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Uneven progress on the 

MDGs

http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Resources/Static/Products/Progress2015/Progress_E.pdf 
Text in boxes shows level of development as of June 2015.



Did the MDGs have an 

impact?

•  global aid levels, allocations to poorer countries 
and social sectors (Kenny and Sumner 2011)

•  national spending on social sectors, esp health 
(Lucci et al 2015; although see Seyedsayamdost 2018)

•  poverty & infant mortality,  primary 
enrolments & gender parity for countries with 
PRSPs vs those without (Elkins et al 2018)



MDGs vs SDGs

Criticisms of MDGs Aspirations of SDGs

Set through ‘a top-down donor-
driven process [lacking] broad 
consultation’ (Fox and Stoett 2016)

Consultative

Didn’t reflect variations in national 
circumstances

Country-owned

Only applied to developing 
countries

Universal

Environmental sustainability not 
well integrated

Integrated



Outline of the talk

1. Sustainable development in the Anthropocene

2. Deliberating towards the SDGs

3. Implications for SDG implementation & review



1. Sustainable 
development in the 

Anthropocene



Rethinking sustainable development in 

the Anthropocene

Sustainable development must be:

• Open to ongoing contestation over means and ends in 
light of changing conditions, values and knowledge 

AND

• Ecologically grounded to safeguard environmental 
preconditions for wellbeing 

Dryzek and Pickering (2018). The Politics of the Anthropocene [under contract with OUP]



2. Deliberating on the 
SDGs



[get diagram]



The SDGs process: overview

UN-led 
consultation 

processes

• 11 global thematic 
consultations

• 90 national/ 
regional 
consultations

• MY World survey
• High-Level Panel of 

Eminent Persons
• SD Solutions 

Network (science)
• UN Global Compact 

(business)

Intergovernmental
Open Working 
Group (OWG)
drafted SDGs

UN General 
Assembly
finalised & 

adopted SDGs

Other stakeholder 
groups

e.g. Beyond 2015 campaign;
independent consultations, 
e.g. Participate

UN Major Groups
(civil society)



The High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 

Development Agenda

Passblue.com



Ground Level Panel in Uganda

‘Ground Level Panellists in Uganda discuss what it means to ‘put sustainable development at the core’ as proposed by the 
High Level Panel’: Participate (2013)



Voices from high-income, English-speaking 

countries were over-represented in 

consultation syntheses

Gellers (2016). Crowdsourcing global governance: Sustainable Development Goals, civil society, and the pursuit
of democratic legitimacy. International Environmental Agreements (2016) 16:415–432



MY World Survey

http://data.myworld2015.org/ (17 Nov 2017)

http://data.myworld2015.org/


Concern about climate change varies over 

timeframes

Davies and Pickering (2017). Survey conducted mid-2014 (n=61). Respondents were asked about the top 3 
challenges facing their country now and in the next 5-10 years.



Climate change ranks highly in 

perceptions of global threats

Pew Global Attitudes Survey (Spring 2015) [n=45,435]. Participants were asked how concerned they were about 
seven global issues (very concerned, somewhat concerned, not too concerned or not at all concerned).



[get diagram]



Integrating environmental concerns in the 

SDGs?

Le Blanc (2015)



3. Implications for 
SDG implementation 

& review



Denmark’s National Action Plan for the UN 

Global Goals



Stakeholder participation in Voluntary National 

Reviews

UN Handbook for the Preparation of Voluntary National Reviews: 2018 Edition



Departmental responsibilities in Australia: 

SDG17

http://dfat.gov.au/aid/topics/development-issues/2030-agenda/Pages/voluntary-national-review.aspx#responsibilities 



VNR and beyond

• Australia’s VNR an opportunity to showcase 
progress & areas for improvement in 
aid/development policy

• But VNR presentations brief & infrequent
– Need for periodic (e.g. 4-yearly) domestic reviews: 

Halle & Wolfe 2016

• At global level, other reviews remain crucial
– e.g. DAC peer reviews, UNFCCC (climate), UPR 

(human rights)



SDG Index 2017: How does Australia fare?



Thank you

jonathan.pickering@canberra.edu.au

@jrpickering



An integrated approach to sustainable 

development

Source: Raworth 2012, 2017.


