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Executive Summary

The Mediterranean region faces converging crises—climate change, land degradation, biodiversity loss,
water scarcity, pollution, and deep socioeconomic inequalities—that threaten human security, food systems,
and long-term sustainability. As global commitments intensify around the 2030 Agenda and the Paris
Agreement, this report provides a comprehensive cross-cutting analysis of how land restoration actions
intersect with Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), European Green Deal priorities, and regional policy
frameworks.

Across the region, progress toward the SDGs remains highly uneven and overall insufficient. No
Mediterranean country is on track to achieve all SDGs by 2030, and several—particularly SDG 2 (Zero Hunger),
SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), SDG 13 (Climate Action), SDG 14 (Life Below Water),
and SDG 15 (Life on Land)—show serious or major challenges. North—south disparities persist, with southern
Mediterranean countries facing greater pressure from climate vulnerabilities, resource scarcity, and
economic limitations.

A central theme of the report is indivisibility of the SDGs: actions on land, biodiversity, water, climate, and
social welfare are interconnected. Coherent, integrated planning is essential to avoid trade-offs and to
strengthen synergies. However, governance systems remain fragmented, data availability is limited, and
stakeholder participation varies widely across countries—producing chronic implementation deficits.

Land restoration emerges as a powerful accelerator for multiple SDGs simultaneously. Restored soils
enhance carbon sequestration (SDG 13), improve productivity and food security (SDG 2), support biodiversity
recovery (SDG 15), strengthen water regulation and quality (SDG 6), and contribute to poverty reduction and
rural livelihoods (SDG 1 and SDG 8). Yet restoration actions require stronger monitoring frameworks,
adequate financing, and better integration into national strategies such as NDCs and long-term climate
policies.

The report highlights several frameworks and approaches capable of enabling systemic progress:

1. SDG Nexus Governance
Better alignment between hard governance (laws, institutions, financing frameworks) and soft governance
(stakeholder engagement, social norms, transparency) is essential. Many countries still lack coherent
coordination mechanisms or inclusive consultations.

2. WEFE Nexus (Water—Energy—Food—Ecosystems)
This systems approach is especially relevant for the Mediterranean, where interlinked resource constraints
heighten trade-offs. WEFE-based planning can reduce conflicts, optimize resource use, and support resilient
land-based development.

3. One Health and Planetary Health
These emerging frameworks highlight the interconnectedness of human, animal, and ecosystem health.
Healthy soils and restored landscapes provide co-benefits for climate mitigation, disease prevention, food
security, and environmental resilience.

4. Climate Action Integration (SDGs—NDCs linkages)
NDCs and SDGs share overlapping priorities yet remain insufficiently aligned. Countries updated NDCs show
increased attention to social inclusion and adaptation but still lack fully integrated planning. Stronger NDC—
SDG coherence can maximize co-benefits and enhance climate ambition.

5. Circular Economy and Nature-Based Solutions (NBS)
Circularity and NBS offer complementary pathways to reduce resource pressures, restore ecosystems, and
minimize waste. They support key goals such as SDG 12, 13, 14, and 15. Their deployment, however, remains
limited in southern Mediterranean countries.
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6. Digital Technologies & Al
Digital innovations—earth observation, Al-based modelling, real-time monitoring—can transform SDG
implementation by improving data quality, decision-support systems, early warning, and participatory
governance. Yet digital divides and data gaps persist.

7. SDG Nexus Modeling
Integrated assessment models, systems dynamics, and network analysis help reveal complex interactions
among goals, identify synergies and trade-offs, and support evidence-based planning.

8. Urban-Rural Revitalization
Sustainability demands integrated development across urban and rural systems. Better mobility, digital
connectivity, circular flows, and shared green infrastructures can create resilient “sustainability hubs.”

Key Conclusions

Mediterranean countries are significantly off track to meet the SDGs by 2030, with land, climate,
biodiversity, and water-related goals facing the largest deficits.

Fragmented governance, insufficient financing, and weak data systems are major structural barriers
to implementation.

Land restoration offers one of the most effective cross-cutting levers for advancing multiple SDGs
simultaneously, especially in climate-vulnerable regions.

Achieving transformative progress requires integrated, nexus-based approaches, stronger stakeholder
involvement, and alignment between SDG strategies, NDCs, and national development plans.

A transition from sectoral to systems-based decision-making is essential to accelerate progress and
avoid maladaptation or trade-offs.

The report calls for bold, coordinated, and evidence-based actions, expanded climate and SDG
financing, and the creation of robust institutional frameworks that strengthen cooperation across
sectors, scales, and countries.
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1 Introduction: Addressing a permanent upheaval

The Human-Climate System and especially the mediterranean basin entered a new geological epoch during
which human activity has become the dominant influence on climate and the environment (Santos et al.,
2022). According to last reports by Medecc and IPCC, the mediterranean countries are likely to be hit by
serious impacts of climate change, including more frequent and more intense floods, salinization, water
shortages and climate extremes that will slow down economic growth, further erode food security, and
trigger new poverty traps and emerging hotspots of hunger (Ali et al., 2022; Medecc, 2020; IPCC, 2021). In
other terms, we are in an era of converging crises: climate change, ecological destruction, disease, pollution,
and socioeconomic inequality (Pravalie et al., 2024). Such crises are speeding past region’s material limits,
destroying critical ecosystems, and triggering irreversible changes in biophysical systems (Fletcher et al.,
2024). Most ecosystems are facing critical tipping points, while escalating challenges to food and water
access indicate a bleak and doubtful outlook for the region security.

Arab region is known for its low-quality soils (Ryan et al., 2006) for long time and now it is joined by EU region.
The mission board on soil health and food of the European Commission has recently released the report
“Caring for soil is caring for life” (Soil Mission Health, 2020) where it highlighted that 60-70% of EU soils are
currently in an unhealthy condition (European Commission, 2020c).

The need to limit the impacts of land crisis on the well-being and human development' has led governments
to commit to sustainable development goals (SDGs) through agenda 2030. This agenda aims to eliminate
poverty and bring about transformative change to set the world on a path

to sustainable development. The need for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the
future was the main driving force for the creation of SDGs, also known as Global Goals or Pillars. However,
there is an overwhelming amount of evidence that continuously mediterranean countries (mainly those from
the south) are bearing the highest brunt of impacts from climate change, pollution, biodiversity and land
degradation (Medecc, 2020; Szabo et al., 2016). Hunger, climate-related disasters, worsened inequalities and
the migration crisis are jeopardizing the overarching principle of “Leaving no one behind” of the 2030 Agenda
(Pattberg and Backstrand, 2023). These authors stated that the 2030 Agenda, like global governance in
general, suffers from intersecting legitimacy, participation, accountability and implementation deficits.
Hence, there is growing evidence that crisis mitigation action necessitates a transition that addresses all
dimensions of sustainability. Although climate actions, biodiversity (ecosystem restoration) and sustainable
development are negotiated in separate political processes for the most part, their implementation is
interlinked. In other terms, the unbreakable relationship between land, biodiversity and climate change means
that improvements in one area can also create opportunities for the others (Verburg et al., 2019).

The EU’'s and Southern Mediterranean countries ambitious goals, including climate-neutrality or the
restoration and protection of land and marine areas, underscore the need for a holistic approach and
paradigmatic changes that address sustainability dimensions. The governments should find solutions to
such wicked problems as growing more food with fewer GHG emissions and environmental footprints.
Current SDG related public policies and strategies have different dimensions, so that some dimensions can
meet their targets while others can miss. In other terms, effective roll-out and M&E of SDGs require full
participation from all actors in mediterranean countries and integration of actions amid worrying trajectories.

According to several authors (Bennich et al., 2020; Elder et al., 2016; Issa et al., 2024), the Agenda 2030
stresses the importance of treating it as a cohesive whole but does not define the interactions that exist
between SDGs nor their implications on policy planning. It also does not specify how to identify or deal with
potential spill-over effects and cross-scale interactions. In this regards, there is a growing interest in
understanding and quantifying the SDGs' interactions through identifying important linkages and their effect

! Human Development Index (HDI) is of varying and contrasting values among the countries in the mediterranean region.
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on each other (Weitz et al., 2018; Issa et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2021; Song and Jang, 2023). Several types of
analysis were proposed and used with different strenghts and weaknesses (i.e. cross impact analysis,
quantitative modeling (systems' dynamics, integrated assessment models or input-output models),
participatory methods, statistical and network analysis) (Issa et al., 2024). Several studies have analysed the
theoretical SDG interactions finding them to be broadly synergistic (Weitz et al., 2019a), with a limited number
of significant trade-offs (Janetschek et al., 2019; Miola et al., 2019). Nevertheless, these studies have
predominantly taken a geographically delimited (e.g. national, regional or local) or a sectoral (e.g. water,
energy, agriculture) approach (Weitz et al., 2019b), rather than exploring global-level interactions (Dzebo and
Shawoo, 2023). Hence, research and system thinking that disentangle interaction(s) amongst the SDGs
should support opinion, policy and decision makers seeking to ensure effective and coherent implementation
across the governmental machinery and at different scales. Such implementation and maximizing progress
on the SDGs require large amount of data, knowledge and expertise in addition to deep understanding of
contexts.

