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The present Knowledge Dossier intends to build knowledge on the opportu-
nities for and challenges to the ‘localisation’ of the SDGs (Figure 1) at the Eu-
ropean level, and, specifically within EUKN members, starting from their urban 
dimension. By exploring the instruments available to cities to navigate these 
interfaces, the Dossier has a view to going beyond the SDGs as a 17-point 
framework for development. For this purpose, we highlight the implications 
for urban stakeholders to translate global commitments into the local level, 
showcasing experiences of success as well as of institutional gridlock. A variety 
of sources is reviewed to contextualise the urban dimension of global agendas 
and their refitting at the EU and national level. Precisely, the Dossier proposes 
itself as an informatory, bridging tool between national ministries competent 
in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and municipal administrations who 
are, more and more, experimenting on the ground.

Important EUKN consultation fora such as Policy Labs serve as strategic platforms for opening up the 
debate on cities’ possibilities for and barriers to action. Findings from such deliberations, are put in per-
spective through the review of secondary data and the use of a case study. The latter involves the analysis 
of the different strategies and experimentations employed by Dutch municipalities to localise the SDGs, 
pointing to the transferrable learnings extrapolated in this Dossier. The longer-term objective is to synergi-
se EUKN’s members in further discussing the policy potential of this topic and jointly exploring integrated 
policy avenues.
 

Policy Scope

and Relevance1

SDG 11 
“Making cities 
and human 
settlements 
inclusive, safe, 
resilient and 
sustainable” 
explicitly 
transposes global 
aspirations into 
the urban context.

The Dossier 
has a view to  

going beyond 
the SDGs as 

a 17-point 
framework for 
development. 

Figure 1: The 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Source: https://www.un.org/sustainablede-
velopment/blog/2015/12/sustainable-development-goals-kick-off-with-start-of-new-year/
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SDG picture in the Netherlands

For the Netherlands, the interface between the national and urban dimension of SDG 
performance is particularly telling. If, in many respects, the country is doing well “in 
the economic field, but [...] also regarding [...] institutions, [...] health and education”1 
, there are pressing points of concerns. In particular, the country is ranking poorly 
both internationally and within the EU for indicators and targets concerning “climate, 
energy and inequality.”2  Reports from the national statics office, Statistics Nether-
lands (CBS) (2014; 2017), show that there has been a negative trend, nationally, in 
terms of greenhouse gas emissions (SDG 13) with the share of renewable energy in 
total domestic energy consumption (SDG 7) being extremely low vis-à-vis other EU 
countries.3  Worryingly, in the last few years, the poverty and gender inequality gaps 
have considerably widened in the Dutch territory, with relatively low performance on 
SDG 1, 5 and 10. There is also evidence of increasing pressure natural resources and 
biodiverse ecosystems when compared to other European counterparts with critical 
repercussions on the achievement of SDG 6, 11, 12, 14, and 15.4

While monitoring SDG performance alone does not allow to discern the trade-offs5  existing between 
different SDGs nor does it result “in a complete picture6  of the actual position of a country with respect to 
sustainability”7 , there are some concerns in relation to Europe’s just8  and green9  transitions. 

The local picture of SDG performance tells a more complicated story. Indeed, Dutch municipalities have 
been at the forefront of local approaches to global sustainability frameworks. From the Gemeenten-
4GlobalGoals campaign promoted by the Association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG) to individual 
cities appropriating digitalisation and other processes to transition into smart cities, since 2015 municipa-
lities in the Netherlands have shown positive advance in all three pillars of sustainability.10  Nevertheless, 
considerable variation exist between regions, especially regarding ecological concerns and energy, with 
larger cities in the centre having taken up the energy transition more vigorously and smaller municipalities 
in the rural north and south lagging behind.11  Thus, the territorial fragmentation and its urban translation 
necessitate more than ever an integrated, nationally harmonised approach to localisation.

The urban dimension

Cities have become the organising mechanisms of our society and are in a unique position to lead the 
transition towards sustainable development. Catalytic nodes for innovation, economic and human deve-

1 CBS (2017). Measuring the SDGs: an initial picture for the Netherlands. The Hague: CBS, p.24.
2 ibid, p.28.
3 ibid, p.27.
4 ibidem.
5 Vis-à-vis the CES Framework, developed by an international taskforce of statisticians led by CBS and endorsed by 60 
countries worldwide at the 2014 Conferences of European Statisticians (CES). Underpinning this framework is a capital approa-
ch based on the understanding of how the quality of life ‘here and now’ affects the quality of life of other countries (‘elsewhere’) 
and/or future generations (‘later’).
6 According to CBS (2017), data are available for one third of the SDG indicators in the Netherlands, complemented by 
nationally determined indicators that replace official SDG ones for which no information is available.
7 Smits and Eding (2015) quoted in: CBS (2017). Measuring the SDGs: an initial picture for the Netherlands. The Hague: 
CBS, p. 28.
8 EC (2020a). Commission presents first reflections on building a strong social Europe forjust transitions. Press release. 
Strasbourg, 14 January 2020
9 EC (2020b). Financing the green transition: The European Green Deal Investment Plan and Just Transition Mechanism. Press 
release. Brussels, 14 January 2020. 
10 TELOS (2019). Nationale Monitor Duurzame Gemeenten 2019. 
11 ibidem. 
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lopment, cities are also the epicentre of many of the present sustainability challenges, driving dangerous 
environmental change and deepening inequality. The case for localising the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) is thus ever more imperative. SDG 11 “Making cities and human set-tlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable” explicitly transposes global aspirations onto the urban context. Similarly, 
the New Urban Agenda (NUA) constitutes a turning point in the recognition of the role played by urban 
areas in enabling sustainable development. Given the many synergies and trade-offs between the diffe-
rent dimensions of sustainability, the translation of other goals into local action offers a practical pathway 
to the delivery of the 2030 Agenda. However, it is wrong to assume that the weight of the sustainable 
transition should fall on the shoulders of urban structures alone. 

The 2030 Agenda first and foremost speaks to national policy- and decision-making bodies, calling on 
governments to take up their responsibility to create a liveable, just planet by 2030 – a decade from now. 
Without a strong national-level framework for action and relevant support structures, municipal actors 
are unable to adequately localise the ambitious promise of sustainable development. Indeed, if the role of 
local –and specifically of urban– stakeholders is of essence, in light of the varied experiences of frontrun-
ner cities in addressing sustainable development challenges, there is a growing need for harmonisation 
and cooperation between relevant governance level: local, national, and supranational. 

‘Localisation’ inherently refers to the process through which local stakeholders 
adapt, implement, and monitor the SDGs and their targets within local structu-
res. The key question then is: how do cities appropriate the instruments of 
the 2030 Agenda? As appreciated by international policy land-marks such as 
the 1992 Agenda 21 and echoed by subsequent frameworks (the 2030 Agenda 
itself, as well as the 2015 Paris Agreement, the 2016 New Urban Agenda, and 
the 2019 Seville Commitment), sustainable development targets will not be ful-
ly delivered unless local actors are involved – not just as mere implementers, 
but also as partners of national and supra-national entities in the definition of 
local agendas.

Sustainable 
development 

targets will 
not be fully 

delivered 
unless local 

actors are 
involved.
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Milestones 

and history2
1992

Agenda 
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2015
Agenda 

2030, 
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Agreement

2016

New Urban 
Agenda

2019
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2020

Abu 

Dhabi 

WUF,

HLPF

2018

Kuala 

Lumpur 

WUF 

2022

Katowice

WUF 

How did we get here?

