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This Master Thesis provides a critical analysis of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through an examination of 113 scholarly articles from prominent databases. The data analysis reveals significant concerns, with internal clashes (28%) and lack of integration (13.33%) identified as key issues. Proposed solutions include introducing additional indicators to foster synergy and cross-sectorial partnerships. Challenges associated with the current global system (11%) underscore the need for a redefined distribution of responsibilities and collaborative efforts. Inefficient monitoring mechanisms (7.77%) point to the necessity of an independent body to enhance transparency. Addressing vagueness (6.66%) involves advocating for SMART targets, while the lack of accountability (4.44%) calls for an investigative body inspired by human rights models. A conceptual flaw (3.33%) emphasizes prioritizing environmental goals, and non-legally binding commitments (3.33%) suggest translating key SDGs into jus cogens norms for enforceability. These findings contribute to structural recommendations aimed at refining the SDG framework and advancing global sustainable development by 2030.
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[bookmark: _Toc153187390]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

In the late 1970s, it became increasingly apparent that "the exponential growth in production and consumption within the limited Earth ecosystem is not sustainable in the long term" (Novacek, 2001). Recognizing this reality, the international community established a commission to develop a global response to sustainable development efforts (Mensah, 2019). Headed by the Prime Minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundland, and supported by the UN-Secretary General, Javier Perez, years of research culminated in the release of the 1987 'Our Common Future Report,' a seminal document that first emphasized the critical notion of sustainable development (Purvis, 2018). Various scholars, including Brundland, provided their definitions of sustainable development. On that note, Brundland's definition, for instance, describes it as “development that meets the needs of the present while safeguarding Earth's life-support system, on which the welfare of current and future generations depends” (United Nations, 1987).

Building on this foundation, the United Nations currently defines sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations, 2023). Over the years, diverse approaches have been pursued to achieve systematic sustainable development, resulting in numerous international legal frameworks and policies of significance on local, national, regional, or international levels (Chassagne, 2020).

In 2000, world leaders reconvened at the Millennium Summit in New York for three days, bringing together approximately 150 global leaders. This summit yielded the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), comprising eight objectives aimed at eradicating extreme poverty, achieving universal primary education, promoting gender equality, reducing child mortality, improving maternal health, combating HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, ensuring environmental sustainability, and creating a global partnership for development. The ambitious timeline for achieving these goals was set for 2015 (Lomazzi et al., 2014, p. 3).

The MDGs, despite their ambitious nature, garnered widespread support and were considered the most comprehensive development goals established up to that point (Lomazzi et al., 2014). However, critics such as Jakob (2017) and Lomazzi et al. (2014) questioned their effectiveness, citing ambiguity, excessive ambition, inefficient data collection, and a lack of appropriate leadership in enforcement. Issues arising from clashes among specific MDGs, particularly in education, health, and gender, were also noted, along with the oversight of environmental destruction linked to the fulfillment of other MDGs (Jakob, 2017, p. 2).

Nevertheless, the MDGs served as a catalyst for change, contributing, for instance, to the significant reduction of the population living in extreme poverty (Aseefa, 2017, p. 2). Recognizing the need for a successor, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were introduced, extending the agenda into other areas and incorporating an additional nine goals. These new goals predominantly focus on principles that embed environmentally sustainable practices in the realms of water, land, ecosystems, energy, climate change, sustainable cities, and the deepening of specific indicators and goals. The SDGs were formulated at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in 2012 in Rio de Janeiro (Issever, Grochova and Litzman, 2021, p. 712). However, the SDGs faced criticism during negotiations, with scholars such as Griggs et al. (2014) expressing skepticism about the framework's efficiency and Constanza et al. (2016) highlighting the lack of required “end goals” as an approval aspect for states regarding their compliance amongst others. (Griggs et al., 2014, p. 306; Constanza et al., 2016, p. 354). 

This Master Thesis explores a highly relevant topic as the world approaches the seven-year mark from the looming deadline for the fulfillment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The significance of this inquiry lies in its potential implications for the subsequent generation of SDGs beyond 2030. Assessing the current framework becomes crucial, considering the probable continuation of a similar concept. The objective is to identify areas for improvement and refinement, shaping the foundation for the evolution of future global sustainability goals.








[bookmark: _Toc132266308][bookmark: _Toc153142461][bookmark: _Toc153187391]1.2 AIM OF THIS MASTER THESIS 

This Master Thesis has a primary objective of conducting a thorough analysis to closely examine the inherent weaknesses in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) framework. The study focuses on analyzing weaknesses related to the relationships among SDGs, their synergy, targets, indicators, monitoring, accountability mechanisms, and other pertinent aspects.

In addition to scrutinizing the inter-SDG relationships, this thesis aims to identify and address notable deficiencies within the SDGs framework. Drawing from relevant literature, the Master Thesis aims to provide recommendations that could effectively address the identified issues. The overarching goal is to contribute insights that can enhance the robustness and effectiveness of the SDGs as a comprehensive framework for sustainable development.

Therefore, learning on the results from the aforementioned data analysis, this Master Thesis aims to answer the following central question: What are the main critical points and weaknesses of Sustainable Development Goals? 

In order to unravel the central question, this research dissects several sub-questions, including:

1. [bookmark: _Hlk153141360]How do internal clashes among SDGs undermine the coherence and effectiveness of the overall SDG framework?

2. In what ways does the perceived lack of integration within the SDG framework hinder its ability to address interconnected global challenges comprehensively?


3. How do criticisms related to current global settings shed light on systemic challenges and geopolitical factors that impede the successful implementation of the SDGs?

4. How do inefficiencies in the indicators associated with SDGs impact the accurate assessment and measurement of progress, and what are the implications for the overall success of the framework?

5. In what ways does the identified lack of a monitoring mechanism contribute to challenges in tracking and evaluating progress toward SDG goals, and what alternative mechanisms are proposed by critics?

6. How does the perceived lack of accountability within the SDG framework hinder the commitment of nations and stakeholders, and what accountability mechanisms are suggested for improvement?

7. In what aspects does the criticism regarding the wrong concept of sustainability challenge the foundational principles of the SDGs, and how might a redefined concept enhance the framework?


8. How does the criticism of vagueness and lack of specification in certain SDGs contribute to challenges in interpretation and operationalization, and what strategies are suggested for improving clarity and precision? 

9. What are the consequences of the non-legally binding nature of the SDGs on the commitment and compliance of nations, and what arguments exist for or against making the SDGs legally binding?














[bookmark: _Toc132266309][bookmark: _Toc153142462][bookmark: _Toc153187392]1.3 METHODOLOGY 

This Master Thesis predominantly employs qualitative research methods to conduct a comprehensive examination of academic sources, encompassing articles, journals, and official reports by the UN. The research is organized into six sections, each dedicated to addressing specific aspects derived from the central question.

The literature analysis commenced by searching for articles across scientific databases, including the Web of Science, Scopus, Science Direct, JStor, and Google Scholar. A review of the first 113 relevant articles formed a robust foundation for the subsequent analytical phase. Strict adherence to inclusion and exclusion criteria ensured that only articles from the specified databases, under key search terms such as “weaknesses of SDGs,” “criticism of SDGs,” “assessment of SDGs,” and others, were selected.

Following data collection, analysis focused on the most frequent criticisms, leading to the creation of sub-questions. Further literature review and data analysis ensued. The data analysis delved into key issues surrounding SDGs, while also examining patterns in academic literature and rhetoric towards the SDGs. This stage involved analyzing the release time of articles, the quartile of the institution, and its economic background in relation to specific criticisms, revealing patterns in how criticisms are shaped.

Upon identifying key issues through data analysis, an additional research phase explored relevant literature to inform the creation of recommendations. This iterative process ensures a comprehensive and well-informed exploration of SDGs' strengths and weaknesses, contributing valuable insights to the discourse on sustainable development.

The first subsection looked into the problematics of internal clashes. For this part, this Master Thesis leant on various scholars who have explored the internal conflicts within the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Notably, Redclift (2005), Dasgupta (2013), Novovic (2021), Cumming (2018), and Kopnina (2016) have highlighted the challenges arising from conflicting goals and priorities within the SDG framework, contributing to a lack of synergy.

The second subsection analyzed the issue of the lack of synergy and integration among SDGs. Major authors for this part included Saez de Camara (2021), Moldavska and Welo (2019), Lim (2018), and Lalawmpuii and Rai (2023).

Moreover, the third subsection assessed global settings as another problematic aspect, drawing on the works of Carant (2016), Brisset (2017), Arora-Jonssen (2023), Cummings (2016), and Pogge and Sengupta (2016).

The fourth subsection investigated the inefficiency of SDG indicators, with key articles from Schmidt-Traub et al. (2017), Hak and Janouskova (2018), Guppy (2019), and others.

Furthermore, the subsection dedicated to examining the lack of a monitoring mechanism for SDGs drew on crucial literature, including works by Forbye, Constanza et al. (2016), Costanza et al. (2016), Merry (2011), Morse (2015), Smith (2020), Glass and Newig (2019), Fisher and Parr (2019).

The sixth subsection focused on the lack of an accountability mechanism pushing states to follow the SDG agenda. Major sources for this part included academic works by Friedman (2016), Donald et al. (2016), Hunt (2015), Lin (2020), or Merry (2011).

The seventh subsection explored issues linked to the application of the wrong model of sustainability and drew on academic work by Asadikia et al. (2021), Berrone (2023), Yang et al. (2020), Eisenmenger et al. (2020), Hickel (2020), Rockstrom and Sukhdev (2016), Sachs (2017), Wesley, Tittle, and Seida (2021), Mackey, Vain, and Kohler (2018), Nehan and Cox (2022), Hoffiani (2019), and Kunar (2018).

In addition, part number eight investigated the non-binding nature of SDGs. Influential academic writings by Friedman (2016), Biermann & Boas (2017), Spangenberg (2017), Brisset (2015), Pogge & Sengupta (2018), Berridge (2001), Klabbers (2017), or Shaw (2001).

Lastly, the last subsection looking into issues arising from the vagueness of SDGs was based mainly on the following authors: Burger and Parker (2022), Langford (2016), Engelbretsen (2017), Filho et al. (2023), and Mustajoki et al. (2020).



[bookmark: _Toc132266310][bookmark: _Toc153142463][bookmark: _Toc153187393]CHAPTER 2:  ANALYSIS OF LITERATURE ON CRITICISM OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS
The data analysis conducted in this study delved into a comprehensive exploration of scholarly articles sourced from various academic databases. The investigation focused on five prominent platforms: Web of Science, Scopus, JSTOR, Science Direct, and Google Scholar. The dataset comprised a total of 113 articles, with each database contributing a distinct number of publications. Specifically, Web of Science yielded 20 articles, Scopus provided access to 54, JSTOR featured 4, Science Direct contributed 20, and Google Scholar encompassed 15 articles. This diverse selection of databases ensured a broad and multi-faceted representation of academic literature, laying the foundation for a thorough and insightful analysis of the chosen articles.



[bookmark: _Toc153085119][bookmark: _Toc153091210][bookmark: _Toc153169541]Table 1 This diagram illustrates the quantity of articles identified through the utilization of specific academic databases. The highest number of articles was found in Scopus.






a) [bookmark: _Toc153142465][bookmark: _Toc153187394]Central aspects criticized by the academic articles 

The first, and arguably the most important, factor in this literature analysis involved examining which SDG each article focused on in its criticism. The findings revealed that 81% of the articles critically analyzed the SDGs as a framework, addressing their inconsistencies on a systematic level and assessing their coherence among other structural factors. Furthermore, while the second most frequent criticism was directed towards SDG 5 (gender equality), the third most recurring focus was on SDG 6, which pertains to access to safe and clean water. [bookmark: _Toc153091211][bookmark: _Toc153169542]Table 2 This table summarizes the thematic scope of criticized SDGs which stem from the data analysis.


b) [bookmark: _Toc153187395]Criticism linked to SDGs as framework 
If one closely observes the criticisms related to issues regarding SDGs as a framework, the most frequently cited concern was internal clashes among SDGs. In fact, the most prevalent criticism (28%) analyzed one of the most profound clashes—the conflict between economic growth and environmental SDGs, and the trade-offs associated with it. Unfortunately, many states prioritize economic growth, significantly undermining the fulfillment of environmentally oriented goals.

Furthermore, the second most emphasized concern centered around the insufficient integration of goals, accounting for 13.33% of the criticisms. This issue highlights a noticeable 'separation' within the SDGs, actively contributing to their weakening. Additionally, a recurring theme involved critiques related to the inefficiency of indicators, ranking as the third prominent element in the analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc153091212][bookmark: _Toc153169543]Table 3 This table indicates the most criticized aspects of SDGs as a framework.

c) [bookmark: _Toc153187396]Criticism on the most recuring individual SDGs
Deviating from the examination of the SDGs as a framework, a close analysis of the primary areas of criticism surrounding the second and third most SDGs in this study—specifically, SDG 5 and SDG 6—reveals the following issues.

Regarding SDG 5, which pertains to ensuring gender equality, 6.54% of the articles in the literature review focused on this goal. Notably, almost half (49.99%) of the articles also delved into another critical aspect related to this SDG—the inadequate integration of the goal within its targets. A notable argument raised was the omission of LGBTQ issues from the specified targets (Celebi, 2022). Simultaneously, 33.33% of the articles explored how SDG 5 engendered internal conflicts with other SDGs, specifically SDG 8, which centers on economic growth. Another dimension of criticism centered on problems associated with global governance settings, wherein the author argued that women are systematically discriminated against (Sen, 2019). The ensuing diagram visually represents the analyzed data.

[bookmark: _Toc153091213][bookmark: _Toc153169544]Table 4 This table describes the main aspects of criticism of SDG 5 as outlined in the data analysis.