Land is a field for connecting the various sectoral policies and the different approaches and dimensions of
development (economic growth, social resilience, political governance, environmental conservation). Land
policies have their own logic and instruments, but they are also at the service of other policies, agricultural
and rural development, environment protection and stewardship, planning, etc. Land dynamics and land-
related policies are therefore the subject of issues and debates that cross academic and political spheres
and frequently have a heavy ideological charge (Colin et al., 2022). Hence, land restoration and development
efforts are a powerful tool that extend far beyond simply improving degraded lands but also sparing water
and land to nature (Zdruli & Zucca, 2023). If lands are adequately managed and restored, it is possible to
reduce land area under agriculture to half the current use and crops and livestock systems (Lal, 2023).

By restoring land, we can achieve progress on several SDGs simultaneously. The breakdown of how land
restoration contributes to various SDGs can be summarized as follow:

e SDG 15 (Life on Land): This is the most directly impacted SDG. Land restoration combats
desertification, promotes healthy ecosystems, and helps conserve biodiversity.

e SDG 13 (Climate Action): Healthy soils restored through land efforts store more carbon, mitigating
climate change.

e SDG 2 (Zero Hunger): Restored land leads to increased agricultural productivity, providing more food
security.

e SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation): Healthy ecosystems restored through land projects improve
water quality and filtration.

e SDG 1 (Poverty Eradication): Increased food production and improved land management can
empower communities and uplift people out of poverty.

Overall, land restoration serves as a powerful driver for achieving the interconnected goals of sustainable
development. By strategically planning and implementing these projects, we can maximize their positive
impacts across various SDGs. SDG cross-cutting analysis is crucial as land restoration projects need to
consider potential impacts on other SDGs to avoid unintended consequences. In the various sections of this
reports we will be discussing interconnections and nexus among SDGs and tools to understand, assess or
develop them.
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2 SDG cross-cutting analysis: indivisibility and integrity

The SDG's indivisibility and integrity are unquestionable and reflect the inevitably linked challenges humanity
is facing and the necessity to balance among sustainable development dimensions (Pham-Truffert et al.,
2020; Biggeri et al., 2019). The agenda does not specify how goals and targets can be implemented which
poses defies to implementing countries in terms of planning and policy-making for SDGs implementation,
measuring, monitoring and evaluation. In reality, the achievement of these goals and their pace varies from
country to country, depending on each country's capacities, preconditions, and constraints. Agenda 2030
stresses the importance of treating it as a cohesive whole but does not define the interactions that exist
between SDGs nor their implications on policy planning. Evidence-based decision-making is needed in order
to assess SDG synergies, tradeoffs and feedback loops. In this sense, synergies and tradeoffs emerging from
the SDGs interlinkages have attracted growing efforts (Smith et al., 2021) in an attempt to address political
challenges and/or prioritize the achievement of targets with evidence based policy planning (Issa et al.,

2024).

SDGs - Interrelations, Interactions and Typology

Synergies: Many SDGs have synergistic | Trade-offs: The pursuit of certain SDGs can
relationships, where progress on one goal lead to trade-offs or  unintended

- . consequences
positively influences progress on others.

for other goals.

Complex feedback loops: Interactions between SDGs can give rise to complex feedback loops,
where changes in one goal trigger cascading effects in several goals and systems.

REINFORCING (+2)
‘ Aids the
achievement of

ENABLING (+1)
‘ Creates conditions
CONSISTENT (0) that further another

‘ No si ficant
positive or negative

CONSTRAINING|-1}

‘ Limits options on
BN COUNTERACTING(-2) another goal

l Clashes with another
goal

anaother goal

goal

nteractions

CANCELLING {-3)

Makes it impossible =

to reach another goal

Seven-point typology of SDG interactions (Nilsson et al., 2016)

A key study published by Biermann et al. (2022) provides an in-depth analysis of on the political impact of

the Sustainable Development Goals. The summary of its findings:

e Limited transformative impact: While the SDGs have had some political impact, it has been

primarily discursive, influencing how actors understand and discuss sustainable development.

e Focus on communication: The study found that the SDGs have fostered a shared language and
framework for discussing sustainability issues across different levels of governance, from local to

global.

e Normative and institutional effects: There is some evidence of the SDGs influencing policy

development and resource allocation, but this impact remains limited and context-specific.

e Need for further research: The study highlights the need for more research to understand the long-
term political effects of the SDGs and identify factors that can enhance their transformative potential.

The findings suggest that the SDGs have not yet led to widespread and significant changes in policy and
practice. However, the discursive impact is important, as it can pave the way for future concrete action.

3
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Overall, the study offers a valuable perspective on the political impact of the SDGs while the transformative
potential remains limited, the framework provides a shared language and direction for tackling complex
sustainability challenges. Consequentl, stronger efforts are needed to understand the interlinkages between
SDGs.

A cross-cutting analysis of the SDGs refers to examining how the goals are interconnected and
interdependent. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognizes that the 17 SDGs are not isolated
objectives. Progress on one goal can influence progress on others, creating synergies (actions taken to
achieve one SDG can contribute positively to achieving others and trade-offs (Progress in one area might
come at the expense of another). In addition, several themes cut across all the SDGs, requiring integrated
approaches such as:

e Gender Equality (SDG 5): Empowering women is essential for progress across all goals, from poverty
reduction to climate action.

e Climate Action (SDG 13): The climate crisis impacts every aspect of sustainable development, from
health (SDG 3) to water security (SDG 6).

o Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (SDG 16): Without peace and stable societies, achieving other
SDGs remains a challenge.

The SDG Pillars SDG Goals

People: It's about the elimination of extreme
poverty and about human

Development. @ b
. O €

Planet; It's about a commitment for the
preservation of our common home for

future generations.

Prosperity: It's about a green economy for all a J Family planning:

. A key driver of
with the advancement or
. PROSPERITY
renewable energy and solutions.

Peace: It's about the advancement of “‘
appropriate policies and rule of law for
7 @ ©

Partnership: It's about working together
PEOPLE
across sectors, for shared values,

all 17 Sustainable
Development Goals

justice and accountability 5

global social responsibility and for shared
benefits.
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By employing cross-cutting analysis, we can move beyond a siloed approach to achieving the SDGs. This
integrated approach is crucial for creating and pattterning a truly sustainable future. The benefits and
challenges are presented below:

SDG Cross-cutting Analysis

Benefits Challenges

Improved decision-making: Complexity: The interconnectedness of the
SDGs can be complex and requires a nuanced
understanding of each goal's relationship with
others.

By understanding the interlinkages,
policymakers can design interventions that
create positive impacts across multiple goals.
Monitoring and  evaluation: Measuring
progress across interconnected goals can be
challenging.

Efficiency: A cross-cutting approach avoids
duplication of efforts and optimizes resource
allocation.

Short-term vs. Long-term: Balancing short-
term needs with long-term sustainability goals
requires careful consideration.

Holistic solutions: It fosters a more
comprehensive  understanding of the
challenges and opportunities for sustainable
development.

Morocco is recently part of a change in logic concerning the conduct of public policies and has opened a
large number of projects, and under a new dynamic of reforms which place it on a new trajectory of
development and modernity, in particular through the 2011 constitution, advanced regionalization, the new
investment charter, updated NDC?, the National Climate Plan 2020-2030, as well as the new development
model calling for increased strengthening of sustainability and resilience of its sectors, systems and
territories in a long-term manner (up to 2035). According to VNR of 2020, Morocco has developed technical
tools, in particular, a computable general equilibrium model that allows analysis of the consistency of public
policies and the interactions between the SDGs. The country has also adopted analytical approaches to
cross-cutting themes to consider the integrated nature of the SDGs, in this case, issues relating to human
development, social protection, gender equality, growth and employment, inequalities and integrated
management of natural resources. The country is under a great chantier of overhaul of the SNDD.

Especially, Greece demonstrates a commitment to stakeholder engagement in achieving the SDGs, with
established platforms and a focus on inclusivity. Continuous monitoring and improvement are essential to
ensure effective stakeholder participation and assessment of SDG nexus. In case of Egypt, a National
Consultation on SDG Commitments was carried in September 2023 to gather feedback on Egypt's draft

2 Morocco’s updated NDC commits the country to reducing its GHG emissions by 18.3% by 2030 compared with the business-as-

usual (BAU) scenario. With international support this could reach 45.5% by 2030 compared with the BAU scenario.
5
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commitments to accelerate SDG progress. Overall, Egypt and Morocco appear to be moving towards a more
inclusive approach to SDG implementation by involving various stakeholders. Decentralization efforts and
national consultations are positive steps. However, ensuring transparency, inclusivity of marginalized voices,
and readily available information on the process are crucial for further improvement. In case of Turkey, the
government has taken steps towards SDG coherence by integrating them into national plans and focusing
on specific goals. However, transparency and information on specific mechanisms for cross-sectoral
collaboration would be beneficial.