A direct product of the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) also 
known as 1992 Earth Summit, Agenda 21, called for the active involvement of cities as agents for sustai-
nable development for the first time in history. The acknowledgment of the mandate and potential of local 
action(s) to deliver global commitments has also been recognised by subsequent international landmarks, 
including the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda). 

Adopted on 25 September 2015 by the UN General Assembly, the 2030 Agenda builds on the targets set 
by the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which were mainly aimed at poverty reduction in deve-
loping countries and came to an end with uneven progress in 2015.12  At its heart are the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which cover different dimensions of sustainability and provide 169 associa-
ted targets with a total of 232 individual indicators to assess progress in meeting the goals. 

The SDGs present an urgent call for action by all countries in a global, multi-stakeholder partnership, provi-
ding a shared foundation for prosperity, peace and wellbeing for all people and the planet. The transition 
urged is one that ensures equality and inclusiveness, leaving no one behind. While not legally binding, the 
SDGs provide a globally endorsed normative framework for change, leaving room for countries – and 
local stakeholders– to appropriate their principles and refit them to local contexts.

Of the 169 SDG targets, 41 address the quality of the physical environment either directly (e.g. water, air, 
climate, biodiversity) or indirectly (e.g. via agriculture, industry, cities and sustainable consumption and 
production). The remaining 128 targets address social and economic development, recognising the mul-
tidimensional nature of sustainability. An analysis of the direct13 as well as indirect14 interlinkages among 
the SDGs based on the 2030 Agenda’s Zero Draft reveals that the urban dimension of the SDGs is much 
wider than SDG11 alone. It concludes that “up to 65% of SDGs targets are at risk” without the appropriate 
involvement of urban stakeholders.15   
12 Zinkernagel, R. et al. (2018). Applying the SDGs to Cities: Business as Usual or a New Dawn? Sustainability, Volume 10, 
Issue 3201.
13  Le Blanc, D. (2015). Towards integration at last? The sustainable development goals as a network of targets. DESA Wor-
king  Paper No.14.1.
14 ICSU (2017). A Guide to SDG Interactions: From Science to Implementation. https://council.science/publications/a-gui-
de-to-sdg-interactions-from-science-to-implementation.
15 Misselwitz, P. et al. (2015). The urban dimension of the SDGs: implications for the new urban agenda. Cities Alliance, 

https://council.science/publications/a-guide-to-sdg-interactions-from-science-to-implementation.
https://council.science/publications/a-guide-to-sdg-interactions-from-science-to-implementation.
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In this sense, the New Urban Agenda (NUA) precisely champions the importance of urbanisation, in all 
its ramifications and beyond SDG11, in making the 2030 Agenda a reality. Adopted at the 2016 United 
Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (also known as Habitat III), the NUA 
creates a shared, action-oriented vision for cities to localise the SDGs. Because they generate more than 
70% of the global GDP, while accounting for over 60% of global energy consumption, 70% of greenhou-
se gas emissions, and 70% of global waste16, cities are also a major force for achieving the commitments 
made under the Paris Agreement17  to act on and adapt to climate change, limiting by all means neces-
sary the increase in global average temperature. If signatory18 countries pledged to establishing ambitious 
nationally determined contributions, cities and local governments’ stance was also given recognition du-
ring negotiations.

In February 2019, the Seville Commitment, brought together representatives from 
national, regional, and local governments, the UN, as well as from civil society, aca-
demia, and the private sector to review progress made in implementing the 2030 
Agenda and to “chart new pathways to accelerate and scale up action at the local 
level.” Understanding that, ultimately, the “battle for sustainable development will 
be won or lost in cities”19, the pathway to locally realise the SDGs is ever more ti-
mely. Looking ahead, gatherings such as the biannual World Urban Forum20 will 
continue catalysing coordination and cooperation among relevant stakeholders as 
a means to streamline sustainable urbanisation. In fact, the ninth World Urban Fo-
rum (WUF9), convened in 2018 in Kuala Lumpur, sought to provide a vision for cities 

committed to implementing the NUA and to aligning with the SDGs by 2030. With its tenth and eleventh 
sessions to be held in Abu Dhabi (WUF10) in 2020 and Katowice (WUF11) in 2022 respectively, the Forum 
will create fundamental platforms to harness cities’ capacity e.g. for culture and innovation to drive sustai-
nable urban transformation. As recognised by the Forum, without improving awareness, collective know-
ledge and cooperative efforts to scale-up local action, the needed transformation will be impracticable.

At the wider European and North America level, the Regional Forum 2020 of the United Nations Econo-
mic Commission for Europe (UNECE) will take place on 19-20 March 2020 in Geneva, where key actors 
from governments, civil society, academia and the private sector “will engage in intense discussions, peer 
learning and exchange” to accelerate efforts and kickstart the Decade of Action to achieve the SDGs by 
2030.21

Importantly, the High Level Political Forum (HLPF) 2020, where countries will present their progress 
on the SDGs according to Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs), will mark an important moment to assess 
and rethink “the format and organisational aspects of the HLPF [...] together with the implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda”22 as per resolution A/RES/70/299 of the General Assembly. This will help define the 
transformative pathways to accelerate efforts and deliver the 2030 Agenda within the so-called Decade of 
Action.

Discussion Paper No.3, p.19.
16 UN-Habitat (2016). The New Urban Agenda. United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban De-velop-
ment (Habitat III) Quito, 17–20 October 2016. Available at: http://habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/.
17 UNFCC (2015). The Paris Agreement. New York: UNFCCC. Available at: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/
the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement.
18 To date, 187 Parties (including the EU) out of 197 have ratified the Paris Agreement.
19 This was remarked by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon during his opening speech of Habitat III.
20 Established by the UN in 2001 to address pressing urbanisation challenges, it is covened by UN-Habitat. More info 
available on its dedicated website: https://wuf.unhabitat.org/page/about-wuf. 
21 See: https://www.unece.org/rfsd.html
22 UNDESA (n.d.). High-Level Political Forum 2020 under the Auspices of ECOSOC. Sustainable Development Goals 
Knowledge Platform. [Online] available at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2020.

The battle for 
sustainable 
development 
will be won 
or lost in 
cities. 

http://habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/.
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement.
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement.
https://wuf.unhabitat.org/page/about-wuf. 
https://www.unece.org/rfsd.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2020.
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EU response to the 2030 Agenda

The EU and its Member States have committed to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs 
from the start through both their external and internal action. Since 2017, the European Consensus on 
Development provides a shared response to the 2030 Agenda, framing its implementation and guiding 
the action of EU Member States in cooperation with the developing world.23 A cornerstone of the EU’s de-
velopment policy, the Consensus provides a common framework for integrated action re-flecting “the key 
themes of the 2030 Agenda: People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership”24; crucially paying atten-
tion to their interlinkages.

