorporates both sameness and difference and allows unequal 
treatment (ie giving disadvantaged people a bigger share) to correct an 
imbalance. Therefore, gender justice may have been preferable to gender 
equality as a SDG (MacGregor, 2019).

10.4.2 Beyond the three pillars: redefining sustainability

Second, in response to the enduring dichotomy between production and 
reproduction and the patriarchal gender order furthered by the SDGs, an 
ecofeminist alternative involves fundamental transformation in the gendered 
values, ideas and social relations that underpin mainstream economics. This 
transformation demands the dismantling of the binary logic that separates 
production from reproduction, paid work from unpaid care and humanity 
from nature. Insofar as the SDG architecture divides environmental, social 
and economic goals into three silos, it perpetuates a fragmented worldview 
that fails to account for the interdependence and connectedness of activities 
taking place across the society– environment nexus. It also obscures the path 
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dependencies, trade- offs and synergies involved in pursuing potentially 
contradictory goals.

The construction of social, environmental and economic categories as 
separate pillars is founded on masculinist and productivist biases that prioritize 
some discourses and concepts over others and further marginalize policy 
areas that have been historically neglected. To illustrate, the Rio+ 20 flagship 
concept of the ‘green economy’ embedded in the UN framework has been 
widely criticized for neglecting the social pillar of SD, routinely leaving out 
considerations of care, social reproduction or gender, and deepening the 
commodification and financialization of natural resources by attributing 
the environmental crisis to a misallocation of capital instead of structural 
domination (Unmüßig et al, 2012; Schalatek, 2014; Harcourt and Nelson, 
2015; Herman, 2015). The green economy concept accepts global capitalism 
and reduces sustainability to a calculus of ecology and natural resources. It is 
incapable of grasping the shared origins of the current climate and care crisis 
resulting from the pursuit of infinite economic growth and accumulation 
at the expense of life- making processes in households, communities and 
the broader environment (Floro, 2012; Bauhardt, 2014). This ‘original 
contradiction’ between capital and nature mediated by women’s work (Salleh 
1995; 2012) is fundamentally unsustainable, as it leads to the intensifying 
depletion of social and ecological reproduction – in other words, of humans’ 
differentiated capacities to labour and of non- human nature’s capacity to act 
as a source of inputs and as a sink for the outputs of capitalist production 
(Rai et al, 2014; Fraser, 2017). It is precisely the ongoing dichotomization 
taking place in relation to gendered and racialized social categories, of 
the shared (re)productivity of labour and the environment in mainstream 
modes of valuation, that has created the contemporary socio- ecological 
crises of food, fuel and finance that threatens planetary life (Biesecker and 
Hofmeister, 2010).

As an alternative to neoclassical thinking and neoliberal hegemony, 
critical ecofeminists have combined concerns for nature with intra-  and 
intergenerational equality to produce a significant body of work that redefines 
the meaning of sustainability. This meaning includes the sustaining of not 
only the productive economy, but also of its social and biophysical context 
embodied and embedded in the ecosystem and in systems of care (O’Hara, 
1995; Mellor, 1997; Pietilä, 1997; Bauhardt and Harcourt, 2018). These 
accounts offer a more holistic view of social and ecological (re)production, 
not as an inferior gendered responsibility but as a unified process taking 
place within nature through the forces of reproduction the agencies of the 
‘racialized, feminized, waged and unwaged, human and non- human labours 
… that keep the world alive’ (Barca, 2021: 18). In these terms, centring 
women’s unpaid care work and questioning the feminization and devaluation 
of social reproduction represents a political and analytical entry point for 
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environmental governance towards developing alternatives to unjust and 
unsustainable relations.

10.5 Conclusion: out of the polluted stream, paving 
the way towards the world we need
In the decade since the writing and adoption of the SDGs, there has 
been a renaissance in critical ecofeminist thinking about mainstream and 
alternative programmes for a sustainable future. Once dismissed as utopian 
at best, irrational fluff at worst, ecofeminist ideas about political economy, 
democracy and justice now inform exciting new visions for the kind of 
‘future we want’ (Wichtericht, 2012; see also Akbulut, 2017; Dengler and 
Lang, 2022). With a record number of young women and gender non- binary 
activists participating actively in the global movement for climate justice, 
the connections between gender politics and sustainable development have 
never been so radical or so visible (WEDO, 2020; Feminist Economic Justice 
for People & Planet Action Nexus, 2021a).

By way of conclusion, then, the chapter point to campaigns and policy 
visions that articulate ecofeminist alternatives to the vision embodied in 
SGD 5. Perhaps the best examples are the growing number of feminist green 
new deals (FGND) that have been developed in Global North countries in 
recent years (WEDO, 2020). Originating in the US in 2019, a coalition of 
organizations from all over the world signed up to a set of principles that 
together represent a radical vision of a ‘a transformative feminist agenda 
that centers the leadership of women, and acknowledges and addresses 
the generational impacts of colonization and anti- Black racism’ (FGND, 
2021), creating a ‘new paradigm that forges active links between climate 
change, racialized and gendered labor exploitation, trade rules and economic 
structures that reproduce inequalities both within and among nations’ and 
‘recognizes that the ecological collapse we are experiencing in climate 
change is the direct result of an unequal social contract in which these 
hierarchies shape our social and economic relations’ (Feminist Economic 
Justice for People & Planet Action Nexus, 2021b: 1). In 2020 UK feminists 
followed suit, articulating a policy road map that follows an ‘intersectional 
approach [that] enables the recognition and inclusion of the needs and 
concerns of a diversity of constituencies (such as women, BAME people, 
im/ migrants, LGBTQI people, youth, elders, disabled people, etc.)’ (Cohen 
and MacGregor, 2021: 1). Feminists in the EU are organizing to produce 
their own context- specific versions (Heffernan et al, 2021). What these 
FGND visions have in common is a rejection of mainstream SD, with its 
desire for gender equality within a capitalist system that retains all of its 
hetero- patriarchal, colonial and exclusionary features. Instead, they have 
climbed out of the polluted stream to chart a new course down a different 
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river to a gender-  and climate- just future where gender norms are radically 
transformed, where care work is seen as a collective public good and where 
the domination of a minuscule minority over the majority of the planet’s 
humans and other species is no longer tolerated.

At COP 26 in Glasgow in November 2021, the Women’s and Gender 
Constituency of the UNFCCC, a major group consisting of over 40 civil 
society organizations, made it clear that, for all its commitments and goals on 
gender equality, the UN continues to fail women. There was no hiding the 
facts that the vast majority of delegates and decision makers at the COP were 
men, that the UN has done almost nothing to ensure adequate financing for 
SDG 5 (eg only 3 per cent of the climate overseas development aid actually 
targets women’s rights and gender equality) and that the progress made 
on prioritizing human rights and environmental safeguards was shameful 
(WGC, 2021). In a closing press release, the WGC, the world’s loudest 
collective ecofeminist voice, pledged to continue to ‘unapologetically and 
boldly call for the change we demand, call out false solutions, and pave 
the way toward the world we need’. They said: ‘Civil society and feminist 
movements know that there is no choice but to continue pushing for the 
action and justice that our communities and our world needs. And we will 
continue to do so, together and with fierce care for people and the planet’ 
(WGC, 2021).

In the aftermath of the COvID- 19 pandemic, activists, academics and 
decision makers around the world have been devising strategies for a 
gender-  and climate- just post- pandemic recovery (see Friends of the Earth 
International et al, 2020; GADN, 2022). The overlapping crises of COvID, 
care and climate have engendered new vulnerabilities while exacerbating old 
ones, and further foreground the need to challenge dominant development 
models and their constitutive injustices in favour of radical intersectional 
politics that values socio- ecological reproduction instead of prioritizing profit 
and growth at the expense of care and the environment (Oxfam International, 
2020; Leach et al, 2021; Sultana, 2021). This present historical moment 
presents not only an opportunity for the UN to ‘build back better’ (UN 
Women, 2021), but also reinforces the urgency of the need for the kind of 
deep- rooted transformation within global environmental governance that 
critical ecofeminists have championed for decades. This transformation is 
necessary, not only to reclaim the failed promises of the SDGs and to recover 
from the pandemic, but also to dismantle the oppressions caused by centuries 
of racial and patriarchal capitalism.

Notes
 1 This statement was delivered by women’s rights organizations at the international NGO 

conference ‘Advancing the Post- 2015 Sustainable Development Agenda’, in Bonn, 
Germany, 20– 22 March 2013. Available online at: https:// www.awid.org/ fr/ node/ 1121.
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 2 A single- axis understanding is one that sees the world only through one social category. 
Marxism can be considered single axis in that class is the primary axis and some types of 
feminism –  notably White liberal feminism –  has been labelled single axis for their focus 
on gender.
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Interview with Sherilyn 
MacGregor and Aino Ursula 
Mäki: Environmental Policy 

Needs to Stop Being Indifferent 
to Difference

Jana Beier, Maike Laengenfelder and Rosa- Lena Lange

You criticize the narrative that women are more affected by climate change than men. 
Even though it is true, what makes it problematic?

MacGregor: It implies that gender is relevant to climate change only 
because women are more affected. This reinforces 
the stereotype that women are vulnerable victims 
needing help from UN agencies, which often takes 
on a problematic Global North versus Global South 
dynamic. Women in the Global South do not want 
to be considered as victims. We must not ignore 
statistics indicating that women may be more or 
differently affected by climate change than men, but 
these shouldn’t be the only reason to inject gender 
analysis into the sustainable development discourse.

In practical terms, you are in favour of involving more women in policy making?

MacGregor: I’m not against it, but again I resist simplistic 
arguments. We could have more women at the 
decision- making table, but what if they were all 
like Marine Le Pen or Liz Truss? The narrative that 
women will ‘save the planet’ because of their inherent 
ethic of care, or because they give birth to the next 
generation, is essentialist. Ecofeminism tries to tackle 
such views. We don’t just want an equal number of 
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women involved in policy: we want more people 
of all genders who subscribe to feminist, anti- racist, 
anti- fascist views. Environmental policy needs to 
embed an intersectional approach at a structural 
level to stop being indifferent to differences and to 
embrace diversity.

Mäki: In some ways, the women as agents of change discourse 
adopted by the UN and others, which is aimed at 
increasing the participation of women, can be seen 
as a kind of a reversal of the women as victims trope, 
because it is also based on a single axis, a somewhat 
simplistic understanding of gender relations. Simply 
including or empowering women without other 
forms of political change does not challenge the 
structural features of capitalist racist patriarchy which 
reproduce injustice, environmental destruction and 
inequality. Although involving more women in policy 
making is of course necessary, on its own it is not 
enough to guarantee any form of deep- seated socio- 
ecological transformation.

You also point out how feminist green new deals are an alternative to ‘the polluted 
stream’ that facilitate the way towards a climate- just future. Can you illustrate what 
makes your vision for a FGND in the UK feminist?

MacGregor: We analysed existing green new deal plans through an 
ecofeminist lens and found three main problems: they 
aren’t inclusive, they are mainly about a transition led 
by technological change, and the process is very elite 
driven. In response, we developed a vision of what 
we want as ecofeminists. This vision starts from an 
intersectional analysis of society and a commitment 
to social justice. We developed five categories of 
recommendations. First, instead of focusing only 
on high tech and construction jobs dominated by 
men, we call for a broader definition of green jobs. 
Second, the care economy and investing in collective 
social infrastructure are central: it’s about rebuilding 
and greening the welfare state after decades of 
neoliberalism. Third, we suggest how cities and 
housing could be redesigned to be both gender and 
eco friendly. Fourth, we want the democratization 
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of money and finance through innovations like 
community banking, co- ops and green investment. 
And, finally, we recommend devolving power and 
deliberation to the local level, which is what an 
ecofeminist approach to the policy process itself would 
look like.
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Realizing Sustainable Consumption 
and Production

Sylvia Lorek, Maurie Cohen and Eva Alfredsson

To make our societal systems sustainable, tremendous reductions are required 
in the throughput of resources as well as in the volume of greenhouse gases 
and other harmful emissions released into the environment. On the basis 
of recent assessments, wealthier countries will need to curtail their current 
GHG emissions by 68– 86 per cent by 2050. Even less affluent countries will 
need to cut their prevailing emissions by 76 per cent to meet the targets of 
the Paris Agreement (Akenji et al, 2021). However, reductions of a similar 
magnitude in resource consumption more generally will also be necessary 
(Bringezu, 2015).

Sustainable Development Goal 12 seeks to ‘ensure sustainable consumption 
and production patterns’ but developments to date do not even come close 
to meeting this objective. As originally recommended by Lebel (2004), 
SDG 12 conjoins environmental goods and services, individuals, households, 
organizations and states through linkages in which energy and materials are 
transformed. These circumstances create a profound need for coordinated 
global environmental governance, and this requirement is compounded by 
progress on this goal affecting the achievement of the other 16 SDGs. As 
recent evaluations from the Organisation for Economic Co- operation and 
Development (OECD, 2022) show, we are not even moving in the right 
direction with respect to most indicators. The challenges that lie ahead are 
truly daunting and will enormously strain our capacity for both innovation 
and resilience (Bengtsson et al, 2018).

Section 11.2 briefly analyses the ambitions of SDG 12 and its underlying 
targets. Section 11.3 then discusses why efforts to decouple resource and 
energy use from GDP growth will not be sufficient, and makes the case for 
dematerialization that transcends issues of continual economic expansion. 
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That household income is closely correlated with resource consumption is 
also highlighted: ‘simply’ striving to raise the prices of energy and materials 
(as many policy makers and others contend) is an inadequate strategy. Section 
11.4 focuses on various elements of system change to achieve sustainable 
patterns of consumption and production. The prospects of the currently 
popular concept of a circular economy and the potential of supplementing 
profit- driven enterprises with cooperatives and smaller- scale community- 
based businesses to foster SCP are considered. The section also discusses how 
reduced working hours, quality public services and demand- side solutions 
can contribute to achieving sustainable lifestyles. Finally, section 11.5 
concludes the chapter with a brief discussion on how to make meaningful 
action on SCP a more salient issue on policy agendas.

11.1 SDG 12 and its targets
This section assesses from a critical perspective how the targets of SDG 12 
address the challenges of SCP, which is a cross- cutting issue in the framework 
and includes 50 of the 169 SDG targets and 13 different goals. Given the 
centrality of this objective, it is of concern that progress to date has been 
extremely limited and several indicators show that relevant developments 
are on the wrong trajectory (OECD, 2022). One reason for the slow pace 
is that the outcome of the SDG 12 negotiations reflects a production-  and 
design- centred perspective and is dominated by a faith in solutions through 
new technologies (Gasper et al 2019). Another explanation is that efforts to 
achieve SCP are in conflict with the relentless pursuit of economic growth. 
(Chertkovskaya, Chapter 10 in this volume, reflects on the shortcomings of 
SDG 8, which calls for maintaining per capita economic growth.)

Furthermore, there are many aspects of a comprehensive plan for pursuing 
SCP that are not represented in SDG 12. Perhaps most glaring is that the 
overall goal limits itself to the environmental dimensions of sustainability, 
which is a salient misrepresentation of what the SDGs are meant to enable, 
namely equitable human flourishing in a shared biosphere. To create more 
effective synergies between human welfare and ecological sustainability, 
SCP researchers have proposed a number of reforms including a radical 
re- envisioning of the relationship between material accumulation and 
well- being. The first facet of this conception involves recognizing how care 
work ‒ in its paid and unpaid forms ‒ provides the basis for reproducing 
capacity for future productive activities. The second aspect involves a shift 
from owning physical products to sharing the services provided by products. 
The final feature entails acknowledging the need to creatively blend reliance 
on efficiency improvements with new commitments to sufficiency. Wider 
acceptance of these corrective measures could help to more effectively 
connect SCP to other goals in the SDG framework (Bengtsson et al, 2018).
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The main problem is that the targets undergirding SDG 12 mainly aim to 
enhance the productivity of provisioning systems while ignoring the need 
for reduced consumption, a shift to lifestyles predicated on self- limited 
utilization of energy and resources, and a renewed commitment to well- 
being among the world’s affluent consumers (O’Neill et al, 2018). The 
architects of SDG 12 also contend that SCP is based to a large degree on 
information disclosure by product manufacturers and conscientious decisions 
by individual consumers to act on this guidance as, for example, formulated 
in target 12.8: ‘By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant 
information and awareness for sustainable development and lifestyles in 
harmony with nature’ (UN, 2015).

The targets, furthermore, suffer from a limited understanding of the 
underlying drivers and weak formulation of SDG 12. Waste reduction 
remains the primary focus, as evidenced by the longstanding and continuing 
emphasis on measuring progress by recycling rates and raising public 
awareness about the importance of this practice. It is notable that only target 
12.3 on reducing food waste has a quantified objective. It aims to ‘halve 
per capita global food waste at the retail and consumer levels and reduce 
food losses along production and supply chains, including post- harvest 
losses’ (UN, 2015). Accordingly, there have been commendable efforts ‒ 
France is a prominent example ‒ to implement policies to establish binding 
responsibilities that prevent supermarkets from destroying unsold food 
products and instead to divert overstocked supplies to donation channels 
(Zero Waste Europe, 2020).

The most important target of SDG 12 to reduce material footprints on 
an unprecedented scale –  has received little consideration. An emphasis on 
efficiency improvements and a general voicing of salutary regard for ‘less 
unsustainable’ modes of consumption is what remains predominant. Policies 
that seek to seriously ensure SCP will need to go far beyond the current 
technology- based formulations in SDG 12 that mostly evade the true scale 
and scope of the challenge.

11.2 Failure of neoliberal approaches to achieve SCP
11.2.1 The limits of decoupling and the need for dematerialization
This section explores the dynamics between efficiency and scale and the 
potential for decoupling environmental pressure from the growth of GDP. It 
shows how strong policies providing incentives for efficiency, on the one hand, 
have the potential to reduce GHG emissions and resource consumption but, 
on the other hand, increase energy and material use in absolute terms. The 
result is that greater overall throughput often outweighs the environmental 
gains from enhanced efficiency. This unfortunate phenomenon is known 
as Jevons Paradox, and it makes the rapid reductions needed for holding 
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global warming to 1.5 °C difficult even under ambitious climate policies. 
Limiting global warming to well below 2 °C, preferably to 1.5 °C, compared 
to preindustrial levels is the target the international community agreed on 
in 2015 (see Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2 in this volume).

All production of goods transforms physical resources in a process that 
requires energy and the use of various materials. The common measure of 
GDP captures the total value of goods and services produced in a society 
(generally calculated for a country). As the volume of production grows, 
so does GDP, and this outcome is generally regarded, especially in political 
terms, as an unambiguously positive development. Industrial ecologists 
introduced the notions of social metabolism (Fischer- Kowalski and Haberl, 
1997) and industrial metabolism (Ayres and Simonis, 1994) in the 1990s 
to refer to the fundamental character of the interactions between society 
and nature that underpin human development. Numerous studies have 
demonstrated that there are generally and on a global level strong correlations 
between GDP growth, resource use and GHG emissions (Parrique et al, 
2019; Haberl et al, 2020; vadén et al, 2020). In other words, increases in 
scale due to economic growth can undermine environmental gains achieved 
through technological or process improvements (Brockway et al, 2021).