2.1 SDG rankings and achievements: a chronic implementation deficit

In his last speech, the SG of the United States stated that unless we act now, the 2030 Agenda will become
an epitaph for a world that might have been. At the halfway summit, UN SG Guterres called for a “Rescue
Plan for People and Planet” to re-energise pursuit of the goals through an SDG stimulus and a reform of the
interna-tional financial architecture.

SDGs are based upon bottom-up approach and universal applicability to developing and developed countries
alike. Through the questionnaire or survey carried with the project’s partners, each SDG has been allocated
to the most pertinent Ministry to prepare the input in cooperation with other Ministries involved and by also
securing the input of the non-governmental stakeholders that are related to its area of activity.

A country’s decision to conduct a Voluntary National Review (VNR) is communicated via a formal letter from
its UN permanent representative to the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). Permanent representatives
operate under direct leadership of cabinet members and heads-of-states and, as such, the decision to
conduct a VNR is considered as a signal of high-level commitments to report on national initiatives for
implementing the goals (Sachs et al., 2019). According to VNRs, most countries have made substantial
efforts to adapt the goals to their specific contexts, capacities, and levels of development, while respecting
their policies and national priorities (Table 1). In fact, since 2018, national statitical authorities have been
publishing reports on the SDGs’ progress, accounting for all the official goals and reporting scores
individually for all the available indicators, implementing diverse geographical aggregations, including
national, regional and provincial levels. At the same time, SDG implementation can be criticized for a lack of
holism and integration across institutions and stakeholders. There are no specific mechanisms for cross-
sectorial or SDG coordination. The chronic implementation deficit is linked to weak compliance, follow-up
and review mechanisms of the progress of SDG targets and indicators (Pattberg and Backstrand, 2023) at
national and regional levels.

Despite the common guidelines prepared by the UN to inform the preparation of VNRs, the scope and breadth
of these voluntary reviews vary greatly among mediterranean countries. Our assessments show that VNRs
vary in many aspects, such as length, structure, and thematic coverage. This reflects differences in national
contexts, but also different approaches retained by countries to compile information and prepare these
reports. Not all countries present a review covering all of the 17 SDGs. As shown in Table 1, there is no one-
size-fits-all approach to mobilizing the machinery of government, which makes it difficult to assess and
compare such efforts among countries and carry cross-analysis of SDGs. In addition, the table reveals large
disparities across countries on how public practices and procedures are mobilized for the monitoring,
management and engagement of SDGs.

The ambition expressed by the United Nations General Assembly is far from reach. The UN Secretary-
General’s SDG progress report states that only about 12% of the SDG targets are on track, while about 30%
of targets shows no progress or even regressed below the 2015 baseline (United Nations General Assembly,
2023, p. 2). In other terms, there is a disjuncture between the scale of transformative change needed and the
current institutional and governance framework, which relies on soft and voluntary modes of steering:
governance by goals and targets. In addition, due to increased crisis, land and climate change are
acknowledged as critical targets and metrics of SDGs progress.
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From the expert reports and VNR, according to table 1, there is no one-size-fits-all governance framework
that promotes SDG. SDG policies and plans are too diverse and a complete dataset does not exist either for
a country or for the region (Table 1). While the 17 SDGs constitute a strong set of normative guidelines, their
national and local implementation and dissemination across societal sectors remain political. The SDGs are
a non-legally binding and loose script, purposefully designed to provide much leeway for actors to interpret
the goals differently and often according to their interests. Table 1 below provides sound evidence that the
2030 Agenda and the SDGs have had impacts from global governance to local politics. While this impact has
so far been largely discursive, the SDGs have had some normative and institutional effects as well. The SDGs
have fostered mutual learning among governments about sustainable development policies and strategies.
In certain contexts, they have offered new instruments for local political and societal actors to organize
around, to gain more support from governments or to mobilize international funding. The SDGs have also
enabled non-governmental organizations to hold governments accountable and in some cases to counter
the interests of powerful actors. But, there are significant differences on how political leadership translates
into dedicated coordination and public management mechanisms for the monitoring and implmentation of
the SDGs. Furthermore, governments in the mediterranean region need to have access to timely,
disaggregated data on the SDGs at national and local levels. Given the breadth of the goals, this requires
greater investments in statistical capacity as well as the development of national indicators of progress
towards the SDGs. In addition, financing the SDG monitoring and transformations requires durable resource
mobilization and large-scale increases in public and private investments which are still limited. Such findings
were confirmed by the synthesis from Biermann et al. (2022).

Governments cannot carry SDG monitoring and implementation alone. Broad public support and
buy-in are needed for each transformation, and their implementation must draw on many communities and
sectors. However there is still a lack of clear models for organizing these discussions and consultation
processes, and stakeholder engagement models differ across countries, as they must be mindful of history,
customs, and government capacity (Table 1). Knowledge, capacities, resources and will from most decision
makers and private sectors are still insufficient to enable practical SDG implementation and much more
needs to be done to enhance integrated rather than sectoral policies or SDG nexus.

In this respect, there is a growing movement and tension due to limited financial resources to raise the
question: should certain SDGs be prioritised over others? Other movement does not agree on De-prioritising
some of the SDGs. Attempting to prioritise one goal over another would undermine the very essence of
sustainable development. SDGs are inextricably linked through shared drivers and consequences, and
understanding the possible trade-offs, as well as synergistic relations between the different SDG targets, is
crucial for achieving long-lasting sustainable development outcomes.

Table 1: Cross-SDG planning processes to support the transition to sustainability by country®

Country | SDG 15 - Bold | Stakeholder SDG management tools SDG  coherence
Initiatives and | engagement enhancement and
major programs process harmonization

Cyprus | Habitats and | Cyprus is still | UN Sustainable | National Recovery
wildlife developing its | Development Knowledge | and Resilience
National stakeholder Platform - | Plan (NRRP)

B'a ('fna . engagement Cyprus:https://sustainabl . Redional
lodiversity process for the | ggeyelopment.un.org/me | -UroPEan Regiona
Strategy SDGs. mberstates/cyprus Development Fund
National Acti Multi-stakeholder (ERDF)

ationa O | Eorum. UNITAR's  Support to

Plan (NAP) and

Cyprus to Implement and
Programme of

3 Information gathered from expert surveys.
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Measures for
Combating
Desertification
Invasive Alien
Species (IAS)
Natura 2000 (Life
programme)
National Strategy
for the

Development of
Mountain
Communities.

Mainstream SDGs in the
National Policy
Framework:https://www.
unitar.org/sustainable-
development-goals

Greece

Biodiversity and
Forests (Natura
2000 and
Mountains)
Agriculture and
Soils

Water and LDN
(Land Degradation
Neutrality)

NDC  (Nationally
Determined

Contributions) and
Desertification

National Rural
Development

Program

The
Adopted
a "whole-of-
society"
approachto SDG
implementation,
emphasizing
strong
stakeholder
engagement
throughout
process.

country

the

Inclusive
Consultation and
Participation

Collaboration with
NGOs and Civil
Society

Public
Consultations for
Policy
Development

Engagement with
the Academic and
Research
Community

Inter-ministerial
Coordination

Social and
Economic

Cohesion Funds

National Indicators for

SDGs

Inter-ministerial
Coordination Network for
SDGs

Working Group on the
SDGs

Participatory and

Inclusive Approach

Use of Evidence-Based
Policy Making

Leveraging International
and Regional Cooperation

National Recovery

and Resilience
Plan (NRRP
“Greece 2.0")

NextGenerationEU
funds

Capacity Building
in Public
Administration
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National Funding
Mechanisms

Public-Private
Partnerships

Environment,

Strategic Plan for
research and
innovation in the
agricultural-food

and Forestry sector,

National Plan on
biodiversity of

Ministry for the
Environment and Land
and Sea website.

(PPPs)

Spain National Strategy | There is  no | Eight accelerator policies | Spain has taken
and Action Plan for | information about | for SD. steps to improve
Biodiversity (2020- | engaging i coherence and
2030). stakeholders in its Working  Group on the harmonization in

) key environmental SDGs. achieving the
Natl,onal Strategy and sustainability | |nstitutional mechanisms | SDGs. Strategy of
agalns.t. ) programs. of dialogue and | Sustainable
Desertification. ) Development
) The stakeholder cooperation.