Taking stock of the progress made by EU countries in implementing the 2030 
Agenda, on 30 January 2019, the European Commission issued the Reflection Pa-
per ‘Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030’ which identified key policy foundations 
for a sustainable future, positioning Europe as the global trailblazer in sustainable 
development. With a view to spur thinking and inspire the EU Strategic Agenda 
of the 2019-2024 policy cycle, the paper put forward three possible scenarios, 
offering different responses on how to best implement the SDGs at the European 
scale but all three departing “from the notion that the EU has great competitive 
advantages to lead globally and be a successful first mover.”25 If the first scenario 
envisions the creation of “an overarching EU SDG strategy to guide all the actions 
of the EU and its Member States” that would see the 2030 Agenda as a map for 
action based on a harmonised, coordinated, multi-level approach, the second pro-
poses “continued mainstreaming of the SDGS in all relevant EU policies by the 
Commission, but not enforcing Member States’ action”, that is, business as usual.26 
The third scenario, instead, suggests “putting enhanced focus on External Action 
while consolidating current sustainability ambition at EU level”, in other words, to 
animate efforts geared at developing and least developed countries to catch up 
with the rest of the world.27

Looking into the new Commission’s Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS)28 presented as part of 
the Autumn Package set for the beginning of the 2020 European Semester cycle of economic and social 
policy coordination, it seems that its rationale was, at least in part, inspired by the first scenario. In fact, the 
ASGS contemplates “a rebooted growth model” that will put people and climate first.29 The European Gre-
en Deal is thus presented as the EU’s “new growth strategy [which] puts sustainability – in all of its senses 
– and the well-being of citizens at the centre of [...] action” and “ bringing together four dimensions: en-
vironment, productivity, stability and fairness.”30 Sending “a strong message about Europe’s commitment 
towards sustainability”31, the European Semester integrates the appropriation of the SDGs into these 
four dimensions, calling for closer coordination among higher level EU institutions, Member States and 
governments at the local level. To do this, it will build on SDG Country Reports32 to feature “a reinforced 

23 EU (2017). The New European Consensus on Development ‘Our World, Our Dignity, Our Future’. Joint Statement by the 
Council and the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States Meeting within the Council, the European Parlia-
ment and the European Commission.
24 ibid.
25 EC (2019b). Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030. Reflection Paper, p.33.
26 ibid, pp.34-37.
27 ibid, pp.38-39.
28 EC (2019c). Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020. COM(2019) 650 final. Brussels. Retrieved from: https://eur-lex.
europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0650&from=EN.
29 ibidem.
30 ibidem.
31 ibidem.
32 More information available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordi-
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0650&from=EN.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0650&from=EN.
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordi
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analysis and monitoring on the SDGs” including “a new dedicated section focusing on environmental 
sustainability [...] to complement the analysis on economic and social challenges”33 as well as an annex 
tracing SDG performance for individual MS based on EUROSTAT’s EU SDG indicator set34 (see below).

A European, and specifically urban, milestone has been the 2016 Pact of Amster-
dam agreed under the Dutch Presidency of the European Council at the informal 
meeting of Ministers responsible for Urban Matters. Recognising the undispu-
ted linkages between urban life and the promise of sustainable development, it 
launched the Urban Agenda for the EU (UAEU) and its 14 Partnerships as an 
enabling tool to delivering the NUA and global commitments such as the SDGs. 
The novel approach to sustainable urban development championed by the UAEU 
bears witness to the experimentation of different European cities in collaboration, 
horizontally and vertically, with EU stakeholders at different governance scales.35 
With the implementation phase coming to an end, and the official evaluation by 
the Commission assessing the UAEU as “a qualified success” making “a strong case 
for its continuation (albeit not necessarily in the exact same form)”36, it is not yet 
certain whether it will live up to the ambition of becoming the common frame for 
EU urban policy. Later in this Dossier, the positioning of the UAEU as a structuring 
tool to implement the 2030 Agenda in relation to urban challenges is discussed.

nation/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/european-semester-timeline/analy-
sis-phase_en.
33 EC (2019c). Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020. COM(2019) 650 final. Brussels. Retrieved from: https://eur-lex.
europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0650&from=EN.
34 Developed for the first time in 2017, the indicator set is annually reviewed. The full list selected for 2019 is available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/276524/9479054/2019-01-08__EU_SDG_indicator_set_2019_review_final_report.
pdf.
35 Pact of Amsterdam (2016). Establishing the Urban Agenda for the EU. Agreed at the Informal Meeting of EU Ministers 
Responsible for Urban Matters on 30 May 2016 in Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
36 EC (2020). Assessment Study of the Urban Agenda for the European Union (UAEU) pp.3-7. Luxembourg: Publications 
Office of the European Union.
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http://nation/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/european-semester-t
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0650&from=EN.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0650&from=EN.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/276524/9479054/2019-01-08__EU_SDG_indicator_set_2019_review_
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/276524/9479054/2019-01-08__EU_SDG_indicator_set_2019_review_
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Learning

from Cities3
How do local SDG agendas look like in practice?

To understand what the localisation of SDGs looks like on the ground, it is necessary to recount it from 
the perspective of its key protagonists: cities. Here, cities are considered as encompassing the ecosy-
stem of formal as well as non-institutional actors that determine and are affected by structures, deci-
sions, and changes in their urban environments. As nerve centres for the multi-dimensional transformation 
necessary to achieve sustainable development, in general, cities have strategically embraced the 2030 
Agenda’s lifeblood. This is evident in their varied and numerous efforts translating SGDs locally.

The below section is meant to provide a window onto the wide spectrum of pathways embraced by cities 
to reclaim sustainable development as envisioned by the 2030 Agenda based on the Dutch urban con-
text. Far from presenting a unified picture, Dutch cities’ diverse experiences testify to the complex and 
multifaceted aspects of localisation (i.e. locally- vs regionally-coordinated; institutionalised vs informal; 
policy vs business-oriented; etc.) as well as of sustainable development (from initiatives focusing more on 
health, social inclusion, environmental preservation, or economic transformation).

The Dutch case

Comparing the national with the many local – urban – SDG pictures for the Netherlands shows interesting 
urbanisation trends, in many ways reflecting the key sustainable development challenges of our times. 
Telos, a research consultancy in the Netherlands, publishes since 2014 an annual National Monitor for 
Sustainable Municipalities. The sixth edition of the monitor insightfully sketches the SDG performance 
of all 355 Dutch municipalities in 2019, highlighting mostly positive achievements for SDGs falling into the 
socio-cultural and economic dimensions of sustainability vis-à-vis ecological ones, where limited progress 
has been observed, with strong variations between regions.37

The monitor observes a positive trend in all municipalities regarding sustainable development. Relatively 
small cities in the middle of the country offer the best balance between socio-cultural, economic and eco-
logical ‘capital’, with Wageningen as the most sustainable city in the country, followed by smaller towns 
and cities like Noordenveld, Houten, Bloemendaal and Dalfsen. Peripheral areas in the north-east and 
south-west part of the country perform the worst, albeit the soil in these regions outperforms all other 
regions. 