In regard to SDG 6, the third most criticized SDG in this literature analysis, 5.60% of the articles condemned it. Half of the articles expressed critical views on the insufficient integration of SDG 6 within the framework of SDGs, particularly in terms of wastewater (Obaideen, 2022), and the lack of sanitation integration into the framework (German, 2023). The second most discussed aspect was the wrongful indicators, overlooking tremendously important realities such as 6.1 and 6.2, and the issues linked to their design and impossible monitoring (Guppy, 2019). Lastly, the last argument lies in the non-legally binding nature of this SDG and its insufficient translation into the accompanying international human rights network (Winkler, 2018). The data are indicated in a visual manner in the diagram below. 
[bookmark: _Toc153091214][bookmark: _Toc153169545]Table 5 This table showcases the main aspects of criticism of SGD6, the data come from the data analysis of academic articles.

d) [bookmark: _Toc153187397]Quartiles of articles analysed 

By the same token, in the ranking of respective articles, the analysis delved into the specific quartile for each field, along with the year, as the quartiles—and thus, the ranking of each journal—might shift. While the quartile of Scopus was automatically given, the quartile of Web of Science was calculated using an internal website called Web of Science Info. 


[bookmark: _Toc153091215][bookmark: _Toc153169546]Table 6 This table summarizes the quartiles of analyzed articles

While 69.2% of articles were ranked in Quartile 1, 21% reached Quartile 2, Quartile 3 represented 7% of articles, and lastly, only 3% of the articles were ranked in Quartile 4. These findings reveal that the majority of articles were ranked with the best grade they could, thereby increasing the added value of this analysis.
The reason for choosing this factor was as follows: the collected data could create an opportunity to analyze the pattern between the quality of the journal and the scope of criticism in specific articles. Such analysis was undertaken after data collection, and the findings revealed the following.
e) [bookmark: _Toc132266314][bookmark: _Toc153142467][bookmark: _Toc153187398]Relationship between quartiles and centre of SDG criticism 

For articles ranked in Quartile 1, the most frequently perceived issue with SDGs concerned internal clashes (28%), followed by another oftentimes recurring problem—the sparse integration of goals (25.90%). Moreover, the third most analyzed aspect was the challenges linked to not correctly defined indicators (15.58%). Additionally, 7.79% of articles highlighted the importance of issues with current global governance settings. The inefficient monitoring of the performance of states in different SDG areas was another discussed issue and was represented by 6.40% of articles. Furthermore, 2.59% of articles investigated the ambiguous nature of SDGs, and the same number, 2.59%, looked into the lack of mechanisms to hold states accountable. Lastly, 1.29% of articles deemed SDGs too ambitious.







[bookmark: _Toc153091216][bookmark: _Toc153169547]Table 7 This table analyzed the relationship of specific quartile and scope of criticism of SDGs as a framework.

Additionally, within Quartile 2, internal clashes were a prevalent concern, represented by 28% of articles. Lack of integration was another significant issue, accounting for 25.90% of articles. Critiques related to indicators were present in 15.58% of articles, highlighting challenges in accurately defining and measuring SDG targets. Problems with global governance were mentioned in 7.79% of articles, emphasizing the impact of neoliberal assumptions on SDG implementation. Monitoring issues were raised in 6.40% of articles, indicating concerns about tracking progress effectively. The need for a robust accountability mechanism was discussed in 5.59% of articles. Vagueness in certain aspects of the SDGs was analyzed in 2.59% of articles, and the non-legally binding nature of SDGs was criticized in 1.29% of articles. Furthermore, 26.66% of articles in Quartile 2 emphasized the lack of interaction between SDGs, while 19.9% criticized the non-legally binding nature of SDGs. Lastly, 6.66% of articles analyzed problems with SDG measurement, and another 6.66% investigated issues with SDG indicators. The chart below allows to visualise the data. 


[bookmark: _Toc153091217]
[bookmark: _Toc153169548]Table 8 This table summarizes relationship between quartile 2 and scope of criticism of SDGs as framework


Thirdly, concerning articles ranked in Quartile 3, there was not a single 'most-repeating' answer. The percentage was distributed equally among finding an issue with persisting concerns about the feasibility of SDGs in the current global settings (25%), inefficient indicators (25%), and insufficient integration of the goals (25%). Subsequently, two other elements were analyzed with the same percentage, as 12.5% of articles examined problems related to the problematic concept of sustainable development, and another 12.5% criticized faulty reporting as an issue.

Finally, regarding articles labeled with Quartile 4, there were only two articles in total, each covering different problems. Therefore, 50% of the articles investigated fragmentation occurring due to strong sectionalism and a lack of further integration of the goals. The second article, and therefore another 50% of articles for Quartile 4, looked into the absence of the translation of SDGs into the human rights framework. Due to its low number, the diagram was excluded.






[bookmark: _Toc153169549]Table 9 This table investigates the relationship between articles ranked with quartile 3 and criticism of SDGs




To summarize the aforementioned data, upon observing the first three Quartiles due to sufficient data, it becomes apparent that the most frequent points of criticism were internal contradictions, insufficient integration among the goals, and issues with indicators, along with challenges linked to the current global governance settings. Only minor issues were considered in the following features: monitoring, non-legally binding nature, ambiguity, accountability, and excessively ambitious goals, which the international community would not be able to fulfil by 2030. The following table puts all the quartiles together, enabling an easier extent of comparison of differences among the data.





[bookmark: _Toc153169550]Table 10 This chart analyzes scope of criticism of SDG as a framework together with quartile of their journals


f) [bookmark: _Toc132266315][bookmark: _Toc153142468][bookmark: _Toc153187399]Year of release of analysed articles 

Another aspect of our analysis involved examining the time periods when specific articles were released. This data collection allows us to analyse the academic community's approach over time, enabling us to identify the evolution of certain critical points. The majority of the collected articles were released in 2022 (24.29%), followed by 2019 (15.88%) and 2020 (14.95%). One possible reason behind the prevalence of articles from these specific time periods could be attributed to the accessibility of data during these years. Notably, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were established in 2015, providing the academic community with ample time to recognize and thoroughly investigate the associated challenges. 


  
[bookmark: _Toc153169551]Table 11 This chart visualizes the period of when analyzed articles were released.

An interesting shift can be observed regarding calls for integration among the SDGs, aimed at preventing the fragmentation of SDGs and fostering an environment for the higher efficiency of SDG synergies. Upon close examination of the data from the period 2019-2023, it becomes evident that a higher number of articles over time intensify their calls for such reform. This trend can be explained by the growing recognition that interlinkages and the call for synergy among multiple policies, covering a greater number of goals, are increasingly desired and considered an efficient approach. The chart below enables us to demonstrate this interlink visually. 

[bookmark: _Toc153169552] Table 12 This table looks into how did the criticism shape over the years.
     

g) [bookmark: _Toc132266316][bookmark: _Toc153142469][bookmark: _Toc153187400]Country classification by World Bank of economic level of institutions releasing analysed article  

An intriguing correlation emerges when combining data on the economic classification of institutions, specifically distinguishing between high-income, middle-income, and low-income categories as defined by the World Bank, with the primary subject (SDG) of criticism. This combination allows for the exploration of potential parallels that could reveal distinctions in the perception of weaknesses in different SDGs by institutions and scholars from various economic backgrounds. It is plausible that low-income and middle-income countries might approach the identification of problems and challenges within SDGs differently.
However, this analysis encountered limitations in the data collection process, as the vast majority of sources were published by high-income countries (94%). Only a small percentage of data was collected from middle-income (4%) and low-income (2%) countries, which hinders the ability to draw meaningful parallels in this aspect. Despite this limitation, future research could delve into these aspects, along with cultural divisions as distinguished by Huntington (1996), to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how economic background and cultural factors influence the perception of SDG challenges. It is important to note that in instances involving multiple authors from different countries, the representation is determined based on the dominant institution and country. In such cases, the emphasis is placed on the institution and country that play a more prominent role in the collaborative work.	 

[bookmark: _Toc153169553]Table 13 This table diagram analyzes the economic classification of institutions publishing the articles in the data analysis


h) [bookmark: _Toc153142470][bookmark: _Toc153187401] Criticism of separate SDGs

The preceding section meticulously examined data related to the criticism of the SDGs as a framework. In contrast, this section briefly addresses specific deficiencies found in individual SDGs, acknowledging that this aspect is not the primary focus of the master thesis. A comprehensive overview is provided through the attached chart, offering insights derived from an exhaustive analysis of relevant articles. Noteworthy are the diverse and nuanced critiques associated with each Sustainable Development Goal (SDG), shedding light on multifaceted challenges and areas for improvement within each SDGS. Examples include criticisms ranging from the absence of a clear definition of poverty and inadequate acknowledgment of inequalities in SDG 1 to the limited focus on mental health and non-communicable diseases in SDG 3. Gender equality issues and the neglect of LGBTQ concerns emerge in SDG 5, while SDG 14 faces calls for a higher degree of ambition in its indicators and increased consideration of global governance for oceans.

Crucially, despite the thorough exploration of these individual criticisms, the subsequent sections of this Master Thesis will not extensively analyze specific SDGs. Instead, the primary focus remains on the overarching critique of the SDGs as a framework. This strategic decision ensures alignment with the core objective of scrutinizing the effectiveness and coherence of SDG framework itself, as revealed by the central theme in the major findings of the comprehensive data analysis.




	SDG
	Goal
	Criticism

	1
	Eradicate poverty
	Lack of definition of poverty, (Cuaresma, 2016), Insufficient acknowledgement of inequalities, (Oerther, 2020), lack of emphasis on social protection, (Oerther, 2020). 

	2
	End hunger
	Limited focus on small-scale farmers, (Gil, 2019), Insufficient attention to gender equality, Disregarding the downside of high-tech solutions, Limited attention to food waste, (Atukunda, 2021), 

	3
	Good health and wellbeing
	Limited focus on mental health (Votruba, 2016), underrepresentation of non-communicable diseases. (Kuefoglu, 2022)

	4
	Quality education 
	Narrow focus on access to education, (Saini, 2022), lack of focus on early childhood, (Brisset), education and non-formal education, (Boeren, 2019),

	5
	Gender Equality
	Narrow focus on all genders, lack of LGBTQ, insufficient integration, (Ognuspactnum, 2020) 

	6
	Safe drinking water
	Limited focus on wastewater management, (Winkler, 2018) lack of climate change acknowledegement, (Guppy, 2019),

	7
	Affordable and clean energy
	Limited attention to energy governance, (Burke, 2022), no attention given to social justice, (Tucho, 2020), 

	8
	Decent work and economic growth
	Economic growth in sportlight whilst overlooking social and environmental impact, Overlooking environmental sustainability, (Steindl, 2022),  

	9
	Industry, innovation and infrastructure
	Limited focus on rural areas, solely focusing on technology transfer, (Kufeoglu, 2020), 

	10
	Reduced inequalities 
	Inadequate focus on intersectionality, Limited focus on wealth inequality, (Oerther, 2020),

	11
	Sustainable cities and communities 
	No higher focus on rural areas, Utterly overlooking social inequality, contradictions, (Songuepta, 2020) 

	12
	Responsible consumption and production
	Not applied on corporate responsibility adequately, Lack of recognition of Global North-South divison, (Gasper, 2019) 

	13
	Climate Change
	Limited scope of climate change adaptation, Not integrated sufficiently into the SDG framework, oftentimes subject to trade-offs, 

	14
	Life below water
	Higher degree of ambition is needed to be codified in the indicators, Not considering the global governance in terms of the oceans, (Baker, 2023), 

	15
	Life on land
	Inappropriate attention to land-use change, (Katila, 2020), Lack of consideration of social and economic dimensions, (Kraus, 2022),

	16
	Just, peaceful and inclusive societies 
	Ambiguous indicators, Deflection from key issues, such as corruption, Limited accountability mechanisms, (Massey, 2022)

	17
	Partnerships for the goals 
	No concrete actions, Unbalanced power structure. (Filho, 2023)



[bookmark: _Toc153085120][bookmark: _Toc153091218][bookmark: _Toc153169554]Table 14 This table provides summary of criticism of separate SDGs














[bookmark: _Toc153142471][bookmark: _Toc153187402]CHAPTER 3: DESCRIBING CRITICISM OF SDGS AS FRAMEWORK 
3.1 [bookmark: _Toc153142472][bookmark: _Toc153187403] Internal clashes

The primary and most frequently identified criticism emerging from the data analysis revolved around the tension and clashes between different SDGs. The literature predominantly underscores two pivotal types of clashes. The first and most prominent centers on the conflict between SDG 8, which emphasizes economic growth, and environmental goals. This clash is particularly pronounced, echoing concerns about prioritizing economic interests over environmental considerations. Secondly, there is a noteworthy tension between SDG 2 and SDG 6, which will be further explored in the subsequent discussion. 

a) [bookmark: _Toc132266331][bookmark: _Toc153142473][bookmark: _Toc153187404]Economic growth (SDG 8) versus the environment (SDG 6, 12, 13, 14, 15) 
 
[bookmark: _Hlk153170695][bookmark: _Hlk153171030]
To dig deeper into the clash, it is crucial to examine SDG 8, which strives for sustained economic growth at a rate of “at least 7 percent of GDP per annum” (United Nations, 2015). The crux of the issue lies in the observation that economic growth often gives rise to unsustainable and environmentally damaging practices, accompanied by intensified industrialization. This raises concerns about the potential environmental repercussions. (Novovic, 2021)

The underlying assumption supporting SDG 8 is that economic growth acts as a pivotal tool, mobilizing financial resources for the realization of other SDGs, such as SDG 1, 2, and 3 (United Nations, 2015). However, Hickel (2019) challenges this notion, emphasizing that beyond a certain threshold, additional GDP becomes non-essential for achieving these goals, particularly in the case of high-income countries (Hickel, 2019, p. 880). This critical perspective adds a layer of complexity to the discussion, questioning the necessity of prioritizing continuous economic growth in achieving sustainable development goals, especially in more affluent nations. And also, what about the fulfillment of this goal by developing countries? 