Life program 2030.
engagement Government Delegate

Sustainable Forest | process is | Commission for the 2030 | Recovery and

Management characterized by a | Agenda. Resilience Plan.

Certification®. participatory

. . approach that | Sectoral Conference for
Ep':mlsf;( Natlona]l includes  public the 2030 Agenda.
etwor o ; )

Protected Areas. Zzgsggﬁ:;gg;tion (S:l;ztr?éﬁéble Development

with non-

governmental

organizations

(NGOs), civil

society, the

academic

community, and

other relevant

stakeholders.

Italy National Strategy | NSDS vertical | Italian Ministry for the | National
for Sustainable | coordination Environment and Land | Sustainable
Development mechanisms. and Sea: This website | Development
(NSDS) National Council prOV|de'saded|(?ated page Strategy, with the

) on Italy's VNRs,including a | support of the
National  Strategy | for Development brief overview ltalian | Ministry f th

. . Italian y for e
for the Marine | Cooperation.

Environment, Land
and Sea and the
Ministry of Foreign
Affairs,
respectively for the
internal and
external
dimension.

National Forum on
the Strategy for

4 Spain has a high percentage of its forests certified under sustainable management schemes, ensuring responsible forestry practices.
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agricultural Sustainable
interest; Development.
National Strategic Working  Groups
plan for biological are put in place to
sector, increase
) consistency on

Reporting on the thematic aspects
State of Natural di

) irectly related to
Capital, the NSDS:
Rural development Sustainability ,
Programmes Peace, People,

) Planet, Prosperity
National and Youth.
Adaptation to
Climate Change
Strategy,
National Plan For
Climate Change
Adaptation
National Action
Program for the
Fight against
Desertification,
National Action
Plan for the
Sustainable Use of
Plant  Protection
Products,
Bio-economy
Strategy;
Framework
program for the
forestry sector.

Egypt Climate-Related The National | National Committee for | Sustainable
Strategies and | Institute for | Monitoring Development
National Policy | Governance and ) Strategy: Egypt
Frameworks. Sustainable the Implementatlon of the Vision 2030 (SDS)

N ‘ Development Sustainable Development ‘ ‘
Mobilized Funding (NIGSD). Goals. National Funding
for Green & . , Mechanisms
Climate-Related Stakeholder The Ministry of PIannmg ) )
Projects engagement plan. and Economic Natlonal. Funding

Development led the | Mechanisms
“Green wall” | Inter-ministerial creation of the )
project. Coordination report, emphasizing both Empoyverlng i
W . Network for | qualitative analysis Egyptian  Micro,
Eco Egypt”. SDGs. (stakeholder input) and

10
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"Go Green” | Global quantitative  data  to | Small and Medium

Initiative. partnerships for | provide an  accurate | Enterprises
effective icture of Egypt's SDG

“SDG Push”. W pictu ayp Partnerships  for

National Efforts to

development
cooperation.

implementation.

Achieving Decent

Participatory and | Work and Growth
Preserve and .
. | Governorate- Inclusive Approach. ,
Restore Terrestrial Level SDGs Promoting
Ecosystems. N Integrated Financial Inclusion
Localization
The Ministry of | Reports. Electronic System for | Mobilizing
International Citizen's Plan Planning and Monitoring. | Domestic
Cooperation ' Mainstreaming the SDGs | Resources

launched in April in Egypt National Planning o

2020 a  multi- and Capltallzlng on

Stakeholder Actions: https://egypt.un, | International

platform  “Global org/en/sdgs (Provides CR)?];S_O_UGCGS with
icia

partnerships for
effective
development
cooperation”.

context on Egypt's SDG
strategy and stakeholder
engagement)

Development
Assistance (ODA),
Remittances and
Foreign Direct
Investments (FDI)

Supporting
MSMEs

Strengthening
Economic
Empowerment.

National  Action
Plan for Policy
Coherence for
Sustainable
Development
(NAP PCSD)

Turkey

The Environmental
Law and the
Forestry Law

Soil Conservation
and Land Use Law

Pasture Law

Turkey
recognized  the
importance of
stakeholder
engagement  in
achieving the
SDGs but appears
to be in the early

National  Climate stages of
Change St.ra.tegy, developing a
Energy  Efficiency | comprehensive
Strategy, Electricity process.

Market and Supply
Security  Strategy,
Turkiye  Disaster
Response Plan,

National
platform

reporting

“Turkiye's Stocktaking
Analysis Project for SDGs”

Steps towards
SDG coherence
Online National
SDG Best
Practices
Database
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National Drought
Management
Strategy and Action
Plan, Action Plan to
Combat  Erosion,
Flood Action Plan,
Upper Basin Flood
Control Action Plan,
Integrated  Urban
Development
Strategy and Action
Plan, National
Strategy and Action
Plan to Combat

Desertification,
National Biological
Diversity Strategy,
National Recycling
Strategy  National
Wetland Strategy,
National Strategy
for Combatting
Agricultural
Drought.

Morocc
o

New Development
Model (NMD)°®.

Framework law No.
99-12 establishing
the national charter
for the environment
and sustainable
development
(SNDD).

2030
Strategy
Sustainable

Development

Green Generation®
& Forest’
Strategies  2020-
2030.

National
for

National Strategy
for Natural Disaster

Overhaul of the

SNDD

http://www.mted
d.gov.ma/images
/PCE_SNDD.pdf
National
Frameworks:
DD and

the National
Initiative
Human
Development
(INDH) integrate
stakeholder
participation in
achieving SDGs

SN

for

Haut Commissariat au
Plan  “http://plateforme-
odd.hcp.ma/ODD_HCP/fr/

Overhaul of the
SNDD to move
towards a more
coherent and
harmonized

approach to SDGs.

3 https://www.csmd.ma/documents/CSMD_Report EN.pdf

¢ Green Generation is replacing the previous Morocco Green Plan. The new strategy aims to double the share of the agricultural
sector in Morocco’s GDP and create 350,000 new jobs.

" The strategy set the target to plant 50,000 hectares of new forests across the country every year until 2030.
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Risk Management

2020-2030.
Moroccan Climate
Change Policy.
National low-

carbon strategy for
20508,

Pasture Law.

Israel

Technological
Innovation and
Support Programs

Nature Restoration
Law

Water Legislation

Climate Change
Adaptation Plan

Resilience Support
for Local
Authorities

Environmental
Protection
Measures

Green Building and
Energy Efficiency.

Transparency and
Information
Sharing

Monitoring  and

Evaluation

Leveraging
Expertise

Community
Engagement

Inclusive
Participation

Multi-Stakeholder
Approach

Collaboration and
Partnerships

Public-Private
Partnerships
(PPPs)

Consultation and
Dialogue

Capacity Building
and
Empowerment

Limited Implementation
Framework: According to
the Sustainable
Development  Solutions
Network (SDSN), the
government hasn't
established a formal
mechanism for

coordinating and
implementing the SDGs

across government
ministries

Data-Driven Decision
Making

Integration of SDGs into
National Frameworks

Cross-Sectoral
Coordination

Stakeholder Engagement:
Inclusive Consultations

Monitoring and
Evaluation: Indicator
Framework

Capacity Building
Innovation and
Technology

International Cooperation:
Global Partnerships

Institutional
Framework  and
Policy Integration

Policy Coherence
mechanisms
(OECD)

Environmental
Policies

Financial
Incentives

Technological
Innovation

Community
Engagement

Education and

Awareness

Policy and
Regulatory

Support

International
Collaboration

Recognition  and

Awards

8 A package of policies incorporates efforts to boost energy efficiency, expand the use of renewable electricity sources, and do more
to leverage practices that support a circular economy and sustainable agriculture and forestry.
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According to Sachs et al. (2023), countries are ranked according to an SDG index® and the SDGs are seriously
off track in the Mediterranean basin. Table 2 present the ranking for 2023 and 2015 as well as the level
achievements by SDG. From this table, SDGs are not achieved by any country and the challenges are still
serious and worrying. Especially, SDG2 and SDG12 to SDG15 are still not achievable needing to alleviate
major challenges. However, there is an improvement in the SDG index from 2015 to 2023.

SDG progress was already very slow in the five years to 2020. Despite progress made, Mediterranean
countries face several challenges in their implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
(Sachs et al., 2019; El Bilali et al., 2020; Riccaboni et al., 2020). The 2020 SDG Dashboards for the
Mediterranean region (Riccaboni et al., 2020) show that it has a general score of 73.5; the SDG index shows
better performance in Europe West (78.5) and lower values in Europe East (74.8), North Africa (70.2) and
Middle East (70.2). According to the latest annual SDG Index, global achievement of the SDGs rose only
slightly, from 72.03 and 73.5 percent in 2015 and 2020 to 74.41 percent in 2023 — far too slowly to meet the
goals by 2030, and with highly uneven progress within and between countries. Halfway into the SDGs,
Lafortune et al. (2024) estimated that the EU has achieved or is on track to achieve a little over two-thirds of
the SDG targets

Table 2: Country’s SDG index, ranking and levels of achievements.