A remarkable number of studies have evaluated the evidence on the 
decoupling of GDP from resource use and GHG emissions, and have built 
a solid basis for various summarizing review studies. For instance, a review 
(Haberl et al, 2020) of over 800 articles analyzing the empirical evidence for 
absolute decoupling shows different patterns for lower- income and higher- 
income countries. In lower- income countries (generally defined as having 
GDP of less than $10,000 per capita), there is notable coupling between GDP, 
resource use (including energy) and GHG emissions; when the economy 
grows, so does consumption of resources and carbon emissions. In contrast, 
for higher- income countries (with GDP greater than $10,000 per capita), 
GHG emissions from within their own borders on average show a small 
absolute decoupling (Haberl et al, 2020). This means that carbon emissions 
are decreasing to some extent even when the economy grows. However, 
when GHG emissions are accounted for in relation to the production of 
goods imported by higher- income countries (generally in the form of carbon 
that is embodied by physical products), only relative decoupling in the vast 
majority of cases can be observed. More tangibly, carbon emissions continue 
to grow as GDP increases but at a less rapid rate (Haberl et al, 2020).

Another review by vadén et al (2020), based on 179 articles covering 
the two- decade period between 1990 and 2019, reached similar results, 
and Schandl et al (2016) found absolute decoupling of CO2 from GDP but 
concluded that material use more than trebled between 1970 and 2010. 
Similarly, world energy use also roughly increased threefold during the 
same period (IEA, 2013). Again, to emphasize the prior point, the general 
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pattern is that, as GDP grows, resource use and GHG emissions increase as 
well. And, in general, higher- income countries are characterized by both 
high GHG emissions and high material footprints (Wiedmann et al, 2020).

Analysts now contend that economic growth needs to be decoupled ‒ or 
dissociated ‒ from escalating resource use and adverse environmental impacts 
to secure long- term sustainability for humankind and the planet (Brockway 
et al, 2021). A critical, but still outstanding, question is to what extent this 
is actually possible.

To transition to a sustainable economy, global GHG emissions will need to 
be cut to close to zero by 2050 and this achievement must then be followed 
by an extended period of negative carbon release (IPCC, 2021). In other 
words, the carbon currently in the atmosphere will need to be removed 
with various kinds of technological apparatus. Sustainability and climate 
stabilization will also require reduced environmental impact from resource 
utilization. The volume of renewable materials appropriated to meet human 
needs will need to be limited to its long- term sustainable level which, for 
biomass, equates approximately to its annual production rate. Furthermore, 
the use of non- renewable resources will need to be substantially curtailed, 
ultimately to a level that is close to 100 per cent recycling for long- term 
sustainability. Achieving these goals will require drastic restructuring of major 
features of contemporary economies (Alfredsson et al, 2018).

In terms of decoupling, for countries with relatively low per capita income 
and wealth the initial aim is to achieve economic growth while slowing the 
rate of increase of natural resource exploitation and GHG emissions (relative 
decoupling) and then for environmental impacts to decrease over time in 
absolute terms (absolute decoupling). For the most affluent countries, generally 
defined as members of the OECD, the challenge is to pursue absolute 
decoupling and to refocus societal aspirations away from further economic 
growth towards an emphasis on the quality of growth (and perhaps even 
degrowth) (Martinez- Alier et al, 2010).

While there is, as noted, a strong correlation between GDP and energy use 
(see also Steinberger et al, 2013), the connection between GDP and carbon 
emissions is not as strong. There are substantial variations between countries 
depending on their specific energy mix (the particular combination of sources 
they use to generate electricity and operate transport networks) and other 
factors (Steinberger et al, 2013). However, the share of fossil fuels in the 
world’s total energy mix remains as high as it was a decade ago. As recently 
as 2019, approximately 84 per cent of global primary energy was still being 
derived from fossil sources, that is, coal, oil and natural gas (IEA, 2021).

By increasing the share of renewable energy, the carbon intensity of the 
energy system can be reduced (Tudor and Sova, 2021). However, if the 
demand for energy increases, GHG emissions are apt to increase despite a 
lower carbon intensity (Haberl et al, 2020). According to the IEA’s latest 
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forecast, the demand for all fossil fuels is set to grow significantly in future 
years. Coal demand alone, because of its relatively low cost, is projected to 
increase by 60 per cent more than all renewables combined, underpinning 
a rise in carbon emissions of almost 5 per cent, or 1,500 metric tonnes 
(IEA, 2021). This unfortunate situation illustrates the largely disregarded 
necessity of pursuing strategies that encourage absolute decoupling (as well 
as associated modes of consumption reduction) (Alfredsson et al, 2018).

Le Quéré et al (2018) show that, in some higher- income countries where 
GHG emissions have been reduced in absolute terms, this phenomenon 
has contributed to absolute decoupling when measured from a production 
perspective. Further analysis demonstrates that the cause of this decoupling 
is strong climate policies, but the decoupling is not as high as it needs to 
be to reach prevailing climate goals. Hickel and Kallis (2020) conclude that 
current empirical evidence of small absolute decoupling rates will not reduce 
emissions rapidly enough to bring carbon budgets into alignment with the 
1.5 °C target. They show that GDP growth of 3 per cent per year requires 
a decoupling of 10.5 per cent per year for 1.5 °C. A growth rate of zero 
requires an annual decarbonization rate of 6.8 per cent (Hickel and Kallis, 
2020). But are these decoupling rates achievable?

Hickel and Kallis conclude, on the basis of a model by Schandl et al 
(2016), that decoupling can happen by at most 3 per cent each year given 
strong policies, including a global carbon price of US$50 per tonne starting 
in 2015 and reaching US$236 by 2050. This demonstrates that, while 
technological innovation can contribute to the reduction of resource use 
and emissions, it is nevertheless outpaced by increases in economic growth 
and consumption (Dyrstad et al, 2019). Studies by researchers in the field 
of sustainable consumption increasingly argue for a turn towards ‘strong 
sustainable consumption governance’ (Lorek and Fuchs, 2013) that aims to 
reduce the volume of materials and energy resources consumed substantially 
while maintaining levels of well- being.

Such a concept of dematerialization argues that current environmental 
problems (such as climate change and biodiversity loss) are closely related 
to the volume of material and energy used in the production of goods and 
services; if the input decreases, the overall environmental impact will decrease 
as well. The calculations call for absolute reductions of material flows by a 
factor of four (Weizsäcker et al, 1998) or a factor of ten (Schmidt- Bleek, 
2008), depending on which materials are considered (Lettenmeier, 2018).

11.2.2 The unintended consequences of ‘getting the price right’

One of the common solutions to reduce unsustainable consumption patterns 
is ‘getting the price right’ through internalizing the environmental costs of 
products and services (Parry et al, 2014). In a market that does not account for 
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the costs of unsustainable production, more sustainable alternatives are more 
expensive and thus less attractive. Financial policies implemented to date often 
fail to properly target those parties that are most responsible for high emissions 
and material footprints (and also have the greatest capacity to carry the burden), 
and thus consequently undermine achievements for SDG 12 (Gore and Alestig, 
2020). The most significant determinant of a person’s environmental footprint 
is their income. Accordingly, the richest 10 per cent of the global population is 
responsible for approximately half of total consumption- related emissions, while 
the poorest 50 per cent account for only about 10 per cent (Gore and Alestig, 
2020). To ensure fairness when moving towards SCP, policies need to: (1) put 
the burden on the individuals and organizations that are most responsible and 
have the greatest capacity while compensating vulnerable groups for the financial 
burden of climate and resource use policies; (2) target luxury goods (eg sport 
utility vehicle) while guaranteeing and improving basic needs satisfaction (public 
transport); and (3) tax high income and wealth as resources for financing a just 
transition while supporting green living options (eg affordable low- carbon 
housing) (Lorek et al, 2021b).

There are good examples where unfair outcomes have been deliberately 
avoided via effective policy design (Lamb et al, 2020). Notable instances 
include the carbon tax implemented in the Canadian province of British 
Columbia, which recycles revenues as lump- sum transfers to households to 
offset negative distributional outcomes, and the UK Warm Front energy 
efficiency program and Saving In- House initiative in Greece, which involve 
thermal efficiency subsidy programmes that allocate a higher proportion of 
funds to lower- income households. Such schemes bring together climate 
policy with social policy and directly address the associated contradictions 
(Lamb et al, 2020).

11.3 System changes for sustainable consumption and 
production
11.3.1 Shifting to a circular economy
Since adoption of the 2030 Agenda in 2015, one of the major challenges 
to progressing towards SDG 12 has been to develop policies and business 
models towards a circular economy that highlight the benefits for countries 
in both the Global South and Global North. As a group of scientific and 
political experts summarized it during a United Nations high- level political 
forum on the circular economy the business community, on the one hand, 
is energized about new circular economy opportunities along value chains, 
but they need policy support for markets, access to finance (particularly to 
facilitate innovation and the upskilling of workers) and investor engagement 
to better understand and encourage relevant initiatives. Consumers, on the 
other hand, are disposed to enacting more sustainable practices and to using 
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products that derive from circular manufacturing processes, but they often 
do not know whether these products exist and are available at affordable 
prices. While policy makers agree that shifting to responsible consumption 
and production patterns is necessary, they have difficulties prioritizing where 
and how to design circularity into extant systems and how to monitor, 
measure and assess their outcomes and impact (UN, 2021).

Substantive policies in this context entail, for example, financial incentives 
such as lower value- added taxes on the repair of products and surcharges 
for single- use plastic bags (One Planet Network 2020; 2021). Regulatory 
measures include mandatory building codes and minimum requirements 
on energy performance in buildings. These are politically challenging 
undertakings, and they are often sidestepped in favour of more modest 
initiatives focused on improving the provision of information to consumers 
and others about, for instance, building materials and product reusability, 
recyclability and durability (One Planet Network 2022a; 2022b).

Extended producer responsibility (EPR) is a financial and operational 
policy instrument that aims to internalize environmental externalities 
related to end- of- life product management and waste. Such programs assign 
significant responsibility to producers to develop interventions to take back, 
recover, treat and dispose of post- consumer products and waste. The aim 
is to incentivize efforts to minimize resource utilization at the source and 
to promote more environmentally conscious product design (Schröder and 
Raes, 2021).

With all this in mind, it nevertheless should not be forgotten that the 
concept of a circular economy faces various limitations. First, according to the 
basic rule of thermodynamics, transformation processes always lead to a loss 
and, under the best of circumstances, only a limited amount of material can 
be reused in circular systems. Second, the examples of successful circularity 
of products are mainly limited to local or regional cases that cannot be 
transferred to the global scale. Related to this situation are challenges with 
respect to the governance and management of circular economy processes 
that depend on the common decision making of a variety of independent 
political and business actors. Finally, the circularity principle shares key 
features with the notion of efficiency where the reductions achieved can 
be outweighed by increases in absolute terms if no absolute cap is imposed 
(Korhonen et al, 2018). For all these reasons, the member countries of the 
European Union are still some distance away from becoming a circular 
economy despite the explicit goal (EEA, 2020).

11.3.2 Alternatives to profit- driven enterprises

Broad parts of the business system are organized through profit- driven 
enterprises where the interests of oftentimes veiled owners, investors and 
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shareholders define the strategic objectives and performance targets of 
companies. By contrast, cooperatives, worker- owned companies, community 
ownerships and small- scale businesses rooted in particular localities can 
directly generate benefits for those involved (Cohen, 2017a; 2017b). These 
organizations often provide multiple benefits for livelihoods, strength of 
community bonds and trust, and cohesion for members and consumers. 
With respect to ecological side effects, they contribute to a reduced need 
for motorized transport and the people involved often demonstrate an ability 
to take greater responsibility for the environmental impacts that result from 
business- related activities (Cohen, 2017a; 2017b).

The most familiar of these alternative business models in the context of 
responsible consumption and production are coffee- producing cooperatives 
involved in the fair trade movement. Despite large geographical distances, 
there is typically close collaboration between producers, traders and 
consumers that reaches far beyond ensuring payment of fair prices. Fair 
trade businesses aim to overcome the model of profit primacy to develop 
holistic practices of fair exchange that become inherent in resultant business 
models. These firms reinvest the majority of their revenues into furthering 
a social mission and deploying mission primacy in their governance. Built 
to make management and investment decisions that favour workers, farmers 
and artisans, they are effective in some of the most challenging contexts 
(Doherty et al, 2020). Fair trade businesses also increasingly drive ecological 
practices that protect the environment (Partzsch et al, 2021). Doherty et al 
(2020) summarize key insights from a study carried out in cooperation with 
the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO): 92 per cent of WFTO member 
organizations reinvest all profits in their social mission and 52 per cent are 
led by women. They are also four times less likely to declare bankruptcy and 
85 per cent of these organizations report actively sacrificing financial goals 
to pursue social or environmental objectives while retaining commercial 
viability (Doherty et al, 2020). To tackle inequality, end poverty and protect 
the planet, it is essential to foster these models of SCP- oriented businesses.

11.3.3 Reduced working hours restructuring the boundaries between 
consumption and production
While current volumes of production are pressing against ecological limits, 
many people in wealthy countries (as well as consumer elites in the Global 
South) experience overwork and other nations struggle with unemployment 
and underemployment. This situation creates an opportunity for affluent 
countries to use their improvements in labour productivity to free up time 
for other activities. From the perspective of the SDGs, reduced working 
hours could have a number of benefits including improved health and a 
revitalized civil society.
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Writing in support of this kind of post- growth society, Paech (2018) 
contends that the only way to mitigate the overconsumption of consumers 
in the Global North is to reduce industrial output that will in turn impel 
changes in lifestyles and supply patterns. By reconfiguring consumption and 
production levels, need satisfaction could be achieved through a new found 
system of reliance on local provisioning, a regional economy and a greatly 
reduced industrial sector. To cushion the transformation, working time in 
the paid economy could be limited to 20 hours per week with proportional 
adjustments in income. Further needs fulfilment would be achieved 
by devoting a further (approximately) 20 hours of unpaid work in self- 
production and unpaid care work in the family, proximate neighbourhood 
or other social or environmental settings (Paech, 2018).

While Kallis and colleagues (2013) do not go as far in their recommendations, 
they analyse the potential of the widely discussed option of a four- day work 
week. In addition to the likely strong benefits that such arrangements would 
have in terms of the quality of peoples’ lives, there is also the potential that 
reductions in working hours would absorb some unemployment, especially in 
the short run. Environmental benefits are a probable feature of this proposal 
but will ultimately depend on complementary policies or social conditions to 
ensure that newly created free time is not directed to resource- intensive or 
environmentally harmful consumption (Kallis et al, 2013). A crucial element 
here will be whether the reduced working time is coupled with reduced 
income, at least when earnings rise above a pre- specified level. Insights from 
research on voluntary work- time reduction suggest that the underlying 
motives behind the employees’ decisions to cut back their working hours 
are crucial (Hanbury et al, 2019). A beneficial climate- saving effect tends 
to arise only among employees who dedicate their newly gained time to 
activities that require a certain degree of commitment, such as parenting and 
further education. In contrast, people who reduce their working hours from 
a desire for more recreational time tend to increase the adverse environmental 
impacts of their lifestyles owing to their uptake of carbon- intensive leisure 
activities (Hanbury et al, 2019).

In sum, reducing working hours in the paid economy needs to go hand in 
hand with an adequate appreciation how a rebalancing of wage labour and 
unpaid (care) work could strengthen resilience and promote well- being in 
the necessary shift away from high material- consumption societies.

11.3.4 Quality public services

Public services that are accessible and affordable to all can support 
inclusive well- being while moderating the need for private consumption 
and ownership, resulting in lower environmental pressure. Research on 
universal basic services (UBS) is important in this context. UBS represents 
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a form of consumption that is public and shared rather than private and 
individualized. Services in this context are activities that are essential for 
enabling people to meet their needs and contribute to the public interest. 
Areas of relevance include healthcare, childcare, adult social care, schooling 
and social work, along with other services such as housing, transport and 
access to digital information and communications (Coote, 2021). Fare- free 
public transport is the most prominent example of a UBS- related policy that 
has been established for social as well as environmental reasons. Successful 
cases already exist within member states of the European Union such as 
Luxembourg, though for others such measures exist mostly at the local 
level. Community- based products and various kinds of sharing initiatives 
also belong to this category. At the national level, policies for robust welfare 
systems with free education and universal health insurance can contribute 
to reduced inequality and status- driven consumerism (Lorek et al, 2021b).

11.3.5 Demand- side solutions

For adequate progress to be potentially realizable, it will be necessary to 
develop, implement and enforce ambitious policies that tackle the scale and 
patterns of consumption though adequate demand- side policies (Martin 
et al, 2021). Households are not given adequate attention in prevailing 
SCP policies and the focus is largely on incremental changes in supply- 
side conditions (Creutzig et al, 2016). Recent research has emphasized the 
potential of the consumption, or demand, side of the system, recognizing 
that, through the lens of equity, there are distinct implications for different 
contexts. To achieve 1.5 °C lifestyles, which would entail reducing household 
carbon footprints to compatibility with the Paris Agreement while improving 
quality of life, it will be necessary to cut global per capita GHG emissions 
by 50 per cent by 2030 (Ivanova and Wood, 2020). The most significant 
areas for action include reducing individual automobile use and air travel, 
switching to plant- based diets and adopting more ‘space- sufficient’ housing 
alternatives (Ivanova et al, 2020). These changes will not happen on their 
own and there is a growing body of work on the essential need for behaviour 
changes by individuals (Khanna et al, 2021). However, the dematerialization 
of lifestyles cannot be achieved through behaviour change alone. It will 
require the implementation of mutually reinforcing interventions by the 
public and business sectors to support these adjustments and to modify 
individual and societal value systems (Newell et al, 2021).

Aside from common assumptions, research shows that low- carbon and 
materially sufficient lifestyles do not preclude a ‘good life’ (Millward- Hopkins 
et al, 2020), and there are indications that even absolute energy reductions 
would not impede human well- being (Steinberger et al, 2020). Nevertheless 
it needs to be recognized that fulfilling basic needs requires minimum levels 
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of consumption while limited resources and sink capacities (eg for carbon 
emissions) require establishing a maximum threshold for consumption. 
The spaces between minimally and maximally acceptable consumption 
have been described as ‘consumption corridors’, where individuals and 
households can determine the specific parameters of their lifestyles (Defila 
and Di Giulio, 2020). Moving the entire global population into this space 
would greatly improve life for billions while requiring significant changes 
in the ability of high- consuming elites to accumulate wealth and material 
possessions. Consumption corridors are intended to serve as a guide for 
people whose consumption exceeds the acceptable maximum and will need 
to be established through democratic processes that embrace a commitment 
to social equity (Fuchs et al, 2021) so that those experiencing the most 
disruption from climate change because of a lack of resources are not forced 
to incur additional burdens as a result of demand- side policies.