According to the statistics by the UNCTAD (2023) the economies of the 46 Least developed countries are based on agrarian revenues. (UNCTAD, 2023) It is also immensely important to highlight that the actors in agriculture of these countries encounter colossal hardship caused by the natural hazards linked to climate change, such as drought, extreme temperatures or seasonal floods. In terms of increasing their GDPs, Rostow (1962) in his theory analyzed particular stages of the transformation from agrarian economies towards the industrial deflect, and emphasized that it takes five steps, more precisely “The Traditional Society”, “Pre-conditions to take off”, “The Takeoff, Drive to Maturity” which results in “Age of High-Mass Consumption” which with its nature and concept highly environmentally unsustainable. (Rostow, 1962) If this aspect would be applied on the least developed countries it could lead to environmentally detrimental practices. 

Nonetheless, there is another paradigm called the Environmental Kuznets Curve, which indicates that with the increasing economic growth the environmental damage initially increases, however soon reaches the turning point which will gradually stabilize the environmental damage resulting in its fall even though the economic growth will persist. Its visual explanation can be found below. 
[image: Introducing John Vidal to the environmental Kuznets curve — Adam Smith  Institute]








[bookmark: _Toc153085121][bookmark: _Toc153091219][bookmark: _Toc153169555]Table 15 This Environmental Kuznetz Curve describes the nexus between environmental degradation and economic growth.


The only issue is that the Earth is in such an environmental crisis, it is questionable whether such actions would be in compliance with planetary boundaries. And, it is important to highlight that the relationship between rise of GDP and human development is not always immensely strong. (Reddy and Kvantgraden, 2015)





A potential solution to the challenges posed by the economic development models discussed earlier is found in degrowth theory. This theory advocates for a gradual and equitable reduction in economic activity to achieve both environmental sustainability and social justice. Proponents argue that the current economic system, driven by continuous growth and consumerism, is unsustainable and has contributed to environmental degradation, social inequality, and economic instability (Robra and Heikurrinen, 2021, p. 254).

Degrowth theory calls for a transition towards a more sustainable and equitable society, prioritizing well-being, social justice, and environmental protection. This involves reducing reliance on fossil fuels, transitioning to renewable energy sources, decreasing material consumption, and emphasizing local production and consumption. Additionally, proponents stress the need for wealth redistribution and a shift towards economic systems that prioritize social well-being and ecological sustainability over profit (Bolmonte-Urena, 2021).

Critics argue that degrowth is unrealistic, fearing potential economic stagnation, unemployment, and decreased innovation. However, proponents assert that such a shift is necessary to address pressing social and environmental challenges, particularly in staying within planetary boundaries.

A potential alternative involves applying a concept proposed by the initiative "L'Association Solidarite Echange et Developpement," in which a carbon intensity target is suggested for each Sustainable Development Goal (SDG). This serves as a tool for prioritizing goals that are more environmentally friendly. In the current context, some goals may inadvertently undermine environmentally oriented SDGs. This aligns with Norstrom et al.'s (2014) suggestion that integrating economic growth with environmental goals is crucial for implementing SDGs and achieving truly sustainable development.

Their model could be further developed into a more complex system linking SDGs to their environmental impact. For instance, SDG 8 (economic growth) could be assessed by offering alternative green policies with a reduced carbon footprint. In such a system, each SDG would be ranked with a carbon intensity target and its potential environmental effects. This ensures interlinkages, guiding states away from policies harmful to the environment.


[bookmark: _Toc132266334][bookmark: _Toc153142474][bookmark: _Toc153187405]b)  Access to safe drinking water and no hunger  

Whilst the section above analysed the clash between environmental SDGs and economic growth, this section will investigate another conflict, the one between SDG 6 which is ensuring access to clean water and sanitation for all with the SDG of 2 aiming to eradicate hunger and promoting sustainable agriculture. If one targeted to entirely fulfil SDG 2 related to hunger, the responsible and sustainable agricultural production would be needed. 

According to the Data by World Food and Agriculture Organisation (2017), for agricultural purposes, globally humankind uses 70 percent of freshwater withdrawals. (FAO, 2017) Accompanied by the data from the World Bank (2017), the highest rank of freshwater withdrawal occurs in South Asia and reaches 92 percent. The second highest rank takes place in the Middle East getting as far as 85 percent of total water withdrawal. (World Bank, 2017) 
In these regions, water scarcity can make it difficult for farmers to irrigate their crops, leading to lower crop yields and decreased food production. (Jagermeyir, 2020) In such cases, efforts to ensure access to clean water for domestic and industrial uses may compete with the needs of agriculture for irrigation water, creating a potential conflict between SDG 6 and SDG 2. In fact, the nexus between water as a tool for irrigation for farmers to grow their crops make these two SDGs either inherently interconnected or extremely conflictual. (Su, 2022) 

To put the two goals together, it is important to walk through the aforementioned goals. Target 2.3 calls for “increasing agricultural productivity and income of small-scale food producers.” Although the goal could be highly efficient when fulfilled in effort to combat hunger, the achievement of this goal would require a significant increase in water usage for irrigation, which could put a strain on water resources and potentially conflict with the objectives of SDG 6, especially given the fact that water is becoming more and more valuable asset given its decreasing availability and soaring importance in humankind’s lives and dependency on it for agricultural purposes. The water situation is also being exacerbated by the negative effects of climate change and extreme temperatures leading to dry periods, oftentimes triggering climate migration. 

In contrast to Target 2.3, the essential message of SDG 6 is to ensure universal access to safe and affordable drinking water for all. Achieving this goal requires sustainable water management practices, including reducing water usage in agriculture and other sectors. (Kai, 2021) If SDG 2 targets are achieved without considering the sustainable use of water resources, it could potentially conflict with the objectives of SDG 6. One could argue that Target 2.4 hints towards the direction of environmental sustainability in the food production as it states the following: 

“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.” (United Nations, 2015) 

Notwithstanding the aforementioned statement, its vague nature again, does not provide sufficient base for linking the problematic to the water sector, due to fact that it is not being explicitly mentioned and therefore, such omission leads towards likelihood of overlooking this important synergy. There is a room for improvement of these aspect, which lies in higher extent of integration of these two goals and their targets. 

In effort to address this contradictory issue, it is important to adopt integrated approaches that take into account the interconnections between water resources, food production, and human well-being. This can involve promoting sustainable agricultural practices that minimize water use and reduce the impact of agriculture on water quality. It can also involve investing in technologies and infrastructure that help to conserve and manage water resources, such as improved irrigation systems and water treatment facilities. Kroll et al. (2019) distinguishes this practice as “transforming from trade-off to a synergy,” (Kroll, 2019) and such approach could become an efficient tool how to make potential trade-off more efficiently implemented. 

Prospective solution for this problematic could be found in translating the conflicts into additional indicators which would create the link much more visible and therefore, would effectively guide the policy makers and states to focus their attention on the inherent, mutually reinforcing link, rather than perceiving these two elements as competing priorities.


[bookmark: _Toc153142475][bookmark: _Toc153187406]3.2 Lack of integration amongst SDGs

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs encapsulate the essence of the concept of three-pillared sustainable development, embodying 17 principles that address diverse spheres of drivers for change. These spheres, with their profound interconnected nature, collectively seek to confront challenges associated with various facets of development. Referred to as a “holistic approach” by numerous scholars and international institutions, including UNEP (2019), Saez de Camara (2021), and Moldavska and Welo (2019), this methodology is considered essential for effectively addressing the majority of the SDGs (Saez de Camara, 2021, Moldavska and Welo, 2019). Likewise, Lim (2018) emphasizes that the continuous failure to integrate within the SDGs jeopardizes the realization of the ultimate end-goal (Lim, 2018, p. 220).  

Despite the advocacy for a holistic approach, a critical examination of the SDGs reveals a notable deficiency in the incorporation of this holistic perspective. This observation can be exemplified by SDG 6, which focuses on ensuring sustainable water management, access to water, and sanitation, often described as the “lonely wolf of the SDGs” (Lalawmpui and Rai, 2019). An analysis of the SDG structure reveals that the key objective is to “achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all by 2030” (United Nations, 2015). The table below summarises all the targets of this goal. 

	Target
	Objective 

	6.1
	“Achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of women and girls and those in vulnerable situations.” (United Nations, 2015)

	6.2
	“Improve water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping and minimizing release of hazardous chemicals and materials, halving the proportion of untreated wastewater and substantially increasing recycling and safe reuse globally.” (United Nations, 2015)


	6.3
	“Substantially increase water-use efficiency across all sectors and ensure sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater to address water scarcity, and substantially reduce the number of people suffering from water scarcity.” (United Nations, 2015)


	6.4
	“Implement integrated water resources management at all levels, including through transboundary cooperation as appropriate.” (United Nations, 2015)

	6.5
	“Protect and restore water-related ecosystems, including mountains, forests, wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes.” (United Nations, 2015)


	6.a
	“Expand international cooperation and capacity-building support to developing countries in water- and sanitation-related activities and programmes, including water harvesting, desalination, water efficiency, wastewater treatment, recycling and reuse technologies.” (United Nations, 2015)



	6.b
	“Support and strengthen the participation of local communities in improving water and sanitation management.” (United Nations, 2015)


[bookmark: _Toc153085122][bookmark: _Toc153091220][bookmark: _Toc153169556]Table 16 This table summarizes all the targets for SDG 6, enabling further analysis in the text below. (United Nations, 2015)

Upon a thorough examination of the targets, it becomes evident that while the second indicator of Sustainable Development Goal 6 (SDG 6) incorporates a cross-cutting issue in the form of gender equality, specifically addressing menstrual hygiene management, the integration of other cross-cutting issues remains notably deficient (Lucks, 2016). Notably absent is the nexus between climate change, encapsulated in a separate target, despite its profound impact on water management and broader aspects of sustainability within the water sector. 

It is arguable that certain climate effects can be underscored in existing indicators, such as water scarcity; however, other significant issues, particularly water-borne diseases resulting from elevated temperatures and extreme weather events, affecting the most vulnerable populations, remain overlooked. Consequently, there exists a compelling case for the inclusion of these elements within the framework through the establishment of new indicators. Such an augmentation would not only contribute to a more nuanced understanding but would also introduce a crucial layer of knowledge and action in areas where integration is imperative.

The absence of an indicator addressing water-borne diseases poses a tangible concern, given its far-reaching implications. Beyond impacting SDG 6, it jeopardizes the fulfilment of SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), SDG 1 (No Poverty), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequality). Therefore, the incorporation of a pertinent indicator is essential to fortify the comprehensive approach to SDG 6 and mitigate potential impediments to the achievement of four interconnected SDGs.

Moreover, Obaideen et al. (2022) approach this issue from a distinct perspective, as evidenced in their research focused on wastewater, an integral component of SDGs. Their comprehensive analysis illuminates the multifaceted contributions of wastewater treatment towards 11 out of the 17 SDGs. These contributions encompass augmenting water availability, enhancing human health, generating new sources of income, converting waste to energy, and mitigating environmental impacts. The research posits a set of indicators designed to optimize the impact of wastewater treatment in advancing the UN's SDGs globally.

The study by Obaideen et al. (2022) underscores the profound influence of wastewater treatment on the attainment of SDGs and targets, with a particular emphasis on its significance for social SDGs, including SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 5 (Gender Equality). 

Moreover, Dilekli and Caszarro (2019) identify a challenge in the measurement of progress on SDG 6, which commonly relies on assessing access to basic services such as safe drinking water and sanitation facilities. While pivotal indicators, they fall short of capturing the broader complexities inherent in water and sanitation management, including water quality, scarcity, and the sustainable utilization of water resources (Dilekli and Caszarro, 2019, p. 374). This more complex perspective emphasizes the imperative of adopting a more encompassing approach to evaluating progress on SDG 6, considering its interconnectedness with various facets of sustainable development.

In conclusion, this section underscored the imperative for enhanced integration of certain Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) within the broader framework. A focused examination of SDG 6 reveals the need for a more cohesive alignment with other SDGs. To better integrate SDG 6 into the comprehensive SDG framework, it is crucial to acknowledge and address the interdependencies of water and sanitation issues amongst others crosscutting issues with various sustainable development challenges and goals (Rimba & Hirabayashi, 2023, p. 613-615). 

In the sphere of WASH, there are many issues such as water scarcity, pollution, and the profound impacts of climate change on water resources. These challenges are intricately linked to broader societal aspects including poverty, inequality, education, and health (Alcamo, 2019, p. 348). To foster a more professional and holistic integration of SDG 6, stakeholders should recognize the interconnected nature of water and sanitation challenges and their profound implications for achieving a comprehensive spectrum of sustainable development goals. 

Whilst this sub section looked into SDG 6 as the case study, it is important to emphasize that its not only SDG 6 that need to be more integrated with other SDGs, on the contrary, the whole spectrum of SDGs should integrate relevant cross-cutting aspects and deepen the complexity of current “holistic” approach. Otherwise, the SDGs will keep confirming words from Bogers, Biermann,Kalfagianni and Kim (2022), “SDGs they fail to deliver on one of their key ambitions: to increase policy integration and “break down the silos” of global sustainable development.” (Bogers, Biermann, Kalfaginanni and Kim, 2022) 


[bookmark: _Toc153142476][bookmark: _Toc153187407]3.3 Issues with current global settings 


Another issue arising from the data analysis stands for issues with current global setting and more precisely, the Global South and North divide, coupled with a universalist divide, which presents a formidable obstacle to the successful fulfilment of SDGS. (Carant, 2016, p. 17) According to Brisset (2017), the conceptualization of progress inherent in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) reflects a universalist Western perspective, perpetuating a vision that favors Western power dynamics. This perspective, as argued by Brisset (2017), influences the formulation of global economic and institutional structures, ultimately benefitting powerful stakeholders from the Western world. (Brisset, 2017)

In fact, the universalist divide encompasses differing perspectives on development and governance, often shaped by historical power dynamics and cultural contexts. This divide complicates the implementation of the SDGs, designed as a universal agenda applicable to all countries, as it reflects varying priorities, ideologies, and approaches to sustainable development. (Arora-Jonssen, 2023) In the realm of governance and policy, the universalist divide manifests in diverse interpretations of concepts such as human rights, democracy, and social justice. This ideological diversity contributes to hidering consensus and cooperation on SDGs related to peace, justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16) as nations grapple with different visions of what constitutes a just and equitable society.