Country 2023 (Sachs et al., 2023) 2023 (Lafortune et al, | 2015
2024)
Ranking Global SDG | European LNOB Global SDG
index SDG index | Index' index
Score

Spain 16 80.43 69.6 74.2 77.88
Italy 24 78.79 69.9 69.4 76.88
Greece 28 78.37 65.2 62.2 75.23
Israel 48 73.97 - - 72.10
Cyprus 59 72.49 61.0 67.2 70.61
Morocco 70 70.87 - - 67.65
Turkiye 72 70.78 57.1 42.2 69.53
Egypt 81 69.62 - - 66.39
Average - 74.41 - - 72.03

9 The overall score measures the total progress towards achieving all 17 SDGs. The score can be interpreted as a percentage of
SDG achievement. A score of 100 indicates that all SDGs have been achieved.
10 Leave-No-One-Behind Index aims to measure countries’ efforts to address material deprivation and inequalities across population groups. This year’s

LNOB index includes a subset of 32 indicators used in the SDG Index, grouped into four categories: poverty and material deprivation; income inequality;
access to and quality of services for all; gender inequalities.
14


https://react4med.eu/
https://twitter.com/REACT4MED

Inclusive Outscaling ofAgro-ecosystem

3 REACT REstoration ACTions for the MEDiterranean

4% E D % react4med.eu ™ info@react4med.eu B @react4med

SDGB; Decent spa1L: spa1z: SDG16: Peace,
50G3: Good SDGE: Clean SDGT: Work and S0GS: Industry, Sustainable Respansible Justice and SDG1T:

$DGL:Na 5DG2:No  HeakthandWell SDGM:Quaby ~SDGS:Gender  Waterand  AMordsbleand  Ecomomic  Inmovatimand SDGIO:Reduced  CMlesand  Consumplion SDGI3:Clmate  SDGIa:lfe  SDGIS:Ufeon  Srong  Parimershipsfor

Country Sanitation Inequalities Action Beiow Water Land Imstitutions the Gaals

Spain Fa

Italy F3

Greece >

Israel Z

Cyprus 4

Morocco

Tiirkiye

Egypt, Arab Rep.

i
H

7

=4 =l

I—)H\I\d,b\ud,g

S N (S

19 T T T T4 RN 0N

\H‘-

= =1 S Y Y A

Dashboard :

reanI | Goal Achievement
yellow _|Challenges remain
| orange |significant challenges
Major challenges
|__grey |insufficient data

On track or mai

rey
Time Series:

o

z Increasing
» i

&

Decreasing

The southern part of the mediterranean region displays diverse outcomes in terms of sustainable
development, with common challenges around gender equality, decent work and economic growth, and
sustainable food production systems, among others. According to Bayoumi et al. (2022), the SDG index for
Morocco and Egypt are respectivelly 66.7 and 66.3 respectivelly and ranking 5th and 8th among the arab
countries. From the same study, none of the SDG was achieved from Arab countries. But, this indicates
significant progress on several goals.

European countries are leading the way and achieved high scores on the SDG Index (figure 1). However, under
the People’s pillar, some of the major challenges identified by civil society (Real Deal, 2023) are increased
poverty, rising inequalities, lack of comprehensive and disaggregated data, insufficient public investment in
education and training and insufficient focus on promoting health and wellbeing.

SDG Index 2023

European Union (27)
OECD Member States
Eastern Europe and Central Asia
Latin America and the Caribbean
East and South Asia
Middle East and North Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

100 90 80 70 60 50 40 30 20 10 |0
From 0 (worst) to 100 (best)

Figure 1: SDG Index scores by world regions (Lafortune et al., 2024)

For the case of Italy, the figure 2 shows an overall positive picture over the past year: 50% of the measures
improve, 23% are steady and 27% record a deterioration. The study by Istat (2023) showed that there is a
widespread amount of positive signals compared to 10 years before: 59.9% of the measures improve, 16.7%
remain unchanged and 23.4% worsen. However, the share of households with signals of food insecurity is
growing (1.7%, +0.2 percentage points compared to 2018), with a significant concentration in South and
Islands (2.9%). The percent of italian citizen at risk of poverty is increasing and reached 20.1% in 2021 (Figure
3).
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GOAL 5 (12)
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GOAL 7 (14)
GOAL 8 (21)
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GOAL 12 (15)
GOAL 13 (13)
GOAL 14 (4)
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GOAL 16 (10)
GOAL 17 (9)

= Improvement Stability = Deterioration

Figure 2: Time evolution of the SDGs in Italy (Istat, 2023).
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Figure 3: At risk of poverty or social exclusion, people at risk of poverty, severe material deprivation rate
and very low work intensity in Italy. Years 2004-2021 (percentage values) (Istat, 2023)

Advancement in specific goals: The region has shown progress in goals like:

« Ending extreme poverty (SDG 1): Some countries have successfully reduced poverty rates.

e Good health and well being (SDG 3): European countries have developed health sector compared to
other countries in the region.

e Clean water and sanitation (SDG 6) and Promoting affordable and clean energy (SDG
7): Investments in renewable energy and water sector are increasing in some countries.

Uneven progress: There are significant disparities among countries and within countries. While some
european nations perform well, others in the region lag behind.

Lagging goals: Several SDGs require more focused attention, including:

o

Poverty (SDG1): At European level (EU27), the composite indicator “at risk of poverty or social
exclusion” recorded a slight increase between 2019 and 2020, going from 20.9% to 21.5%
(Source: Eurostat).

No Hunger (SDG2): it is still an issue with major to significant challenges to tackle. In addition,
land abandonment is increasing due to several drivers mainly in southern europe (Spain,
Greece and ltaly) which may affect directly food security (Terres et al., 2015). Estimates
suggest that around 30% of EU agricultural land (over 56 million hectares) faces at least a
moderate risk of abandonment, with some member states exceeding 50%. By
2030, projections show an increase of abandoned land to around 5 million hectares, or 3% of
the total (Perpina et al., 2018; Ustaoglu and Collier, 2018; Schuh et al., 2020).
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o Decent work and economic growth (SDGS8): at the exceeption of cyprus, major challenges
need to be addressed.

o Responsible consumption and production (SDG12): at the exception of Morocco who has
achieved this goal, all european countries are in red.

o Climate action (SDG 13): The region is particularly vulnerable to climate change impacts, and
adaptation strategies need strengthening.

o Life below water (SDG 14) and Life on Land (SDG 15): These goals related to biodiversity and
ecosystem preservation require more action.

o Affordable and sustainable energy (SDG 7): Overall reliance on fossil fuels remains high.

While there are positive developments regarding SDGs, significant work remains to ensure balanced progress
across all goals and achieve them for all countries. Increased collaboration, resource allocation, and
addressing specific challenges within each country are essential for the region to achieve the SDGs by 2030.
In this regards, couple important issues should be considered:

o Resource limitations: Developing countries within the mediterranean region may face limitations in
financial resources and technical expertise to fully implement SDG agendas.

e Social equity: Ensuring inclusive development and addressing gender and social inequality (SDG 5)
remain crucial aspects for achieving all SDGs.

2.2 The Interactive Web of SDGs: interactions and interlinkages

SDGs are implicitly interdependent and it may happen that conflicting interactions among the SDGs may
result in diverging results which may limit achievement progress (Nilsson et al., 2016; Dzebo and Shawoo,
2023). Waage et al. (2015) noted that total sustainable development is more than the sum of its parts and is
an outcome of positive synergies between multiple elements and may be undermined by negative trade-offs
between them. All SDGs need to act as a system of interacting cogwheels that together move the global
system into the safe and just operating space. No SDG will do that individually, and the whole SDGs should
not be seen as an additive structure but as a system of synergistic re-enforcement. Hence, attainments of
SDGs will greatly depend on whether synergies can be leveraged and trade-offs identified and tackled.
However, still a systematic, data-driven analysis of interactions between all SDG indicators is currently
missing (Oguntona, 2023). Nilsson et al. (2016) proposed a map of SDG interactions or Cross-impact matrix
using goals scoring. Waage et al. (2015) proposed a framework (a diagram) or SDG interlinkages based upon
three levels, to which they assign goals based on their intended outcomes (figure 4).