11.4 Conclusion
From a sectoral and consumption- based perspective the key provisioning areas 
with the highest environmental relevance are food, mobility and housing 
(with the latter also including heating and cooling and operation of electric 
appliances) and are all central to the way we live. They are, furthermore, 
highly interconnected and mutually dependent, and adjustments need to 
be considered in a holistic manner. Meaningful change will require policies 
and a political framework that overcomes the lock- in situations where the 
unsustainable option is: (1) the most rational (eg flying is typically cheaper 
than travelling by train); (2) the structurally convenient (eg obligatory parking 
spaces for personal cars in residential areas but no bicycle lanes); and (3) the 
traditionally supported (eg inexpensive meat promoted by supermarkets in 
their weekly advertising) (Lorek et al, 2021a).

Creating synergies between ecological sustainability and social progress will 
require major institutional changes that are likely to generate resistance from 
the beneficiaries of current socioeconomic and political arrangements. There 
is a substantial and growing body of scholarship on alternative economies 
(D’Alisia et al, 2014; Hill et al, 2022), but such innovations are typically 
applied on a very small and experimental basis. Public policies can play an 
important role in supporting these pioneering efforts. vast, ambitious and 
perhaps very bold political undertakings require partnerships with social 
movements seeking environmental justice and radical change to the dominant 
ways in which relationships of consumption and production are structured 
(Lorek and Fuchs, 2013).

It is also important to look at the role cities might play as incubators of 
scalable and transferable social innovations (Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12 
in this volume). The C40 network (www.c40.org), for example, is an 
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international organization of mayors of nearly 100 world- leading cities 
collaborating to deliver the action needed to confront the climate crisis. 
The explicit aim is to create a future where everyone everywhere can thrive. 
Although urban modes of living are often ‒ and not incorrectly ‒ associated 
with energy-  and material- intensive lifestyles, many (but certainly not all) 
sustainable solutions are being initiated in cities (Lee and van de Meene, 
2012). The establishment of partnerships and alliances that span customary 
urban/ rural divides will be essential for the renewal of SCP systems given 
the geographic expansiveness and interdependency that is a common feature 
of contemporary supply chains and provisioning arrangements (Koloffon 
Rosas and Pattberg, Chapter 13 in this volume).

Aside from the fiscal dimension, these interventions open up policy 
debates to stricter and more regulatory measures such as setting a cap on 
emissions on either an absolute or per capita basis. These objectives could 
be achieved by implementing annually renewable personal carbon budgets. 
Under such a policy, all consumers will be provided with a minimum 
emissions allowance (with additional increments for those with greater 
needs, for example, because of age or health status). Individual carbon 
budgets have been discussed in recent years in Ireland and France as well as 
quite prominently in the UK in the context of a personal carbon trading 
(PCT) scheme (Cohen, 2010). Research shows that PCT had a similar 
level of social acceptance as an alternative taxation policy and was publicly 
perceived as fair and effective because it allowed for the consideration of 
individual needs (Fawcett, 2010). On a voluntary level, living within capped 
emissions is already being tested by so- called carbon rationing action groups 
in organizational contexts and at the municipal level, for example, in the 
Finnish city of Lahti (Lorek et al, 2021b).

In conclusion, realizing SCP patterns reaches far beyond handling waste 
streams and changing certain production processes. Strong sustainable 
consumption requires fundamental and systemic changes in the critical features 
of how our economy and our societies are organized, with an emphasis on 
well- being for all based on significantly lower resource flows. The ways in 
which work is shared and managed is as important in this context as access 
to basic services and a fair distribution of financial and material resources.
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Interview with Sylvia Lorek and 
Magnus Bengtsson: Contradictions 

between Economic Growth and 
Sustainable Consumption

Kathrin Lehmann and Laura Kräh

SDG 12 has been continuously criticized, especially when it comes to making actors 
fully commit to sustainable practices. Do you consider the targets of SDG 12 regarding 
consumption and production sufficient?

Bengtsson: The emphasis has always been on the production 
side, making things more efficient. To comply with 
the targets of the Paris Agreement, we need to make 
production systems less carbon polluting, but we 
also need to look at the demand side and work with 
lifestyle and consumption changes. However, SDG 
12 is more about encouraging companies to report 
on sustainability and less about actually producing 
sustainably. Regarding consumers, SDG 12 only 
addresses the need for knowledge of sustainable living. 
But we live in a society where knowledge is not enough 
to shift individuals’ behaviours. We need structural 
changes in pricing systems. Furthermore, the discourse, 
for example, on upgrading waste management, is 
questionable. Sustainability is not going to increase by 
improving such processes. We need to re- engineer how 
we produce and consume goods in order to minimize 
the generation of waste in the first place. On the 
bright side, there are also positive processes such as the 
discussion on target-setting for material consumption 
by the European Parliament.
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Lorek: I’m happy that sustainable production and consumption 
was formulated as its own goal but, nevertheless, it is too 
deeply influenced by systemic flaws. They talk about 
efficiency and reduction, but there are no measurement 
criteria or benchmarks for resource consumption 
reduction. And as long as economic growth stays a 
central goal, the issue of rebound effects prevails and 
the chance to achieve sustainable consumption and 
production remains low.

Regarding this trade- off: would you suggest that SDG 12 should be prioritized 
over SDG 8?

Bengtsson: Yes. There is indeed a strong contradiction between 
the continuous pursuit of growth and the need for 
consumption reduction as a society, especially among 
high consumer groups. I see in SDG 12 an integrative 
function of easing the tensions between social objectives 
such as ending poverty and hunger and the need to stay 
within the ecological limits.

Lorek: For me, everything could be subsumed under SDG 
12, together with SDG 10. If we have sustainable 
consumption and production, there would be no 
poverty, there would be no hunger, the oceans would be 
protected better … It should be in the very centre, but 
it would have to be formulated completely differently.

How do you think the COVID- 19 pandemic has affected the pathway of SDG 12 
in terms of individual consumption?

Lorek: At first, the pandemic involuntarily threw people back 
to totally different lifestyles. They had the possibility to 
rethink what was necessary but as we see now, old habits 
come back. I don’t really see a big change in mindsets, 
habits, consumption and in material footprints. The 
‘new normal’ is not too different from the ‘old normal’ 
and definitely too far away from what would be needed 
for a sustainable lifestyle.
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12

Cities and the SDGs: A Spotlight 
on Urban Settlements

Anna Kosovac and Daniel Pejic

Sustainable Development Goal 11 has been a long time in the making. 
Incorporating elements of housing, transport, planning processes, disaster 
response, social inclusivity, and air and water quality, it is a goal that is broad in 
approach in recognition of the variety of global challenges confronting cities 
today. Five of the nine targets have a direct link to climate change and the 
environment generally. These are areas where cities have a significant current 
policy focus, as is reflected in recent studies (Kosovac et al, 2020b). Cities 
around the globe are increasingly facing sustainability challenges, including 
rapid urbanization leading to unsustainable housing. Mortality rates are rising 
in relation to poor air quality in urban areas (Liu et al, 2019), and this is 
linked to one in nine deaths globally every year (WHO, 2016. Furthermore, 
climate change effects such as more frequent extreme weather events (eg 
floods and bushfires) have resulted in calls for more action on committing 
to the Paris Agreement (C40 Cities, 2020) in line with many urban areas 
introducing cleaner energy systems in transport, electricity, housing and 
planning. With more than half of the world’s population currently living in 
urban areas, a number that is projected to increase to 70 per cent by 2050 
(UN Habitat, 2020), cities are feeling the direct impact of global challenges 
and are essential to addressing them.

This chapter considers the role of cities and academic advocates in 
promoting a dedicated urban focus in the lead- up to the announcement of 
the Sustainable Development Goals, why a separate city goal is important for 
global sustainability practices, and how cities are progressing on achieving 
the SDG 11 objectives. The chapter will also discuss how cities have been 
asserting themselves on the global stage and advocating for a seat at the 
table of multilateral discussions that are usually the domain of nation- states.
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‘Nations Talk, cities act’ is an oft- cited statement overheard in global 
city- based discussions, often in the context of these climate change issues 
(Curtis, 2014). Much of this rhetoric stems from cities being recognized 
as the frontline of various global problems, from housing and well- being 
through to sustainability, a point that has only been broadly recognized in 
the past two decades. Given growing urban populations, it is no wonder 
that the United Nations has taken note and is acknowledging cities in its 
frameworks and meetings now more than ever (Kosovac et al, 2020a), and 
nothing expresses the need for a better quality of life for the urbanizing 
world than the inclusion of a cities focus in the SDGs.

Key idea: ‘Urbanization’ as a term does not refer solely to an increase in 
population in urban areas and cities, but rather to an increase in the proportion 
of those living in urban areas compared to non- urban areas.

Although the idea of cities sharing global power status with nation- states 
is considered anomalous, historical precedents suggest otherwise. This is 
not the first time that cities have exercised significant political power. For 
example, in (pre- unified) Italy, city- states such as Florence and Milan were 
independently sovereign. Similar sovereign arrangements were also present 
for the city of Athens in the classical period of ancient Greece. These 
city- states ruled their regions, as places where power rested and leaders 
presided. A modern example of a city- state exists in the case of Singapore, 
a city made up of over 5.7 million people (in 2020), with its own legislative 
system and currency. As such, the role of cities as global powerhouses is not 
new, and cities have taken a back seat only in recent history to make way 
for the predominance of nation- states, most notably with the adoption of 
the sovereignty- based Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. However, the current 
international order developed as a result of the establishment of the United 
Nations in 1945, which adopted an acute focus on nation- state representation 
with little regard for intra- statal issues, including those of cities. Not only 
have discussions in the 20th century centred on interstate relations, but this 
has also served to neglect urban issues occurring within state borders. The 
driver for this behaviour was largely the reluctance of the UN to overstep 
the recently asserted sovereignty claims of nation- states.

While states remain the essential interlocuters of the international system, 
over the past 30 years a shift in these relations has led to the higher visibility 
of cities on issues such as climate change, and sustainability (Acuto, 2016; 
Gordon and Johnson, 2018; Aust and Nijman, 2020; 2021). A recent analysis 
of UN frameworks and key documentation has highlighted the increasing 
recognition of the role of cities in environmental sustainability not only as 
sites of issues, but also as global actors (Kosovac et al, 2021a). This same 
study also found that cities were more than ever before considered formally 
in discussions and documentation (and this figure was rising over time), 
especially in the areas of development and the environment1 (see Figure 12.1). 
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Figure 12.1: Percentage of city mentions (by section or paragraph) in UN city- based frameworks and documents by theme (n =  32)
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While cities remain marginal participants in most multilateral forums, they are 
becoming more prominent in both the development and the implementation 
of global agendas.

City- specific environmental sustainability initiatives are widespread, as 
cities exist at the frontier of climate change impacts because of their often 
close proximity to coastal areas, increased risk of flooding and heat island 
effects, and as high producers of greenhouse gas emissions (70 per cent of 
global output: World Bank, 2021). Above all other issues, cities have been 
most vocal in their push for global environmental action on the climate crisis. 
The C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group represents one of the largest 
global city networks and its remit is based on influencing the global agenda 
on climate action through advocacy, research and promoting city- based 
sustainability planning. Similarly, the Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate 
& Energy is another high- profile urban network focused on environmental 
sustainability. As well the being the largest producers of GHG emissions, 
cities also generate the majority of the world’s economic activity, 80 per 
cent of global GDP (World Bank, 2021). Hence, urban settlements play a 
central role in global environmental sustainability practices.

12.1 City networks as unifying agencies in global 
governance
Cities have worked to amplify their voices globally through membership of 
an increasing number of transnational city networks (see Table 12.1 for list). 
These networks represent a conglomerate of city members that work towards 
a common goal or goals (Acuto and Rayner, 2016). Some are based around a 
specific thematic issue, while others focus on several policy domains (Acuto 
and Leffel, 2020). Through networks, cities engage in diplomatic relations 
(called either city diplomacy or paradiplomacy), resulting in agreements, 
cooperation and partnerships across cultural, environmental, economic and 
political spheres (Acuto and Rayner, 2016; Acuto et al, 2021a; Kosovac and 
Pejic, 2021). City networks also produce a wide variety of outputs aimed 
at policy changes and knowledge mobilization, such as reports (62 per cent 
of total networks) and joint pilot programmes (32 per cent) (Acuto and 
Leffel, 2020).

A study of over 200 city networks found that almost 30 per cent have 
a focus on environmental issues (Acuto and Leffel, 2020), with the Rio 
Earth Summit in 1992 acting as the key instigator of this proliferation. Since 
then, two of the most prominent sustainability- focused transnational city 
networks have been Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI), a global 
network of more than 2,500 local and regional governments dedicated to 
sustainable urban development and C40 Cities, a network of almost 100 of 
the world’s largest cities committed to urgent climate action. More recently 
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large networks of networks have emerged, such as the Global Covenant of 
Mayors for Climate & Energy (representing over 11,000 cities) and the Global 
Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments. Many other prominent 
city networks that are not specifically focused on climate and sustainable 
development have made these issues a key part of their work, such as United 
Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), Eurocities, Metropolis and the 
Global Parliament of Mayors.

Some of these city networks have also become institutional partners 
in multilateral systems governing sustainable development. For example, 
ICLEI’s partnership agreements with the UN Environment Programme, 
UN- Habitat and the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 
(UNDRR) or UCLG’s chairing of the United Nations Advisory Committee 
of Local Authorities (UNACLA), a body that strengthens the partnership 
between the UN system and local authorities in the implementation of the 

Table 12.1: Key global city networks with a focus on climate change 
and sustainability

City network Founded Type of network No. of members

C40 2005 Cities and local 
governments

97 cities and local 
governments

Global Covenant of 
Mayors for Climate 
and Energy

2014 City networks and 
partners

12 networks and 
partners

Eurocities 1986 Cities and local 
governments

137 cities and local 
governments

Global Taskforce of 
Local and Regional 
Governments

2013 City networks 27 City networks

Global Parliament of 
Mayors

2016 Mayor or city 41 mayors/ cities

Local Governments for 
Sustainability (ICLEI)

1990 Cities, local and 
regional governments

2,500+  local and 
regional governments

Metropolis 1994 Cities and local 
governments

141 local governments 
and cities

Regions4 2002 Regional 
governments

42 regional 
governments

United Cities and 
Local Governments 
(UCLG)

2004 Cities, local, regional 
and metropolitan 
governments

240,000 cities, regions 
and metropolitan 
governments

Resilient Cities 
Network

2011 Cities and local 
governments

97 cities and local 
governments

 



274

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

Habitat Agenda (discussed later). Since 1995, the Local Governments and 
Municipal Authorities Constituency (LGMA) has represented the views 
of local and regional governments in the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change Conference of Parties meetings. The LGMA now works 
on behalf of the Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments and 
advocated strongly for multilevel action on climate change at the COP 26 
meeting in Glasgow in 20, a position which is reflected in the outcome 
document. The Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments has 
a range of partnerships across the UN system.

City network initiatives themselves are also often multistakeholder 
partnerships incorporating representatives or support from philanthropies, 
non- profit organizations and the private sector. C40, for example, has 
been underpinned by funding from Bloomberg Philanthropies but now 
has a broad range of funding partners including national governments, 
foundations and global brands such as IKEA and Arup. Many networks also 
work closely with academic institutions and think tanks to develop research 
and policy outputs to inform cities, national governments and international 
organizations (Kosovac and Pejic, 2021).

While the inclusion of local authorities in the global governance of 
sustainable development may be incremental, prominent advocacy from 
urban group, such as city networks have been an important factor in a 
broader ‘urbanization’ of the way sustainable development is thought about 
and discussed. The inclusion of a specific SDG on cities (discussed later) is a 
strong recognition of this. As city networks have grown in scale, they have also 
expanded the geographies of the cities included, with many more cities from 
the Global South participating in these initiatives (Acuto and Leffel, 2020). 
However, they are often still largely driven by major cities in the Global  
North who have the resources and capacity to participate meaningfully in 
these types of initiatives.

The centrality of urban settlements to the sustainability agenda has raised 
questions about whether the role of cities in global governance should be 
more substantial and further formalized. Barber (2013) famously advocated 
for city leaders to usurp national ones as the key international interlocuters 
and decision makers. His campaign led to the development of the Global 
Parliament of Mayors. It has been argued the often progressive politics of 
the city represents a dynamic and pragmatic alternative to the quagmire of 
international politics and geopolitical struggles (Lee, 2016). Other scholars 
have been more sober regarding the prospects of city leaders ‘saving 
the planet’ (Angelo and Wachsmuth, 2020). While urban settlements 
undoubtedly matter more than ever to global challenges such as sustainable 
development, city leaders are often not masters of their domain and lack 
the capacities, legal authority and competencies to implement many of the 
changes required to promote and foster sustainable development. This has 
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made the multilevel governance of issues such as sustainability and climate 
change increasingly critical (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2006). City leaders have 
and continue to make an important contribution to the way sustainable 
development is governed within nations and globally, but this contribution 
needs to be made in partnership with other actors.

12.2 The rise of cities globally: a brief history of  
SDG 11
Before delving into SDG 11, the preceding actions and discussions that have 
led to the current rendition of the global framework to address urban issues 
should be explored (see Figure 12.3). Habitat I, held in 1976 in vancouver, 
Canada, represents the first UN conference specifically focused on issues 
related to urban areas and human settlements. The ensuing vancouver 
Action Plan recommended over 60 actions, which also prompted the 
formation of a UN arm, UN- Habitat, to further advance urban agendas. 
With urban issues institutionalized within a settlement- based organization 
such as UN- Habitat, there seemed to be little need to address these issues 
across the United Nations more broadly. The approach by and large was 
one of economic bolstering through funding of infrastructure in poor 
urban settlements. This  method was spearheaded by the World Bank to 
produce (arguably limited) developmental outcomes at a time where urban 
modernization was accelerating globally (Parnell, 2016).

ICLEI, established in 1990, has been actively pursuing engagement with 
the UN at the global scale over the last 30 years (Gordon and Johnson, 2018) 
and, notably, was heavily involved in discussions prompting the formation of 
an urban- based dynamic in the UN’s Agenda 21 at the 1992 Rio Summit. 
Furthermore, off the back of Agenda 21, there was an increase in city- based 
rhetoric within the UN, particularly recognizing cities as actors with a role 
to play in achieving global goals (see Figure 12.2).

Fuelled by these discussions, Habitat II followed in 1996, resulting in the 
Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlements and Habitat Agenda to promote 
safe housing in highly urbanized areas. The outcomes of Habitat II did not 
depart significantly from those of Habitat I, with an ongoing focus on cities 
in the Global South. However, a notable aspect was the progressive notion 
in both conferences to elevate civil society in shaping global urban debates 
around international development. Nevertheless, the discussion was limited 
in scope to issues of housing and settlements.

Over the following decade, C40, UCLG and urban scholars were actively 
voicing their concerns regarding broader city representation on the global 
stage and in frameworks (Parnell, 2016). As the year 2000 approached, these 
calls were heeded with the development of the Millennium Development 
Goals, wherein a goal specifically on cities was included. However, the remit of 
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Figure 12.2: Percentage of total sections of documents with city mentions by function and year (including actor trendline)
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the urban goal was very limited in scope. Focusing only on slum settlements, 
and pushing strongly for more public investment, the MDGs ignored many of 
the other prevailing issues facing cities such as clean water, sanitation, health, 
education and transport (Cohen, 2014). The target within the goal stated 
that the world must ‘have achieved by 2020 a significant improvement in 
the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers’ (UN, 2015) (see Figure 12.3).