Despite this compounded landscape, Dutch cities are extremely active and vibrantly experimenting dif-
ferent localisation approaches. Close multi-level and multi-stakeholder cooperation form cornerstones of 
urban decision-making making the Dutch approach to SDG localisation particularly strong on awareness 
raising, communication and campaigning. A case in point is offered by the Gemeenten4GlobalGoals 
campaign, set up by the Association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG) to offer manifold support to 
cities, ranging from a collection of principles to campaign material such as a ‘time capsule’ to collectively 
envision future sustainable scenarios and guidelines for Dutch municipalities interested in contributing to 

37 Nationale Monitor Duurzame Gemeenten’, see: https://telos.mett.nl/1499163.aspx?t=Nationale+Monitor+Duurzame+-
Gemeenten+2019. The monitor

https://telos.mett.nl/1499163.aspx?t=Nationale+Monitor+Duurzame+Gemeenten+2019.
https://telos.mett.nl/1499163.aspx?t=Nationale+Monitor+Duurzame+Gemeenten+2019.
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the 17 SDGs.38  

Coordinated at the national level by the Smart City Strategy39 
approved by the government in 2017, the Netherlands’ five 
largest cities (Figure 2), Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Ha-
gue, Utrecht, and Eindhoven, have locally translated key 
principles for smart sustainable living. Each focusing on one 
or more of the sustainability pillars outlined by the Strategy, 
these cities have set an example for smaller municipalities 
to mainstream circularity, energy transition, smart mobility, 
health, safety, and other concerns into their urban develop-
ment plans. In particular, Utrecht, the fourth largest and fa-
stest-growing Dutch city stands out with two clear narratives 
framing its SDG-related activities: Global Goals City and He-
althy Urban Living for Everyone. Following the city council’s 2015 decision to become a Global Goals City, 
both existing and new local initiatives have been increasingly branded as small but indispensable contri-
bu-tions to jointly shaping Utrecht’s future. The focus on public health translates into measures in dif-ferent 
policy fields, the most prominent being mobility, socio-economic development and health(care), with a 
municipal blog collecting Healthy Urban Living stories.40 

Each for their own part, smaller Dutch cities are also implementing a range of bold actions towards the 
2030 Agenda. The municipality of Oss, elected for two consecutive years in 2017 and 2018 as  the “most 
inspiring Global Goals municipality in the Netherlands by VNG” has systematically embraced the 2030 
Agenda after the 2011 economic crisis.41 With initiatives such as the ‘Sustainability circle’ or ‘Energy Sa-
ving Agenda’, Oss has strived to address several SDGs. In particular, Oss has progresses towards SDG 7 
by setting targets such as “50% energy use reduction or private sustainable energy production [...], 25% 
sustainable energy production and 25% procurement of sustainable energy”, as well as SDG 12, by desi-
gning “a garbage plan [to] reduce, reuse and recycle” resources as much as possible.42  

Cities such as Krimpen aan den IJssel and Rijswijk are among the first to embrace the initiative Join 
Smart City43, a pilot civic engagement platform which digitally involves citizens in urban development pro-
cesses through e-participation, e-government, and interactive decision-making via smart communication. 
Born out of the desire of municipalities to engage residents, this e-platform seeks to enhance cooperation 
among the different urban stakeholders and in particular, between the private sector and local administra-
tions.44 Similarly, Rijswijk has been the first Dutch municipality to join an initiative matching the public and 
private sector, United Smart Cities, championed by UNECE jointly with the Organization for International 
Economic Relations (OIER). As part of this engagement, Rijswijk has mobilised resources to transparently 
and effectively collect available data on SDG indicators and complementary ones as part of the Key Per-
formance Indicators (KPIs) initiative, with the goal of leveraging the application of ICTs for accelerating its 

38 The SDG Time Capsule illustrates the period from now until 2030, addressing the dreams of Mayors and Aldermen, 
after a consultation throughout the Netherlands. It engages with questions such as: How would you like our world to look like in 
the near future? And what could you and others contribute to that outlook? More information available at: https://vng.nl/on-
derwerpenindex/internationaal/tools. 
39 Guideline ‘De Global Goals in het gemeentelijk beleid: Een handreiking voor Nederlandse gemeenten’, available at: 
https://vng.nl/sites/default/files/5971.002-04-globalgoalsbrochure-wtk-lr.pdf.
40 Healthy Urban Living in Utrecht (n.d.) About us. [Online] available at: https://healthybitesutrecht.blogspot.com. 
41 Dimitrova, A. (2019). SDGs broaden our horizon and provide a language everybody understands. Interview with Ms 
Wobine Buijs-Glaudemans, Mayor of Oss in the Netherlands. The Mayor.eu. [Online] available at: https://www.themayor.eu/en/
sdgs-broaden-our-horizon-and-provide-a-language-everybody-understands. 
42 ibidem. 
43 More information available at: https://www.joinsmartcity.nl.
44 More information on the initiative available at: https://www.joinsmartcity.nl.

Figure 2: Map of The Netherlands‘ five largest cities

https://vng.nl/onderwerpenindex/internationaal/tools. 
https://vng.nl/onderwerpenindex/internationaal/tools. 
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https://healthybitesutrecht.blogspot.com. 
https://www.themayor.eu/en/sdgs-broaden-our-horizon-and-provide-a-language-everybody-understands. 
https://www.themayor.eu/en/sdgs-broaden-our-horizon-and-provide-a-language-everybody-understands. 
https://www.joinsmartcity.nl.
https://www.joinsmartcity.nl.
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Learning

from the EUKN4
sustainability transition. 
Operating at the interface between urban, national, European, and global action, the EUKN has been in-
timately involved in the making of the New Urban Agenda, seeing the empowerment of cities as a crucial 
task for integrated and multi-level governance. In this direction, many of the network’s activities aim to 
strengthen the link between these different levels, exemplified by the applicability of global frameworks 
like the SDGs. 

A recent EUKN Policy Lab held in May 2019 in Berlin45 brought together city representatives from 
Athens, La Rochelle, Madrid, Mannheim, Utrecht, and Wrocław. They shared their urban transformation 
pathways, strategies, and how those were linked to European and global agenda frameworks such as the 
Urban Agenda for the EU or the 2030 Agenda. Key takeaways in light of this Knowledge Dossier are pre-
sented.

1. Implementing global agenda frameworks locally requires integrated 
approaches and necessitates that different departments join forces from 
early on

Similarly to Oss municipality, Mannheim has completed a remarkable exercise to re-imagine the city star-
ting from the “glocalization” of the SDGs as enshrined in its local development strategy: “Mannheim 2030.46  
In developing an experimental municipal model that combines the global goals of the 2030 Agenda with 
local priorities through a participatory process involving municipal authorities as well as think thanks and 
citizens, Mannheim stresses how an integrated approach is key. Political support from the relevant depart-
ments of the city’s administration becomes a precondition. Often enough, political resistance needs to be 
overcome before local institutions can embrace and streamline such an approach.

2. The lack of political support as well as enduring political fragility create 
a chal-lenging environment for implementing global and European 
frameworks at the local level 

Policies and operational tools should be reviewed, approved, and implemented ideally at the beginning 
of any given political mandate. The resilience of local transformation pathways against political disconti-
nuity can be exacerbated if these are embedded in international networks and collaborations that also link 
to funding programmes.

Local governments change in the course of local elections, and an approach embraced by one city college 
is not necessarily accepted or carried forward by its successor. As shared by the cities of Madrid, Wrocław 
and Athens, the rootedness of European and/or global frameworks in local policy gains robustness when 
45 Urban Transformation Pathways in European Cities’, EUKN Policy Lab for Germany, 13-14 May 2019. More in-formation 
available at: https://www.eukn.eu/policy-labs/policy-lab-for-de-urban-transformation-pathways/.
46 Mission Statement Mannheim 2030. [Online] available at: https://www.mannheim.de/en/shaping-the-city/strategic-con-
trolling-office/mission-statement-mannheim-2030.

https://www.eukn.eu/policy-labs/policy-lab-for-de-urban-transformation-pathways/.
https://www.mannheim.de/en/shaping-the-city/strategic-controlling-office/mission-statement-mannheim-
https://www.mannheim.de/en/shaping-the-city/strategic-controlling-office/mission-statement-mannheim-
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pursued from the beginning of a political mandate, and when linked to relevant funding programmes.