According to a study by Pradhan et al. (2017), among SDGs the positive and negative correlations (sunergies
vs tradeoffs) between indicator pairs allowed for the identification of particular global patterns (Figure 5).
They found that SDG 1 (No poverty) has synergetic relationship with most of the other goals, whereas SDG
12 (Responsible consumption and production) is the goal most commonly associated with trade-offs. At the
country level, Pradhan et al. (2017) analysis indicated that positive correlations among the SDGs largely
outweigh the negative ones for most countries. This implies that countries have a positive starting point to
implement the SDG agenda due to relatively larger share of synergies than trade-offs among the SDGs. They
concluded that the attainment of the SDG agenda will greatly depend on whether the identified synergies
among the goals can be leveraged. In addition, the highlighted trade-offs, which constitute obstacles in
achieving the SDGs, need to be negotiated and made structurally nonobstructive by deeper changes in the
current strategies. It is also necessary to enhance understanding and modeling of knowledge on SDG
interactions which requires intersecting both qualitative and quantitative approaches at country and regional
scales. Weitz et al. (2018) used the network analysis techniques (also known as Social Network Analysis
(SNA)) to understand and visualize the complex interlinkages between SDG goals and applied for the case
of Sweeden.

17


https://react4med.eu/
https://twitter.com/REACT4MED

Inclusive Outscaling ofAgro-ecosystem

3 REACT REstoration ACTions for the MEDiterranean

4“ E D % react4med.eu ™ info@react4med.eu B @react4med

SNA helps to identify key players through centrality measures like degree centrality (number of
connections), eigenvector centrality (importance of connections), and betweenness centrality (bridging role)
pinpoint SDGs that are particularly influential or act as bridges between others and to understand Network
Structure by analyzing how SDGs connect, researchers can identify clusters or groups of highly
interconnected goals (Song and Jang, 2023). Hence by understanding which goals are most interconnected
and influential, policymakers can focus on those with the potential for broader positive impacts.

The SDGs are dynamic and subject to revision as global arguments, impasses and priorities evolve. New
targets and indicators may be added, and existing ones may be modified to reflect emerging issues and
knowledge gaps. In this sense and according to Biggeri et al. (2019), SDG index does not allow for the
‘integrated’ nature of the SDGs. The authors proposed a new index called adjusted ‘Integrated Sustainable
Development Index’ (I-SDI) that can take account of trade-offs and synergies between goals and targets as
well as across the economic, social and environmental spheres of sustainable development. Malini¢ and
Milutinovi¢ (2024) called for adding corporate sustainability reporting to the SDG metric for establishing a
high-quality and coherent sustainability reporting system while balancing between the developed and
developing countries in terms of ethics and responsibility in the preservation of the planet and all lifes
inhabiting it.

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Figure 4: The SDGs as proposed in the Report of the Open Working Group of the General Assembly on
Sustainable Development Goals, placed in the proposed framework (Waage et al., 2015)
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Figure 5: Observed synergies and trade-offs between the SDGs. The color bars represent the shares of
synergies (green), non classifieds (yellow), and trade-offs (orange) observed between the SDG pairs for the
entire dataset. The gray bar depicts insufficient data. The area of the circle in the boxes indicates the
number of data pairs (see the legend for comparison). The SDGs are represented by the numbers in the
diagonal. Both positive and negative correlations are observed among the SDG pairs with SDG 1 (No

poverty) expressing synergies among most other SDGs. SDGs 12 (Responsible consumption and
production) and 15 (Life on land) have mostly shown trade-offs with most other SDGs Pradhan et al. (2017).

The Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development: Policymaking under complexity

Achieving, cross-cutting and tackling the SDGs with their complexity and interactions require holistic and
innovative approaches, transformative policies and integrated solutions that address the root causes of
poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation. Having in mind such requirements and errands,
UNEP/MAP has developed a Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development (MSSD) 2016-2025,
through a participatory process. The MSSD is a regional plan adopted by the Contracting Parties to the
Barcelona Convention in 2016. It served as a strategic policy framework to guide the Mediterranean region
towards a more sustainable future by 2025 (PNUE/PAM, 2016). The key aspects of the MSSD are:

o Alignment with Global Goals: The MSSD was designed to be consistent with the UN's 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This ensured the
regional strategy addressed global sustainability challenges in the Mediterranean context.

o Stakeholder Inclusiveness: The MSSD was developed through a collaborative process involving
Mediterranean countries and key stakeholders like NGOs and businesses. This participation fostered
a shared vision for sustainability in the region.

o Focus Areas: The Strategy outlined six objectives that needed to be tackled to achieve sustainable
development in the Mediterranean. These objectives addressed:

o Sustainable development in marine and coastal areas
o Resource management, food security, and sustainable forms of agriculture
o Planning and managing sustainable cities

o Addressing climate change as a priority
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o Transitioning towards a green and blue economy (an economy reliant on environmental
resources but used sustainably)

o Improved governance for sustainable development

The MSSD served as a valuable roadmap for regional collaboration on SDG issues. Its initiatives focus on
managing the Water-Energy-Food-Ecosystems (WEFE) Nexus in the region (UNEP, 2020""). While the 2025
timeframe is soon, the strategy's goals and principles remain relevant and continue to inform ongoing efforts
towards a sustainable Mediterranean (UNEP/MAP/Plan Bleu, 2019).

''UNEP, 2020. Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development (MSSD). Retrieved from UN environmental
programme: https://www.unep.org/unepmap/what-we-do/projects.
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3 European Green Deal (EGD)

3.1 As an international strategy orchestration'?

Together, the EU27 countries make up the world’s largest international donor in the domain of development
assistance. And yet, Renda et al. (2024) find that EU27 systematically punch below their weight. This is due
to several factors, including (i) a fragmented institutional landscape at the EU level and imperfect multilevel
governance; (ii) limited ability to engage with non-state actors, interact with other donors and mobilise local
resources; (iii) a disconnect between the policy dimension and the organisation of development initiatives
and programmes; (iv) limited reliance on new forms of governance to tackle mounting global challenges; and
(v) the need to adapt existing instruments to the ongoing evolution of the global development landscape. But
the massive European deployment of funds such as EUCDs project’® could be amplified if several of these
existing challenges and constraints were removed. According to Calipel et al. (2024), the The European
economy needs to double its level of climate investments to deliver the EU 2030 targets. In response of these
issues, high expectations are vested in the European Green Deal (EGD) as a means to reconcile climate
change, nature protection and conservation and sustainable development. In fact, beeing among the six
highest emitters representing more than 67% of global CO2 emissions during the period 1990-2018 (Ortega-
Ruiz et al., 2022), European Union proposed EGD.

EGD was adopted in 2019 and aims to make Europe the first carbon-neutral continent by 2050. To achieve
this, the European Union (EU) strives to lead the transformation towards modern, resource-efficient, and
competitive economies, while becoming a global pioneer in climate action (EEAS, 2019). In other terms,
neither the EU nor its Southern Neighbourhood can independently accomplish a green transition. Success of
the EGD hinges, among others, on securing access to renewable energy sources and minerals for green
technologies production and supporting less developed partner countries in their sustainable transitions (Di
Ciommo and Ahairwe (2021); Ayadi et al. (2024)).

In the other side, within the European Green Deal, published on May 20th, 2020, the Biodiversity and Farm-to-
Fork (F2F) strategies aim to combat biodiversity loss and foster a shift towards a sustainable food system
by 2030. F2F envisions a systemic and circular view, recognizing the interconnectedness of agricultural
practices, food production, and consumption. In other terms, the strategy, foresees a fairer, greener, and
more performance-based Common Agricultural Policy for the period 2021-2027. One of the pivotal aspects
of the strategy is its commitment to breaking free from policy lock-ins by embracing an integrated approach
that addresses not only agricultural concerns but also the environment, human health, and the equitable
distribution of benefits along the entire supply chain which are also selected SDGs. The targets set for 2030
are ambitious, including the halving of the use and risk of chemical pesticides, a 50% reduction in nutrient
losses, decreased sales of antimicrobials for farmed animals and aquaculture, and the goal of 25% organic
farmland (EC, 2020a).

The Biodiversity Strategy complements the objectives of the Farm-to-Fork strategy. With a keen focus on the
preservation and restoration of ecosystemes, this strategy sets forth goals such as the legal protection of at
least 30% of the EU’s land and marine areas, the restoration of damaged ecosystems, and the promotion of
landscape elements with high biological diversity on at least 10% of the land (EC, 2020b).

Soils play a central role in achieving the SDGs by 2030 (Bouma et al., 2019) and therefore should play an
important role in the agricultural policy (Farm to Fork strategy), environmental protection (Biodiversity
strategy) and climate change (Climate Law). Incorporating a coherent sustainable soil management

12 Orchestration, a term used in political science literature (Abbott et al., 2012), combines elements of hard power and soft power
by leveraging an actor’s authority, external recognition, attractiveness and credibility to generate a mission-oriented effort towards
specific goals, drawing other public and private actors into the orchestrated endeavour.

13 The EU-funded European Union Climate Dialogues (EUCDs) project was an initiative that aimed to foster discussion and
collaboration on achieving climate neutrality within the European Union.
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framework within all three strategies will be challenging, given the necessary trade-offs between sometimes
contradicting goals and targets. A coherent framework could be a revised EU Soil Thematic Strategy taking
into account the goals and ambitions of the European Green Deal (Montanarella, & Panagos, 2021).