Not only was the target vague, but it also focused on factors that are spatial 
in nature, without considering broader social and economic issues within 
cities. It can also, arguably, promote the state- sponsored eviction of slum 
dwellers without providing alternative suitable accommodation to meet the 
MDG target (Meth, 2013).

Accordingly, the MDGs treated urbanization in ways that were outdated, 
focusing on housing (in particular, slums) as the key issue facing urban spaces 
and ignoring the context of wider- ranging underlying sociocultural concerns 
within cities (Rudd et al, 2015). There is no doubt that housing, when 
consciously designed to consider environmental practices, can have a significant 
impact on urban carbon emissions in how construction materials are sourced, 
used and maintained and the location of housing on peripheral environmental 
landscapes (Winston, 2009). However, the low incomes of slum dwellers do not 
allow for the incorporation of expensive sustainability construction solutions 
(Winston, 2009) but rather rely on slum upgrading (or demolition) options 
in the bid to improve unsafe building practices, overcrowding and access to 
sanitation (Doe et al, 2020). Therefore, adopting tunnel vision in redeveloping 
slum housing carries implications for sustainability issues that are inherent in 
city living and urban environments. Housing alone cannot solve sustainability 
issues such as water scarcity and flooding, or social- cultural problems, and 
cannot produce healthy ecosystems and air quality.

The focus on slum development in the MDGs was inadequate to address 
broader urban sustainability issues. UCLG, supported by other global 
organizations such as the Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
(SDSN), ICLEI and the Global Covenant of Mayors, pressurized the UN to 
develop a globally applicable urban- based goal. These calls were eventually 
heeded in 2015 with a city- specific SDG that incorporated the challenges 
of urban sustainable development (Arajarvi, 2018).

12.3 Overview of SDG 11
Planning for SDG 11 rested on a vision for urban areas in 15 years’ time (in 
2030). The vague language from the MDGs was replaced by more specific 
active goals with clear deadlines for meeting each.

SDG#11 unambiguously signals UN members’ acceptance of some 
form of devolution in governance, the imperative of an integrated 
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Figure 12.3: Key time points for SDG 11

1976

1992

1996

2000

2001

2015

HABITAT I
A/CONF.70/15
UN Conference on Human Settlements
Vancouver, Canada

AGENDA 21
The Rio Declaration on Environment and
Development
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

HABITAT II
A/CONF.70
UN Conference on Human Settlements
Istanbul, Turkey

UNITED NATIONS MILLENNIUM
DECLARATION
A/RES/55/2

WORLD URBAN FORUM
Conference on rapid urbanization

ADDIS ABABA ACTION AGENDA

A/RES/70/1

SENDAI FRAMEWORK FOR DISASTER
RISK REDUCTION
A/RES/69/283

PARIS AGREEMENT

2016
HABITAT III
A/CONF.226
United Nations Conference on Housing and
Sustainable Urban Development
Quito, Equador

2030 AGENDA FOR SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
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vision of sustainable urban development that not exclude social, 
economic, or ecological imperatives and (implicitly) a collective 
acknowledgement that the spatial concentration of resources and flows 
that cities represent can act as a driver of sustainable development. 
(Parnell, 2016, 530)

SDG 11 adopted a multifaceted perspective on cities and their wide- ranging 
sustainability issues. The adoption of these principles, as described in the 
previous section, was the result of extensive and sustained campaigning by city 
networks, academics and cities themselves (Parnell, 2016). To formulate the 
goals, multiple workshops were run, incorporating governments, academia, 
philanthropy and the private sector, to develop sets of targets and indicators 
for the goal (Rudd et al, 2015). A wide range of urban issues were considered 
in the final iteration of the goal, including housing, transport, participatory 
approaches, heritage, disaster planning, pollution, green spaces and urban 
planning (see Box 12.1 for full list). This ambitious goal focuses on a global 
approach to urbanization and its impacts rather than a goal that is geared 
towards low-  and middle- income nation- states. The topics explored in SDG 
11 reflected discussions occurring across various UN conferences, and within 
declarations in the 30 years leading up to the goal, that cities and urban areas 
are often included in themes of development, environment and housing (see 
Figure 12.1). This is cognisant of a marked increase in populations living 
in urban areas without clean water, essential services, education and health 
services (UN- Habitat, 2020).

However, the focus on the housing aspect of the MDGs has not been 
abandoned in the SDGs, as it is still captured by target 11.1, with an 
expansion for the provision of safety to ‘ensure access for all to adequate, 
safe and affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums’. There is 
arguably a move away from eradicating slums to upgrading these settlements, 
recognizing justice framings of slum dwellers’ ‘right to the city’ claims 
(Roy, 2005). However, the use of ‘informal settlements’ in the SDGs does 
not recognize the differentiated nature of informality, a term that is not 
solely related to the poor and has been shown to exist in the domain of 
the middle and elite classes (eg enclave urbanism) in a bevy of global cities 
(Roy and AlSayyad, 2004; Müller, 2017). Furthermore, informal settlements 
represent neighbourhood identities and highlight the adaptive capacity of 
these marginal groups that is wholly ignored as ‘messy … urban voids’, 
underpinning the SDG eradication target (Lehmann, 2020). Although 
the goal has improved from its MDG predecessor, it nevertheless does not 
consider urban informality in line with issues of citizenship, migration 
and informal entrepreneurialism (Lehmann, 2020), a seeming area of 
improvement for future iterations. Further areas of interest were recognized in 
the aim for safe, accessible transport (target 11.2). Climate change adaptation 
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in cities is addressed through targets 11.6 (Waste management), 11.7 (Green 
Spaces) and 11.b (including specific mention of the Sendai Framework 
for Disaster Risk Reduction). These goals have been heavily informed by 
discussions leading to the Paris Agreement and the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction. The deliberations underpinning these agreements 
and frameworks focused on urban issues as key topic areas in negotiation, and 
this is further reiterated in SDG 11. Traditionally, cities have been managing 
climate actions using risk framework mechanisms, and have been criticized 
for their reductionist and project- specific approach (Sanchez Rodriguez 
et al, 2018; Wise et al, 2014). The SDGs adopt a broader approach to 
climate adaptation in urban areas, reducing the need for path dependency 
in planning while actively supporting the incorporation of participatory 
planning in urban planning (target 11.3), first discussed at the Habitat II 
conference in 1996. Furthermore, planning targets have also been captured 
to firmly include the oft- forgotten peri- urban areas, regional planning in 
urban development (target 11.a) and the preservation of cultural and natural 
heritage (target 11.4).

12.4 SDG 11 in action
SDG 11 has for the most part been embraced by mayors and city leaders 
globally (though admittedly more in the Global North), with its adoption 
in key city planning documents such as local government strategic priorities 
and organizational values (Wittmayer et al, 2018). Globally many local 
governments have integrated the SDGs into planning in a bid to localize 
the global nature of the goals. More than 125 city governments have also 
joined a global movement to conduct voluntary local reviews (vLRs), where 
they track and report their progress on SDGs in a similar manner to national 
governments (Ciambra, 2021). The lack of a high- level of prescriptiveness of 
the goals provides cities with ample opportunity to contextualize the goals 
for their own localization practices. However, it can then present a challenge 
for cities to acknowledge whether their approach works, a deterrent for 
cities pursuing goal localization (Andrea et al, 2020). Localizing the SDGs 
and conducting a comprehensive vLR is a complex process and requires 
effective urban governance (Fox and Macleod, 2021). While the vLR 
concept has had impressive take- up from large cities of the Global South, 
particularly in South America and Africa (Ciambra, 2021), the instigation 
of this initiative was driven by cities in Global North (New York City and 
several Japanese municipalities), and it remains a much greater challenge 
for small and middle- sized cities, particularly those in the Global South, to 
implement this kind of sustainable development initiative.

The measurement of goal progression is an area of increasing interest 
for cities needing to track and monitor SDG targets. The approach, used 
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correctly, can also provide for effective city- to- city peer learning (Leavesley, 
2021), as well as informing reflexive practice to drive SDG goal attainment.

Behind each target are indicators by which to track sustainable 
development progress (see Box 12.1). Indicators are a way of monitoring and 
uniformly testing progression of the goals across differing urban landscapes 
(Hiremath et al, 2013). Although the indicators are clearly defined, there 
have been various critiques aimed at how they are positioned and utilized 
in practice (Barnett and Parnell, 2016; Klopp and Petretta, 2017; du Plessis 
and Aust, 2018). For many cities, a constraint exists in their capacity to 
collect and track required data by which to measure indicators (Simon et al, 
2016). In a study of five cities’ abilities to report on the indicators, Simon 
et al found that three of the draft indicators (11.3.2, 11.3 and 11.b.) were 
relatively easy for local governments to report on, while others strained 
already overwhelmed city departments, becoming reporting burdens 
and thus limiting cities’ active participation in tracking programs (Simon 
et al, 2016).

Other studies have incorporated wider city samples, for example the 
SDG Cities Challenge Project run by the Melbourne Centre for Cities 
at the University of Melbourne. This project looked at 14 cities in Asia- 
Pacific to determine the challenges of localizing SDG 11. A difficulty faced 
universally across these cities was inadequate funding provisions and limited 
staff resourcing dedicated to tracking the SDGs (Leavesley, 2021; Leavesley 
et al, 2022) This lack of funding was also a primary factor in the ability of 
cities to conduct city- to- city learning on key urban issues to encourage goal 
progression (Kosovac et al, 2021).

As previously mentioned, there has been wide- ranging criticism of 
the limited specificity regarding SDG 11 implementation, resulting in 
ambiguity for city planning departments. This can lead to city governments 
questioning whether the approach they have taken is appropriate for the 
goal, as local- level tactics are not clearly stipulated in the goals, primarily 
to increase universality (Leavesley, 2021). Comparative analysis across cities 
on goal progress can also be problematic in understanding improvement, as 
measurement procedures and approaches can vary widely, largely as a result 
of differing governance structures of cities (Cottineau et al, 2017). The 
challenges are further exacerbated for cities of the Global South, which tend 
to have fewer resources to actively measure and track progress.

Conversely, the ambiguity of the goals and indicators lends itself well to 
allowing cities to establish their own version of the goals that are context 
specific, which also reduces the chance of path dependence (the ability to 
stray off a planned trajectory and be adaptive to changing situations and 
values) (Hartley, 2019). This allows the strategic planning to remain flexible, 
and enables cities to take a reflexive approach in their uptake, an important 
element in sustainability planning.
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Box 12.1: Indicators for Sustainable Development Goal 11

Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goal 11: Targets and indicators

Target 11.1: By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing 
and basic services and upgrade slums

Indicator 11.1.1: Proportion of urban population living in slums, informal settlements 
or inadequate housing

Target 11.2: By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable 
transport systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public 
transport, with special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, 
women, children, persons with disabilities and older persons

Indicator 11.2.1: Proportion of population that has convenient access to public 
transport, by sex, age and persons with disabilities

Target 11.3: By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity 
for participatory, integrated and sustainable human settlement planning and 
management in all countries

Indicator 11.3.1: Ratio of land consumption rate to population growth rate
Indicator 11.3.2: Proportion of cities with a direct participation structure of civil 

society in urban planning and management that operate regularly and democratically
Target 11.4: Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and 

natural heritage
Indicator 11.4.1: Total per capita expenditure on the preservation, protection and 

conservation of all cultural and natural heritage, by source of funding (public, private), 
type of heritage (cultural, natural) and level of government (national, regional and 
local/ municipal)

Target 11.5: By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number 
of people affected and substantially decrease the direct economic losses relative to 
global gross domestic product caused by disasters, including water- related disasters, 
with a focus on protecting the poor and people in vulnerable situations

Indicator 11.5.1: Number of deaths, missing persons and directly affected persons 
attributed to disasters per 100,000 population

Indicator 11.5.2: Direct economic loss in relation to global GDP, damage to critical 
infrastructure and number of disruptions to basic services, attributed to disasters

Target 11.6: By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of 
cities, including by paying special attention to air quality and municipal and other 
waste management

Indicator 11.6.1: Proportion of municipal solid waste collected and managed in 
controlled facilities out of total municipal waste generated, by cities

Indicator 11.6.2: Annual mean levels of fine particulate matter (eg PM2.5 and PM10) 
in cities (population weighted)
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Target 11.7: By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, 
green and public spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and 
persons with disabilities

Indicator 11.7.1: Average share of the built- up area of cities that is open space for 
public use for all, by sex, age and persons with disabilities

Indicator 11.7.2: Proportion of persons victim of physical or sexual harassment, by 
sex, age, disability status and place of occurrence, in the previous 12 months

Target 11.a: Support positive economic, social and environmental links 
between urban, peri- urban and rural areas by strengthening national and regional 
development planning

Indicator 11.a.1: Number of countries that have national urban policies or regional 
development plans that (a) respond to population dynamics; (b) ensure balanced 
territorial development; and (c) increase local fiscal space

Target 11.b: By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human 
settlements adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards 
inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, 
resilience to disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015– 2030, holistic disaster risk 
management at all levels

Indicator 11.b.1: Number of countries that adopt and implement national disaster 
risk reduction strategies in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 
2015– 2030

Indicator 11.b.2: Proportion of local governments that adopt and implement local 
disaster risk reduction strategies in line with national disaster risk reduction strategies

Target 11.c: Support least developed countries, including through financial 
and technical assistance, in building sustainable and resilient buildings utilizing 
local materials

Indicator 11.c.1: No indicator is currently listed under 11.c. See E/ CN.3/ 2020/ 2, 
paragraph 23. (UN, 2017)

Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goal 11: Targets and Indicators

Target 11.1: By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing 
and basic services and upgrade slums

Indicator 11.1.1: Proportion of urban population living in slums, informal settlements 
or inadequate housing 

Target 11.2: By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable 
transport systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public 
transport, with special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, 
women, children, persons with disabilities and older persons

Indicator 11.2.1: Proportion of population that has convenient access to public 
transport, by sex, age and persons with disabilities
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Target 11.3: By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity 
for participatory, integrated and sustainable human settlement planning and 
management in all countries

Indicator 11.3.1: Ratio of land consumption rate to population growth rateIndicator 
11.3.2: Proportion of cities with a direct participation structure of civil society in urban 
planning and management that operate regularly and democratically

Target 11.4: Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and 
natural heritage

Indicator 11.4.1: Total per capita expenditure on the preservation, protection and 
conservation of all cultural and natural heritage, by source of funding (public, private), 
type of heritage (cultural, natural) and level of government (national, regional, and 
local/ municipal)

Target 11.5: By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number 
of people affected and substantially decrease the direct economic losses relative to 
global gross domestic product caused by disasters, including water- related disasters, 
with a focus on protecting the poor and people in vulnerable situations

Indicator 11.5.1: Number of deaths, missing persons and directly affected persons 
attributed to disasters per 100,000 population Indicator 11.5.2: Direct economic loss 
in relation to global GDP, damage to critical infrastructure and number of disruptions 
to basic services, attributed to disasters

Target 11.6: By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of 
cities, including by paying special attention to air quality and municipal and other 
waste management

Indicator 11.6.1: Proportion of municipal solid waste collected and managed 
in controlled facilities out of total municipal waste generated, by cities Indicator 
11.6.2: Annual mean levels of fine particulate matter (eg PM2.5 and PM10) in cities 
(population weighted) 

Target 11.7: By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, 
green and public spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and 
persons with disabilities

Indicator 11.7.1: Average share of the built- up area of cities that is open space for 
public use for all, by sex, age and persons with disabilitiesIndicator 11.7.2: Proportion 
of persons victim of physical or sexual harassment, by sex, age, disability status and 
place of occurrence, in the previous 12 months

Target 11.a: Support positive economic, social and environmental links 
between urban, peri- urban and rural areas by strengthening national and regional 
development planning

Indicator 11.a.1: Number of countries that have national urban policies or regional 
development plans that (a) respond to population dynamics; (b) ensure balanced 
territorial development; and (c) increase local fiscal space

Target 11.b: By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human 
settlements adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards 
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12.5 The story so far
Many cities have taken it on themselves to report on their own strategies 
around SDGs and to encourage city- to- city learning. Despite this, it can be 
difficult to compare cities because of the inconsistent measurement practices 
and differences in baseline starting points (du Plessis and Aust, 2018; Pipa and 
Bouchet, 2020). Despite the previously described weaknesses in the indicator 
process, there are nevertheless wide- ranging attempts to report and compare 
SDG 11 progress across different nation- states. Data is being collected by 
UN- Habitat, the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, WHO, United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the Organisation for Economic 
Co- operation and Development to actively track the progression of goals.

A key aspect to note is that these data are collated on the basis of nation- 
states, not cities, which increases the difficulty of establishing a city- level 
comparison. The following figures highlight some of the reporting on 
progress for different goal indicators. The nation- states included in the 
diagrams were chosen on the basis of either having the highest shift in 
progress across time or representing a high area of concern for that country. 
voluntary national or local reviews are by nature voluntary. While the 
193 countries that signed the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
committed to completed at least two voluntary national reviews (vNRs), five 
(Haiti, Myanmar, South Sudan, Yemen and the US) have yet to complete 
one report. The US is a significant outlier here as a high- income country 
where several cities, including New York City, Los Angeles and Pittsburgh 
have completed vLRs. While there has been strong participation globally 
in the vNR process, the voluntary nature of reporting and tracking, and 
the absence of consequences for inadequate performance, coupled with 
challenges in data collection and validation, are all hindrances to SDG 11, 
and indeed to all the SDGs, in driving global progress.

inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience 
to disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction 2015– 2030, holistic disaster risk management at all levels

Indicator 11.b.1: Number of countries that adopt and implement national disaster risk 
reduction strategies in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015– 
2030 Indicator 11.b.2: Proportion of local governments that adopt and implement local 
disaster risk reduction strategies in line with national disaster risk reduction strategies

Target 11.c: Support least developed countries, including through financial and 
technical assistance, in building sustainable and resilient buildings utilizing local 
materials

Indicator 11.c.1: No indicator is currently listed under 11.c. See E/ CN.3/ 2020/ 2, 
paragraph 23.Source: UN (2017).
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Figures 12.4, 12.5 and 12.6 show one of the approaches taken to track SDG 
11 progress across nation- states. As shown, it provides a broad outlook and 
comparability across countries themselves rather than cities, highlighting the 
persistent nation- state- centric nature of the endeavour. While Figures 12.4 and 
12.6 highlight a goal that is specifically tracked within urban areas, Figure 12.5 
does not make clear whether or not the data are based in urban spaces. The 
definition of urban also requires interpretation. There has been a widespread 
debate in urban studies on what the terms urban and city mean, and in particular, 
the boundary constraints, spatially or otherwise (see eg Allen et al, 1999; 
Marcotullio and Solecki, 2013; Wachsmuth, 2014). This ongoing conflict over 
definition presents a further issue with regard to what is being measured and 
where, resulting in difficulty in comparing across cities/ urban areas. Despite 
the lack of comparable data, many cities were adamant about the importance 
of city- to- city benchmarking, tracking and learning (Leavesley, 2021).