3. Reaching out to actors that already apply the global agendas in their 
own work can help promote the goals and strengthen political support 

The abstract goals of European and global agendas must be translated into a synthesised, digestible 
messages that can be easily understood by non-institutional actors for them to be part of the process. For 
example, in Utrecht, civil society, universities, and the private sector are considered the main driver of the 
city’s turn towards a focus on health, human rights, and the SDGs. The city administration, indeed, points 
to the use of social media and other aware-ness-raising tools to promote messages on the value created 
by localising the SDGs. By using dedicated communication campaigns and changing the city’s narratives, 
Utrecht demon-strates how creative campaigns can communicate the goals in a playful way, managing to 
move beyond the bubble of the “already converted”. 

By the same token, local leadership plays a major role in reconciling global commitments with implemen-
tation on the ground. In the case of Wrocław, the Mayor’s political commitment greatly facilitated civic 
engagement and awareness around the local relevance of the SDGs.

4. Monitoring systems on the SDGs should become more participatory, 
including businesses, citizens data, etc. to initiate new actions that go 
beyond “recycling” policies

Mannheim pointed to the fact that global frameworks and related UN activities such as the High-Level 
Political Forum (HLPF) do not include cities as actors as much as they should: talk is about cities, not with 
them. This, in turn, negatively affects cities’ appetite to get involved. Experiments such as the launching of 
Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs)47 to complement the monitoring work of national governments can be a 
promising way forward (see below).
 

47 This initiative by frontrunner cities has been welcomed and further pushed high on the urban agenda by the European 
Commission, through the work of the Joint Research Centre (JRC) and DG REGIO: https://europa.eu/regions-and-cities/pro-
gramme/sessions/435_en.

https://europa.eu/regions-and-cities/programme/sessions/435_en.
https://europa.eu/regions-and-cities/programme/sessions/435_en.
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Governance5
Localisation Approaches

While a variety of more or less prescribed guidelines48 exists on how to localise the 
SDGs, cities’ experiences and governance experiments prove that there is no one-
size-fits-all approach to localisation. On the contrary, place-based and people-cen-
tred adaptations of the 2030 Agenda demonstrate considerable capacity in tackling 
the SDGs and their related targets. Spontaneous processes and engagement at the 
grassroots level can also catalyse change at higher governance levels (from local 
government to supranational institutions). Similarly, it is often the case that change 
starts from within academia, civil society, or the private sector and that it is only later 
embraced by gov-ernment(s). 

If cities often follow more ‘organic’ and ‘unplanned’ channels, more structured ap-
proach to localisation are also available to relevant actors. A useful reference tool 
to understand different institutional strategies used by municipal authorities is pro-
vided by Adelphi’s clustering model (2018). It provides four main clusters of ap-
proaches to localisation, based on the level of appropriation of the 2030 Agenda by 
cities: informative, reflective, as a roadmap, as a framework. 

As uncovered by the work of Adelphi (2018) with seven German municipalities on urban transformation 
approaches and discussed during the EUKN Policy Lab for Germany 2019, cities deal with global agen-
das with different intensity and density. The distinguished approaches are not mutually exclusive nor re-
present fixed categories. In fact, cities more often use a combination of them. Nevertheless, they can help 
pinpoint the different instruments as well as support needs and aspirations for localisation.

Cities following the ‘Information’ approach often see the 2030 Agenda as a con-
sultative guide.  Guidelines and learning modules on the SDGs such as those of-
fered by networks like the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives 
(ICLEI)49 and the United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG)50 are very well in line 
with this purpose. Similarly, the pan-European coalition PLATFORMA regularly pu-
blishes good practice examples for cities to learn from, organising awareness-rai-
sing workshops and trainings on how to locally implement the 2030 Agenda.

48 See Kanuri et al (2016). Getting Started with the SDGs in Cities: A Guide for Stakeholders. Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network.; UCLG (2019). Towards the Localization of the SDGs. Local and regional governments’ report to the 2019 
HLPF, 3rd report.
49 ICLEI has published a series of ‘briefing sheets’ on “Implementing the SDGs in cities”, “Measuring, monitoring and eva-
luating the SDGs”, making available numerous informative resources to their network.
50 UCLG has created online learning modules to support local and regional governments in localising the SDGs (available 
at: https://www.learning.uclg.org/localizing-sdgs).
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The ‘Reflection’ approach, in turn, sees local authorities using the SDGs as tool 
for reference and diagnosis of local priorities. The Reference Framework for Sustai-
nable Cities (RFSC)51 is one such example. Initiated by the French EU Council Presi-
dency, and further developed under CEMR’s leadership, the RFSC was conceived 
as an online toolkit “for local European authorities that are involved in or are willing 
to start a process of integrated and sustainable urban development”.52 It was desi-
gned “by and for” cities53 based on a 25 questions checklist and associated indica-
tors to practically adapt, implement and monitor local action plans. Another case 
in point is offered by EUROCITIES’ Informal Working Group on SDGs.54 Bringing 
together the local governments of Utrecht, Ghent, Stuttgart, Malmö and Bonn, this 
initiative promoted cities’ peer-to-peer exchange on good practices, processes of 
implementation, local engagement, and progress monitoring.

Cities embracing the SDGs as a ‘Roadmap’ for action, instead, adopt their tar-
gets and indicators to re-define local strategies, correct them, and re-direct them 
towards harmonised support structures, especially financial ones. Instruments such 
as the 2016 One-Stop Shop for Cities portal launched by the European Commission 
provide European cities with a key access point into EU policy and funding for ur-
ban areas, with updated information on regulations, events, and current initiatives. 
Similarly, the Urban Data Platform, a joint initiative promoted by the Joint Research 
Centre (JRC) and the Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy (DG RE-
GIO), offers a powerful tool to explore, visualise, and compare the progress of com-
mon indicators for sustainable urban development for more than 800 European 
cities. While not explicitly linked to the SDGs, these tools have de facto helped cities 
in the EU accessing opportunities to re-define their localisation strategies.

Lastly, the ‘Framework’ approach to localisation envisages the SDGs as a ‘structu-
ring tool’ for local transformations. This vision55 is partly enshrined in the Urban 
Agenda for the EU (UAEU), which positions itself as “an enabler for achieving the 
SDGs in relation to urbanisation challenges”.56 In fact, several of the 14 UAEU Par-
tnerships have proposed actions tackling one or more of the SDGs either directly 
or indirectly (Figure 3), fostering cooperation and harmonisation among different 
stake-holders and governance levels.57 If cities are key partners in leveraging the 
necessary resources for these cooperative actions to work, partnerships inevitably 
demand multi-level coordination. 

51 Available from its dedicated website: www.rfsc.eu.
52 Reference Framework for Sustainable Cities (RFSC). [Online]. Available at: https://www.ccre.org/activites/view/25.
53 ibidem.
54 EUROCITIES (2018). Background Note, Delivering the SDGs: cities working together with citizens, p, 4.
55 During Habitat III in Quito, Ecuador, the EC put forward the commitment to reach global targets through sustainable 
urban development, designating the UAEU as the implementation mechanism of the NUA within the EU. Press release. [Online] 
available at: https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-3477_en.htm.
56 European Commission (2019a). Urban agenda for the EU: Multi-level governance in action. Brussels, p.22.
57 ibid, p.7.
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http://nws.eurocities.eu/MediaShell/media/Concept_note_SAF_Utrecht_FINAL.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/topics/cities-and-urban-development_en
https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/#/en
http://www.rfsc.eu
 https://www.ccre.org/activites/view/25
https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-3477_en.htm
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Figure 3. Linkages between the SDGs and the 14 UAEU Partnerships.58 Source: European Commission, 2019, p.23.

