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What are the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)? 
Governments at Rio+20 are likely to launch a new set of global goals: Sustainable Development 
Goals. These goals could guide the urgent action the world needs to change course and deliver 
prosperity for all without exceeding natural limits. But as things stand there is a real danger all 
Rio+20 will deliver is a three-year-long process to discuss aspirational goals that in the end will 
not deliver for people and the planet. 

SDGs, which were first proposed by Colombia and Guatemala, are to be an integrated set of 
voluntary, universally applicable global goal statements organised by thematic areas, with time-
bound, quantitative targets and a suite of indicators to be adopted at the national level, which aim 
to catalyse pathways to sustainable development. Based on the experience of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), the idea is to have goals to guide the international community’s 
efforts and make it easier for governments, institutions and civil society to work together to 
achieve them. 

Many countries have agreed the following principles to guide the formulation of 
the SDGs 
• The goals should be aspirational and universal in scope and adapted to the circumstances 

and priorities of each country. 

• The application of the SDGs will reflect and enhance the principle of equity. 

• Their implementation will build capacity in developing countries to address identified issues in 
a lasting manner. 

• The development of targets and indicators should incorporate social, economic and 
environmental dimensions 

• Targets should also serve to characterise linkages among SDGs, for example the nexus of 
water, energy and food security issues. 

Linkages to the MDGs 
The relationship between the MDGs and SDGs is still under discussion. The premise is that 
Rio+20 will serve to strengthen the MDGs and their core mission of poverty eradication. As part of 
the post 2015 process, including the 2013 review of the MDGs, updated MDGs and new thematic 
areas for SDGs will be made complementary and mutually supportive. There are a number of 
scenarios regarding how the processes might converge: 

• SDGs as a separate set of goals to the post-2015 goals: The current discussions suggest 
there will be agreement on the concept and principles of the SDGs and development of the 
goals themselves over the next few years. 

• SDGs as a basis for post-2015 to ensure sustainability: This scenario would be most 
effective if the goals were formulated well before the development of the post-2015 framework. 

• SDGs as the post-2015 agenda: This would only be effective if the discussion and 
development of SDGs became broader and made the social impacts a central and explicit 
piece of the process. 



 
 
 
Indicative listing of SDGs 
There seems to be broad consensus around a core set of issues. Poverty eradication is an overarching goal to 
which all SDGs must contribute. Given the growing sense of urgency and need for action, based on wide 
consultation the Governments of Colombia, Peru and United Arab Emirates have put forth an indicative list: 

• Food security: production, access and nutrition 

• Integrated water management for sustainable growth 

• Energy for sustainable development 

• Sustainable and resilient cities 

• Healthy and productive oceans 

• Enhanced capacity of natural systems to support human welfare 

• Sustainable consumption and production patterns 

• Enhanced employment and livelihood security 

They specifically exclude climate change, arguing that UNFCCC negotiations are at a difficult and critical juncture 
and need to be resolved within the established framework 

What does Greenpeace think of the SDGs? 
Greenpeace is appalled by the lack of urgency in the SDG discussions. We should see the same sense of urgency 
as the policy responses to the global economic and financial crises. Governments, for example, should agree at 
Rio+20 to deliver energy for all, with renewable energy and zero deforestation by 2020. Those would be 
Sustainable Development Goals fit for the task of delivering sustainable development. 

Agreeing on aspirational long-term SDGs by 2015 to be achieved by 2030 simply won’t deliver sustainability; it’s 
too little, too late. The focus has to be on this decade, as choices made within this timeframe will be crucial for 
preventing catastrophic climate change, saving our oceans, and protecting remaining natural forests – all of which 
are fundamental for human development and well-being. We therefore believe SDGs should set targets that are no 
further away than two election periods at most – which means 2020 –  in order to ensure immediate implementation 
and avoid gaps in political commitment. Greenpeace explicitly supports the universality of SDGs. MDGs failed to 
specify sufficiently how developed countries need to change. SDGs should set out actions needed by developed 
countries, too, especially in the field of sustainable consumption and production. 

We see the need for full integration with the MDGs, as a splintering of global sustainable development efforts would 
be disastrous. In order to move ahead as urgently as needed with the SDGs, however, we favour a separate 
process be set up for the eventual integration of SDGs and MDGs. We must avoid a lowering of ambition due to 
process concerns. The challenge is to balance ambition and urgency with the need to have inclusive processes. 
Interim targets could be a viable solution. 
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