As mentioned, the SDG Cities Challenge takes an approach that tracks 
cities themselves rather than nation- states, relying on local governments to 
actively measure and share their approaches with other participants. Not 
only does this create a strong shared- learning platform, but it also encourages 
further city- to- city relations, building on existing city diplomatic actions 
(Acuto et al, 2021a; Kosovac et al, 2021). The SDG Cities Challenge 
undertaken in 2019 and 2020 relied on voluntary local reporting of cities 
within the challenge, which looked at eight cities across the Asia- Pacific 
region (Leavesley, 2021). A further iteration of this program has expanded 
the remit to a range of cities in the US. Another example of a program that 

Figure 12.4: Tracking progress on indicator 11.1.1 (percentage of urban 
population living in slums)
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Figure 12.5: Tracking progress on indicator 11.6.2 (air quality) (Annual mean concentration of particulate matter of less than 2.5 microns in 
diameter [PM2.5] percentage change between 2000 and 2019)
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Figure 12.6: Percentage change on access to safe water for tracking Goals 6.1 (Safe water access) and 11.1 (Access to basic services) 
(percentage change between 2000 and 2017)
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supports knowledge sharing on SDG localization is the SDG Leadership 
Cities initiative run by the Brookings Institution (see also Ortiz Moya et al, 
2021). These types of city- centric programmes are flourishing to further 
embed and operationalize SDG 11 in urban areas.

12.6 Conclusion
Issues of sustainability are inherently complex, involving a range of disciplines 
and sectors in planning. This is reflected in how cities have embraced the 
goals, with many incorporating public– private and civil society partnerships 
to encourage a shared responsibility approach to goal delivery. The boundary 
work encompassed by these relations highlights the importance not only 
of engaging local governments in the achievement of the goals but also of 
private business, other levels of government and civil societies playing a key 
role in ensuring strong multistakeholder partnerships that share knowledge, 
expertise, technology and financial resources (Kosovac and Pejic, 2021). 
This is captured by the very last goal in the SDGs, SDG 17, to strengthen 
the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for 
Sustainable Development. By and large, a strong acknowledgement exists 
in sustainability governance that interdisciplinary approaches are key to 
ensuring continued and long- lasting environmental and social outcomes 
(Halffman et al, 2019).

However, the legal and budgetary limitations of cities are also worth 
considering. The power to enact new laws, policies and fiscal strategies 
related to environmental action is often determined by national governments 
and varies distinctly between countries. Although some cities do not 
have direct policy influence over elements such as energy regulation, they 
nevertheless can still be key instigators of on- the- ground action. Cities 
therefore have the ability to implement climate change and sustainability 
measures directly, as their remit often covers areas of responsibility such as 
waste management, housing, water management and urban planning, to 
name a few. This results in a direct path to action in areas where nation- states 
can struggle to implement quickly and effectively at the ground level. Urban 
areas are key sites for sustainability issues, but also feature increasingly as 
actors in the implementation of global sustainability practices (Acuto et al, 
2021b). Cities therefore do not just act as bystanders or implementers of 
global agendas dictated by nation- states, but are increasingly powerhouses 
of economic and social activity. SDG 11 speaks directly to the importance 
of cities in sustainability and to their wide- ranging nature. Given that 
the capacity to collect local data is still a barrier to effective SDG 11 
reporting, the introduction of programs such as the voluntary local reviews 
is promising, even though structural inequalities mean that some cities are 
better placed to be part of such initiatives than others. Without some form 
of equalizer to aid cities in their reporting functions, it will be difficult 
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to track progress meaningfully. As described in this chapter, cities and 
urban- focused academics advocated strongly for a dedicated urban SDG, 
ultimately leading to the 2015 announcement. SDG 11 represents a starting 
point. It is important not only for its measures but also for its symbolic 
power in recognizing cities as actors and essential sites for advancing 
sustainability practices.

Note
 1 The term ‘environment’ in Kosovac et al. (2020a) referred to references to climate, 

pollution, forest, air quality, desertification, biodiversity, climate change, coastal, 
ecosystems, pollutants and environmental management.
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Interview with Daniel Pejic: Cities 
and City Networks: Bottom- Up 
Pioneers in a Top- Down World

Myrodis Athanassiou

How would you assess the impact of SDG 11 on how cities approach 
sustainable development?

Pejic: The SDGs have been effective as a coalescing framework 
for bringing together diverse actors within cities towards 
more sustainable development. They are a useful organizing 
principle: broad enough to get people on board but not 
too controversial. Cities have also become quite savvy at 
working internationally, speaking the language of sustainable 
development and using this to coordinate stakeholders and 
look for new avenues for funding. Here, city networks offer 
exposure. There has been a focus on this idea of a seat at the 
table of multilateral discussions. However, cities often perceive 
the multilateral system to be flawed and ineffective, and such 
a view has been an impetus for the development of major 
city networks.

City networks have been criticized as being somewhat skewed towards the involvement 
of European and North American cities. Would you agree?

Pejic: Indeed, the networks that became influential mostly 
come from the Global North, often funded by American 
philanthropic organizations, multilateral organizations and 
the EU. That is changing. More than ever, city networks 
try to diversify the geographies of involved cities. However, 
participating in and getting something out of city networks 
requires resourcing we’re not dealing with an equal playing 
field while capacity issues remain. Many cities in the global 
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South have established their own networks and are leaders 
within networks based in the Global North. Yet, these are 
usually prominent, large megacities participating across 
different networks and with the funding and the institutional 
capacity to benefit from it. If you’re a city that struggles to find 
the resources to manage the everyday in an urban context, 
investing significant resources in international activity can be 
hard to justify on the domestic level.

How did cities’ roles change regarding local issues and international demands?

Pejic: When we look at urban governance more broadly, we see a 
shift away from the idea of urban managerialism where local 
governments were mainly in charge of providing services. 
Under austerity and neoliberalism, we’ve seen a move to 
urban entrepreneurialism, where the role of city leaders is to 
bring together various actors and to try to spur investment 
and make sure the private sector is delivering. City leaders 
oftentimes aren’t masters of their own domain and require 
partnerships. They have to work with a range of stakeholders 
within the city as well as with higher government levels, and 
they have to work internationally to solve the increasingly 
globalized challenges of everyday urban governance. The 
flipside of that is the international system, which should 
attend more to what’s happening in cities. There’s agency 
in the sense that city leaders are promoting and asserting 
themselves in those discussions. Cities are more recognized 
as global actors with agency than ever before. The nature of 
modern urban challenges has forced cities to move from being 
service providers at the local level to international actors that 
can play a role in global efforts at sustainability.
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13

Partnerships for SDGs: Facilitating 
a Biodiversity– Climate Nexus?

Montserrat Koloffon Rosas and Philipp Pattberg

In 2018, 15- year- old Greta Thunberg began a school strike for climate, and 
was soon joined by many more school children around the world. In 2019 
Thunberg addressed the United Nations Climate Action Summit with an 
emotional speech, condemning world leaders for their betrayal of younger 
generations through their inertia over climate action. This was not the first 
time international delegates had applauded a dire warning and call to action 
from a teenager. In 1992, 12- year- old Severn Cullis- Suzuki delivered a 
similarly powerful speech at the United Nations’ Earth Summit in Rio.‘All 
this is happening before our eyes and yet we act as if we have all the time 
we want and all the solutions’ (Suzuki, 1992), she said after listing hunger, 
biodiversity loss, global warming and air pollution as some of the issues 
requiring most attention, the very same challenges still facing the world 
three decades later. So, what happened in global sustainability governance 
during the three decades between Severn’s and Greta’s memorable activist 
interventions? And is there a better plan today to finally halt the problems 
that, like climate change and biodiversity loss, have already concerned three 
generations of young people?

Since the Rio Earth Summit, the UN has led global governance of 
sustainable development through three different international policy 
agendas: Agenda 21, from 1992 to 2000; the Millennium Development 
Goals, from 2000 to 2015; and the current 2030 Agenda, from 2015 to 2030. 
With three consecutive global agendas addressing sustainable development, it 
might seem that the UN has found a clever way of extending the deadline to 
achieve the goals by renaming and relaunching the agendas for a new period. 
Yet the evolution of these agendas has been more than a mere rebranding 
exercise, with each taking a more mature perspective than its predecessor 
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towards sustainability on the one hand and significant structural changes 
regarding implementation on the other.

In terms of perceptions of sustainable development, between 1992 and 
2022, the governance of sustainable development shifted from clearly 
distinguishing between the different areas of sustainability (economic, 
environmental and social) and identifying some loose objectives and activities 
for each area, to an agenda listing 17 specific and measurable goals, while 
explicitly recognizing their interlinked nature across the different issue areas 
of sustainability. In other words, the 2030 Agenda aims to break down the 
silos that create the illusion that global issues can be solved in isolation (UN, 
2018). In terms of implementation, these agendas have shifted from declaring 
that the successful implementation of the agenda is ‘first and foremost the 
responsibility of Governments’ (UN, 1992), to stating that ‘all countries and 
all stakeholders, acting in collaborative partnership, will implement this plan’ 
(UN, 2015). While many different means of implementation are available –  
such as regulations of various kinds, taxes and direct government budget 
spending (see eg Elder and Bartalini, 2019) it is in this all- hands- on- deck 
context that multistakeholder partnerships have gained their reputation as a 
promising governance mechanism to implement the SDGs.

In sum, since Severn delivered her speech in 1992, the UN has taken a 
much more integral and inclusive approach to governance of sustainable 
development with the 17 Sustainable Development Goals and the 
endorsement of multistakeholder partnerships (MSPs) for implementation. 
Consequently, a number of studies have been dedicated to the linkages and 
connections between the SDGs (eg Nilsson et al, 2016; Schleicher et al, 
2018; Zelinka and Amadei, 2019). Similarly, research on MSPs has shown 
that MSPs indeed ‘create bridges on a transnational scale among the public 
sector … the private sector, and civil society’ (Benner et al, 2004: 196). The 
UN 2030 Agenda, however, makes an implicit assumption about MSPs as a 
central implementation mechanism, namely that, next to the bridges they 
create among sectors, MSPs are also able and effective at creating bridges 
between the 17 different SDGs to devise and implement solutions that benefit 
multiple issue areas simultaneously. The question of whether this optimistic 
expectation is warranted has, however, received little scholarly attention.

The aim of this chapter, consequently, is to start addressing this question by 
exploring the extent to which the theoretical expectation of SDG interlinkages 
is reflected in the focus of partnerships working on the implementation of 
SDGs. For this purpose, it focuses on two closely interlinked SDGs: SDG 13 
(Climate action) and SDG 15 (Life on land). The risk that partnerships follow 
the tendency not to address environmental challenges in their full complexity 
but rather to do it selectively by establishing niches of collaboration where 
the interests of like- minded partners ally, has been raised before (Andonova, 
2010). Nevertheless, as Hale and Mauzerall (2004) point out, according 
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to MSP advocates, framing projects as partnerships has the advantage of 
connecting disparate activities to a multilateral process. Climate change and 
biodiversity loss share root causes (Deprez et al, 2021), and the recognition 
that these two challenges need to be addressed together has become popular 
in academic and practitioner circles. The chapter explores the extent to 
which the theoretical understanding of interlinkages between these two 
SDGs is reflected in the focus of MSPs registered on UNDESA’s Partnership 
Platform. Furthermore, it looks into the practices MSPs implement when 
they act as nexus facilitators.

This chapter begins by discussing the two characteristics that define the 
2030 Agenda: its inclusive and integral approach. On inclusiveness, it briefly 
reviews the evolution of MSPs in sustainable development governance. 
With reference to the integral approach, it focuses on the nexus concept by 
discussing the biodiversity– climate nexus and introduces the idea of MSPs as 
nexus facilitators. After defining the relevant concepts, it presents the authors’ 
research design for a first empirical exploration of the MSP landscape in 
the biodiversity– climate governance nexus. Finally, the chapter presents and 
discusses the authors’ findings on the MSPs landscape and their practices, 
and concludes by outlining avenues for future research.

13.1 The evolution of MSPs in the broader sustainable 
development agenda
The idea of partnerships for sustainability as a main vehicle for successful 
implementation did not emerge with the 2030 Agenda. Agenda 21 had 
already called for a ‘Global Partnership for Sustainable Development’, and 
specifically for ‘partnerships among the public, private, and community 
sectors’ (UN, 1992). In 1992, however, partnerships were mainly expected 
to ensure ‘the participation of vulnerable groups (such as women, workers, 
farmers, etc.) and major stakeholders (businesses, NGOs, etc.) to the decision 
making process of sustainable development’ (Biermann et al, 2007: 1). While 
the role of partnerships was marginal at first, their recognition set the stage for 
what would be formalized ten years later as the so- called Type II partnerships 
as an outcome of the 2002 Rio+ 10 Summit (World Summit on Sustainable 
Development) in Johannesburg (Pattberg et al, 2012). With this, their role 
expanded from helping to fill the participation gap to prospects to address 
three functional deficits in global governance: regulation, participation and 
implementation (Haas, 2004). Interestingly, while MSPs have increasingly 
gained support, research has shown that, in reality, they have limited power 
to cover these gaps (Biermann et al, 2007).

MSPs have become mainstream nowadays, and the term ‘partnership’ 
carries largely positive connotations (Bäckstrand, 2006). However, the 
introduction of this form of collaboration for implementation did not come 
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without resistance. The criticism ranged everywhere from ‘EU delegations 
and environmental NGOs … worried that partnerships could become 
an instrument to repudiate international environmental agreements’ to 
‘delegations from the South [which] started to perceive partnerships as a 
threat to their sovereignty’ (Mert and Chan, 2012: 25), as well as scholars 
pointing out democratic, accountability and legitimacy deficits (Bäckstrand, 
2006). These reactions –  next to some more pessimistic ones suggesting 
that MSPs are leading to the privatization of governance structures –  
questioned whether this modus operandi would promote effective and 
legitimate global governance (Benner et al, 2004). Partly given to these 
negative partnership estimates, initially, Type II partnerships were referred 
to as such in order ‘to distinguish them from the politically negotiated 
agreements and commitments that were considered the first outcome of the 
summit’ (Hale and Mauzerall, 2004: 221). In their early years, this difference 
was intentionally quite pronounced; the partnerships were conceived as 
a complementary approach to contribute to the implementation of the 
sustainable development commitments, and were not specifically intended as 
substitutes for intergovernmental commitments (Hale and Mauzerall, 2004). 
However, due to their rising popularity with the later agendas for sustainable 
development, their complementary role in filling the implementation gap 
shifted to a much more central one as an implementation mechanism.

The Millennium Development Goals were the first global agenda to 
dedicate one of its eight goals exclusively to partnerships, and the 2030 
Agenda has done the same with SDG 17. Unlike the other 16 goals, SDG 
17 is not dedicated to any particular sustainable development issue area, 
but instead ‘serves as a convener and facilitator for all the other goals’ 
(Schnurbein, 2020: 1). SDG 17 addresses several shortcomings of MDG 8 in 
its design, monitoring and review1 (ECOSOC, 2015). The main difference 
is that, while the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities 
is recognized, the SDGs take a universally inclusive approach, no longer 
differentiating between the developed and developing world. The SDGs put 
an end to the tensions of previous agendas by addressing not only all member 
states but all actors equally, including the state, the market and civil society 
(Schnurbein, 2020). The variety of actors are expected to get involved and 
to support the achievement of the SDGs mainly through MSPs (UN, 2015).

From an academic perspective, Boas and colleagues (2016) propose 
partnerships as a possible avenue for institutionalizing the nexus approach 
in the context of SDG implementation. Something to consider, however, is 
that transnational MSPs have been defined as ‘institutionalized transboundary 
interactions between public and private actors, which aim at the provision 
of collective goods’ (Schäferhoff et al, 2009: 455). This definition features 
four characteristics: (1) institutionalized interactions; (2) transboundary 
scope; (3) public and private actors; and (4) a goal related to collective 
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goods’ provision –  none of which refers to the competence of bridging 
issue areas (ie the capacity to facilitate a governance nexus approach). So, 
can MSPs be expected to act as nexus facilitators? Can MSPs bring about 
effective and efficient transformations in global sustainability governance? 
In general, evidence for partnerships’ actual role and relevance in this field 
is scarce and inconclusive (Pattberg et al, 2012). While the effectiveness 
question has received some academic attention, together with assessments 
of MSPs’ accountability and legitimacy (Bäckstrand, 2006), the efficiency 
question (ie synergistic effects that emerge from an effective nexus approach) 
remains largely unexplored. The next section introduces the biodiversity– 
climate nexus, which serves as an empirical starting point to explore MSPs’ 
performance as nexus facilitators.

13.2 The biodiversity– climate nexus
A nexus generally refers to a series of connections linking two or more 
things and is now commonly used in relation to governance when several 
issue areas are intrinsically interlinked (Boas et al, 2016). The nexus concept 
had not yet been coined to refer to this type of integral approach, until Boas 
et al (2016: 451) reported that:

the argument for considering connections between the economic, 
social, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development dates 
back more than 20 years, at least to the 1992 … UN Conference on 
Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro.

In the early stages, the conversation about an integral approach started by 
considering the three dimensions of sustainable development but not more 
specific issue areas. At the Rio Earth Summit, issue areas including climate 
and biodiversity received attention separately, as reflected by one of the main 
outcomes of the summit: the Rio Conventions. These three international 
environmental treaties governing climate, biodiversity and desertification2 
were negotiated simultaneously but were signed as independent outputs. 
When it comes to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and 
the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, ‘surprisingly the two treaties 
do not refer explicitly, but only implicitly, to each other’ (Maljean- Dubois 
and Wemaere, 2017: 4).

The nexus concept first appeared at the World Economic Forum 
in 2008 (Cairns and Krzywoszynska, 2016) and seriously entered the 
policy arena in 2011 at the Bonn Nexus Conference. There, the focus 
shifted from the integration of sustainable development dimensions to 
the integration of issue areas, with the water– energy–food nexus as the 
main linkage of concern (Keskinen et al, 2016; Sharmina et al, 2016). 
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Around the same time, solutions approaching climate and biodiversity as a 
nexus, referred to as nature- based solutions (NBSs) were ‘initiated, guided 
and promoted by influential inter- governmental institutions’ such as the 
World Bank, the International Union for Conservation of Nature and the 
European Commission (Davies et al, 2021: 1). The nexus approach was 
further encouraged in 2012, during the UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development (Rio+ 20), where it was recognized that the fragmentation 
of sectors could no longer be maintained (Boas et al, 2016). With this 
precedent, it is not a surprise that the 2030 Agenda was ‘fully cognizant 
of this problem’ and ended up including ‘strong language that is meant 
to address the nexus problem’ (Boas et al, 2016: 450), including explicit 
recognition of both the UNFCCC and the CBD.