Moreover, the universalist divide intersects with the Global North-South economic disparities, further complicating efforts to address poverty (SDG 1) and inequality (SDG 10). The imposition of one-size-fits-all development models, often influenced by Northern perspectives, does not adequately consider the unique challenges, root causes and contexts of Southern nations. Linked to this, Cummings (2016) states that the international scope of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) falls short, necessitating a focus on geopolitical spaces, collaboration, and the active involvement of civil-society organizations. The emergence of issues related to equality, justice, and dignity within official documents can be attributed primarily to the influence of civil society during the negotiation process. The interventions from these grassroots groups played a crucial role in shaping procedural rules that not only elevated the prominence of such thematic concerns but also paved the way for increased participation from grassroots organizations in subsequent negotiations. (Cummings, 2016, p.737)

On that note, Pogge and Sengupta (2016) argue that the lack of a clear division of labour among nations to ensure the success of these goals poses a significant problem. In the absence of a well-defined plan outlining each country's responsibilities, there is a risk of progress stalling without a mechanism to identify and rectify the issues. The ambitious aim of "ending poverty in all its forms everywhere" remains elusive without a concrete agreement on who bears the responsibility for specific actions.

Furthermore, the SDGs fall short in addressing the urgency required to combat global inequalities. Despite containing a goal dedicated to inequality reduction, a crucial shortcoming emerges – this reduction is not set to commence until 2029. This delay not only jeopardizes the lives and well-being of the impoverished, but it also allows the affluent to shape national and supranational agendas in their favor during this period. (Pogge and Sengupta, 2016)

Pogge and Sengupta (2016) point out that a more effective solution would involve refraining from diluting the SDGs by setting generic targets achievable with national resources. Instead, they advocate for a more explicit delineation of responsibilities for wealthy countries and enterprises in driving sustainable development. They contend that the concepts of partnership (SDG 17) and universalism should carry more significant weight, avoiding the risk of becoming mere smokescreens that obscure extreme global inequalities. (Pogge and Sengupta, 2016)

Building upon the points raised, Brisset (2017) conducted an analysis of the power structure of the SDGs and proposed an amendment for institutions to establish a new global tax system. This proposed system would include a mechanism enabling developing countries, such as those in the Caribbean, to collect funds from transnational organizations that frequently employ strategies to evade national tax obligations. The recommendation is designed to address challenges associated with tax avoidance by large, multinational entities, a practice that can disproportionately affect developing nations. By advocating for a global tax system, the proposal seeks to create a more equitable and standardized framework for taxation that transcends national borders. Simultaneously, the suggested mechanism aims to empower developing countries to capture revenue from transnational organizations operating within their jurisdictions, potentially mitigating the negative impacts of tax avoidance on these economies. (Brisset, 2017)

[bookmark: _Toc153142479][bookmark: _Toc153187408]3.4 Inefficient targets and indicators 
[bookmark: _Hlk153175701]

The monitoring procedure and measurement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) heavily rely on targets and indicators, each representing a specific sub-field of change within the framework of each SDG. One notable strength of the SDG indicators lies in their evidence-based and scientifically sound foundation (Schmidt-Traub et al., 2017, p. 9). These indicators underwent a complex development process characterized by rigorous methodologies and extensive consultations with diverse stakeholders, including governments, civil society, and the private sector (Hák and Janoušková, 2018). Such a collaborative approach aimed to ensure the relevance and reliability of the indicators, intending to capture key dimensions of sustainable development effectively.

Despite the positive aspects, such as providing states with indicators that shorten and simplify information while deflecting from complexities, criticism has been directed at the inefficiency of respective targets and indicators (Merry, 2011; Morse, 2015, p. 364; Guppy, 2019; Liberio, 2022). Some issues with the inefficiency of targets and indicators of SDG 6 were already described above, highlighting the need for further integration of cross-cutting and other relevant issues. However, the criticism extends to various targets and indicators. On that note, the International Council for Science and the International Social Science Council (2015) highlighted that "without clearer wording and better quantification for the targets, it will be difficult to monitor and evaluate progress" (International Council for Science and International Social Science Council, 2015). Similarly, Forbye, Constanza et al. (2016) pointed out that a change is required in the wording of SDGs, in effort to guide the states adequately, the narrative must be changed to use more specific narrative detailly describing room for policy improvements and societal changes that are integral for the SDGs fulfilment. (Costanza et al., 2016, p. 347) 

In order to identify the issues with indicators, it is essential to demonstrate some specific examples. For example, Gulseven (2020) sheds light on the challenges faced by the United Arab Emirates in achieving SDG number 14, focusing on life underwater. The paper argues that certain indicators, particularly 14b1, pose inherent difficulties in measurement. This specific indicator relates to “the degree of application of a legal/regulatory/policy/institutional framework which recognizes and protects access rights for small-scale fisheries.” According to Gulseven, the absence of clear starting points for measuring progress on this indicator renders it “unmeasurable.” This case study highlights a broader issue—some sustainable development goals lack the SMART aspect, representing Specificness, Measurability, Achievability, Relevance, and Time-orientation (Gulseven, 2020, p. 53).

Furthermore, Vandemoortele (2016) pointed out that the current issue lies in the inadequacy of target 10.1, which addresses inequality, as it lacks precision and effectiveness. The deficiency becomes apparent when considering the use of the Palma ratio, which could substantially enhance the measurement and understanding of inequality within this target. Similarly, the author found deficiencies with target 2.2, focusing on malnutrition, which faces limitations by not encompassing the broader spectrum of nutritional concerns such as overweight and obesity. His idea of addressing this issue lies in incorporating the body mass index (BMI) as an additional metric would provide a more comprehensive and accurate evaluation of malnutrition, aligning with contemporary health challenges. (Vondermontele, 2016) And therefore, his suggestion strengthens argument made in the previous section on goals integration (3.2), calling for more integrated approach and integration of relevant issues in the indicators. 

The implication is that reforming indicators crucial for measuring states' performance on specific development goals becomes essential. Gulseven (2020) argues that incorporating more specific instructions, measurable units, relevance, and a well-defined time frame is pivotal for achieving more reliable data measurement. This strategic enhancement would not only ensure more systematic and efficient indicators but also provide states with clearer guidance in their pursuit of sustainable development goals (Gulseven, 2020, p. 58). The same argument was done by Hak and Janouskova (2018) who call for more measurable targets and indicators. 


[bookmark: _Toc153142480][bookmark: _Hlk153177754][bookmark: _Toc153187409]3.5 Lack of efficient mechanism for monitoring 

States are actively engaged in reporting on the progress of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a commitment undertaken upon the acceptance of these global objectives. However, challenges have emerged in the effectiveness of this monitoring system. The World Bank (2021) highlights significant deficiencies in data collection, revealing that, on average, countries reported information on only 55% of SDG indicators. Despite advancements, data reporting remains a critical challenge within the SDG framework.

One notable issue arises from states' reluctance to report sensitive information that could potentially harm their reputations or diplomatic relations. This hesitancy introduces a challenge in achieving a comprehensive and accurate representation of SDG progress. Additionally, concerns have been raised about the susceptibility to “data manipulation” in national reports, as underscored by Glass and Newig (2019) and Fisher and Parr (2019). Such manipulation may be attributed to problems with data collection at the national level, where states may encounter difficulties in obtaining the necessary and issues with data variability in the methodologies employed by different countries for data collection and reporting, which oftentimes lead to inconsistencies. This makes it challenging to compare progress across nations and undermines the ability to derive meaningful global insights. (Gabay and Ilkan, 2017, p.469)

Diverse cultural interpretations significantly contribute to discrepancies throughout the entire data process, affecting how information is collected, analyzed, and presented. Cultural nuances play a substantial role in shaping data collection and understanding. The distinctive blend of cultural values, norms, and traditions greatly influences the methodology employed in data collection and impacts the willingness of individuals to participate. For instance, subjects considered sensitive or private in certain cultures may lead to underreporting or a hesitancy to share specific details, introducing inherent biases into the collected data.

Moreover, cultural differences extend to how data is presented, adding another layer of complexity to the interpretation process. The unique mix of cultural values influences the choice of language, terminology, and visual representation methods in data reports. (Friedman et al., 2016) This can lead to variations in emphasis, highlighting different aspects of the data based on cultural perspectives. Which is extremely problematic in measuring the data for SDGs fulfillment. 

Drawing from the aforementioned arguments, a potential solution lies in the creation of an independent monitoring body present in every state. This body would operate with true independence, ensuring it is not affiliated with any UN agency nor state actor responsible for program implementation. Further details regarding this recommendation will be outlined in the recommendations chapter.

[bookmark: _Toc153142481][bookmark: _Toc153187410]3.6 Lack of accountability mechanism 


Engelbretsen, Haggen, and Ottersen (2017) emphasize the general weakness of mechanisms holding states accountable for their responsibilities arising from international conventions (p. 365). Friedman (2016) suggests the need for improvement by introducing an efficient, independent accountability mechanism to encourage states to genuinely comply with the ambitious agenda (p. 134). According to Hunt (2015), while the current monitoring process is somewhat effective as a first step in ensuring SDG compliance, there is a need to shift focus from measuring "global" accountability to assessing accountability at the "national" and "sub-national" levels. Hunt stresses the importance of involving not only state actors but also local stakeholders, as they play a significant role in contributing to the 2030 SDG agenda.

Donald et al. (2016) argue that relying on a single accountability mechanism is insufficient and propose the use of a "web of accountability" as an efficient alternative (p. 203). This multifaceted approach ensures that states are actively monitored and held accountable for sustainability compliance, moving away from the current system that measures states' performance in a less “holistic” manner.

The current accountability mechanism relies on the monitoring toolkit and data collections conducted by states and various UN agencies. The SDG Annual Report, released by the United Nations Secretariat, provides regular updates on the progress of each goal. This process, however, has its shortcomings, including issues like data unavailability. Developing countries, in particular, often lack the capacity to monitor and report effectively on SDGs, and there is no unified method for reporting progress (Guo et al., 2022, p. 1793).

One potential solution could involve replicating the international human rights system. Specifically, creating an explicit and independent soft law framework for sustainable development goals with its investigative body could monitor and enforce these goals. This body would exert pressure on governments and local non-state actors through a regular review procedure. Drawing inspiration from the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), a distinctive process of the United Nations Human Rights Council that occurs biannually and analyzes the human rights situation in 48 states annually, this approach aims to enhance constitutional rights, civil liberties, and other universal human rights globally and nationally. The UPR process promotes dialogue, cooperation, and an enabling environment for the exchange of recommendations. While some countries remain reluctant to embrace the concept of human rights, and certain authoritarian states resist such governance, evidence shows a positive impact on progressing states' human rights situations and compliance. For instance, a study by the OHCHR (2023) revealed that after the first cycle of the UPR, approximately 85 percent of acquired recommendations led states to fully or partially implement them into their human rights framework. Additionally, another study by the World Future Council indicated that the UPR contributed to progress in various human rights areas, including the protection of children's rights, the abolition of the death penalty, and the promotion of gender equality (OHCHR, 2023).

Hence, there is potential in creating a platform for international dialogue, transparency, and recommendations for states through participatory approaches. If a similar concept of regular monitoring sessions, implemented by a dedicated UN agency focused on monitoring, collecting data, and enforcing SDGs, were established with a "voluntary" nature, it could serve as a starting point for major changes and a higher level of compliance and implementation. However, the establishment of such a concept could be challenging, requiring significant effort to adapt the UPR system to the terms of the SDGs. The process would begin with the submission of a national report by the "State under review," providing an overview of the national human rights situation and highlighting measures taken based on previous UPR recommendations. Various UN agencies, civil society organizations, and other stakeholders would contribute to forming the report and delivering additional data on human rights implementation. This step could be replicated in the SDG system, involving the collection of necessary data and the submission of national reports with contributions from non-state actors, such as UN agencies or non-profit organizations, to provide unbiased and up-to-date data.

Returning to the UPR process, review sessions take place at the Human Rights Council in Geneva, allowing states to ask questions and make comments on the human rights situation in the country under review. The state under review responds to each recommendation, indicating acceptance or rejection and outlining plans for implementation. This process has the potential to create a transparent and participatory way for states to interact, exchange good practices, and offer recommendations to enhance their future fulfillment. It would be desirable for a particular UN agency to host the review progress or for a new UN body to be created with the sole role of measuring, reviewing, and facilitating the SDG review process. Following the UPR process, there is a post-review session where the state under review provides an interim report on the procedure and progress in implementing received UPR recommendations after four and a half years (Shan and Sivakunuran, 2021, p. 298). Applying this cyclical nature to the SDG review would be highly beneficial, promoting the goals and ensuring the pathway to their fulfillment. However, the UPR's repeating period of four and a half years might not align with the SDGs' limited timeframe for implementation, necessitating a shorter (halved) monitoring period for more efficient review. Thanks to its "friendly" and "collaborative" essence, the acquired recommendations could also provide policy suggestions, financial shifts, or innovations for SDG contributions.
[bookmark: _Toc153091221][bookmark: _Toc153169557]Table 17 Structure of UPR visually described.

[bookmark: _Toc153142482][bookmark: _Hlk153180778][bookmark: _Toc153187411]3.6 Wrong concept of sustainability 


The foundational concept of three-pillared sustainable development has been met with robust criticism from scholars who contend that it masks inherent conflicts between human and natural systems (Redclift, 2005). This perspective asserts that the economic, social, and environmental pillars are not inherently equal, posing challenges in balancing their priorities. In this vein, Dasgupta (2013) highlights a bias against nature within contemporary development thinking, emphasizing concerns about the unequal value assigned to environmental goals (Dasgupta, 2013, p. 2). Griggs and colleagues (2013) underscore sustainable development as “a development that meets the needs of the present while safeguarding Earth’s life support system, on which the welfare of current and future generations depend.” (Griggs et al., 2013, p. 305)

The perceived equality of the SDGs representing the three pillars comes into question when examining the numerical disparities between social and environmental goals, revealing an imbalance (Asadikia et al., 2021, p. 14). Critics like Berrone (2023) argue that SDG 8 is excessively prioritized, disrupting the envisioned balance in the three-pillar framework (Berrone, 2023, p. 320). Yang et al. (2020) draw attention to regional variations in SDG priorities, underscoring the need to recognize differing contextual priorities (Yang et al., 2020, p. 320). Eisenmenger et al. (2020) note that the equal value assigned to all SDGs does not reflect their interconnectedness, necessitating an acknowledgment of trade-offs and prioritization based on contextual realities (Eisenmenger et al., 2020, p. 1109).

