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Thanks for inviting me here to talk about a subject that I’m rather passionate about. 

It’s lovely to be here at the Open University (OU) at the Development Studies 
Association (DSA) Conference and presenting this in the Betty Boothroyd building. I’m 
proud that many years ago I did my MBA with the OU. I have very happy memories of 
Betty Boothroyd conducting the OU Graduation ceremony in the grand setting of the 
Symphony Hall in Birmingham and meeting with her on that occasion.  We had a long 
conversation about international Development so this room setting feels most 
appropriate and comfortable for what I want to say.  
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I think we are all familiar with the SDGs. 
They set out to tackle the world’s most challenging issues – poverty and inequality. 
They are Universal – All countries have agreed to deliver on them.  
The UK is included – more on this later. 
Governments, Businesses, Civil Society and Universities  are all key in their delivery. 
 
In this presentation I would like to make three main points about the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs): 
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Point 1 - The process of setting the SDGs is a lesson for us all working in 
development. 
I’ve spent a large part of my career working on what’s termed Results Based 
Management or Managing for Development Results as it’s sometimes called.    

I’ve spent a lot of time teaching staff in a variety of international organisations and 
agencies how to effectively use Logical Frameworks (Logframes) in their programme and 
project planning and for monitoring and evaluation purposes. One of the key messages I 
always try to give is a very simple one – It’s that the actual participatory process of 
developing a logframe is often as important as the logframe product itself. 

The SDG Framework with its 17 Goals, 169 indicators and 223 targets is the top end of a 
rather colourful logframe on steroids! 

The principle of participation in development work is vitally important. Many books have 
been written on it and an academic debate about its virtues and practicality has on gone 
on for years.   The important point for me around participation is to “walk the talk” or “to 
do what you say you are going to do”.  If you say you are going to work in a 
“participatory manner” firstly define what you mean by this, and then do so. e.g. if you 
say you are going to consult stakeholders then simply do so. 
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In setting the SDG Framework the UN undertook the world’s largest ever consultation 
exercise.  This expensive participatory exercise took many months.  

No other multilateral framework can claim to have such broad global ownership, thanks in 
part to the extensive consultation phase. As was noted by Clarke back in 2015 “if they 
become a common reference point then they can be something that unites”  

One of the real strengths of the SDGs lies in the fact that there is something for many 
different actors across multiple constituencies to work towards collectively – no bad thing 
in an increasingly polarised world where multilateralism is sadly badly creaking and 
nationalism is on the rise.  

During the consultation period the 8 Millennium Development Goals’ (MDGs) were 
carefully examined and their shortcomings noted. Lessons were learnt. (See for example 
Stakeholder Forum and CIVICUS). Arguments ranged for weeks and months as to how 
many goals there should be. David Cameron who was actively involved in the early 
stages argued that there should be a max of 10 – we ended up with 17.  They however 
quickly became Globally recognised and slowly we have realised that this means they 
apply to all countries in the world, not just developing countries. Many countries are now 
reporting on their progress against them each year.  
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Point 2 - The SDGs are for everyone and are slowly helping 
redefine “international development”.  
This is critical for the theme of this conference “Opening up 
Development”. In the UK context International Development is not 
“over there” any longer.  

The SDGs are really universal and are, for example, as important in the 
UK as they are in Malawi or Nepal or Papua New Guinea.  

Having spent my whole career working in international development it’s 
only the past couple of years – thanks to a shift in my job role – that I 
have realised that the important SDG slogan “Leave no one behind” is 
as important in the UK as anywhere. This rather personal process has 
for me strangely occurred alongside the publication of the SDGs which 
of course really affirm the need for this new “development” thinking.  
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The SDGs need be applied locally in the UK as well as globally.  
Development is required everywhere not just “over there”.  

The SDGs challenge us all to look at what I have called working 
“glocally” i.e. locally as well as globally.  

In the UK we seem to be having a bit of problem with this. I sometimes 
wonder why – maybe our colonial history or maybe our more recent 
history. 
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Back in 1997 when New Labour came to power Claire Short formed the 
new UK Government Ministry the Department for International 
Development was formed from the Overseas Development 
Administration (ODA).  Myles Wickstead, one of our convenors here 
this morning, was key in this process.  

Not long after this, the newly formed DFID started working in the 
International Development Targets (IDTs). By 1999 these IDTs had 
become the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  
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In 2000 the world’s leaders came together at the Millennium Summit to 
set the MDG’s 15 year targets.  The world’s leader came together and 
made the world’s biggest ever promise “to free our fellow men, women 
and children from the abject and dehumanising effects of extreme 
poverty”.    
Whilst this promise made may not have been fully delivered on the 
MDGs did helped align development assistance.  In Whitehall DFID 
very much took ownership of the MDGs.  
Indeed I can recall a DFID training exercise that myself and some CIDT 
colleagues developed that helped link all individual staff in DFID to the 
goals.  
Very quickly the MDGs became really embedded in DFID. This was 
clearly appropriate. 
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The SDGs are fundamentally different from the MDGs. Four years in from 2015 in this 
country at least we do not seemed to have fully understood this.  Unlike the MDGs the 
SDGs should NOT belong to the Department for International Development (DFID). 
They need to be across all Government Departments/Ministries. This fundamental 
point was quickly picked up after the publication of the UKs first government report 
entitled “Agenda 2030” published in March 2017 
This report was really slammed by the House of Common’s Environmental Audit 
Committee in their subsequent report on the SDGs in the UK.  I quote: 
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• The Government’s response to domestic implementation of the SDGs has so far 
been insufficient.  