The rationale behind a nexus approach is that it can support a transition 
to sustainability by focusing on system efficiency rather than on the 
productivity of isolated sectors (Hoff, 2011). Approaching two (or more) 
issues as a nexus (ie broadening the scope of the system being governed) 
implies aiming ‘to find development paths that consider synergies and 
trade- offs among sectors’ thus enabling ‘sectoral policy- making cross- cutting 
dimensions … such as sustainable consumption and production’ (UNDESA, 
2014: 1). An integrated approach addressing shared root causes from the 
beginning promises to be more efficient and in many cases much more 
cost effective, ‘as investments made to achieve a given goal influence the 
approach, resourcing, and effectiveness of the delivery of others’ (UNDESA, 
2014: 2). This last point is crucial, as it recognizes both global warming 
and biodiversity loss not as the problems themselves but as symptoms of 
other unsustainable patterns. Once the shared causes are identified, it is easy 
to notice how even more SDGs are interlinked. In line with UNDESA’s 
understanding of a nexus, Deprez and colleagues (2021: 5) point out that 
climate change and biodiversity loss ‘share root causes which are linked 
to unsustainable production and consumption (eg in agri- food systems 
[SDG 2] and energy production [SDG 7]), resulting in damaging land- use 
changes (eg deforestation and land degradation [SDG 15])’.3 Their study 
identifies, besides the shared root causes, three more ways in which the two 
issue areas are linked: (1) climate change hurts biodiversity; (2) biodiversity 
is essential to climate mitigation and adaptation; and (3) some climate 
mitigation solutions hurt biodiversity, in turn potentially compromising 
the world’s ability to reach net zero emissions.

Governing sustainable development through a nexus approach has been 
receiving increasing attention, and ‘the need to address [climate change 
and biodiversity] together has recently gained prominence in the scientific 
and political mainstream’ (Deprez et al, 2021: 9). Examples of studies 
taking a nexus approach include Bellard et al (2012), Eitelberg et al (2016) 
and Ozturk (2016), and examples of political action include the Beijing 
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Call for Biodiversity Conservation and Climate Change, the UK COP26 
Presidency’s Nature Campaign, and –  despite a joint liaison group (JLG) 
between the three Rio Conventions having been established since 2001 – 
the first ever joint collaboration between the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change and the Intergovernmental Science- Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. In this co- sponsored workshop, the 
two intergovernmental scientific bodies explicitly recognized the two issue 
areas to be ‘intertwined through mechanistic links and feedbacks’ (Pörtner 
et al, 2021: 14).

In the view of Deprez et al (2021: 16), while these are commendable and 
well intentioned efforts:

the most key and problematic blind spot in the current global discussions 
on linking climate and biodiversity is that … many [efforts] still seem 
incomplete [given that] the framing is often primarily on maximizing 
synergies … while de- emphasizing or even not acknowledging the 
existence of potentially severe trade- offs between the two issues.

An example of trade- offs is the impact of carbon dioxide removal (CDR) on 
biodiversity. Modelling emission pathways to reach net zero CO2 emissions 
by mid- century and thus limit temperature rise to 1.5 ºC by 2100 shows 
that we have already reached a point where, to reach the 1.5 ºC by 2100 
goal, at least some level of CDR (or negative emissions) must be deployed. 
Bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS) is a popular form of 
CDR. However, given the large areas of land that would be required to 
operate this form of CDR on an industrial scale, if relied on too much,4 
BECCS is set to severely affect biodiversity conservation (and food security) 
goals (IPCC, 2018; Roe et al, 2019; Deprez et al, 2021). Despite the 
shift in conversation towards recognizing the risks from trade- offs, and 
acknowledging nature- based solutions, the shift has not yet been reflected 
in practice, as only 3 per cent of global climate finance is earmarked for 
these type of NBSs (COP26 UK Presidency, 2022).

This means that, for effective and efficient SDG implementation, MSPs 
focusing on the implementation of both SDG 13 and SDG 15 should not 
only be contributing to the implementation of NBSs but also contribute 
to ‘refine the concept of climate ambition by integrating biodiversity, to 
select those Paris compatible emission reduction pathways most aligned 
with reaching biodiversity goals and other SDGs’ (Deprez et al, 2021: 18), 
thus avoiding the risk of the trade- offs between both issues. This chapter’s 
contribution is a first empirical exploration on whether existing MSPs 
seem to be tackling SDG implementation with a nexus approach and 
how. The next section discusses the concept of MSPs as nexus facilitators 
in more depth.
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13.3 MSPs as nexus facilitators

MSPs emerged on the scene of sustainable development governance as 
a response to the lack of effectiveness of more traditional governance 
approaches (Pattberg et al, 2012). It would therefore be reasonable to 
attribute their growing popularity to their degree of effectiveness, broader 
accountability and legitimacy. In reality, however, there is no conclusive 
evidence of their positive performance (Pattberg and Widerberg, 2016). One 
of the few empirical evaluations finds, for example, that MSPs with high 
empirical legitimacy and an appropriate institutional design are best able to 
fulfil complex tasks in contexts of limited statehood [while] projects that lack 
legitimacy are prone to fail (Beisheim et al, 2014). When it comes to MSPs, 
as Schäferhoff et al (2009: 457) point out, it should be noted that ‘measuring 
[MSP] effectiveness in a comparative perspective is difficult, because [MSPs] 
carry out various [different] functions’, and therefore ‘any assessment on the 
effectiveness of [MSPs] should relate to their functions’. They distinguish 
between the effectiveness of MSPs concerning policy formulation (output 
level) and policy implementation (outcome and/ or impact level).

This section conceptualizes nexus facilitation as a specific implementation 
set- up that brings together different types of actors with the explicit intention 
of addressing two or more sustainable development goals simultaneously, 
thereby generating the potential to bring about synergistic effects on the 
output, outcome and/ or impact level. For example, one MSP could be 
generating knowledge about the shared root causes of biodiversity loss 
and climate change, another could be formulating regulations accordingly 
and yet another could focus on technological innovation to comply with 
the regulations on the ground. MSPs that successfully generate synergies 
in SDG implementation through a nexus approach are arguably not only 
effective, but also more efficient compared to mechanisms implementing 
SDGs in silos. An important caveat here is that the nexus facilitation set- up 
is likely to aid but not guarantee the emergence of synergies. A synergistic 
implementation depends on the activities carried out by the MSPs, which 
can be categorized along three different dimensions: the partner, the 
parlance and the practice dimensions.5 The partner dimension focuses on 
the participants of the MSP; for example, an MSP could bring together 
practitioners from the UNFCCC and the CBD together for collaboration. 
The parlance dimension focuses on discourses, specifically how SDGs link 
through different narratives. An example here would be to find evidence of 
MSPs on climate and biodiversity achieving a common understanding to 
avoid risks like BECCS. The practice dimension focuses on the goals of the 
MSP itself, and the concrete policy instruments it employs. For example, 
two MSPs working on the biodiversity– climate nexus could have entirely 
different goals; one MSP could have the goal to reduce unsustainable 
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agricultural practices by creating regulations, while another could aim to 
reforest a specific area of land.

It is likely that certain configurations of the three dimensions, or pathways 
(independent variable), are more likely to lead to synergistic effects in SDG 
implementation (dependent variable). Determining these pathways is outside 
of the scope of this chapter,6 but, as a first step towards this purpose, the MSP 
landscape in the biodiversity– climate governance nexus can be explored. 
The connections of SDGs through MSPs and how MSPs operate can be 
uncovered, and whether this seems to be in line with the expectations for 
them to act as nexus facilitators determined. The following section presents 
the authors’ data collection and sample delimitation process, and discusses 
the MSP mapping, as well as the activities carried out by the MSPs in 
their sample.

13.4 Analysing the biodiversity– climate governance 
landscape
The Partnership Platform is ‘a global registry of voluntary commitments 
and multistakeholder partnerships made by stakeholders in support of the 
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals’ (UNDESA, 2022). 
There is no exhaustive directory of MSPs working on SDG implementation; 
however, UNDESA’s Partnership Platform serves as the official UN registry 
of MSPs working on SDG implementation. As of January 2022, there 
were around 6,000 entries7 on the platform, of which 2,241 declare SDGs 
13 and/ or 158 to be in their focus. According to an independent study 
commissioned by UNDESA in 2019, ‘initiatives are widely distributed across 
the goals’ on the platform, but they are ‘skewed to an extent by the approx. 
1400 commitments and initiatives added from the Ocean Conference in 
2017’ (Clough et al, 2019: 4). This trend is still noticeable in the current 
distribution, with most entries including SDG 14 (Life below water) as one of 
the SDGs on which their work focuses. The SDGs in focus are self- reported 
by the entries, potentially reflecting the partnership’s aspiration rather than 
an empirical nexus. This bias can be avoided by relying on text analysis of 
the partnerships’ mission statements based on pre- coded dictionaries for 
each SDG. For this chapter’s purpose, however, the analysis is limited to 
self- reported SDGs on the platform as a first exploratory step.

To obtain a picture of the constellation of SDGs connected by MSPs 
working mainly on climate and biodiversity, the authors’ sample includes 
only entries reporting that they focus on a maximum of four SDGs, 
from which two must be SDGs 13 and 15. There are 66 entries on the 
Partnership Platform fulfilling this criterion.9 From the 66 observations in 
the sample, only six (ie about 9 per cent) focus exclusively on SDGs 13 and 
15 (see Figure 13.1). The other 60 report working on those two SDGs in 
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combination with at least one additional SDG. All the SDGs are included 
by at least one MSP in the sample, except SDG 10 (Reduced inequalities), 
which does not feature in any of the SDG combinations (see Figure 13.3). 
This, together with SDG 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure), which 
is featured in only one entry in the sample, correlates with their being the 
two least featured SDGs among all entries. The most reported nexus in the 
sample (nine partnerships) includes the two SDGs in focus together with 
SDG 14. This SDG combination (which could be called the aquaterrestial 
biodiversity– climate nexus) fits the biodiversity– climate nexus, suggesting 
that working on biodiversity in general (both on land and below water) 
may be more popular than focusing on biodiversity on land only. Of course, 
the popularity of this specific combination could also be attributed to the 
high frequency of registered partnerships including SDG 14 within their 
focus areas. Including the six partnerships focusing on the aquaterrestial 
biodiversity– climate nexus as part of those working exclusively on the 
climate– biodiversity nexus, amounts to about 22 per cent of the partnerships 
in the sample.

Additionally, four popular SDG combinations or nexuses were identified, 
each with three observations reporting to work on them. Figure 13.2 shows 
the constellation of SDGs according to the most popular connections 
generated by partnerships, with SDGs as nodes (SDGs 13 and 15 are shown 
as a single node, as they appear in all SDG combinations) and partnerships 
as the links connecting them (colours in Figure 13.2 correspond to those of 
Figure 13.1). The dark blue, magenta, yellow and orange links are triangular 
shapes, and each triangle is one MSP (instead of each single straight line). 
The six partnerships focusing exclusively on SDGs 13 and 15 appear in the 
centre of the figure in green, and the nine partnerships working on the 

Figure 13.1: Number of partnerships registered on the Partnership Platform 
per nexus
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aquaterrestial biodiversity– climate nexus are shown in light blue. The four 
remaining SDG combinations (the four triangles) are the four next most 
popular SDG combinations. Two of these SDG combinations are instances 
of the aquaterrestial biodiversity– climate nexus including one more SDG, 
which means that this specific combination comes up in about 22 per cent 
of the partnerships of the sample (nine times on its own, and six times in 
combination with an additional SDG). In one case (dark blue triangle) 
this fourth SDG is SDG 17 (Partnerships for the goals), and in the other 
(magenta triangle) it is SDG 4 (Quality education). Both of the other two 
popular nexuses include SDG 2 (Zero hunger) and, since they do not 
include SDG 14, they are likely to be partnerships focusing on issues related 
to land use, agriculture and food production. One of these two popular 
combinations (yellow triangle) includes SDG 12 (Responsible consumption 

Figure 13.2: The biodiversity– climate nexus TIE fighter 
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and production) as their fourth SDG, while the other one (orange triangle) 
includes SDG 1 (No poverty).

Finding that the data sample includes several entries declaring their work 
to focus on various SDGs simultaneously is a hopeful sign for the expectation 
that MSPs act as nexus facilitators. Furthermore, that the most popular 
SDG combinations in the sample focus exclusively on the (aquaterrestial) 
biodiversity– climate nexus suggests that there is a recognition by MSPs of 
the interconnected nature of these two issue areas. These findings seem to 
support the expectation of MSPs having the ability to bridge SDGs. At this 
point, the critical reader could argue that, on the basis of the very limited 
progress SDGs are making and the large number of MSPs registered on the 
Partnership Platform, the thousands of MSPs might not be very effective. 
This would be the case assuming that all entries registered on the platform 
were indeed MSPs. However, since registration on the platform is open and 
voluntary, the entries should be further scrutinized to determine whether 

Figure 13.3: Network of SDGs working primarily on SDGs 13 and 15 
connected by MSPs
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their configuration is actually that of an MSP10 and to understand the type 
of activities they are carrying out. In this process, significant weaknesses were 
detected. First, focusing on the sample subset of the most popular nexuses (ie 
those featured in Figure 13.2), only 19 (61 per cent) of the 31 observations 
include a (working) website, and even then some websites are not for the 
partnership itself. Out of the 19 observations including a website, seven are 
not engaged in transboundary projects; this, strictly speaking, does not fit the 
authors’ working definition for MSPs. This leaves a reduced number of just 
12 observations (see Table 13.1) that both fit the authors’ requirements and 
provide a source of information (website) about them and their activities. This 
points to a different conclusion,  that despite the vast amount of attention 
MSPs receive, the number of active and formal MSPs is actually quite low.

Different methods are required to conduct a comprehensive evaluation 
of the activities carried out by the MSPs. Some examples include network 

Table 13.1: Activities mentioned in descriptions of observations in subsample

Name of entry on UNDESA’S Partnership 
Platform

Activities

Partner 
dimension

Parlance 
dimension

Practice 
dimension

Conservation and wise use of mangroves and coral 
reefs in Latin America and the Caribbean

✓ ✓ ✓

Mangrove restoration potential map × ✓ ✓

Over 2.5 million ha of forest landscape will be 
restored by countries in the Caucasus and Central 
Asia under the Bonn Challenge by 2030

✓ × ✓

Carbon farming school ✓ × ✓

WildAREness × × ✓

Hyundai Green Zone ✓ ✓ ✓

Conservation finance product development × × ✓

The lifetime carbon neutral commitment: taking 
responsibility for the past and future carbon 
emissions. vELUX– WWF partnership to capture 
the vELUX Group’s historical carbon emissions 
through forest conservation

✓ × ✓

Watertrek ✓ ✓ ✓

No- till sunflower oil production  ✓ ✓

Platform for agricultural risk management ✓ ✓ ✓

Supporting the revision and developing of national 
legislation for climate change adaptation and 
mitigation

✓ × ✓
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analysis for the partner dimension, quantitative or qualitative content analysis 
for the parlance and practice dimensions, and interviews for the latter. 
The more refined understanding of the MSP activities achieved through 
such methods is indispensable for an analysis of the potential pathways for 
synergies. This line of research will determine the added value of MSPs in 
terms of efficiency, and is currently being pursued by the Transformative 
Partnerships 2030 project. This chapter conducts a preliminary exploration of 
the descriptions of the 12 observations in the subsample to give an overview 
of the types of activities they perform, according to the three categories in 
the conceptual framework. This exercise is insufficient for evaluating, for 
example, the discourses (parlance dimension) generated through the MSPs’ 
work. However, it is reported whenever a partnership’s descriptions indicate 
the potential facilitation of dialogues contributing to a common framing of 
the narrative around problems and solutions.

The authors’ first finding is that surprisingly, within this subsample, the 
self- reported SDGs in focus are used homogeneously by MSPs declaring 
that they work on the same SDG combinations. This is reflected by the 
similarities among the MSPs working on identical SDG nexuses, for 
example, the three MSPs focusing exclusively on the biodiversity– climate 
nexus (green), are all conducting reforestation- related activities, while 
the two MSPs focusing on the aquaterrestial biodiversity– climate nexus 
(light blue) conduct work related to mangroves. Among the partnerships 
focusing on four SDGs, the three MSPs focusing on the aquaterrestial 
biodiversity– climate nexus and partnerships (dark blue) are led by the 
private sector, and the two including the SDGs on poverty and hunger 
(orange) have activities related to agriculture. Finally, the only observation 
in the subsample working on the aquaterrestial biodiversity– climate 
nexus and education (magenta) reports working on education about the 
nexus, explicitly mentioning mangroves. Interestingly, several of these 
activities could be considered as nature- based solutions, but this term is 
not used in any of the descriptions in the subsample. A relevant question 
is whether the observed homogeneous understanding of reported SDGs 
holds for MSPs focusing on other issue areas or working on more (than 
four) SDGs simultaneously.

Next, from their descriptions, it can be observed that for all but one MSP 
(WildAREness), it is possible to find traits that point to activities fitting at 
least two of the dimensions of the authors’ conceptual framework, with 
almost half of them having a fitting trait for the three dimensions. One 
of the most central questions for future research is to determine whether 
covering more dimensions is advantageous for a more effective and efficient 
implementation. More in- depth methodologies at a later stage will allow for 
a more rigorous categorization of activities between dimensions that allows 
the different pathways for synergistic SDG implementation to be studied.
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Finally, most MSPs in the subsample are relatively small. The absence 
of more well- established partnerships working on the biodiversity– 
climate nexus11 is noteworthy and raises different possible hypotheses. 
One interpretation could be that (big) actors do not see the Partnership 
Platform as a valuable resource and therefore find the registration process 
unnecessary. Another is that actors do not regard the platform as a valuable 
resource because it brings no added value for them (eg for the MSPs, the 
registration could be but one more bureaucratic requirement draining their 
limited human resources). Another possibility could be that the platform 
has not received enough visibility, that is, the low representation is a result 
of weak orchestration efforts from the UN. Lastly, while unlikely, the 
Partnership Platform may accurately capture the existing MSP landscape 
in the biodiversity– climate governance nexus, which would mean that this 
community happens to be rather inactive, with just a few small initiatives 
actively working at it.

13.5 Conclusion
This chapter starts from two observations. First, the 2030 Agenda explicitly 
recognizes the interlinkages between the SDGs and calls for an integrated 
approach to implementation. Second, SDG 17 calls for MSPs as a key 
vehicle for delivering sustainable development globally. This means that it is 
implicitly assumed that MSPs are both able and effective at bringing SDGs 
closer together to devise and implement solutions that benefit multiple issue 
areas simultaneously. Whether this is the case empirically is a question that 
has received little scholarly attention to date. Consequently, this chapter has 
begun to address this question. It focuses empirically on two environmental 
SDGs that are widely accepted as being closely related, SDG 13 (Climate 
action) and SDG 15 (Life on land).

Given the early stage of this line of research, the authors have gone back to 
basics and reviewed the evolution trajectory that MSPs followed to become 
such a central tool in the implementation of SDGs. Similarly, they introduce 
the concept of nexus as an approach to sustainability governance. In terms 
of their empirical focus on climate change and biodiversity, they provide 
an overview of the existing understanding on how the two issue areas are 
related. In spite of the unquestioned close relationship between these topics, 
they discuss the limited response both in research and in practice to address 
them as a nexus. Their main conceptual contribution is developing the idea 
that MSPs can act as nexus facilitators and their conceptual categorization 
of institutional linkages of SDGs along the three dimensions of partner, 
parlance and practice.