Hence, it can be argued that the current concept of sustainability falls short in capturing and representing the interconnected social, economic, and environmental issues comprehensively and accurately. The inefficiency in the sustainability model of SDGs stems from the uneven value assigned to social goals compared to environmental and economic ones, as highlighted by Hickel (2020). With 70% of the SDGs in the social field, an environmental ranking challenge emerges, potentially creating a misleading impression that states excelling in social goals inherently achieve sustainability across all fields. For instance, Sweden, despite ranking high on the SDG index, is considered one of the least environmentally sustainable countries when considering its material footprint (Hickel, 2020).

In response to these criticisms, the Stockholm Resilience Centre introduced a paradigm shift by restructuring both the SDGs and the sustainability concept into the “wedding cake” model, a layered approach to sustainable development goals (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016). This model strategically places goals linked to the environment, particularly the biosphere, as the most fundamental ones on which other goals depend. Rockstrom and Sukhdev (2016), the authors of the model, explain that their assumption is to recreate the SDGs to respect planetary boundaries, creating a more conducive environment for achieving the other 16 SDGs. In essence, the "wedding cake" structure portrays the biosphere as the foundation for all 17 SDGs, fostering a comprehensive approach to sustainable development by integrating social, economic, and ecological considerations.
[bookmark: _Toc153091222][bookmark: _Toc153169558][image: Contributions to Agenda 2030 - Stockholm Resilience Centre] 
Table 18 The SDG wedding cake, this table visually represents a theory by Stockholm resilience center (2016), which highlights that the fulfillment of environmental SDGs is prerequisite for fulfillment of non-environmental SDGs.



This paradigm suggests that environmental SDGs play a crucial role in creating an enabling environment for the fulfillment of other SDGs. This viewpoint is reiterated in a report by UNICEF Jordan (2019), explicitly stating, “All the SDGs are of importance; however, it is imperative to remember that our societies and economies are based on what the biosphere can offer us in terms of water, biomass, a functioning climate, and healthy oceans. Without achieving the following SDGs: SDG 6 Clean Water and Sanitation; SDG 13 Climate Action; SDG 14 Life below Water; and SDG 15 Life on Land, we do not have a basis to build thriving societies with resilient functioning economies that can nurture, protect, and safeguard children” (UNICEF Jordan, 2019, p. 23). 


Based on the evidence above and given the environmentally and socially detrimental effect of climate change, one could say that fulfilling SDG 13 and mitigating climate change, should be the top priority of states. These premises can be further illustrated through specific case studies which demonstrate the way negative climate change effects are undermining fulfillment of other SDGs. 

 
[bookmark: _Toc132266326][bookmark: _Toc153142483][bookmark: _Toc153187412]Case study 1: Deepening gender inequality in North-eastern Ghana (SDG 5) 

A growing number of literature highlights the way climate change undermines gender equality. For instance, UN WOMEN (2022) highlights that women are usually more dependent, albeit do not have access to natural resources. (UN WOMEN, 2022) This statement also could be underlined by another factor, namely women being the most frequently responsible for water collection and household maintenance.  

On that note, Eastin (2018) highlights the high extent to which women are prone to environmentally detrimental effects of climate change, and “the gender disparities in climate change vulnerability not only reflect pre-existing gender inequalities, but also reinforce them.” (Eastin, 2018, p. 293-298) This could be demonstrated further on the following case study. As Glazenbrook (2011) explains when climate change intensifies, women may have to take on additional unpaid care work, such as caring for sick family members, tending to crops and livestock, and collecting water and firewood. This can lead to increased time poverty, limiting women's opportunities to pursue education, work, and other activities outside the home. His analysis was based on data collection in Northeastrn Ghana where women were not able to access basic services such as education and subsequent work and were left in an extreme poverty. (Glazenbrook, 2011, p. 775) 

Another dimension to which climate change undermines SDG 5 is gender dimension of climate migration. Due to numerous natural hazards, climate change can lead to displacement and migration, which can have differential impacts on women and men. Women and girls may face additional risks and challenges during migration, such as increased risk of sexual violence, restricted mobility, and limited access to healthcare. This could thereby, undermine not only SDG 5, but multiple, such as SDG 4, SDG 3, SDG 2, SDG 1 and SDG 10. (Lama, 2019, p. 354)

[bookmark: _Toc132266327][bookmark: _Toc153142484][bookmark: _Toc153187413]Case study 2: Worsening the access to safe water due to climate change in Jordan (SDG 6)

Another fitting example on which the higher salience of tackling environmental SDGs with soaring priority can be demonstrated on decreased access to safe water due to extreme temperatures, a natural hazard that is driven by climate change. The access to safe and clean water can be found under SDG number 6, and apart from sustainable water management, one can find access to safe drinking water and sanitation for all. Yet, the extreme temperatures, minimal precipitation, and inability of groundwater basins to replenish tremendously undermine the efforts to make “clean water for all.” According to a recent report by the Economist Impact, “the impacts of climate change effect on water stress are among the key risks to long-term growth in Jordan, exacerbating already difficult economic situation the country faces.” (The Economist’s Impact, 2022, p. 95-97) On that note, apart from economic growth and hence, inability to end poverty, there are numerous studies analyzing the negative effects of water stress in further sectors in Jordan, such as the agriculture leading to food insecurity, higher percentage of infant mortality or for instance education attainment by girls. UNICEF Jordan conducted detailed research regarding water stress and its role in increase of gender inequality and the findings revealed that due to increasing water stress, women and girls are unable to either work or study, especially if menstruating or pregnant, because the lack of water does not provide an enabling environment for them to menstruate in educational premises or at their workplaces. Therefore, one can observe that the water stress induced by climate change hampers the fulfilment of SDGs further, especially those related to economic growth, gender equality, no hunger and health and well-being. (UNICEF, 2019, p. 61-64) 

[bookmark: _Toc132266328][bookmark: _Toc153142485][bookmark: _Toc153187414]Case study 3: Climate Change and its effects on health and wellbeing (SDG 3) 

The climate change toll is being paid in the field of health and wellbeing as well. Climate change can lead to an increase in the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, such as heatwaves, floods, and hurricanes. These events can cause physical injuries, illnesses, and death, all of which can impact the health and well-being of individuals, communities, and entire populations. (Rocque, 2021, p. 156) Moreover, climate change can also contribute to the spread of vector-borne diseases, such as malaria and dengue fever, as well as waterborne diseases, such as cholera. These diseases can have a significant impact on the health of individuals and communities, particularly in low- and middle-income countries that may lack the resources to effectively manage and treat them.  And therefore, this would significantly undermine the SDG 3. Furthermore, air pollution, which is often exacerbated by climate change, can also have a significant impact on health. Exposure to high levels of air pollution can cause respiratory illnesses, such as asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and can increase the risk of heart disease and stroke. (Rocklov and Dublow, 2020, p. 482) By the same token, climate change can impact SDG 3 by exacerbating health inequalities and making it more difficult to achieve the goal of ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being for all at all ages. To address these challenges, it is essential to take action to mitigate and adapt to the impacts of climate change, while also working to promote health and well-being through targeted interventions and policies. (Laumann, 2022) 

While the aforementioned case studies shed light on the critical oversight of application of wrong concept of sustainability and neglecting the paramount value of efficiently combating climate change to fulfill the remaining SDGs, it is crucial to recognize that climate change has a detrimental impact, actively undermining the rest of the SDGs. For instance, global warming exacerbates and deepens poverty, significantly affects the viability of numerous plant and animal species, endangers ecosystems, disrupts underwater ecosystems, and contributes to socio-economic aspects that drive undemocratic systems and societies that oppress minorities. 

In essence, addressing global warming and mitigating its effects on ecological capital form the bedrock of SDG fulfillment. Climate-resilient policies should thus serve as a guiding principle on the path toward sustainability. Without acknowledging the prominent significance of climate change and restructuring states' policies around this pivotal issue, the fulfillment of the remaining SDGs remains unattainable.



The preceding section delved into the paradox of sustainability and questioned the efficacy of a sustainable development model that may not be universally effective. It underscored the notion that certain Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) might outweigh others in significance. Specifically, while SDG 13, addressing climate change, was identified as holding considerable importance, the data analysis also strongly advocated for assigning a higher value to SDG 16.

On that note, Sachs (2017) argues that SDG 16 is “the most important of all the SDGs” because it provides the foundation for effective governance, rule of law, and accountability, which are necessary for achieving progress on all of the other goals. (Sachs, 2017, p. 2574) Similarly, the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) (2021), a think tank focused on global security issues, has argued that SDG 16 is “critical for the success of the 2030 Agenda” because it promotes stable and peaceful societies, which are necessary for achieving progress on all of the other goals. (Centre for Strategic and International Studies, 2021) 

In other words, the reason why SDG 16 is considered a key goal is because it underpins the achievement of all the other SDGs. Without peaceful and inclusive societies, access to justice, and effective institutions, progress on other goals may be undermined or even reversed. For example, conflict and violence can lead to the displacement of populations, undermine economic development, and limit access to education, health care, and other basic services. Ineffective governance and corruption can undermine efforts to reduce poverty, promote economic growth, and last but not least to protect the environment. 	
		
In addition, SDG 16 is critical for ensuring that “no one is left behind” in the pursuit of sustainable development. It emphasizes the need to promote and protect the rights of all individuals and ensure that they have access to justice and effective institutions. This is particularly important for vulnerable and marginalized populations, such as women, children, refugees, and indigenous peoples, who may face discrimination, violence, and exclusion. 

Wesley, Tittle and Seida (2021) call attention to SDG 16 being the most fundamental feature and condition for achievement of SDG 3 (Good health and wellbeing). In their paper they emphasise the institutional importance by using the case study on Syria where due to the destructive Syrian civil war, in the first five years of the conflict, the national life expectation rate decreased by 20 years, and therefore, the institutional unrest caused by the civil war took its toll on the development in many areas, including health and wellbeing. (Wesley, Tittle and Seida, 2021) The ensuing case studies illustrate the heightened significance of SDG 16 by revealing the repercussions - how the non-fulfilment of SDG 16 endangers various other SDGs.

[bookmark: _Toc153187415]Case study 4: Corruption and its effect on SDG 16 amongst others

One more aspect characteristic for undermining of SDG 16 is corruption. As Mackey, Vain and Kohler (2018) indicate that corruption is a major barrier to achieving sustainable development, and it undermines the progress made towards other SDGs. In their work they presume that corruption-free governance is needed for creation of enabling environment for fulfilment of SDG 3. (Mackey, Vain and Kohler, 2018, p. 639-641) The core issue about the corruption is that this phenomenon can lead to the misallocation of resources, weak governance, and reduced trust in public institutions, which in turn can hamper economic growth, undermine social cohesion, and exacerbate poverty and inequality. Corruption can also lead to human rights violations, such as restrictions on freedom of speech, association, and assembly, and denial of access to justice. It is obvious that all the aforementioned aspects put numerous SDGs in jeopardy. 

The failure to achieve SDG 16, and in particular, the indicator aiming to addressing corruption, can undermine progress towards other SDGs. For example, corruption can undermine progress on SDG 1, which aims to end poverty in all its forms everywhere, by diverting resources away from poverty alleviation programs and into the pockets of corrupt officials. Moreover, corruption can also undermine progress on SDG 5, which aims to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, by perpetuating gender-based discrimination and denying women access to education, healthcare, and economic opportunities. To demonstrate how does corruption hinder on women’s rights in practice, Nehan and Cox (2022) described the women right nosedive that occurred in Afghanistan after takeover by Taliban. The practices of this unstable and increasingly corrupt country classified women as the second-class citizens who have no access to education, only worsening the gender inequality in the country. (Nehan and Cox, 2022, p. 59) 

Moreover, corruption can undermine progress on SDG 8, which aims to promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all, by creating an uneven playing field for businesses and deterring foreign investment. (Hoffiani, 2019) By the same token, corruption also undermines progress on SDG 10, which aims to reduce inequality within and among countries, by reinforcing existing inequalities and creating new ones.

[bookmark: _Toc132266329][bookmark: _Toc153142486][bookmark: _Toc153187416]Case study 5: Conflicts and unstability and its effect on SDGs as a framework  

The failure to achieve SDG 16, characterized by injustice and weak institutions, can lead to the eruption of conflicts, thereby posing a significant threat to the accomplishment of other SDGs. In conflict-affected countries, striving for SDG attainment becomes a formidable challenge as resources are diverted to address conflict-related issues and expenses. Concurrently, physical insecurity undermines progress in crucial areas such as education, health, and economic growth (Kunar, 2018).

For instance, in Afghanistan, despite some progress in SDG achievement, decades of conflict have severely impeded advancements in SDG 3 (health) and SDG 4 (education), leaving the country grappling with high maternal mortality rates, low literacy levels, and restricted access to basic services. (Nehan and Cox, 2022)

Another poignant example is the ongoing conflict in Yemen, one of the most extensive humanitarian crises, which has transformed Yemen into a failed state, disrupting access to justice, weakening institutions, and threatening the rule of law. The Yemen war has resulted in thousands facing starvation, forced displacement, and the pervasive spread of physical and gender-based violence. Governance in Yemen has suffered as different factions, amidst chaos and violence, have asserted control over various parts of the country, imposing their own rules and regulations. This institutional uncertainty and the inability to restore order have led to the collapse of the justice system, leaving individuals without access to fair and impartial legal proceedings. It is evident that conflict and instability do not provide an enabling environment for SDG fulfilment; instead, they jeopardize the achievement of all SDGs.