Outside of this categorisation, the private sector has also waded in, increasingly providing cities with 
demand-driven and tailored business models to locally achieve the SDGs. Consulting firms such as ÖAR, 
offer thematic expertise in sustainable urban and rural development, creating “laboratory formats to test 
new methods and processes all the way down to their wide application and use” in cities and villages.59  
SDG business models are, in fact, being ‘sold’ to city administrations as custom-made packages to boost 
competitiveness and attract investment. Similarly, the Organization for International Economic Relations 
(OIER) acts as an intermediary organisation between the private and the public, facilitating opportunities 
for Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) for sustainable urban development. In collaboration with the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), OIER set up in 2016 United Smart Cities, as a “global 
multi-stakeholder platform” matching interest from the public with resources from the private sector, har-
nessing technology and innovation to support cities in their smart and sustainable transition.60 Integrated 
into the above mentioned Smart Sustainable Cities Implementation Programme (U4SSC IP) since 2019, 
supported by sixteen UN organisations and coordinated by UNECE, UN-Habitat, and the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU), the initiative focuses “on implementing sustainable solutions [which] can 
contribute to the achievement of the SDGs - especially Sustainable Development Goal 11”.61 Together 
with Rijswijk, over 50 cities worldwide are implementing U4SSC KPIs as an attempt to internationally stan-
dardise and compare their sustainability journeys under the slogan “you cannot manage what you cannot 
measure!”.62

58 As part of the pledges made in Quito (Habitat III) by the Commission to 1) use the UAEU as an instrument to implement 
the NUA and the 2030; 2) develop a shared, working definition of cities that is globally applicable; 3) build upon URBACT’s 
experience and create a scheme for city-to-city learning, the practical translation of these linkages and trade-offs is still in its 
embryonic phase.
59 ÖAR (n.d.). Regions, Spaces & Places. [Online] available at: https://www.oear.at/en/consultancy-fields/regions-spa-
ces-and-places/.
60 OIER (n.d.). About. [Online] available at: https://www.unitedsmartcities.org.
61 OIER (n.d.). U4SSC Implementation Programme: What we do. [Online] available at: https://www.unitedsmartcities.org/
global-pograms/u4ssc-ip/.
62 ibid.

https://www.oear.at/en/consultancy-fields/regions-spaces-and-places/
https://www.oear.at/en/consultancy-fields/regions-spaces-and-places/
https://www.unitedsmartcities.org
https://www.unitedsmartcities.org/global-pograms/u4ssc-ip/
https://www.unitedsmartcities.org/global-pograms/u4ssc-ip/
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Measuring, Reporting and Evaluating Progress

The Global Indicator Framework for the Sustainable Development Goals and targets of the 2030 
Agenda was developed by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) and adop-
ted by resolution of the UN General Assembly in July 2017.63 The list includes 232 individual indicators 
which have been generally agreed upon, to be annually updated as refinement occur.64 As provided for 
by the General Assembly’s resolution, SDG indicators “should be disaggregated, where relevant, by inco-
me, sex, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability and geographic location, or other characteristics” 
to provide a more comprehensive overview in line with the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.65  
Disaggregation becomes ever more important in light of the basic principle of the 2030 Agenda to ‘leave 
no one behind’. Equally, this translates into the principle that “countries do not lag behind other countries”, 
thus calling for signatory countries –especially developing ones but not exclusively– to address the shorta-
ge of information on SGD indicators.66 

At present, a number of online databases and dashboards monitor progress on 
SDG implementation according to the Global Indicator Framework, representing 
global as well as regional and national performances by aggregate figures. The 
Sustainable Development Report Dashboards67 track and rank government 
policies along SDG indicators, based on data retrieved from Voluntary National 
Reviews (VNRs) and compounded in the annual Sustainable Development Report 
(e.g. Figure 4 showing OECD countries progress in 2019). The SDG Index68 as-
sociated with the above-mentioned dashboards provides overviews of specific re-
gions and, since 2019, also on cities thanks to the joint work of SDSN and TELOS.69  
Additionally, the Sustainable Development Goals Partnership Platform70 ga-
thers projects and practices per individual SDG.

In the EU context, to evaluate how well Members States are progressing towards 
the 2030 Agenda targets, a key tool is EUROSTAT’s EU SDG Indicator Set. The result of a consultative 
process coordinated by EUROSTAT, it was adopted in May 2017 by the European Commission, as a moni-
toring tool to track progress on the SDGs in the EU context. It translates policy priorities of the EU as well 
as data quality requirements into the selection of indicators used to monitor SDG performance, including 
annual reviews and adjustments of indicators, which try to capture the transversal and interdependent na-
ture of the SDGs. Contrarily, at the urban level, the conversation remains open on the methodologies and 
indicators which should be used to evaluate progress on the SDGs locally.  

Because “the way in which urban performances are measured has a significant impact on the implemen-
tation and monitoring of all the global development agendas” and, in particular, as put forward by the 
Commission, “on the New Urban Agenda and the SDG 11”71, the use of SDG Voluntary Local Reviews (VLR) 

63 UN General Assembly (2017). Work of the Statistical Commission pertaining to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Deve-
lopment. A/RES/71/313. Full text available at: https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/313.
64 The total number actually amounts to 244 global indicators, however, because 9 indicators repeat under different tar-
gets of the 2030 Agenda, the indiviadually listed indicators are 232 (ibid.)
65 UN General Assembly (2014). Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics. A/RES/68/261. Full text available at: https://
undocs.org/A/RES/68/261.
66 CBS (2017). Measuring the SDGs: an initial picture for the Netherlands. The Hague: CBS.
67 The interactive dashboard for 2019 is available at: https://dashboards.sdgindex.org/#/. 
68 More information available from the website: https://www.sdgindex.org.
69 Lafortune, G., Zoeteman, K., Fuller, G., Mulder, R., Dagevos, J. and Schmidt-Traub, G. (2019). The 2019 SDG Index and 
Dashboards Report for European Cities (prototype version). Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) and the Bra-
bant Center for Sustainable Development (TELOS).
70 More information available from the website: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/browse/. 
71 More information available at: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/science-update/jrc-helping-make-cities-and-human-settle-
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is gaining momentum. An emerging progress with the first city, New York, to present its report at the 2018 
HLPF72, VLRs are increasingly being embraced by municipal administrations as a way to fill the gap betwe-
en local realities and the national and supra-national policy agenda. As reporting instruments inspired by 
VNRs submitted by countries to the yearly HLPF, VLRs can help to make the impact of cities’ localisation 
activities visible.73 

Similarly, one of the first “robust efforts to evaluate European Cities on SDG performance”, the SDG Index 
and Dashboard report for European Cities 2019 jointly developed by SDSN and TELOS, compares the 
SDG performance of capital cities and selected large metropolitan areas in the EU and European Free Tra-
de Association (EFTA) area. Building on previous work conducted in 2014, which resulted in the develop-
ment of an interactive platform categorising city typologies based on their sustainability performance (e.g. 
‘agricultural city’, ‘tourist city’, etc.)74, the 2019 Index and its associated dashboards try to close SDG data 
gaps by complementing indicators with both alternative official and unofficial metrics. Still in its prototype 

ments-more-inclusive-safe-resilient-and-sustainable.
72 More info available at: http://sdg.iisd.org/news/new-york-city-presents-first-ever-voluntary-local-review-at-hlpf/.
73 Key developments in this directions are the work done by the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies (IGES) to 
establish a ‘VLR Ecosystem’ and by the JRC, in partnership with DG REGIO, to streamline VLR within the EU as part of project 
URBAN2030.
74 Zoeteman, B., Slabbekoorn, J., Mommaas, H., & Dagevos, J. (2014). Sustainability Monitoring of European Cities: A 
Scoping Study Prepared in Collaboration with DG Environment for European Green Capital Award applicants. Tilburg: TELOS.