To make a first empirical assessment of the MSP biodiversity– climate 
governance landscape, the authors analysed a sample of 66 MSPs declaring 

  

 



312

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

that they work mainly12 on the biodiversity– climate nexus, as registered 
on UNDESA’s Partnership Platform. Preliminary assessment does not 
allowed conclusions about what MSPs are doing in much detail or their 
overall impact, but some interesting observations have arisen from this 
exploratory exercise. First, the climate– biodiversity nexus is the most 
prevalent among the most popular SDG combinations in their dataset, with 
most observations (c. 22 per cent) focusing exclusively on biodiversity-  and 
climate- related SDGs (including SDG 14). Second, there are four additional 
popular nexuses (each with at least three observations reporting that they 
work on it) that, next to biodiversity and climate change, declare at least 
one more SDG in their thematic focus (SDGs 1, 2, 4, 12 and 17). That 
the authors have found several partnerships declaring their work focuses 
on various SDGs simultaneously is a hopeful sign for the expectation of 
MSPs acting as nexus facilitators. Furthermore, that the most popular 
SDG combinations in the sample focus exclusively on the (aquaterrestial) 
biodiversity– climate nexus suggests that there is a recognition by MSPs of 
the interconnected nature of these two issue areas, which seems to support 
the expectation that MSPs can bridge SDGs. Similarly, the descriptions 
of the majority of MSPs in the sample show traits pointing to activities 
fitting at least two of the dimensions in the conceptual framework. At 
a later stage, this information will allow the added value of MSPs to 
be evaluated in relation to a synergistic implementation of SDGs. On 
a less positive note, some worrying limitations with the available data 
were also found, and possible explanations given for the Partnership 
Platform’s shortcomings.

In sum, this chapter has provided a first exploration in an understudied 
field, and is meant as a starting point for further research in this area. Future 
research would ideally expand the scope of SDGs and evaluate whether 
the observations made in the biodiversity– climate nexus hold along other 
issue areas, as well as MSPs with a focus on more SDGs than in the sample. 
Furthermore, the debate on data limitations has the potential to be an entire 
line of research of its own and to contribute to improve the orchestration, 
as well as the monitoring, reporting and validating (MRv) practices around 
SDGs. Lastly, the efficiency question should be investigated in more depth. 
For this, case studies of MSPs would bring clarity on whether or not a nexus 
approach has the potential to lead to the urgently needed transformative 
changes to make progress towards achieving the 2030 Agenda in the years 
to come.

Notes
 1 The shortcomings were: (1) Goal 8 did not cover all aspects of the global partnership for 

development, as set out in the Millennium Declaration, the Monterrey Consensus and the 
Johannesburg Plan of Implementation; (2) there was a lack of quantitative and time- bound 
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targets, as well as inconsistencies between goals, targets and indicators; (3) structurally, 
MDG 8 stood apart from the rest of the MDGs; (4) MDG 8 was often misinterpreted as 
focusing solely on aid commitments.

 2 UNFCCC, CBD and UNCCD.
 3 Acknowledging this much is already a big step ahead, but of course, in the spirit of formal 

root cause analysis (Reppening et al, 2017), one should further ask: what is the cause of 
unsustainable production and consumption patterns?

 4 Deprez et al (2021) point out that ‘across the IPCC’s Report’s four illustrative emission 
pathways, the amount of CDR deployed varies widely’. Indeed, the difference between 
scenarios P2 and P4 amounts to planting bioenergy crops on 7 per cent of global 
agricultural land by 2050 (an area the size of Nigeria) or on 33 per cent of global 
agricultural land (an area the size of Australia), respectively. They declare that, ‘in order 
to reach both climate and biodiversity goals, it is essential to avoid at all costs taking such 
widespread CDR and BECCS deployment as in P4’.

 5 A broader overview of this conceptualization is forthcoming in the framework of the 
Transformative Partnerships 2030 research project (www.transf orm2 030.se).

 6 This line of research is currently being pursued in the framework of the Transformative 
Partnerships 2030 research project.

 7 The number of entries in the platform is currently unreliable, as the authors found several 
duplicates during the coding process. This problem does not seem to have been corrected 
on the platform as of January 2022.

 8 Unfortunately, the platform does not report disaggregated data, which makes it hard to 
tell precisely how many partnerships feature in both SDGs 13 and 15. A dataset that will 
allow these figures to be determined is currently being coded for the Transformative 
Partnerships 2030 project (www.transf orm2 030.se).

 9 The full sample consists of 143 observations, from which 77 are duplicate data points. 
This means that some partnerships are registered more than once or even twice.

 10 This has now been done for the full set of entries on the Partnership Platform in the 
framework of the Transformative Partnerships 2030 project (see www.transf orm2 030.se/ 
out put/ data).

 11 Such as the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, the Global Partnership on Forest Landscape 
Restoration and the Roundtable on Sustainable Biomaterials.

 12 This has been operationalized as MSPs declaring their activities to focus on SDGs 13 and 
15, and a maximum of two additional SDGs.
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Interview with Philipp 
Pattberg: About Inclusive and 

Participatory Partnerships

Arthur Saillard and Emmanuel Dahan

How are multistakeholder partnerships different from public– private partnerships 
(PPPs)?

Pattberg: The short answer is: they are the same. The difference 
is that the MSP concept is used by academics and tends 
to be broader and can include NGOs, universities, local 
actors or even two public actors, whereas the PPP concept 
is narrower and more practitioner inspired.

The popularity of MSPs for the Sustainable Development Goals has increased. What 
are the drivers behind this increase in popularity?

Pattberg: What sets  Agenda 2030 apar t from previous 
development agendas is the emphasis on MSPs. 
Partnerships are no longer just a part of the SDG 
discourse –  they are a central mechanism for delivery 
of the SDGs. Partnerships are becoming ever more 
important because they resonate with the general idea 
of how we should approach things in an inclusive, 
participatory, market- based kind of way. In short, it 
resonates with the overarching neoliberal configuration 
of global environmental and development policy 
making. There seems to be a good fit with the general 
way we understand policy making.

Research has shown that partnerships are primarily promoted by international 
organizations and a handful of countries in the Global North. How does this bias 
affect current partnerships?

  

  

  

  



318

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

Pattberg: It’s correct that the partnerships we have studied are 
predominantly driven by Northern interests, Northern 
actors and Northern money. Initially, this was not so 
surprising given the economic capacities of the Global 
North, as well as the ideological fit between the concept 
of MSPs and the way states in the North are organized. 
However, this Northern bias does create problems and 
unintended consequences. For instance, the idea of 
having a separate public, privat, and non- profit sector 
is distinctly Western. Therefore, the very concept of 
MSPs doesn’t travel universally. However, I think we 
can see some development in terms of inclusion of 
Southern interest and voices when you compare it to 
earlier iterations of partnership approaches such as the 
2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development Issues. 
I believe that we should strive for more inclusion of 
affected actors in partnerships, but how we achieve that 
is a different question.

In your chapter you mention data limitations. What can be done to improve the 
monitoring of partnerships?

Pattberg: The limitation of data on partnerships is a large problem 
for research. If we had more data and better annual 
reporting, we could better assess the effectiveness 
of partnerships and strengthen the accountability 
framework. However, right now nobody knows who is 
working where, on which problem and with how much 
money. A lot of UN agencies do write comprehensive 
reports, but the information is not integrated and shared 
systematically. I believe it’s a huge waste of an opportunity 
not to integrate the massive amounts of available data and 
to build a system where data can truly drive processes 
in a transformative way. Such a system shouldn’t rely 
on manual inputs of static data but should feed on 
automated data inputs in real time to better coordinate 
agendas, evaluate SDG projects and ultimately generate 
better solutions.
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14

Synthesis: The Environment 
in Global Sustainability Governance

Lena Partzsch

Over the past few decades, the world has witnessed many environmental 
summits and appeals for sustainable development. Heads of state met for the 
first time to address global environmental problems in Stockholm in 1972 
for the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment. Another 
historical landmark was the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and then the Rio+ 20 
conference in 2012, which led to the adoption of the 2030 Agenda in 2015. 
The Sustainable Development Goals are the result of this global governance 
process, building on the Millennium Development Goals. While climate 
change is the environmental topic that has received most attention recently, 
this volume has shown that global environmental governance deals with a 
much broader range of problems, including deforestation (Kleinschmit et al, 
Chapter 3), ocean pollution (vadrot, Chapter 4) and freshwater scarcity 
(Fischer et al, Chapter 5).

After the coronavirus pandemic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
there is now a greater risk than before that already agreed environmental 
protection measures will be postponed or even withdrawn. Greenhouse gas 
emissions continue to rise (Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2). Donor 
countries have failed to ‘mobiliz[e]  jointly $100 billion annually by 2020 … 
to address the needs of developing countries in the context of meaningful 
mitigation actions’, as agreed on in Agenda 2030 (target 13.a) (IPCC, 2022). 
None of the Agenda 2030’s environmental subtargets, which were due by 
2020, were accomplished. The international community did not manage to 
‘protect and restore water- related ecosystems, including mountains, forests, 
wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes’ by 2020 (target 6.6) (UN Water, 2021). 
Governments failed to, by 2020, sustainably manage and protect marine 
and coastal ecosystems (target 14.2), effectively regulate harvesting and end 
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overfishing (target 14.4), conserve at least 10 per cent of coastal and marine 
areas (target 14.5) and to prohibit subsidies that contribute to overcapacity 
and overfishing (target 14.6) (Maribus, 2021). Regarding life on land (SDG 
15), targets to ensure ecosystem conservation, to stop deforestation and to 
halt biodiversity loss were also missed (WWF, 2020).

Given the multiple crises on the one hand and implementation deficits 
on the other, the international community needs to reform the global 
governance system. In this context, the authors of this volume have aimed 
to learn from past mistakes and to offer suggestions for more and more 
thorough environmental protection in global sustainability governance. The 
volume concludes with a synthesis along the three guiding questions that 
bind the chapter together:

 1. How have perceptions of the environment changed in sustainability 
governance and research since the 1992 Earth Summit?

 2. Which actors and institutions have mattered most for governance efforts 
over the last three decades?

 3. Which alternative and innovative forms of governance exist and deserve 
more research attention for a transition to environmentally salient 
sustainability?

14.1 Perception of the environment as a global 
commodity
There is a great variety of perceptions of the environment in sustainability 
governance and research. In recent decades, the environment has increasingly 
been perceived as a global commodity, both within and outside the realms 
of sustainability governance. Authors outlined this with regard to the green 
goals (SDGs 6 and 13– 15) in the first part of the book. Climate actions 
(SDG 13) are most reliant on market actors and mechanisms (as opposed 
to traditional command and control regulation) (Marquardt and Schreurs, 
Chapter 2), and this market reliance within climate change politics also affects 
other sectors. For example, forest protection and reforestation programs are 
financially compensated via the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, leading ‘life on land’ (SDG 15) to thus increase in value as a global 
commodity (Kleinschmit et al, Chapter 3). Further, freshwater sources 
(SDG 6) and the oceans (SDG 14) are increasingly being commodified and 
developed economically (Fischer et al, Chapter 5; Mehta et al, Chapter 6; 
vadrot, Chapter 4).

The perception of the environment being a global commodity is 
controversial in two ways. On the one hand, it is disputed whether the 
environment is actually a commodity, or whether ecosystems have value 
on their own and need to be preserved as a precondition for human life, 
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including the functioning of markets (Mehta et al, Chapter 6; vadrot, 
Chapter 4). Second, there is no consensus on whether the environment has a 
global value and hence its protection is an international responsibility. Instead, 
especially states with an abundance of natural resources insist on sovereignty 
over the environment in their territory, and often consider environmental 
protection to hinder national development (Kleinschmit et al, Chapter 3). 
The chapters have shown such tensions between national interests in socio- 
economic development on the one hand, and the territorial detachment 
of environmental concerns on the other (eg Fischer et al, Chapter 5; 
Mehta et al, Chapter 6; vadrot, Chapter 4 vadrot et al, Chapter 4). These 
tensions have resulted in contradictions between and within the SDGs; 
subtargets complement each other without representing an integrated 
approach (eg Dabla and Goldthau, Chapter 8). Although Agenda 2030 has 
been characterized as integrative (Kanie et al, 2017), its structure of goals 
(17), targets (169) and indicators (247) leads to its implementation in silos 
(Koloffon Rosas and Pattberg, Chapter 13).

The SDGs put contestations and trade- offs aside, in particular with regard 
to economic growth. Economic growth, now in the form of ‘green’ growth, is 
still seen as the main driver of socio- economic development (Chertkovskaya, 
Chapter 9; Lorek et al, Chapter 11). Back in the 1970s, Meadows et al 
(1972) warned of the ‘limits to growth’, while Brundtland’s three- pillar 
concept assumes that dilemmas of economic growth and environmental 
protection can be overcome (WCED, 1987). The concept of green growth 
today promises that economic development can even serve environmental 
protection (for a critical reflection see Chertkovskaya, Chapter 9; Lorek 
et al, Chapter 11). This shift in perception of development is related to a 
shift in perception of human– nature relationships, from feminized care for 
nature to masculine technology management understanding (MacGregor and 
Mäki, Chapter 10). Scholars working on both ecofeminism and sustainable 
consumption and production have proposed better recognition of care work, 
which provides the basis for reproducing capacity for future productive 
activities. These researchers challenge the belief that technological innovation 
and diffusion through the market can solve the environmental crisis, and 
that sustainability governance is simply about ‘rationally’ managing these 
processes (eg Chertkovskaya, Chapter 9; Lorek et al, Chapter 11; MacGregor 
and Mäki, Chapter 10).

The politics of climate change is where this shift in perception is most 
evident, with governments more than ever relying primarily on technologies 
and markets to achieve emissions reduction targets. Despite agitations from 
the countries of the Global South, the UNFCCC, at the instigation of 
the US in particular, has established market- based mechanisms such as the 
clean development mechanism and other instruments such as payments 
for ecosystem services and carbon trading schemes as the main vehicle 
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for climate action and financial redistribution between North and South 
(Okereke and Coventry, 2016). Proponents argue that market mechanisms 
offer a flexible and efficient means to reduce emissions within countries and 
across the world (eg Weber and Darbellay, 2011). However, in addition to 
the fact that the market often does not work well for the protection of the 
environment, critics warn that market schemes can reinforce existing social 
inequalities and power imbalances, thereby having a detrimental impact on 
local justice issues even if local communities do receive some compensation 
(eg Mehta et al, Chapter 6; Okereke and Coventry, 2016). Market 
mechanisms are reaffirming asymmetries. Given the unequal distribution 
of capital worldwide, a share in the profit does not imply a fairer allocation 
of resources in the first place. In addition, implementation does often not 
fulfil expectations of local populations in the Global South (Suiseeya, 2014; 
Okereke and Coventry, 2016).

Kleinschmit et al (Chapter 3) demonstrate how, in global forest governance, 
the current situation results from previous conventions, agreements and 
initiatives, for which the foundations were laid at the time of colonialism. In 
particular, the International Tropical Timber Organization still differentiates 
between producing and consuming countries. The first category refers to 
former colonies in the Global South producing (tropical) timber, which is 
then exported to the second category of countries in the Global North. 
Producing countries generally oppose environmental regulation because of 
the timber industry’s economic interests. In consequence, the UN Forum 
on Forests has remained relatively weak compared to intergovernmental 
bodies in other sectors such as the UNFCCC (Kleinschmit et al, Chapter 3; 
Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2). However, this weakness results from 
persistent inequalities in international trade between high-  and low- income 
nation- states. The former are net importers of embodied materials, energy, 
land and labour, who gain a monetary trade surplus, while the latter provide 
resources but experience monetary trade deficits (Chertkovskaya, Chapter 9).

As in most other sectors, the international community has repeatedly failed 
to adopt an international forest convention due to stakeholders’ adherence 
to the status quo (Kleinschmit et al, Chapter 3). By contrast, most actors 
in global ocean governance aim for a legally binding agreement (vadrot, 
Chapter 4). The difference is that the high seas are still a generally unregulated 
territory that does not belong to a particular nation- state. Nevertheless, the 
underlying interests are the same for oceans as for forests and other issues of 
sustainability governance. Several industries have started exploring mostly 
untapped areas of the high and deep seas. As mainly these industries take 
advantage of the unregulated situation, governments have an interest in at 
least gaining compensation. Correspondingly, SDG 14 (Life below water) 
frames the oceans primarily as a commodity to be indexed, traded and 
used. vadrot (Chapter 4) explains how this framing as a global commodity 



SYNTHESIS

323

subsequently does not result in the protection of marine biodiversity and the 
respect of planetary boundaries. Instead, economic interests translate into 
subtargets focusing on single economic sectors, most notably the fishery 
sector (vadrot, Chapter 4). Similarly, Mehta et al (Chapter 6) demonstrate 
how, in addition to environmental problems, treating clean water (SDG 6) as 
a commodity clashes with human rights approaches.

Besides the green goals, authors showed in the second part of the book 
that economic priorities are most apparent for the SDGs with environmental 
trade- offs and synergies (SDGs 2, 5, 7, 8 and 12). Dabla and Goldthau 
(Chapter 8) show that accelerating SDG 7 (Affordable and clean energy) 
is of major importance to countries of the Global South. Whether 
infrastructure expansion relies on renewables or on fossil energy sources 
remains subordinated to socio- economic evaluations and interests. Hence, 
planetary boundaries inevitably continue to be crossed for socio- economic 
development (see also Lorek et al, Chapter 11). Fischer et al (Chapter 5) 
demonstrate similar trade- offs for SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation), 
although these take place less visibly. The authors found that environmental 
water issues, including decreasing water availability due to climate change, 
was addressed successfully only where economic opportunities were provided 
to the local population. Such economic opportunities included ecotourism 
and agri- business with local species adapted to the dry conditions of the 
case study area (Fischer et al, Chapter 5).

At first sight, environmental protection continues to be a concern of 
the Global North (eg water ecosystem protection), while the Global 
South is interested primarily in socio- economic development (eg water 
infrastructure expansion) (Kleinschmit et al, Chapter 3; vadrot, Chapter 4). 
This means that the long industrialized countries still serve as an example 
for poorer countries to follow their model of ‘development’. There is no 
‘mental rupture’ (Sachs, 2017: 2576) in this regard. However, on further 
examination, when it comes to environmentally dependent livelihoods, 
North/ South divides become much more complex. Local communities 
depend on an intact environment especially in countries of the Global 
South (Fischer et al, Chapter 5; Mehta et al, Chapter 6; vadrot, Chapter 4). 
Hence, it cannot be said that the Global South per se is against environmental 
regulation. While debates on justice are focused on distributional outcomes 
in global sustainability governance, Agenda 2030 tends to neglect how 
Indigenous, peasant and working- class communities have been at the 
forefront of environmental struggles, ‘caring for and sustaining their 
environments, and fighting injustices associated with the pursuit of growth 
and capital accumulation’ (Chertkovskaya, Chapter 9).

Chertkovskaya as well as Lorek et al (Chapter 11) emphasize that 
affluence, rather than poverty, has been the crucial driver of environmental 
pressures. The richest 10 per cent of the global population is responsible for 
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approximately half of total consumption- related emissions, while the poorest 
50 per cent account for only about 10 per cent (Gore and Alestig, 2020). 
In this line, Mehta et al (Chapter 6) show that environmental problems are 
linked to redistributional issues.