In conclusion, a critical examination of sustainability, particularly the tripartite framework emphasizing economic, social, and environmental pillars, has drawn substantial critique from scholars and articles arising from data analyses. This critique extends to the realm of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), where a numerical disparity between social and environmental goals is observable, leading to instances where states prioritize the former over the latter in pursuit of economic and social advancement. An alternative perspective, introduced by the Stockholm Resilience Center through the Wedding Cake model, challenges this notion by positing environmental goals as a prerequisite for achieving social and economic progress, contingent on ensuring sufficient biocapacity. The synthesized evidence from these analyses suggests that SDG 13, focusing on climate action, ought to be accorded higher value than other goals due to its pivotal role and detrimental impact on the fulfillment of other SDGs.

Conversely, an alternate line of evidence elevates the importance of SDG 16, emphasizing peace as a precondition for achieving progress in other goals. As a result, this discourse posits that both SDG 13 and SDG 16 should be ascribed higher value and necessitate prioritization by states in their pursuit of sustainable development objectives.











[bookmark: _Toc153142487][bookmark: _Toc153187417]3.7 Non-legally binding nature

While the sustainable development agenda provides guidance on achieving a profound level of sustainability across various spheres, Friedman (2016) highlights a major deficiency of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in his article – the goals are not inherently legally binding. Biermann et al. (2017) characterize the nature of SDGs enforcement as "detached from the international legal system." In essence, states are not legally obligated to fulfill their commitments, and consequently, non-compliance with the goals does not incur penalties, providing no passive motivation for states to fulfill their agendas (Spangenberg, 2017).

Viewed through the lens of political realism, one might argue that the most unsustainable practices of states can be easily overlooked. While some scholars commend the participatory approaches made possible by the lack of legal codification, others criticize the non-mandatory nature. Stemming from liberalist notions of global governance, this criticism can be explained by applying realist assumptions regarding the balance of power, state ecocentrism, a drive for national interest over collective interests, and a high degree of selfishness among great powers and hegemonies. Consequently, the legal codification of SDGs could be seen as a potential platform for states to collectively implement their agenda (for those with a liberal perception of international relations) or as a limitation on states' national interest and selfishness (for political realists) (Berridge, 2001).

It is not entirely accurate to assert that SDGs are entirely excluded from the international legal system. Kim (2016) analyzed the "proxy" nexus between international law and the SDGs, noting that they did not emerge from a normative vacuum but are grounded in international law. The author highlighted existing international legal sources, such as the 1945 UN Charter, the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 2015 Paris Agreement, the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, or the 2002 ILA New Delhi Declaration of Principles of International Law Relating to Sustainable Development, among others. Kim (2016) also pointed out that the main tenets of sustainability were long established in International Court of Justice (ICJ) rulings, emphasizing the need to reconcile economic development with environmental protection. Additionally, Ebesson (2022) emphasized that certain SDGs are enshrined in existing agreements such as the Convention on Biological Diversity or the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification. Notably, in 2023, a new treaty regarding SDG 14, the protection of oceans, was concluded, named the High Seas Treaty.

This statement could further serve as evidence that there is an undeniable link between the established norms of international law and the SDGs; nevertheless, the current system is more "sporadic in nature" and hence contains tremendous inconsistencies, as the system does not approach a degree of fully efficient and explicit codification of all the SDGs. Either a more comprehensive systematic framework could be established, comprising and legalizing every single SDG, or the principles of sustainable development could be enshrined in bloc legislation based on the type of sustainable development that the legislative framework would enforce, for instance, "the Convention on Sustainable Social Development," "the Convention on Sustainable Environmental Development," and "the Convention on Sustainable Economic Development." All these would translate the targets and indicators into legal norms, which would actively push states to implement the goals by 2030 as they would be legally bound to do so.

While the invention and emergence of new legal mechanisms might sound too good to be true, its birth might have a dark side. In fact, it is questionable whether, within the given timeframe, the international community would be able to implement and accept such legislation and also, if the international system in its current settings enables appropriate enforcement of the international legal norms and thus, would act as a driving force if the sustainable development agenda ever becomes legally codified. This problem stems from the nature of international law. Unlike national law, as its name implies, international law refers to legal norms concluded predominantly among states that are deemed to possess their sovereignty, and therefore, in practice, there is no above authority over them, meaning that international law can be made solely if states give their consent. Hence, Klabbers (2017) proclaimed international law to be a “consensual system.” (Klabbers, 2017, p. 12-15) Numerous political neorealists have analyzed this problem further; for instance, Waltz (1974) highlighted the anarchic nature of the international system, where states are not supervised, and he emphasized that there is no superior authority enforcing the transboundary legal norms. (Waltz, 1974) In other words, unlike internal legal enforcement within a state, in the international arena, the executive authority, such as "police in the national system," is lacking. Surely, there have been various international active legal mechanisms that became a stage for states to settle their disputes, such as the International Court of Justice, the International Criminal Law, or the International Court of Human Rights; nonetheless, their efficiency lies in states' willingness to be a party in such a dispute or conflict resolution procedure (Shaw, 2001).

One could demonstrate this problem using the following case study: the enforcement of the Kyoto Protocol. In 1997, in the spirit of combating climate change, the international community agreed to reduce the number of greenhouse gases and CO2 emissions into the atmosphere for industrialized countries, aiming specifically to lower the amount below the level of emissions in 1990. While the effort to establish such a legal base marked the first-ever incentive on an international level to decrease CO2 contributions, it led to 191 countries ratifying and thus becoming parties to this legislation (Falkner, 2019). However, some countries never signed this legislation, especially those whose economies were highly reliant on industry and heavily polluted the atmosphere, such as the United States, a hegemony. Another convenient example would be Canada, which was a signatory party to the Protocol but never ratified it and even withdrew 15 years afterward (Peterson, 2009).

This problematic was a referent object of Morgenthau’s (1949) work, called the Politics Amongst nations, a realist classic that explains how the power is distributed in the international community and how hegemonies have power to sway the norms in the manner they desire because of the political and economic interdependency of less powerful states on hegemonies. Again, this could be very relevant point put in context with the SDGs. (Morgenthau, 1949) For example, if one observes closely the current hegemony, the United States, it becomes apparent that some of the theoretical paradigms could be applicable in practice. Whilst the rest of the international community relatively “globally” signed and ratified arguably the most recent environmental contract, strongly arising from the SDGs, the 2015 Paris Agreement, the United States infamously withdrawn from the treaty in 2017. Such action, committed by smaller and “less-prominent” power would be faced with economic sanctions, freeze of diplomatic relations and other forms of soft power which would lead to the state compliance and re-consideration.  Nonetheless, since the US is indeed a hegemony, and the rest of the international community is heavily dependent on its economic, military and political power, which in practice means that the US can get away with actions like this. The same is applicable to another emerging hegemony, China, which happened to bypass the international law oftentimes, such as in the Philippines v. China (South China Sea Arbitration, ICJ, 2019), without any profound consequences.	 (De Castro, 2018) (Jones, 2016)

To summarise, it is not certain if translation of SDGs into framework in the sphere of public international law would be fully efficient due to states sovereignty and consensual nature of international law. Therefore, if implemented, it is essential to acknowledge the risks linked to its implementation. 

Arguably, a potential solution to prevent low participation would be treating and accepting some SDGs as 'jus cogens' norms (Kleinklein, 2017, p. 309-317). Jus cogens is a so-called 'peremptory' norm, embodying a fundamental principle of international law accepted by the international community and which must not be derogated from under any circumstances. By the same token, jus cogens belongs to erga omnes norms owned by the whole international community (Klabbers, 2017, p. 58). The concept of jus cogens is important because it helps establish a hierarchy of norms in international law, with jus cogens norms at the top of the importance of international law (Shaw, 2001). This means that if a state violates a jus cogens norm, it can be held accountable by the international community, even if it has not ratified the relevant treaty or convention. Additionally, jus cogens norms provide a basis for the international community to intervene in the internal affairs of a state to protect fundamental human rights. Traditionally, jus cogens norms comprise the most heinous actions, such as genocide, piracy, or slavery. Nonetheless, recently, numerous scholars started to ponder whether climate change commitments would not be applicable via a jus cogens norm (Cervantes, 2022) (Kotze and Muzangaza, 2016).

Since climate change is a global issue that poses a threat to the environment, human rights, and sustainable development, it is widely recognized that the impacts of climate change have the potential to affect the entire world population, including future generations. This is also the reason why the principles of jus cogens are being applied to climate change in the following ways. 
Firstly, jus cogens norms include the right to a healthy environment, recognized as a basic human right. Climate change has the potential to cause significant harm to the environment, including the destruction of ecosystems, biodiversity loss, and changes in weather patterns. The right to a healthy environment may be invoked to protect against the impacts of climate change, and therefore, it has higher legal value.

Secondly, another basis of jus cogens is the duty to prevent harm. This principle requires states to take steps to prevent harm to the environment and human rights, including the impacts of climate change. States have a duty to take measures to mitigate the causes and effects of climate change, including reducing greenhouse gas emissions and promoting sustainable development.

Thirdly, jus cogens norms also include the principle of intergenerational equity, recognizing the need to protect the rights of future generations. Climate change poses a threat to future generations, who will be most affected by its impacts. The principle of intergenerational equity may be invoked to protect the rights of future generations and ensure that they are not unfairly burdened by the impacts of climate change (Cervantes, 2022).

Additionally, SDG 16, which focuses on peace, justice, and strong institutions, aligns with the principles of jus cogens by emphasizing the importance of accountable and inclusive governance. Recognizing the interdependence of peace and sustainability, SDG 16 contributes to the overall framework, promoting the rule of law and addressing social inequalities for a more just and equitable society

[bookmark: _Toc153142488]Hence, a plausible recommendation lies in the designation of the pivotal SDGs—13 and 16—as jus cogens norms. By elevating these goals to this status, they would not only embody fundamental principles accepted by the entire international community (erga omnes) but also enforceable with dire consequences for non-compliance. Both SDGs, addressing climate change and conflicts, exert profound impacts on the global community, justifying their consideration as jus cogens and erga omnes norms.

[bookmark: _Toc153187418]3.8 Vagueness

The characteristic of high ambiguity within the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) can be perceived both as a strength and a weakness. According to Burger and Parker (2022), this ambiguity provides states with 'interpretive' flexibility, enabling them to tailor the interpretation and implementation of the goals to their specific context, thereby avoiding a rigid 'one size fits all' approach (Burger and Parker, 2022, p. 17-23).

On the positive side, a high degree of flexibility opens up space for innovation, allowing states to explore novel approaches and solutions to achieve the goals. As pointed out by Langford (2016), this flexibility also supports an inclusive approach, permitting diverse stakeholders to contribute their expertise toward the goals. The unrestrictive nature of SDGs and their liberal interpretation can, in reality, be more efficient than adopting narrow and restrictive policy sets, especially considering the global application of SDGs across states with varying levels of sustainable development (Langford, 2016). However, this flexibility, when viewed through a critical lens, can be a double-edged sword, as observed in the data analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc132266335][bookmark: _Toc153142489]Engelbretsen, Heggen and Ottersen (2017) contend that the issue with SDGs may be rooted in its ambiguous language, particularly in the distinction between the “we” promising a brighter and more sustainable future and the “we” responsible for finding solutions and taking action. This seemingly minor ambiguity, according to Engelbretsen, creates confusion, rendering the agenda “everyone's-but-nobody's business,” thereby undermining concerted action toward SDGs (Engelbretsen, 2017).

Building on this perspective, Filho et al. (2023) emphasize that vagueness poses a risk to 'data and technology,' crucial components for monitoring SDG progress. They underscore the importance of harmonizing all potential agendas into 'one common SDG language' to enhance the efficiency of global SDG compliance. In the current landscape, inconsistent monitoring and interpretation within the international community create a significant risk of not accurately reporting specific issues and developments. This lack of uniformity in interpretation and priorities may contribute to uneven progress across different countries and communities (Filho et al., 2023).

In close connection to the preceding argument, it is crucial to underscore that the vagueness inherent in the SDGs significantly undermines the accountability process. The profound flexibility provided by the SDGs contributes to challenges in harmonizing efforts among governments and organizations, subsequently hindering the establishment of an accountable process—a key mechanism essential for achieving the SDGs (Mustajoki et al., 2020).










[bookmark: _Toc153187419]CHAPTER 4: RECOMMENDATIONS 
4.1 [bookmark: _Toc153142490][bookmark: _Toc153187420]How do internal clashes among SDGs undermine the coherence and effectiveness of the overall SDG framework?

A) [bookmark: _Toc153142491][bookmark: _Toc153187421]Clash between environment and economic growth 

The academic community frequently highlights a clash between environmental objectives and economic growth, a concern accentuated by Goal 8 within the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This section summarised how Goal 8, centered on economic growth, contradicts environmental sustainability, as illustrated by Rostow’s economic growth curve and the evident environmental damage occurring within the confined planetary boundaries. To address this conflict, the section delves into the concept of de-growth, advocating for a reduced emphasis on economic growth to prioritize environmental conservation. However, the critics of the aforementioned theory contend that de-growth is impractical, predicting economic stagnation, unemployment, and diminished innovation.

 In response to these challenges, the section explores the green growth theory, offering an alternative perspective that underscores investments in ecosystem restoration, sustainable land use practices, and the responsible management of natural resources. A practical solution and recommendation proposed involves integrating carbon intensity targets into the SDGs, accompanied with the implementation of environmentally friendly alternatives to emphasize eco-friendly goals. This model could be further developed into a comprehensive system linking SDGs to their environmental impact, guiding states away from environmentally harmful policies.

B) [bookmark: _Toc153142492][bookmark: _Toc153187422]Clash between access to clean water and sanitation and hunger eradication 

Furthermore, this chapter explored another conflict, the one between Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 6, which focuses on ensuring access to clean water and sanitation, and SDG 2, which aims to eradicate hunger and promote sustainable agriculture. In fact, agriculture uses 70% of global freshwater withdrawals, with South Asia and the Middle East having the highest withdrawal rates. In areas where water scarcity is an issue, efforts to ensure access to clean water for domestic and industrial purposes can compete with the needs of agriculture for irrigation water, potentially creating a conflict between SDG 6 and SDG 2. Achieving SDG 2's goal of increasing agricultural productivity and income would require a significant increase in water usage for irrigation, potentially straining water resources and conflicting with the objectives of SDG 6.

