
“The SDGs should remain 
the guidepost for sustainable 
development; their bedrock 
principles of social inclusion, 
universal access to public services, 
and global cooperation are needed 
to address major challenges like 
COVID-19 and climate change.” 
-Guillaume LAFORTUNE, Arunima MALIK
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How to strengthen the EU’s SDG leadership? 
 
The SDGs represent European values. The EU, its institutions 
and Member States played a key role in the adoption of the 
2030 Agenda, the SDGs, and the Paris Climate Agreement in 
2015.1 Article 11 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the Europe-
an Union stipulates that “Environmental protection 
requirements must be integrated into the definition and 
implementation of the Union’s policies and activities, in 
particular with a view to promoting sustainable development”.2 
Some therefore see the SDGs as a “European Agenda” that 
the whole world has signed onto.3 In 2019, Europe became the 

first continent to commit to achieving climate neutrality by 
mid-century, via the European Green Deal. The SDGs 
representing European values might explain the strong 
performance of the EU and individual Member States on the 
SDG Index. 
 
The world needs strong leadership from the EU to restore and 
accelerate SDG progress globally. The COVID-19 pandemic is a 
setback for sustainable development globally. It has exposed 
the major weaknesses of the multilateral system and the 
glaring insufficiency of international development finance. 
Achieving the SDGs is fundamentally an investment agenda, 
yet the poorest half of the world lacks market access to 
capital on acceptable terms. Some argue that the world 
should scale-back SDG ambitions.4 In our view, the SDGs 
should remain the guidepost for sustainable development.5 
Their bedrock principles of social inclusion, universal access 
to public services, and global cooperation are needed - more 
than ever - to fight COVID-19 and address other major 
challenges of our times, including climate change. In 2023, the 
UN will host, under the auspices of the General Assembly, the 
SDG Summit at the Heads of States level. Halfway through the 
SDGs, the EU can and should play a central role in catalyzing 
global efforts and commitments for the SDGs.  
 
To ensure international legitimacy, the EU must address 
negative international spillovers, including those embodied in 
unsustainable supply chains. The EU generates negative 
international spillovers which undermine other countries’ 
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ability to achieve their SDGs.6 Approximately 40% of the EU’s 
CO2 footprint to satisfy its goods and services consumption 
occurs in other countries.7 EU’s consumption is responsible 
for 16% of tropical deforestation;8 its imports of textile 
products are associated with 375 fatal- and 21,000 non-fatal 
accidents at work,9 and its food demand contributes to 16% of 
the particulate matter emissions outside the EU.10 
Deglobalization and trade wars are not viable options as these 
would lead to a significant drop in living standards in the EU 
and globally.11 
 
We underline four major priorities to address the EU’s 
international spillovers ahead of the 2023 UN SDG Summit.  
 
International financing: The EU should push for major reforms 
of the international development finance system to support 
the SDGs and the Paris Agreement. As emphasized by the UN 
Secretary-General,12 this should include a reform of the 
flawed credit rating system which does not give poorer 
countries access to capital markets to finance key SDG 
Transformations.13 Rich countries also bear a special 
responsibility when it comes to climate change and safeguard-
ing the Global Commons; yet, they fell short in delivering on 
their commitment to mobilize USD 100 billion each year by 
2020 to help poorer countries adapt to climate change and 
mitigate further increases in temperature. Some 
announcements made at COP26 go in the right direction, 
including the US and EU pledge to slash methane and the  
€ 1 billion EU pledge to protect the world’s forests. 

SDG/Green Deal Diplomacy: EU leadership and diplomacy will 
be critical to advancing key multilateral processes towards 
achieving the SDGs at the UN General Assembly, the 
High-Level Political Forum on the SDGs, the G7 (under 
German Presidency in 2022), the G20 (under Indonesian 
Presidency in 2022), and the Annual Meetings of the IMF and 
the World Bank. Technical cooperation and knowledge 
transfer can support greater sustainability in producing 
countries. SDG/Green Deal Diplomacy can help achieve 
sustainable development worldwide and advance the EU’s 
geopolitical interests.  
 
Due diligence and other domestic measures: Businesses 
operating in the EU should be held accountable for the 
impacts they generate throughout their value chains. The 
forthcoming EU Due Diligence Act may help increase 
accountability and business reporting. Yet, the experiences of 
individual Member States, including France, suggest that such 
regulations will need strong enforcement and monitoring 
mechanisms. If well designed, measures like the proposed 
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism may help increase 
policy coherence, but they may also be seen as protectionist 
since they will inevitably impact trade partners, including 
poorer countries which are not responsible historically for 
climate change.14 The EU should also curb trade in waste and 
toxic pesticides. 
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Accountability, data, and statistics: Robust data systems are 
needed at the international, national, industry, and corporation 
level to track negative impacts throughout the supply chain, 
and to inform global action on addressing spillovers. The EU 
has already taken major steps in this direction, including via 
the work of the Joint-Research Centre,15 Eurostat16 and the 
European Environmental Agency.17 Over time, 
consumption-based metrics should become a part of official 
statistics. Finally, should the EU decide to submit a Union-wide 
Voluntary National Review, it should include a section on the 
EU’s efforts and monitoring system to curb international 
spillovers. 
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