Figure 4: SDG Dashboard for OECD Countries. Source: Sustainable Development Report, 2019, p. 24.

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/science-update/jrc-helping-make-cities-and-human-settlements-more-inclus
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/new-york-city-presents-first-ever-voluntary-local-review-at-hlpf/
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version and under assessment of the Commission, the methodology is based on 1) censoring extreme va-
lues; 2) rescaling data in a way that performances are comparable; and 3) aggregating scores by indicator 
into SDG scores and the overall SDG Index score.75 

However, one of the challenges is that “there is much less internationally compa-
rable data for cities than there is for countries”.76 In this direction, the set of Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs)77 developed by UNECE’s U4SSC initiative in 2019 
offer promising results. With the objective to be able to comprehensively and 
comparatively measure city’s progress towards sustainability goals thanks to the 
application of ICTs, each KPI “forms part of a holistic view” structured along “the 
three dimensions: Economy, Environment, and Society and Culture.”78 Providing 
cities with a consistent and streamlined method to collect data and self-assess 
progress towards the SDGs over-time, KPIs allow to generate best-practices on the 
use of ICTs for smart sustainability. In fact, within each sustainability dimension, the 

index identifies sub-dimensions that can be assessed through core and advanced indicators. While core 
indicators are –in theory– reportable by all cities in that they provide a basic definition of smartness and 
sustainability, advanced indicators are meant to assess more specific, in-depth aspects of a city’s localisa-
tion strategy. If still in its initial phase, it is expected that the initiative will mark an important step towards 
harmonising monitoring at the urban level, worldwide. 

Another remarkable development, though its applicability is limited to one country, is represented by the 
previously discussed National Monitor for Sustainable Municipalities launched by Telos. The Monitor 
uses a general and classical definition of sustainability, understood as a “balanced and simultaneous de-
velopment” between and within the three ‘Ps” of sustainability: People (socio-cultural capital), Planet (eco-
logical capital) and Profit (ecological capital). These three categories are broken down into 20 themes and 
132 indicators to allow for a comparison between the Dutch municipalities.79  

Given the broad definition of sustainability, the indicators cover a wide variety of aspects, ranging from va-
rious (3) forms of participation to health, security, soil, land, air, competitiveness, infrastructure and know-
ledge. The brochure published on the website only mentions the components of these indicators; the 

methodology used to compare the weight of the indicators is not published. This 
makes it difficult to fully understand. The relation between the score of the indica-
tors and policy is not published either; it is part of a service offered to the munici-
palities, at additional costs.

The lack of transparency and the commercial interest in producing these indica-
tors is far from unique. This is one of the reasons why the European Commission’s 
Joint Research Centre is developing its own monitoring instruments to measure 
the localisation of the SDGs. The JRC publication will be made public at the WUF 
in Abu Dhabi in the JRC Community of Practice portal.80 

75 Lafortune, G., Zoeteman, K., Fuller, G., Mulder, R., Dagevos, J. and Schmidt-Traub, G. (2019). The 2019 SDG Index and 
Dashboards Report for European Cities (prototype version). Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) and the Bra-
bant Center for Sustainable Development (TELOS).
76 Lafortune, G., Zoeteman, K., Fuller, G., Mulder, R., Dagevos, J. and Schmidt-Traub, G. (2019). The 2019 SDG Index and 
Dashboards Report for European Cities (prototype version). Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) and the Bra-
bant Center for Sustainable Development (TELOS). p.45
77 More information available from ITU’s website at: https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-T/ssc/Pages/KPIs-on-SSC.aspx.
78 ITU (n.d.). KPIs for Smart Sustainable Cities. [Online] available at: https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-T/ssc/Pages/KPIs-on-SSC.
aspx.
79 TELOS (2019). Nationale Monitor Duurzame Gemeenten 2019, see: https://telos.mett.nl/1499163.aspx?t=Nationale+-
Monitor+Duurzame+Gemeenten+2019.
80 More information available at: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/communities/en/community/cop-cities
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Scaling Up: from the local to the EU level

On their parts, individual countries also embrace different implementation approaches to the 2030 Agen-
da, depending on political national narratives and policy priorities. Critically, to scale up and harmonise 
implementation efforts beyond the local level, national ownership of the SDG framework is fundamental. 

As part of the follow-up and review progress of 2030 Agenda implementation, signatory countries pre-
sent annual Voluntary National Reviews (VNR) to the UN High-Level Political Forum (HLPF).81 The Reviews 
are meant to track progress against the national strategies and the national institutional arrangements to 
implement and support other actors (locally and supranationally) in actualising the 17 SDGs. Although at 
varying levels, several European countries are taking the lead in developing bold strategies for integra-
ting sustainable development mechanisms into national structures. 

In the European Commission’s reading, “[t]he EU is well placed to be the global 
frontrunner in the sustainability transition, helping set global standards and reap the 
societal and economic benefits of being a first mover”.82 In fact, over the past years, 
the EU has made good progress towards almost all SDGs. Seven EU Member Sta-
tes are among the top 10 in the Global SDG Index ranking; all EU Member States are 
in the top 50 (out of 156).83  

Nevertheless, despite the work of the EU Multi-Stakeholder Platform (MSP) on SDGs, 
set up in May 2017, to mainstream the SDGs “into EU policies and initiatives by 
using, inter alia, the Better Regulation tools” and with a “view to create a dynamic 
space bringing together the different stakeholders at Union level, including from the public and private 
sphere” and “the expertise of specialists”84, the EU is still to develop a shared SDG implementation and 
monitoring strategy for EU Member States. Partly envisioned by the new Commission’s Annual Sustainable 
Growth Strategy (ASGS), it is still not clear how SDG implementation will be streamlined and accelerated 
to reach targets by 2030.

Reference can be also made to EU Cohesion Policy’s alleged contributions to socio-economic and envi-
ronmental dimension of sustainability, being positioned as “one of the most transversal and cross-cutting 
policies, which contributes to most, if not all 17 SDGs” according to the Commission.85 Yet, while its policy 
impacts are well-studied and rated rather positively, gaps remain in understanding its effectiveness.86 As 
summarised in a recent study commissioned by the European Parliament’s REGI Committee, the call to 
further enhance Cohesion Policy stretches out to the SDGs:

“[I]n the run-up to the 2021-2024 programming period, there are numerous calls to integrate the SDGs into 

Cohesion Policy more conclusively and strategically”.87 

81 More information available from the Voluntary National Reviews Database at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/
vnrs/.  
82 European Commission (2019b). Reflection Paper: Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030, p.1.
83 ibidem.
84 EC (2017). Commission Decision of 22.5.2017 on setting up the multi-stakeholder platform on the implementation of 
the Sustainable Development Goals in the EU. C(2017) 2941 final. Brussels.
85 European Commission (2019b). Reflection Paper: Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030, p.53
86 Davis, S. (2017). Does Cohesion policy work? Meta-Review of Research on the Effectiveness of Cohesion policy. Europe-
an Policy Research paper No. 99. Glasgow: University of Strathclyde Publishing; Crescenzi, R. and Giua, M. (2018). One or Many 
Cohesion Policies of the European Union? On the Diverging Impacts of Cohesion Policy across Member States. SERC Discussion 
Paper 230.
87 Mendez, C., Bachtler, J., and McMaster, I. (2019). The Agenda for Cohesion Policy in 2019-2024: Key issues for the REGI 
Committee, European Parliament, Policy Department for Structural and Cohesion Policies. Research for REGI Committee, Brus-
sels
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Learning from current challenges