To tackle the conflict between SDG 6 and SDG 2, it is necessary to implement integrated approaches that recognize the interconnections between water resources, food production, and human well-being. This involves promoting sustainable agricultural practices that reduce water usage and minimize agriculture's impact on water quality, as well as investing in technologies and infrastructure that aid in conserving and managing water resources. One solution to this issue is to create additional SDG indicators that make the link between the two SDGs more visible, allowing policymakers to focus on the mutually reinforcing link between them rather than seeing them as competing priorities. It is critical to ensure the sustainability of water resources while pursuing goals related to agriculture and food production, aligning with the objectives of SDG 6. Hence, this section gave birth to the following recommendation: Translate the conflicted relationship between SDG 2 and SDG 6 into translators ensuring their reinforcing and synergic relationship. Both aspects should be added to both goals, confirming the paramount interconnection leading to a higher likelihood of their fulfilment.
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc153142493][bookmark: _Toc153187423]In what ways does the perceived lack of integration within the SDG framework hinder its ability to address interconnected global challenges comprehensively?

[bookmark: _Toc153142494][bookmark: _Toc153185199]The findings of the data analysis in this master's thesis reveal a significant lack of synergies within the SDG framework. When analysed individually, goal by goal and indicator by indicator, it becomes apparent that the SDGs tend to exist in isolation from each other. Only a limited number of goals contain some cross-cutting issues, and even those are only to a certain extent. Furthermore, some goals might suffer from vagueness in their content, causing linkages to become obscured by ambiguity. In an ideal world, and under liberalist assumptions, such ambiguity might not be a major issue, as all states would understand the intricate interconnections of all SDGs within the framework. 

[bookmark: _Toc153142495][bookmark: _Toc153185200]Unfortunately, in the real world, achieving this understanding is challenging, given the current international system. States are driven by internal and foreign policy considerations that often overlook important contextual backgrounds and linkages, hindering the fulfilment of numerous SDGs. It is crucial to emphasize that incorporating direct linkages into the SDGs could present a significant opportunity for creating new cross-sectorial partnerships and attracting new investments. This, in turn, could maximize the fulfilment of numerous SDGs. Many scholars have highlighted the need to interlink the SDGs and have called for a higher degree of integration and synergy. This could certainly be achieved by integrating cross-cutting and major sectoral elements into the framework. 

[bookmark: _Toc153142496][bookmark: _Toc153185201]For instance, by incorporating a more gender-inclusive dimension to the goals, considering climate-resilient solutions, accounting for migration and its effects on SDGs, and including other salient factors crucial for each SDG, such as wastewater management for the achievement of SDG 6. In light of these considerations, the recommendation is as follows: Ensure that cross-cutting issues, including elements crucial for the fulfilment of specific sustainable development goals, are integrated into the indicators. This effort is aimed at establishing a solid foundation for implementing these interlinkages, including the creation of essential partnerships.

In effort to improve the whole SDG system, the recommendation would lie in establishment of a new indicators or for the sake of practical side, potentially supporting document informing about the interlinkages and how certain SDGs are intertwined. This could become beneficial for the governments as they might spot some multidimensional relationships and impose broader policies contributing to achievement of more indicators. In case of invention of a sustainable framework in the post-2030 era, the policy drafters should make the indicators more interconnected in effort to cover broader scope of challenges. 

The abovementioned lack of integration can be problematic because it fails to recognize the interrelated and interconnected nature of development challenges. For example, achieving SDG 2 on zero hunger requires addressing issues such as poverty (SDG 1), access to clean water and sanitation (SDG 6), and climate change (SDG 13). Similarly, achieving SDG 4 on quality education requires addressing issues such as gender equality (SDG 5), good health and well-being (SDG 3), and reduced inequalities (SDG 10). Hence, the lack of integration among the SDGs may lead to a fragmented approach to development, with different stakeholders working towards different goals and targets without sufficient coordination. This can result in duplication of efforts, inefficient use of resources, and missed opportunities for synergy and collaboration.

In effort to tackle this problem, there is a need to adopt a more integrated approach that states can pursue for SDG implementation. One of the solutions could lie in promoting more cross-cutting strategies, or in other words, efforts to identify and promote policies which can address multiple SDGs simultaneously, and thus, to kill two birds by one stone by policy coherence which would be mutually reinforcing. This will surely require greater attention to policy integration and coordination among different sectors and levels of governance as addressing the lack of integration among the SDGs is critical for achieving sustainable and inclusive development. (Guppy, 2019)

In summary, by adopting a more integrated and holistic approach to SDG implementation, the international community would be able to promote synergy and collaboration among stakeholders, and thus, maximize the impact of interventions, and advance progress towards a sustainable and equitable future. (Nunes et al., 2016) (Moldavska and Welo, 2019, p. 59) (Langford, 2016, p. 166) 



[bookmark: _Toc153142497][bookmark: _Toc153187424]4.3	How do criticisms related to current global settings shed light on systemic challenges and geopolitical factors that impede the successful implementation of the SDGs?

Critics of the current global settings highlight various systemic challenges and geopolitical factors that impede the successful implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). One significant criticism revolves around the unequal distribution of resources and power among nations, often perpetuating disparities that hinder the achievement of SDGs. Various challenges such as economic inequality and resource asymmetry underscore the difficulty in achieving sustainable development. In fact, global economic structures and trade policies often favor powerful nations, leading to the concentration of wealth and resources in certain regions. This unequal distribution can limit the ability of less privileged countries to invest in sustainable practices, hindering progress towards SDGs, particularly in areas like poverty eradication, health, or education. 

Furthermore, the passage discussed the challenges posed by the Global North-South and universalist divide in the context of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It highlights how differing perspectives on development and governance complicate the implementation of SDGs, particularly in areas related to peace, justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16). Economic disparities between the Global North and South further complicate efforts to address poverty (SDG 1) and inequality (SDG 10). The role of civil society in shaping thematic concerns within official documents and the need for global collective responsibility are also emphasized.

Building upon the insights provided by Pogge and Sengupta (2016) and Fukuda-Parr and Hegstad (2018), it is recommended to reevaluate the approach to SDGs. Rather than diluting the goals based on national resources, there should be a more explicit emphasis on the responsibilities of wealthy countries and enterprises in ensuring sustainable development. This approach aligns with the concept of partnership (SDG 17) and universalism, emphasizing meaningful collaboration and shared responsibility. Additionally, there is a need for a global collective effort, with a focus on the accountability of international organizations and rule-making bodies. This more serious and collective approach is essential for addressing extreme global inequalities, fostering genuine partnerships, and achieving the overarching objectives of the SDGs.

[bookmark: _Toc153142498][bookmark: _Toc153187425]4.4	How do inefficiencies in the indicators associated with SDGs impact the accurate assessment and measurement of progress, and what are the implications for the overall success of the framework?


Inefficiencies in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicators pose significant challenges to accurately assess and measure progress, impacting the overall success of the framework. The issues include indicators mapping issues that are inherently challenging to measure, overlooking important aspects, and lacking clarity. This critique extends beyond specific goals, emphasizing the broader need for clearer wording and better quantification across the entire SDG framework to facilitate effective progress monitoring. The following exploration delves into the nuances of this critique, dissecting key arguments and proposing potential solutions for a more robust and streamlined SDG monitoring system.

The recommendation for this aspect will follow suggestion by Gulseven (2020) who called to reframe indicators through the SMART criteria—making all indicators Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-oriented, and by orientated- specific time period, for example by 2023 will X. Not by 2030- which is hardly to measure. This approach aims to enhance the precision, effectiveness, and systematic measurement of indicators, ultimately providing clearer guidance and fostering the success of SDGs.

[bookmark: _Toc153142499][bookmark: _Toc153187426]4.5	In what ways does the identified lack of a monitoring mechanism contribute to challenges in tracking and evaluating progress toward SDG goals, and what alternative mechanisms are proposed by critics?

When it comes to the SDG monitoring and accountability, the research highlighted the lack of thereof and inefficient monitoring as a threat leading to hampering the SDGs fulfilment as whole. This arises from the reality that there is no accountability nor transparent monitoring procedure that would give states a chance to increase their extent of collaboration on one hand and participation in innovation exchange on another. The chapter suggested that creating a “soft law framework” for sustainable development goals with an independent investigative body could be a solution to monitor and enforce goals, similar to the Universal Periodic Review used for human rights. The process would involve regular reviews, participation from non-state actors, and the submission of national reports. The UPR process has been successful in promoting human rights, and a similar process could be implemented for SDGs. However, establishing such a system would require significant effort and participation from various stakeholders. 

 Overall, the aforementioned section of this master thesis proposes a transparent and participatory manner for states to interact and exchange good practices to increase the fulfilment of SDGs. Hence, the research leads to the following recommendation: Create an independent investigative body and reviewing procedure of the SDG which would analyse the SDG’s progress on every second year basis and which would create a platform for states to provide recommendations to each other leading to policy advice, innovation exchange and which would contribute towards global enabling environment for the SDGs, enabling states to use participatory and transparent approaches actively promoting collaboration and partnerships for sustainable development.


[bookmark: _Toc153091223][bookmark: _Toc153169559]Table 19 This chart visually represents the recommendation on accountability mechanism of SDGs. It is inspired by the current system of UPR.

[bookmark: _Toc153142500][bookmark: _Toc153187427]4.6	How does the perceived lack of accountability within the SDG framework hinder the commitment of nations and stakeholders, and what accountability mechanisms are suggested for improvement?

The perceived lack of accountability within the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) framework poses a substantial obstacle to the commitment of nations and stakeholders. The absence of clear accountability mechanisms diminishes the effectiveness of SDGs, hindering the progress towards their attainment. As indicated in the critical analysis, one major issue is the non-enforcement of accountability on states. In light of this challenge, a recommended solution involves the establishment of an independent investigative body specifically dedicated to monitoring and ensuring accountability within the SDG framework. Drawing inspiration from existing models for human rights, this body would play a crucial role in holding states accountable through both soft and hard power mechanisms. By leveraging recommendations and insights from different states, this body could serve as a platform for knowledge-sharing and idea exchange. The proposed independent investigative body would contribute to accountability by providing constructive recommendations to states, the influence of such recommendations could exert soft power on nations to comply with the SDG plans. As the section on international law above indicates, states failing to adhere to the recommended strategies and commitments could potentially face penalties, contingent on the severity of non-compliance. Importantly, the proposed body would need to strike a balance, fostering collaboration and shared responsibility while having mechanisms in place to address non-compliance.
[bookmark: _Toc153142501][bookmark: _Toc153187428]4.7	In what aspects does the criticism regarding the wrong concept of sustainability challenge the foundational principles of the SDGs, and how might a redefined concept enhance the framework?

Another significant critique directed at the SDGs involves the utilization of an arguably flawed sustainability model. In this criticized approach, environmental SDGs are positioned in the background, potentially undermining Earth systems and the overall biocapacity. In pondering the potential for a reform of the current sustainability model and questioning the relative importance of various SDGs, this master thesis aligns with the paradigm that emphasizes two specific Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). According to this paradigm, climate change, addressed in SDG 13, and governance and anti-corruption efforts, addressed in SDG 16, emerge as pivotal prerequisites for the successful implementation and fulfilment of the remaining SDGs. The Wedding Cake model demonstrates that without a stable environmental foundation and effective governance structures, the attainment of social and economic objectives becomes precarious. 

In light of these findings, a recommendation emerges to re-evaluate the hierarchical structure of SDGs to challenge the current, inefficient system of sustainability. Proposing a shift in emphasis, SDG 13 and SDG 16 could be positioned as foundational goals with higher priority, given their essential role as prerequisites for the effective realization of all 17 SDGs. This restructuring could be achieved through direct modification or recreation, particularly in the context of post-2030 SDGs. Additionally, incorporating a protocol emphasizing the significance of SDG 13 and SDG 16 could serve as a means to underscore their critical value in providing the necessary foundation for the comprehensive fulfilment of the SDG framework. The alternative approach, based on a liberalist perspective, which merely adds an informational protocol, is considered less likely to be efficacious, as it lacks the motivational impetus inherent in a direct restructuring.

[bookmark: _Toc153142503][bookmark: _Toc153187429]4.8	What are the consequences of the non-legally binding nature of the SDGs on the commitment and compliance of nations, and what arguments exist for or against making the SDGs legally binding?

Furthermore, the ninth section of this critical analysis investigated the absence of legal codification of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) within the international legal system. Although SDGs find some representation in international law through various treaties or case law, they lack inherent legal binding. Given the structure of international law and the absence of a robust authority overseeing states, the effectiveness of their legal establishment is questionable. The consensual nature of international law, in contrast to the more "automatic" nature of national laws, raises uncertainty about states' willingness to participate in a legal framework. This hesitancy is exacerbated by the reluctance of current hegemonic powers and other major nations to assume obligations that may impact their economic growth. While acknowledging these challenges and assessing the associated risks, a specific solution emerges as particularly noteworthy and holds a crucial place in the international community—jus cogens norms. Jus cogens norms are peremptory norms accepted by the international community, prohibiting any derogation by states, irrespective of their consent or recognition. Consequently, translating each SDG into a jus cogens norm and securing acceptance by the international community would render states unable to evade accountability stemming from these non-derogable norms. This, in turn, would actively motivate states to genuinely adhere to the SDG agenda.

Given the considerations highlighted in the preceding section, the recommendation regarding the current non-binding nature of SDGs, it is proposed that SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions) be accorded elevated value than others, and therefore, it is recommended they are translated as jus cogens norms. This will confirm their pivotal role as prerequisites for the fulfillment of future SDGs. This prioritization can fulfill the urgent need for global commitment to addressing climate change and fostering peace as integral components of a sustainable and equitable development agenda. By the same token, their translation into jus cogens will confirm their “erga omnes” status in international law. 
[bookmark: _Toc153142502][bookmark: _Toc153187430]4.9	How does the criticism related to the lack of specification impact the clarity and precision required for effective implementation, and what recommendations are proposed to enhance specificity?