The EGD, while a domestic policy initiative of the EU, has the potential to serve as a significant international
strategy. By setting an ambitious example, fostering cooperation, and tackling global challenges, the EGD
can contribute to a more sustainable future for Europe and the world. However, achieving this requires
continued leadership from the EU, addressing international concerns, and ensuring a just transition to a
greener global economy. However, for the EGD to be truly impactful as an international strategy, it needs
broader global buy-in from other major economies.

For the transition to be ‘just’, partnerships between the EU and Southern Neighbourhood countries must be
founded on equity, with both sides’ needs and aspirations met equitably (Ayadi et al., 2024). In fact, EGD can
serve as an international strategy in several ways as discussed in table below:

Leadership and | Setting an ambitious example: The EGD sets a high bar for
Inspiration environmental action, potentially inspiring other countries to raise
their own climate and sustainability goals. This can create a ripple
effect, pushing the international community towards a more
ambitious global approach to sustainability.

Promoting best practices and policies: As the EU implements the
EGD, it can showcase successful policies and technologies that other
countries can adopt and adapt to their own contexts.

International Trade and diplomacy: The EU can leverage its trade agreements and
Cooperation and | diplomatic relations to encourage partner countries to adopt greener
Partnerships practices and align their environmental policies with the EGD's

goals. This can be achieved through incentives, technical
assistance, technology transfer, capacity building and knowledge
sharing and development.

Multilateral agreements: The EU plays a leading role in international
negotiations on climate change and environmental protection. The
EGD strengthens the EU's position in these discussions, allowing it to
advocate for more ambitious global commitments. Ensuring a just
transition and equitable benefits from green technologies is crucial.

Financing mechanisms: The EU can utilize its development aid
programs and international financial institutions to support
developing countries in implementing sustainable development
strategies that align with the EGD's principles.

Global Challenges, | Climate change, environment degradation and food & nutrition
Shared Solutions security: These are global challenges that require a coordinated
international response. The EGD contributes to this by reducing EU
emissions and promoting ecosystem restoration, circular economy,
clean energy solutions, which benefit the entire mediterranean region.

Sustainable development: The SDGs are a global framework for
achieving a sustainable future. The EGD's focus on environmental
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protection, social justice, and economic transformation aligns with
these goals and promotes a more sustainable future for all.

The EU itself still has challenges to meet its own EGD targets hence fully implementing the EGD internally
strengthens its international credibility and widen impacts (ensuring a just transition to a greener global
economy).

A Stepping Stone Towards Global SDGs

The EGD holds immense potential as an international strategy for achieving SDGs. Here's how the EGD can
contribute to a more sustainable future on a Mediterranean scale:

Aligning with the | Shared Goals: The EGD's focus on food security, climate action, clean
SDGs energy, circular economy, and resource efficiency aligns significantly
with several SDGs, including:

e SDG 2: No Hunger

e SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy

e SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Production
e SDG 13: Climate Action

e SDG 15: Life on Land

Global Impact: By achieving its ambitious environmental goals
domestically, the EU can have a positive ripple effect, encouraging
other countries to adopt similar policies and contribute to global

progress on the SDGs.
Nurturing and | Leadership and inspiration: The EU's ambitious pursuits and
Promoting commitments to sustainability can inspire other countries to raise
International their own environmental goals and implement greener practices.

Cc ti
ooperation Technology transfer and knowledge sharing: As the EU develops and

implements clean technologies and sustainable practices under the
EGD, it can share these advancements with the international
community. This knowledge transfer can accelerate progress on
SDGs in other countries.

Raising Trade and Diplomacy: The EU can leverage its trade
agreements and diplomatic relations to promote global adoption of
sustainable practices while helping achieving SDGs. This can involve
offering incentives for partner countries to align their environmental
policies with the EGD's principles and targets.

Financing for | EU Development Aid: The EU can utilize its development assistance
Sustainable programs to support developing countries in implementing
Development sustainable development strategies that reflect the EGD's goals and

support SDG implmentation.

International Financial Institutions: The EU can advocate for
increased funding through international financial institutions to
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4 SDG nexus Governance

4.1 Balancing hard and soft governance functions: cross-coordination to address SDG
nexus gaps

The 2030 Agenda is premised on norms of multi-stakeholderism, soft governance and voluntary public-
private partnerships (SDG17-Global Partnership and Means of Implementation (Backstrand et al., 2022).
According to the expertise gathered from the project’s partners, in the Mediterranean region, the institutional
and governance landscape surrounding the SDGs is fragmented and diversified envolving multiple bodies.
This induces a chronic implementation deficit linked to weak compliance, follow-up and review mechanisms
of the progress of SDG targets and indicators. In addition, the lack of transparency and data to track the
progress of the SDGs nationally and regionally leads to an accountability deficit.

A balanced approach that integrates hard and soft governance functions is essential for addressing SDG
gaps and achieving sustainable development (Kanie, 2020). By working together, formal rules and informal
norms can create a powerful synergy to drive SDG implementation and progress towards a more sustainable
future.

Type of Governance | Hard Governance Soft Governance
Definition & | Refers to formal | Encompasses informal
examples rules, regulations, and institutions | norms, values, and stakeholder

established by governments to | engagement mechanisms that
shape behavior and guide resource | influence decision-making and
allocation. Examples include | societal behaviors. Examples
laws, policies, budgets, and public | include social norms, ethical
administration systems and | codes, communication and
cooperation (PPP or international | public awareness
partnerships). campaigns, and multi-
stakeholder partnerships.

Roles for SDGs Strong hard governance is essential | Soft governance fosters
for creating an enabling | ownership, promotes
environment for sustainable | collaboration among diverse
development. It sets the | actors,and mobilizes public
parameters, enforces support for sustainable
regulations,and  provides  the | practices. It helps bridge the gap
foundation for achieving SDG | between policy design and
targets. implementation.

Synergies for SDG | Effective policy design: Strong hard governance ensures clear and
Success enforceable policies that address specific SDG gaps. Soft governance
mechanisms like public consultations inform policymaking and
enhance stakeholder buy-in.

Implementation and enforcement: Hard governance translates policies
into action through regulations and budget allocation. Soft governance
fosters public trust and encourages voluntary compliance with
regulations.

Long-term sustainability: Hard governance provides the framework for
long-term SDG commitment. Soft governance promotes public
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awareness and a sense of shared responsibility, ensuring continued
societal support beyond policy cycles.

Challenges for | Siloed governance structures: Breaking down barriers between
effective synergies | government ministries and fostering collaboration across sectors is
crucial.

Civil society participation: Creating mechanisms for meaningful civil
society engagement strengthens soft governance.

Data collection and analysis: Effective monitoring requires collecting
both quantitative and qualitative data to assess progress
comprehensively.

It is necessary to address SDG Gaps through wide and wise cross-coordination and governance for effective
implemntation of Agenda 2030:

o Identifying gaps: Analyzing progress reports and stakeholder consultations helps pinpoint areas
where SDG targets are not being met.

o Crafting targeted interventions: Combine hard and soft tools. For instance, a legal framework to
protect biodiversity (hard) can be coupled with public awareness campaigns promoting nature
conservation (soft).

e Monitoring and evaluation: Track progress using a mix of quantitative data (hard) and qualitative
assessments of social attitudes and behavior changes (soft) to measure the effectiveness of
interventions.

As an example from the study by Zeraibi et al. (2023), public investment, which interprets government
expenditure, and urbanization contribute to environmental degradation by increasing CO2 emissions in North
Africa. This investment, which is bound to hard governance functions, is leading to SDG slow achievement in
this region.

Even though, Spain is in the top SDG ranking (Table 1) due close collaboration with all ministries and the
Instituto Nacional de Estadistica (INE)'4, in approaching the SDGs evolution, but there is a lack of integration
and participation of stakeholders. The last evaluation of the Voluntary National Review insisted on the issue
that there is a lack of collaboration and interaction with stakeholders. There are no clear pieces of evidence
and data on the participatory approach, although the collaboration of INE, Bank of Spain, and the Ministries
contributes to better management, we miss the lack of proper governance on the decisions of how to achieve
the SDGs in Spain.

4.2 Community Involvement and Engagement:. Bridging the Gap for SDG Nexus
Implementation

Governance and business entities in the country play a significant role in the (un)sustainable development of
any nation, and both must be held accountable for their actions toward sustainable development. To address
interlinked social and environmental issues, the SDGs call for governments, professionals, businesses, and
the general public to cooperate. Hence, the success of the SDGs hinges on active community involvement
and government transparency in order to have communities that are powerful partners in achieving the SDGs
and narrowing the gap between policy and action (Rios et al., 2024). It is also worth noting that community

14 In Spain, “Instituto Nacional de Estadistica” (National Institute of Statistics) is responsible authority for SDGs monitoring and
reporting.
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involvement should not considered as a luxury but a necessity for achieving the SDGs. By empowering
communities, fostering collaboration, and bridging the gap between policy and action, the collective
potential can be unlocked to create a more just, sustainable, and equitable future. In fact, most of the
mediterranean countries are encouraging effective community empowerment and involvement through
several strategies such as:

Participatory planning: Include community members in discussions about local SDG priorities and
strategies.This can be done through town hall meetings, focus groups, or online platforms.