In the third part of the book, which deals with the SDGs relevant for an 
environmentally sound implementation (SDGs 11 and 17), the links between 
environmental and social issues become most evident. Instead of addressing 
environmental problems in conjunction with social issues, Kosovac and Pejic 
(Chapter 12) highlight how, in cities and communities (SDG 11), globally 
orchestrated sustainability efforts generally miss the needs of the majority 
of the local population. There was a focus on slum development in the 
MDGs, which has not been entirely abandoned in the SDGs. This focus is 
misleading, the authors argue, as the low- income situation of slum dwellers 
does not lend itself to incorporating expensive sustainability construction 
solutions but rather relies on upgrading (or demolition) options in the bid to 
improve unsafe building practices, overcrowding and access to sanitation. In 
a similar vein, multistakeholder partnerships (SDG 17) are, first of all, meant 
to mobilize funding for the SDGs’ implementation in the Global South 
(Dabla and Goldthau, Chapter 8; Koloffon Rosas and Pattberg, Chapter 13), 
instead of initiating a transformation to sustainable patterns of consumption 
and production among those populations that overuse the planet’s resources, 
foremost, in the Global North (Lorek et al, Chapter 11). Adopting a tunnel 
vision (Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12) by focusing on poor populations can 
therefore have unintended consequences on the environment.

In summary, with Agenda 2030, the environment is balanced against, 
rather than integrated in, socio- economic development. Environmental 
sustainability continues to be a long- term vision. In the short term, 
socio- economic development is prioritized often at the expense of the 
environment. Paradoxically, at the core of tensions are not necessarily 
the planetary boundaries and conflicts between causers and sufferers of 
ecological overshoot, but tensions between those who possess the economic 
and technological means to explore and exploit the natural environment as 
a global commodity and those who do not. While Southern governments 
tend to resist environmental agreements in various sectors for the sake of 
sovereignty over their resources, poor people especially but not only in 
the Global South are most vulnerable to the consequences of persistent 
environmental destruction.

14.2 Actors and institutions in a fragmented and 
polycentric landscape
It has been shown that the SDGs reflect rather than resolve tensions between 
the different dimensions of sustainability. This is also seen in the fragmented 
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and polycentric institutional landscape of global sustainability governance 
where, essentially, there is no centralized authority. With the High Level 
Political Forum, UN member states have created a body that is mandated 
to orchestrate the SDGs’ implementation. However, this forum has no strict 
enforcement function (Bernstein, 2017). The SDGs demonstrate ‘global 
governance through goal- setting’ (Kanie et al, 2017), and each government 
is responsible for implementation in its own territory. At the same time, 
Agenda 2030 relies on a universally inclusive approach where all countries 
have committed to taking environmental action (Elder and Olsen, 2019). 
The principle of common but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR) in 
environmental governance, which the 1992 Rio Declaration enshrines (para 
7), is not upheld anymore (Sachs, 2017).

The CBDR principle recognizes that, while all parties are affected by 
environmental degradation such as climate change, and need to address it, they 
differ with regard to their responsibilities and capabilities. Historically, the long 
industrialized countries of the Global North are responsible for the destruction 
of our planet (Yamin and Depledge, 2004). When the UN Environment 
Programme, the ‘anchor institution’ (Ivanova, 2020: 308) of environmental 
governance in the UN, was established after the Stockholm Conference in 
1972, the US was the strongest proponent at the time (along with Sweden), 
and committed to contributing 40 per cent of the Environment Fund that 
provided the core resources for UNEP (Ivanova, 2020: 313). However, the 
chapters have shown throughout how the US has blocked most environmental 
agreements and systematically weakened existing institutions such as the 
UNFCCC (Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2; vadrot, Chapter 4).

By the time UNEP was founded in 1972, the US was the greatest polluter. 
With less than 6 per cent of the world’s population, it produced more than one 
third of the global energy (Ivanova, 2020: 313– 14). Today, China produces 
most of the world’s CO2 emission (31 per cent), followed by the United 
States (14 per cent) and India (7 per cent) (Statista, 2022a). Total emissions 
from the Global South continue to rise sharply in line with economic 
industrialization. The seven largest emerging economies (China, Russia, 
India, Brazil, Turkey, Mexico and Indonesia) have superseded the Group 
of Seven (G7) countries (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the UK  
and the US). The creation of the G20 was a political response to the 
changing dynamics of the global economy. In consequence, countries of  
the Global South can no longer be exempt from taking environmental action 
(Sachs, 2017; Bodansky and Rajamani, 2018). At the same time, it should 
not be forgotten that US per capita emissions (14 tonnes) are still twice as 
high as Chinese per capita emissions (7 tonnes) and eight times higher than 
those of an average Indian (1.7 tonnes) (in 2019) (Statista, 2022b).

For a long time, UNEP was expected to shift UN agencies towards 
environmental ways and to colour its programs green (Ivanova, 2020). 



326

THE ENvIRONMENT IN GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOvERNANCE

Especially after the World Trade Organization was created in 1995, 
environmental scholars demanded that UNEP be boosted to a World 
Environmental Organization to allow it to balance trade and environmental 
issues at the international level. These scholars envisioned nation- states alike 
in institutions and policies at the supra- national level (eg Biermann and 
Simoni, 2000). The ‘post- sovereign’ system of the European Union, in which 
economic integration was followed by environmental regulation efforts, 
served many as the prime example of large- scale territorial governance (Sachs 
and Santarius, 2007; Piattoni, 2009). However, this volume has shown that 
environmental governance has remained fragmented and comparatively weak.

Climate change politics has brought forth the strongest institutional 
landscape, with the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris 
Agreement. A range of subsidiary bodies and global expert organizations 
have been established, such as in particular the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2). Climate actors and 
institutions challenge the WTO and its liberal paradigm of free trade. Other 
environmental issues cannot rely on equivalent institutional landscapes for 
their defence. No other sector has an intergovernmental anchor point like 
the annual sessions of the Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC. For 
example, vadrot outlines in her chapter how the ocean sustainability agenda 
needs to be realized against the background of a fragmented institutional 
landscape that perpetuates ineffective action (vadrot, Chapter 4).

In consequence to fragmentation, the implementation of Agenda 2030 
depends on many actors in addition to nation- states, including subnational 
units such as regions and cities, businesses and CSOs (Gupta and Nilsson, 
2017). The forest sector, which failed to adopt an international convention 
at the Rio Earth Summit, serves as a popular example of the multitude of 
actors and institutions. In addition to several international institutions, such as 
UNFF and ITTO, there are a range of national forest programs, and Western 
governments increasingly require legal verification for timber supply chains, 
including for logging activities outside their own territories (Overdevest 
and Zeitlin, 2014; Bartley, 2018). Moreover, there are various non- state 
programs such as sustainability certification by the Forest Stewardship 
Council, and hybrid approaches such as the Bonn Challenge, which aims 
to bring 350 million hectares of degraded and deforested landscapes under 
restoration by 2030. With the New York Forest Declaration, companies 
have committed to restoring a specific area of degraded forests and advertise 
their efforts by labelling their products as deforestation free (Kleinschmit 
et al, Chapter 3).

Throughout the chapters of this volume, it has become clear that, with 
increasing public awareness, a growing number of actors are concerned about 
their ‘green’ reputation and are hence participating in the diverse initiatives. 
This is not restricted to international efforts. In addition to nation- state 
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governments, subnational units are increasingly considered crucial for 
the implementation of global environmental governance issues (Fischer 
et al, Chapter 5; see also Bansard et al, 2017). The 1992 Rio Declaration 
already dedicated a chapter to local authorities ( chapter 28) but, with SDG 
11, sustainable cities and communities have become a standalone goal. 
However, as has been seen in several chapters (eg Fischer et al, Chapter 5, 
on SDG 6; Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12, on SDG 11), the local level 
is seen as an addressee of global action, instead of integrating subnational 
units in decision- making processes from the very beginning. Fischer et al 
(Chapter 5) illustrate the relevance of subnational units for sustainable 
water management in Bolivia, Ecuador and Switzerland. Local authorities 
have considerable decision- making power in these countries, but SDG 
vocabulary is generally absent from their strategies. In research, the roles of 
subnational and local arrangements in setting priorities, determining means 
of implementation and adopting adequate indicators to measure progress 
towards greater sustainability require further empirical analysis. It needs 
to be better understood how subnational units participate in meaningful 
interaction and effectively implement global goals (Fischer et al, Chapter 5; 
Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12).

In other words, instead of further centralization and the development of 
large- scale territorial environmental governance, the way forward tends to 
be polycentrism. At the same time, the fragmented international landscape 
constitutes a challenge for coherent action and coordinated cooperation 
regarding the environment in global sustainability governance. Competing 
actors and institutions have been a hindrance to the overarching protection 
of the environment. If, as a result of multiple crises, there is now global 
governance reform, governments must take care that this does not happen 
from the top down but with the involvement of all sectors and levels.

14.3 Voluntary actions as governance alternatives
Given the acceleration of environmental change, ‘governance through goal 
setting’ (Kanie et al, 2017) has so far proven inadequate to accomplishing 
sustainable development. In response to governments’ failure to implement 
goals, stakeholders have increasingly established innovative and alternative 
forms of governance in recent years, and voluntary actions have prevailed 
in all sectors to protect the environment. There is a broad variety of 
commitment by subnational units, business and civil society actors. City 
networks are an illustrative example of joint action at the subnational 
level (Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12). The greatest hope, however, lies in 
partnerships with business actors (eg Dabla and Goldthau; Koloffon Rosas 
and Pattberg, Chapter 13) and ‘bottom up’ civil society initiatives (Marquardt 
and Schreurs; MacGregor and Mäki, Chapter 8).
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A popular leitmotiv has emerged, where ‘cities, not states, are best 
equipped to deal with complex problems such as climate change’ 
(Bansard et al, 2017: 230). Cities are beginning to act as important ‘global 
powerhouses’ (Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12). A growing body of research 
deals with city networks especially in the context of climate change 
(Bulkeley, 2021). The C40 Cities network consists of 96 cities that produce 
25 per cent of global GDP. The Global Covenant of Mayors engages over 
9,000 cities, representing nearly 800 million people or 10 per cent of 
the global population (Bansard et al, 2017; Nguyen et al, 2020). There 
are also studies on city networks focused on environmental issues other 
than climate change. For example, in the agri- food sector, Organic Cities 
encompasses more than 200 municipalities in Europe, and the Fair Trade 
Towns network has over 2,000 members worldwide that work towards the 
SDGs (Partzsch et al, 2022).

New attention given to subnational units corresponds with an increasing 
acknowledgement of local knowledge. There is a disconnect between global 
goals and local action, and several authors have highlighted the need for 
new environmental narratives, where the knowledge of local and Indigenous 
people becomes more important (Kleinschmit et al, Chapter 3; Mehta et al, 
Chapter 6). On the one hand, the way natural resources are governed is 
intractably linked to how the environment is known and represented (vadrot 
et al, Chapter 4). On the other hand, people at the local level are often 
not even aware of global processes of decision making, nor do they have 
a stake in them (Fischer et al, Chapter 5). The implementation of Agenda 
2030 would most certainly benefit from being more open to alternative 
epistemologies and governance approaches. There is a need for greater 
heterogeneity of (scientific) knowledge to monitor and manage unsustainable 
practices, including biological, geological and chemical baseline data and 
surveillance and control mechanisms (Mehta et al, Chapter 6; Kosovac and 
Pejic, Chapter 12; vadrot, Chapter 4).

Although women tend to be more committed than men to environmental 
governance issues, including female parliamentarians than their male 
colleagues (Ramstetter and Habersack, 2019), ‘the UN continues to 
fail women’ both as decision makers and as addressees of environmental 
regulation (MacGregor and Mäki, Chapter 10). Given that, at the same time, 
women are significantly less involved in formal economies and perform their 
work largely unpaid (Chertkovskaya, Chapter 9; Mehta et al, Chapter 6), 
MacGregor and Mäki (Chapter 10) demand a more holistic view of social 
and ecological reproduction, and recognition of and greater value placed 
on both women’s work and the environment. In this vein, Chertkovskaya 
(Chapter 9) calls for a redefinition of value, which is ultimately linked to 
the redefinition of knowledge. At the same time, the call for more holistic 
approaches leads to the consideration of multistakeholder approaches.
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Several chapters of this volume outline the urgent need for multistakeholder 
approaches, especially partnerships (Fischer et al, Chapter 5; Kosovac and 
Pejic, Chapter 12; Lorek et al, Chapter 11). Agenda 2030 dedicates one 
goal exclusively to multistakeholder partnerships, SDG 17 (Partnerships for 
the goals). By doing so, Koloffon Rosas and Pattberg (Chapter 13) argue 
that the UN recognizes the interlinkages among the SDGs. The authors 
highlight how this governance approach is different from the 1992 Rio Earth 
Summit where environmental treaties governing climate, biodiversity and 
desertification were negotiated simultaneously, but then UNFCCC, the UN 
Convention on Biological Diversity and the UN Convention to Combat 
Desertification were signed independently. By contrast, Koloffon Rosas and 
Pattberg find evidence for partnerships being nexus facilitators, whereby 
partnerships combining green goals (SDGs 13– 15) are most prevalent, that 
is, the environmental dimension is pioneering the partnership concept.

Koloffon Rosas and Pattberg also outline how partnerships are considered 
as the main vehicle of implementation. MSPs emerged on the scene 
of sustainability governance as a response to the lack of effectiveness of 
traditional governance approaches. It is assumed that MSPs can bring SDGs 
closer together to devise and implement solutions that benefit multiple issue 
areas simultaneously, and are effective at doing so. In this vein, for example, 
Kosovac and Pejic (Chapter 12) express their confidence that city networks, in 
combination with partnerships, can contribute to the effective implementation 
of SDG 11 (Sustainable cities and communities). For example, C40 Cities has 
been underpinned by funding from Bloomberg Philanthropies but now has a 
broad range of funding partners including national governments, foundations 
and global brands such as IKEA and Arup. Many networks also work closely 
with academic institutions and think tanks to develop research and policy 
outputs to inform cities, national governments and international organizations 
(Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12; Koloffon Rosas and Pattberg, Chapter 13).

However, despite all expectations and best practice examples, there is no 
evidence that the partnership community is particularly active. More than 
a third of the green partnerships registered on the official UN Partnership 
Platform do not even have a website (Koloffon Rosas and Pattberg, 
Chapter 13). Regardless of acknowledging trade- offs and synergies between 
goals and subtargets, for example, only 3 per cent of global climate finance 
has been devoted to initiatives that approach climate and biodiversity as a 
nexus (Koloffon Rosas and Pattberg, Chapter 13). To that effect, Kleinschmit 
et al (Chapter 3) remain generally sceptical regarding the environmental 
commitments of the private sector. They outline how private logging 
companies, which emerged from and became powerful against the backdrop 
of colonialism, continue to uphold principles of wood production and 
international markets instead of environmental conservation principles. 
In this vein, vadrot (Chapter 4) warns that private companies now use 
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partnerships to collect and own ocean data, including baseline data, to which 
public scientific institutions do not always enjoy access.

In parallel to the growing private sector involvement in global sustainability 
governance, authors highlight the significance of civil society commitment 
to environmental protection in all chapters of this volume. Kleinschmit  
et al (Chapter 3) outline how environmental movements started early on in 
the 1980s to pave the way for sustainability governance in the forest sector. 
Lorek et al (Chapter 11) emphasize that ‘vast, ambitious and perhaps very bold 
political undertakings require partnerships with social movements seeking 
environmental justice and radical change to the dominant ways in which 
relationships of consumption and production are structured’. In this vein, 
the concept of degrowth, which critiques the centrality of economic growth 
in today’s economies and societies, was developed jointly by researchers 
and activists (Chertkovskaya, Chapter 9). Similar ties between ecofeminist 
thinkers and activists can be seen, as well as a clear development of concepts 
over recent decades. While some ecofeminist activists in the past have used 
strategic arguments that supported the notion that women are inherently 
‘closer to nature’, ecofeminists today seek to avoid conflating sex and gender 
and aim to dismantle essentialist thinking (MacGregor and Mäki, Chapter 10).

Intergovernmental environmental summits such as Stockholm and Rio 
have always been major gatherings of civil society actors. ‘[A]  transnational 
world emerged, a world connected by value chains, similar consumption 
patterns and globalist thought’ (Sachs, 2017: 2577). Before the COvID- 19 
pandemic, there was a massive uptake in environmental action and a variety 
of new movements emerged. MacGregor and Mäki (Chapter 10) point to a 
record number of especially young women and gender non- binary activists 
participating actively in the global movement for climate justice. The 
authors also draw hope from the growing number of ‘feminist green new 
deals’. While both concepts of degrowth and FGND have been developed 
in the Global North, there has also been an increase in civil society activity 
in the Global South in recent years. Civil society organizations around the 
world are all united by an understanding that there must be a new path 
of development that takes planetary boundaries into account (Lorek et al, 
Chapter 11; Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2).

14.4 Conclusion and outlook
Agenda 2030 does not resolve the tensions between perceptions of sustainable 
development. Given that the environment has increasingly been seen as 
a commodity, there are tensions at its core between those who want to 
economically exploit natural resources further and those who want to protect 
the environment for its own sake and for the sake of human survival. The 
latter are increasingly aligning globally to advocate ecosystem protection 
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in global sustainability governance. While the development of centralized 
environmental governance has failed, a polycentric world order has emerged 
that includes networks of environmental pioneers (eg MacGregor and Mäki, 
Chapter 10; Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2).

On the one hand, scholars agree that the fragmented international 
landscape constitutes a challenge for coherent action and coordinated 
cooperation to address environmental issues. On the other hand, as reform 
is needed in response to the multiple crises of our time, there is also a 
chance for bottom- up initiatives to succeed with their ideas. voluntary 
initiatives at the subnational level simultaneously offer the opportunity to 
leave behind siloed cooperation. Multistakeholder approaches that consider 
the knowledge of local people, for example terms of cooperation with city 
networks, promise to be one of several fruitful alternatives to environmental 
multilateralism (Kosovac and Pejic, Chapter 12; Lorek et al, Chapter 11).

Global civil society provides many examples of the significance of 
individual activists in sustainability governance. Wangari Maathai initiated 
the Green Belt movement, an indigenous, grassroots movement of women 
who organized in rural Kenya to plant trees, combat deforestation and stop 
soil erosion. She received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004 for her contribution 
to sustainable development, democracy and peace (Gorsevski, 2012). When 
Greta Thunberg sparked off the Fridays for Future movement in Sweden in 
2018, she was in this tradition of voluntary but powerful civil society action 
(Marquardt, 2020). Around the world, an increasing number of individuals 
and groups demand that governments adopt environmental measures that 
meaningfully respond to the mounting evidence of environmental change 
(MacGregor and Mäki, Chapter 10; Marquardt and Schreurs, Chapter 2).

The present volume emerged from this context of a new awareness and 
recent mass protests against environmental destruction. There have now 
been several decades of global environmental governance. Although people 
are increasingly aware of the issues and are taking action, it is not enough. 
The chapters of this volume demonstrate that the environment continues 
to be neglected throughout all areas of global sustainability governance. But 
the last chapter has not been written yet. The authors of this volume hope 
to have given you as readers a better idea about the governance challenges. 
It is up to our generation to take on these challenges and to implement 
the globally agreed goals in local contexts. Together, we need to seriously 
consider what comes after the SDGs.
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