This section looked into the challenges associated with the absence of clarity and specification regarding SDGs’ roles and responsibilities. The ambiguity surrounding the delineation of tasks and responsibilities creates potential obstacles in the effective execution of initiatives or plans. In order to address this challenge, a key recommendation is to institute a comprehensive approach involving an independent investigative body in collaboration with each country. This investigative body, engaged in ongoing dialogues with individual countries, would play a pivotal role in developing clear, detailed plans for each SDG. These plans should include well-defined milestones, with a specified time limit for implementation and measurable outputs. Notably, the proposed timeframe for monitoring progress is every three years, aligning with the original 15-year duration of the SDGs. This approach aims to overcome the limitations of existing milestones that often capture historical data and past achievements, lacking the forward-looking precision needed for effective implementation. The establishment of such a structured and proactive mechanism ensures that countries have a tangible plan for each SDG, fostering accountability and strategic focus. By incorporating important milestones and continuous monitoring, this approach enables timely adjustments, maximizes impact, and contributes to the overarching goal of sustainable development. Through this strategy, nations can go beyond the current SDGs, creating a robust framework for sustained progress and addressing the specific needs and challenges outlined in each goal.
















[bookmark: _Toc132266345][bookmark: _Toc153142505][bookmark: _Toc153187431]CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION

The inception of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agenda in 2015 marked a significant shift, providing the international community with a comprehensive framework to strive for heightened sustainable development across economic, social, and environmental dimensions by 2030. Unlike its predecessor, the Millennium Development Goals, which were more narrowly focused on developing countries, the SDGs encompass a broader, global scope. Despite widespread acceptance and integration into policies at global, regional, and national levels, the SDGs have not been immune to criticism from scholarly and institutional spheres.

This Master Thesis, while recognizing the intrinsic value and conceptual importance of the SDGs, undertakes a critical examination of the notable criticisms that have arisen. In navigating through these critiques, the thesis aims to provide structural recommendations aimed at refining and strengthening the existing system. 

This Master Thesis embarked on a thorough examination of scholarly articles retrieved from five prominent academic databases, namely Web of Science, Scopus, JSTOR, Science Direct, and Google Scholar. The diverse compilation of articles, totaling 113, drew from each database to ensure a broad representation of academic literature, the results were following. 

Firstly, A predominant concern highlighted in the analyzed literature is the occurrence of internal clashes, constituting a significant portion of the identified issues at 28%. This suggests that within the framework of the SDGs, there are conflicting elements that may impede cohesive progress or realization of specific goals, such as the clash between environmental goals and economic growth or between ending hunger and access to safe and clean water. For the environmental clash and economic growth clashes, the recommended solution involves integrating carbon intensity targets into SDGs for comprehensive environmental impact assessment. As for the clash between zero hunger and access to water, the recommendation for this issue is to create additional indicators which will aim to make the interconnectedness between these goals more visible, fostering a synergic relationship rather than viewing them as competing priorities. This proposed solution involves recognizing the mutual reinforcement between SDG 2 and SDG 6, ensuring sustainable water resources while pursuing goals related to agriculture and food production.

Secondly, the lack of integration emerged as another substantial issue, accounting for 13.33% of the findings. This underscores the importance of harmonizing different aspects of the SDGs to achieve a more unified and synergistic approach. The lack of integration within the SDG framework poses challenges, with goals existing in isolation. Incorporating direct linkages and cross-cutting elements is recommended to create new cross-sectorial partnerships and attract investments. This entails integrating gender-inclusive dimensions, climate-resilient solutions, and other salient factors crucial for specific SDGs into the framework.

Thirdly, issues with the current global settings were identified as a concern by 11% of the articles, indicating that the overarching global conditions may pose challenges to the effective implementation of the SDGs. The articles argued that systemic challenges and geopolitical factors, driven by unequal resource distribution and power dynamics, hinder Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) implementation. Economic inequality and resource concentration in powerful nations impede progress, particularly in poverty, health, and education. The Global North-South and universalist divide complicates SDG execution, impacting areas like peace, justice, and poverty reduction. To address this, a recommended shift involves emphasizing wealthy nations' responsibilities, promoting global collective efforts, and holding international bodies accountable. This approach aligns with SDG 17, fostering genuine partnerships and addressing extreme global inequalities.

Fourthly, inefficient indicators and the absence of a robust mechanism for monitoring were also recognized, with percentages of 7.77% Inefficiencies in SDG indicators present challenges, impacting the comprehensive assessment and measurement of progress within the framework. These challenges encompass difficulties in measuring inherently complex issues, overlooking crucial aspects, and lacking clarity. The critique emphasizes the overarching need for improved clarity and quantification throughout the entire SDG framework to ensure effective progress monitoring. Gulseven's (2020) recommendation advocates reframing indicators using the SMART criteria—Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-oriented, with a specified time frame. This approach aims to enhance precision, effectiveness, and systematic measurement, providing clearer guidance and promoting the success of SDGs.

Fifthly, the data analysis revealed that 6.66% of analyzed articles criticized the lack of efficient monitoring mechanism for the evaluative aspects of the SDG framework. The absence of a robust monitoring mechanism hampers accurate progress assessment. To address this, a recommendation involves establishing an independent monitoring body. This body would enhance transparency, ensure objective evaluation, and foster credibility in tracking SDG implementation.

Sixthly, the analysis identified a significant concern (6.66%) about the perceived vagueness in certain aspects of the SDGs. To address this, the recommendation is to formulate SMART targets for effective implementation (Mustajoki, Borchardt, Buttner et al., 2022). Additionally, advocating clear communication, inclusivity in negotiations, and establishing an SDG Taskforce with diverse representation are crucial steps for successful SDG implementation at both national and regional levels.

Additionally, the lack of accountability was identified in 4.44% of the articles, signifying concerns about the responsibility and enforcement mechanisms within the SDGs. It was indeed recognized as a substantial obstacle. The recommendation involves establishing an independent investigative body dedicated to monitoring and ensuring accountability. Drawing inspiration from existing models for human rights, this body would play a pivotal role in holding states accountable through both soft and hard power mechanisms. The proposed body would contribute to accountability by providing constructive recommendations, exerting soft power on nations to comply with the SDG plans while maintaining a balance between fostering collaboration and shared responsibility and addressing non-compliance.

Further nuances in the analysis pointed to a 3.33% consensus on the notion of a wrong concept of sustainability within the SDGs, indicating a need for reconsideration or refinement in the conceptualization of sustainability. Criticism related to the wrong concept of sustainability focuses on the positioning of environmental SDGs in the background. The recommendation involves re-evaluating the hierarchical structure of SDGs. SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions) are proposed to be prioritized and translated into jus cogens norms, emphasizing their foundational role. This prioritization aligns with the urgent need for global commitment to addressing climate change and fostering peace as integral components of a sustainable development agenda. 

Lastly, the aspect of non-legally binding commitments garnered an equal percentage of 3.33%, emphasizing concerns about the enforceability and commitment level associated with the SDGs. The non-legally binding nature of SDGs is identified as a challenge impacting commitment and compliance. The recommendation involves translating SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions) into jus cogens norms, rendering them non-derogable norms accepted by the international community. This approach actively motivates states to adhere to the SDG agenda and promotes accountability through the establishment of legal obligations.

In conclusion, the proposed solutions include refining the interconnectedness between conflicting goals, enhancing integration, addressing global inequalities, improving indicator precision, establishing an independent monitoring body, formulating SMART targets, ensuring accountability through an investigative body, re-evaluating the hierarchical structure, and translating key goals into jus cogens norms. By transforming criticism into actionable recommendations, there is an opportunity to fortify the SDG framework and its succesor, making it more efficient, accountable, and responsive to the complex challenges of sustainable development beyond 2030.
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Submission of the State review 


Review by the working group 


Review sessions which produces reccomendations 


Acceptance of reccomendations by the State


Implementation of reccomendations 


Interim report on the state of reccomendations


Collection of data by stakeholders, UN agencies and the State


Review of the report by the working group


Review session and receiving recommendations 


Accepting reccomendations by the State


Imlementing the reccomendations by the State


Interim report on the progress on implementation of SDGs 


Number of analyzed articles accorDing to the databese 

Scopus 	

Number of articles	54	Web of Science 	
Number of articles	20	Science Direct 	
Number of articles	20	Google Scholar	
Number of articles	15	JSTOR	
Number of articles	4	


Thematical scope of  analyzed articles 

Sloupec1	[VALUE]
[VALUE]

SDGs as a framework	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	11	12	13	14	15	16	17	0.81	9.2999999999999992E-3	2.8000000000000001E-2	0	2.8000000000000001E-2	6.54E-2	5.6000000000000001E-2	9.2999999999999992E-3	1.8700000000000001E-2	0	2.8000000000000001E-2	9.2999999999999992E-3	9.2999999999999992E-3	3.73E-2	1.8700000000000001E-2	2.8000000000000001E-2	9.2999999999999992E-3	9.2999999999999992E-3	

Elements of criticism when analyzing SDGs as FRAMEWORK 

Column1	
Internal clashes	Lack of integration	Issues with current global settings	Inefficient indicators	Lack of mechanism for monitoring 	Vague	Lack of accountability	Wrong concept of sustainability	Non-legally binding 	0.2833	0.1333	0.11	7.7700000000000005E-2	6.6600000000000006E-2	6.6600000000000006E-2	4.4400000000000002E-2	3.3300000000000003E-2	3.3300000000000003E-2	

Criticism of sdg 5 

Sales	
Lack of intergation of the SDG 5 	Clash with other SDG	Problems with global governance settings for SDG 5	0.49990000000000001	0.33329999999999999	0.1666	

CRITICISM OF SDG 6

Column1	
Not translated to the human rights framework 	Problems with indicators 	Insufficient integration of SDG 6 within the SDG framework 	0.1666	0.33329999999999999	0.5	


Quartiles of analyzed articles  

Percentage 	
1	2	3	4	0.69099999999999995	0.21490000000000001	6.54E-2	2.9000000000000001E-2	

Relationship between quartile 1 and centre of sdg criticism  

Column1	
Internal clashes 	[VALUE]

0.28000000000000003	Lack of integration 	[VALUE]

0.25900000000000001	Indicators 	
0.15579999999999999	Problems with global governance 	
7.7899999999999997E-2	Problems with monitoring 	
6.4000000000000001E-2	Problems with accountability mechanism 	
5.5899999999999998E-2	Vague	
2.5899999999999999E-2	Non-legally binding	
1.29E-2	


Relationship between quartile 2 and center of sdg criticism 

Problems with current global settings 	

0.33329999999999999	Lack of integration  	
0.2666	Internal clashes 	
0.2	Non-legally binding nature 	
0.13300000000000001	Monitoring  	
9.9900000000000003E-2	Inneficient Indicators 	
6.6600000000000006E-2	


Relationship between quartile 2 and center of sdg criticism 
 

Current global settings 	
0.25	Inneficient indicators	
0.25	Lack of integration 	
0.25	Wrong concept of sustainability	
0.125	Monitoring 	
0.125	


ASPECTS OF criticiSM OF sdgs according to quartile of their journals 

Quartile 1	
Internal clashes 	Lack of integration of SDGs	Inneficent indicators 	Issues with current global settings 	Monitoring 	Lack of accountability mechanism 	Non-legally binding nature 	0.36359999999999998	0.25900000000000001	0.15579999999999999	7.7899999999999997E-2	6.4899999999999999E-2	0.06	1.29E-2	Quartile 2	
Internal clashes 	Lack of integration of SDGs	Inneficent indicators 	Issues with current global settings 	Monitoring 	Lack of accountability mechanism 	Non-legally binding nature 	0.2	0	6.6600000000000006E-2	0.33329999999999999	6.6600000000000006E-2	0.2	Quartile 3	
Internal clashes 	Lack of integration of SDGs	Inneficent indicators 	Issues with current global settings 	Monitoring 	Lack of accountability mechanism 	Non-legally binding nature 	0	0.25	0.25	0.25	0.125	0.125	Quartile 4	
Internal clashes 	Lack of integration of SDGs	Inneficent indicators 	Issues with current global settings 	Monitoring 	Lack of accountability mechanism 	Non-legally binding nature 	0	0.5	0	0	0	0.5	0	


Year of release of analyzed articles 

Percentage of articles 	
2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	4.6699999999999998E-2	9.2999999999999992E-3	7.4899999999999994E-2	0.11210000000000001	8.4099999999999994E-2	0.1588	0.14949999999999999	6.54E-2	0.2429	5.6000000000000001E-2	

Criticism of SDGs on the basis of their year of release 

2014	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0	0	1	0	0	0	0	0	2015	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0.125	0.33700000000000002	0	0	0	0.17	0.5	0	2016	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0	0.25	0.125	0	0	0	0.125	0.375	2017	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0	0.1111	0	0.22220000000000001	0.33329999999999999	0	0.22220000000000001	0.22220000000000001	2018	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0.375	0	0.25	0	0.125	0	0.125	0	2019	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0	0	0.2142	7.0999999999999994E-2	0	0	7.0999999999999994E-2	0.28570000000000001	2020	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0	0.2142	0.42849999999999999	0.1071	0	0.1074	0.2142	0	2021	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0.2	0.2	0	0.2	0	0	0.2	0.2	2022	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0	0.2727	0.45	0	0	4.4999999999999998E-2	9.9000000000000005E-2	0	2023	
Accountability 	Internal clashes	Lack of intergation	Monitoring 	Not legally binding 	Vague	Problems with global governance	Inneficient indicators	0	0	0.5	0	0	0	0.5	0	



economic classification of the institution or author releasing analyzed  article 

Sales	
High income 	Middle income 	Low income	0.94389999999999996	3.73E-2	1.8599999999999998E-2	
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