• We remain to be convinced that responsibility for domestic implementation 
should lie with the Secretary of State for International Development. 

• Engagement of government departments will be central to the success of 
domestic implementation, which also has an impact on making progress on the 
goals globally.  

• We are particularly concerned that the SDGs have not been included in the 
2015–2020 Single Departmental Plans of all government departments, which 
indicates a worrying lack of engagement in the SDGs across Government.  
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Its worth looking at what others are doing 
 
High level commitment and support for the SDGs seems to be a key 
feature in countries that are particularly progressive in delivering on the 
SDGs.  
 
e.g. In Germany, the new Sustainability Strategy is seen as "the 
overarching strategy of the German government", with responsibility 
sitting with the chancellor’s office and cabinet.  
 
Unlike the UK situation many other governments have picked 
up the domestic need for the SDGs and have been, and will 
be, reporting on them.  
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I think the UK Government needs to learn seven simple lessons from others, 
especially those across Europe, who are engaged in the SDGs. These are: 

1. The need for high-level leadership and commitment to the SDGs as a 
domestic level (as well as at an international level) 

2. There is a need to work with partners, including the private sector and civil 
society 

3. Institutional structures for delivering the SDGs are required 

4. Cross-government integration is required with a need for processes to 
support policy coherence 

5. A focus on data and leaving no one behind 

6. Openness to accountability mechanisms 

7. Need for a coherent and published strategy for delivering the SDGs. 
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Of course we do have an excuse…. 
 
On a more positive note I want to finish by looking at some successes…  
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Point 3 - The SDGS are slowly being picked up by a variety of 
Stakeholders. 
It is widely recognised that for the goals to be reached, everyone 
needs to do their part: governments, the private sector, civil society 
and people like you and I. 
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As I have already alluded to the UK government has really stumbled 
with the SDGs. As a result of an inadequate UK government response 
to the SDGs in the UK there has been a really interesting development. 
The UK Stakeholders for Sustainable Development (UKSSD), a cross-
sector network of stakeholders working towards the SDGs in the UK, 
have come together to fill the vacuum created by the current 
government. 
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The UKSSD have had a variety of successes. 
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Last year they published their report on the SDGs in the UK 
“Measuring up”.  

Mostly written by volunteers this report by UKSSD was presented in 
Parliament to Government last year. The response by the Government 
was to simply accept the report and say thanks.   

I guess had Labour still be in power and Claire Short still be in DFID I 
expect she would have just been really embarrassed by this report and 
the process as to how it was developed.    The lack of current 
Government leadership is in my opinion just very sad.    
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Meanwhile, on a more positive note, many private sector companies 
have become engaged with the SDGs. To help companies best 
communicate their contribution, the UN Global Compact launched the 
SDG Compass back in 2015. This tool shows companies how they can 
align their strategies, measure and manage their contribution to 
reaching the SDG, and put sustainability at the heart of their business 
strategy.  

Many companies are now using the SDGs for reporting purposes e.g. 
the 2017 Price Waterhouse Coopers report entitled the “Challenges of 
Reporting on the SDGs” reported that from their analysis of almost 500 
companies in 17 countries three-in-five businesses now deemed the 
SDGs to be important enough to include in their corporate reporting. 
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In the past year the Times Higher Education new global Ranking of 
“Impact and Innovation” has been published. This new and innovative 
ranking looks at how Universities are delivering against the SDGs.  In 
the first year, 11 SDGs out of the 17 have been used with 47 metrics 
out of a possible 199 metrics and 111 measurements chosen out of 
223 targets.  Next year all 17 SDGs will be used.  The new ranking 
system looks at three ways in which Universities contribute to society. 
Through:  
 Research – Creating knowledge to address the world’s problems  
 Stewardship - - managing resources, teaching well – the good 

university.   
 Outreach – directly acting in society. 
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So to summarise - three quick take away messages 

 Process is important. The way the UN established the SDGs is a 
positive example for all of us working in international 
development. 

  

 SDGs are helping redefine “international development” as we 
know it. “It’s not over there anymore it’s everywhere”. While the 
UK government has seriously stumbled with the SDGs many 
other Governments are moving ahead with them. We in this 
country have lessons to learn. 

  

 The SDGs are being picked up and used.  There have been a 
variety of initiatives arising from them – some of these really 
innovative and interesting.  The private sector is moving ahead 
with the SDGs, Civil Society are moving ahead with the SDGs, 
and now thanks to the Times Higher Education new global 
Ranking of “Impact and Innovation” some Universities are slowly 
waking up to the SDGs. 
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