The simple colour scheme in Figure 4 simultaneously captures the international community’s efforts and 
the long way to go regarding almost all SDGs. It becomes clear how SDGs do not carry the same relevance 
in all countries. At the European level, it is even clearer how not all SDGs carry the same relevance at all 
levels within countries. As expressed in the recommendations of the MSP subgroup on ‘Delivering SDGs 
at local and regional level’ to the European Commission, it is imperative to acknowledge the territorial 
dimension of the SDGs.88 Currently, SDGs are being approached thematically, but without a place-based 
mode of adaptation, implementation, and monitoring, it will be impossible to see them succeed more 
holistically. As the subgroup insists: 

“Member State representatives should not speak on behalf of local authorities. The EU in its role to report to 

the HLPF could provide space to local and regional authorities on site. [...] voluntary reporting [and monito-

ring] of Member States and the European Commission to the High Level Political Forum should include the 

perspective of local and regional governments to avoid distorted results, to allow good analysis and priority 

setting and contribute to further develop indicators, data and statistics.”89 

The lack of representation of local governments (and other voices) at higher-level fora reflects the ina-
dequate degree of horizontal and vertical coordination between governance levels. In turn, lacking 
alignment creates room for out-and-out institutional gridlocks. As exemplified by the Circular Economy 
Partnership of the UAEU, this can start from a simple definition issue, where the definition of waste by pre-
vious EU legislation prevents the local application of circular economy principles.90 

Adelphi’s clustering shows that policy instruments used by cities are not naturally harmonised at the na-
tional or regional level, leaving local actors more autonomy in determining the most appropriate and 

context-specific strategy for localisation but also making them vulnerable to this go-
vernance gap. Because localisation efforts are relatively recent in their formulation 
and practical application, creating, systematising, and sharing knowledge about them 
is crucial. Thus, reporting on and monitoring existing practice towards the attain-
ment of the 2030 Agenda is critical to understanding what actions work, setting pre-
cedents and helping define SDG-proofed ways to move forward. Most importantly, 
this requires timely, comprehensive91, and validated data. Because of the complex 
and all-encompassing nature of SDGs and the interlinkages existing between them 
and their targets and indicators, this is ever more challenging at each scale of gover-
nance. Nonetheless, if at the urban vis-à-vis national scale, there is considerably less 
availability of quality data, recent exercises such as the development of VLRs on SDG 
achievement to complement national reports or the launching of KPIs for cities to as-
sess how technology and innovation are impacting progress towards the 2030 Agen-
da are paving the way towards harmonisation. At each level of government, as well as 
in civil society, businesses, and academia, actors are playing their part in understan-

ding what has been achieved already and what needs to be intensified. The illustrative and encouraging 
examples presented above show how cities in the EU are establishing partnerships, rolling out initiatives 
to locally define, implement and monitor the 2030 Agenda. 

88 MSP (2018). Recommendations to the European Commission by the subgroup on “SDGs at local and regional level” 
of the Multi-Stakeholder Platform on the Implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals in the EU. Available at: https://
ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/delivering-sdgs-local-regional-level.pdf. 
89 ibidem.
90 Potjer, S. et al (2018). Learning to Experiment. Realising the potential of the Urban Agenda for the EU. Utrecht: Urban 
Futures Studio, Utrecht University.
91 Including territorially disaggregated data.
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Conclusions6
Where are we heading?

The fact that the 2030 Agenda was adopted by all UN member states demonstrates a shared level of 
awareness on the urgent need to reconcile economic prosperity with environmental sustainability and 
social inclusion. Essentially, the existence of the SDGs shows that people around the world –including 
decision-makers– imagine a healthy, just, sustainable future. Yet, just like SDGs are by their very nature 
interdependent and complementary, so are the levels of governance and scale of action(s) needed for 
their successful implementation. Localisation thus relies on coordinated and harmonised multi-level 
governance and inter-institutional cooperation. 

At present, bottlenecks are found in all main aspects of localisation, from adaptation to implementation 
and monitoring. The lack of integrated structures of representation of local stakeholders at higher-level 
fora creates a misalignment between governance levels that often hinders the scaling up of actions. Un-
derstanding the urban dimension of the 2030 Agenda as going beyond SDG 11, the international com-
munity is increasingly recognising the role of cities as frontrunners in the fight for translating sustainable 
development into practice. Looking at experiences of cities in Europe, and specifically within EUKN mem-
bers, the key contributions brought by cities to the table are evident. 

Kickstarting the Decade of Action to achieve the SDGs by 2030, powerful nar-
ratives such as those embraced by the newly installed European Commission 
show signs of changing political values and transitioning institutions. Calling 
for a “Union that strives for more”, the Commission’s President Ursula von der 
Leyen urges Europe to lead the transition “to a healthy planet and a new digital 
world”, providing ambitious political guidelines and priorities92 for the 2019-24 
policy cycle.93 Codifying envisioned priorities into concrete policies, on 29 Ja-
nuary 2020, the Commission has unveiled forty-three proposed initiatives holi-
stically and cross-sectorally integrating insights into how the new political and 
economic agenda of the EU will shape longer term sustainable development.94 
Spanning from the European Green Deal to develop “the first European Clima-
te Law to enshrine the 2050 climate-neutrality target into law” to a just economy 
that ensures “every worker in our Union has a fair minimum wage”, the Commis-
sion’s agenda clearly refocuses the European Semester into “an instrument that 
integrates the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.”95 

92 These are: 1) A European Green Deal; 2) An economy that works for people; 3) A Europe fit for the digital age; 4) Pro-
tecting our European way of life;  5) A stronger Europe in the world; and 6) A new push for European democracy.
93 Von der Leyen, U (2019a). A union that strives for more: My Agenda for Europe. Political guidelines of the Com-mission 
2019-2024. 16 July 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_
en.pdf.
94 EuObserver (2020). EU commission presents 43 new proposals. [Online] available at: https://euobserver.com/ti-
ckers/147299.
95 ibid.
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The new Leipzig Charter, to be adopted at the informal ministerial conference in Leipzig in 2020, will 
provide a strategic political framework, based on principles of good urban policy, to promote a balance 
between just, green and productive cities, the German approach to balance people, planet and profit. 
The working instrument to implement these principles, is the Urban Agenda for the EU, established under 
the Pact of Amsterdam in 2016. With the proposal for a European Urban Initiative (EUI)96 on the horizon 
to possibly incorporate and build on the UAEU’s Partnerships, it is to see how – and if – the cooperation 
between Member States, the European Commission, cities, regions and urban stakeholders will be tran-
slated into instruments that coordinate, harmonise and facilitate the high ambitions of the new European 
Commission.
 

96 Article 10 of the ERDF/CF Regulation proposal. More information available at: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/
newsroom/news/2019/03/20-03-2019-european-urban-initiative-post-2020-the-commission-proposal.

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2019/03/20-03-2019-european-urban-initiative-p
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2019/03/20-03-2019-european-urban-initiative-p
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