Capacity building: Provide training and resources to empower communities to actively participate in
decision-making processes and implement SDG-related projects.

Knowledge sharing: Facilitate knowledge exchange between communities, government
agencies, NGOs, and the private sector to foster collaboration and cross-learning.

The benefits from such strong actions are numerous and lasting and consist mainly upon:

Enhanced effectiveness: Community-driven solutions are more likely to be context-specific and
address the root causes of local challenges.

Increased accountability: When communities are involved in monitoring progress, it fosters greater
transparency and accountability from governments and other stakeholders.

Socially just and inclusive development: Community participation ensures that SDG implementation
benefits all members of society, promoting social equity (SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities).

When implementing such actions, the following challenges merit consideration and alleviation:

Building trust and overcoming power imbalances: Mechanisms for inclusive participation need to be
established to ensure all voices within the community are heard, particularly those of marginalized
groups.

Capacity constraints: Communities, especially in developing countries, may lack the resources and
expertise to fully participate. Building their capacity is crucial.

Sustainability of community initiatives: Long-term support and funding mechanisms are necessary
to ensure the sustainability of community-driven SDG initiatives.

4.3 Citizen Science for the SDG Nexus:

Citizen science broadly refers to the active engagement of the general public in scientific research tasks
including data collection. Citizen science is a growing practice in which scientists and citizens collaborate to
produce new knowledge for science and society (Vohland et al., 2021). It can be a powerful tool for
understanding and addressing the complex interconnectedness of the SDGs through three main channels:

Data Collection: Citizen science projects can collect valuable data on a wide range of issues related
to the SDG nexus, including:

o Agricultural and forest development and land uses (SDG 2, 13, 15).
o Public health and well-being (SDG 3).

o Environmental monitoring (SDG 13, 14, 15).

o Water quality and quantity (SDG 6).

o Biodiversity and habitat changes (SDG 15).

o Energy use and consumption patterns (SDG 7).
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- Local Knowledge: Citizen science projects can leverage the local knowledge and expertise of
communities, providing insights that traditional scientific methods might miss. This is particularly
valuable for understanding the specific challenges and opportunities related to the SDG nexus at the
local level.

- Raising Awareness: Citizen science fosters public engagement with science and the SDGs. By
participating in data collection, people gain a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness of
environmental, social, and economic challenges.

However, several challenges should be considered such as:

- Data Quality: Ensuring the quality and consistency of data collected by citizen scientists is
crucial. Training and standardized protocols are necessary.

- Project Design: Citizen science projects for the SDG nexus need to be well-designed to collect
relevant and actionable data. Collaboration between scientists and community members is a key
driver.

- Data Analysis and Interpretation: Effective analysis and interpretation of citizen science data is
essential to ensure it is used effectively for informing policy and action.

4.4 WEFE" nexus as facilitator engine for implementing land-based SDGs

Interlinkages between water, energy, and food systems in the mediterranean region are intensifying with time,
as the demand for resources from ecosystems increases due to population growth and is exacerbated by
changing consumption patterns, reduced management efficiencies, and the additional impacts of climate
change and variability (Zlati et al., 2024; Saladini et al., 2018; Apeh & Nwulu, 2024). All these interlinkages are
affecting ecosystems and their intrinsic and fundamental functions. In other terms, the dynamics of the four
systems pose substantial risks for the sustainable development and resource security ambitions of the Med-
countries due to their strong and crucial interdependencies. Conventional policy and decision making in
‘silos’ needs to give way to a nexus approach to reduce trade-offs and build strong and durable synergies
across the sectors through integrated planning and management, which can only be delivered through
appropriate inclusive governance and relevant institutions (Saladini et al., 2018; Verma et al., 2024).

The Nexus concept has become widely used in the international development community in recent years, not
least since the Bonn 2011 Nexus Conference (Rhouma et al., 2024). While the MDGs did not include a goal
on energy and had no focus on the WEFE Nexus, the global development context underline the importance
of policy coherence and integrated approaches across traditional development sectors. The New European
Consensus on Development's, Arab Strategic Framework for Sustainable Development (ASFSD) and the
African Union’s Agenda 2063"’ clearly established the link between multiple sectors.

The Nexus approach is a crucial method for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Carmona-
Moreno et al., 2021; Malago et al., 2021). Even though not sufficiently studied in the Mediterranean region,
(Lucca et al., 2023; Gebara et al., 2024; Apeh & Nwulu, 2024), the benefits of WEFE Nexus for Land-Based
SDGs can be:

o Accelerated progress: By addressing challenges comprehensively, the WEFE nexus can expedite
progress on multiple SDGs simultaneously.

15 Water-Energy-Food-Ecosystems
16 https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/european-development-policy/european-consensus-development_en
17 https://au.int/en/agenda2063/overview
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Sustainability: A joined-up approach ensures that land-based development is environmentally sound
and meets the needs of present and future generations (SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and
Production).

Conflict reduction: The WEFE nexus promotes collaboration among stakeholders with often-
competing interests over land use. By openly discussing water, energy, food, and ecosystem needs,
potential conflicts can be mitigated.

Local applications that consider the water, energy and food resources in conjunction are scarce (Huntington
etal., 2021; Malagé et al., 2021; Laspidou et al., 2019; 2020), although this is seen as where real opportunities
for application arise. Such examples of WEFE Nexus in Action can be:

Agroforestry: Integrating trees into farms provides shade and wind protection for crops (SDG 2),
improves soil health (SDG 15), and sequesters carbon (SDG 13).

Sustainable water management: Utilizing rainwater harvesting techniques and drought-resistant
crops can conserve water (SDG 6) and enhance food security (SDG 2) in arid regions.

Biogas production: Waste from agricultural production can be converted into biogas for cooking and
heating (SDG 7), reducing reliance on traditional fuels and promoting renewable energy (SDG 7).

Lucca et al. (2023) presented an interesting review of evolution, gaps and applications of WEFE nexus
research in the mediterranean region. The WEFE conceptual framework acknowledges the nonlinear
relationships, characterized by feedback loops, internal drivers and externalities, that govern the
utilization and distribution of natural resources. The WEFE Nexus is a multi-centric approach that
moves away from the traditional focus on separate entities but rather integrates management and
governance across the multiple sectors of food, energy, water, and ecosystems as being complex
and inextricably entwine. In other terms, it aims to increase water, energy, food security without
compromising ecosystems and destabilizing ecosystems services. Its components are present in 14
of the 17 SDGs and are therefore highly relevant in terms of working towards their implementation.
WEFE nexus approach aims to identify pathways for a more integrated and sustainable use of
resources that goes beyond traditional sector-specific development silos (UNESCO et al., 2021).
However, evidence based, inclusive decision making and a smarter way to use and share information
and data is greatly needed to address the complex interlinkages within the WEFE Nexus and the SDGs
(Rhouma et al, 2024). In this sense, multi-stakeholder platform to facilitate dialogue and
inclusiveness as well as to exchange and share data, information and experiences is of extreme
important to fill the gap when addressing the WEFE Nexus and SDG implementation challenges
(Malagoé et al., 2021).

Challenges and Considerations for allying WEFE & SDG nexus:

Data and knowledge sharing: Effective implementation requires robust data collection and
knowledge exchange between stakeholders in water, energy, food, and ecosystem management.

Capacity building: Some stakeholders may need capacity building to understand and implement
WEFE approaches to foster and nurture SDG nexus.

Governance and coordination: Strong governance frameworks are necessary to ensure and nourish
collaboration across sectors and effective implementation of WEFE nexus strategies and
consequently rear SDG nexus.

Focusing on the entire WEFE nexus, Veerkamp et al. (2020) stress its importance for the future of biodiversity
and ecosystem services to inform decision-makers about possible options for their conservation in the EU.
Kebede et al. (2021) investigate the trade-offs and synergies across food, water, land, and ecosystems in the
EU. Their results indicate that food production will be the principal driver of a future change in EU landscape.
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While sustaining the current level of food production at the European level could be achievable under most
climate and socio-economic scenarios, there are significant regional differences. Among the European
countries, Spain, Portugal and Southern Italy are water-stress hotspot areas due to climate change. For some
scenarios, the same occurs on the side of biodiversity vulnerability for alpine areas in continental Europe,
southern Italy, and France due to the decline in arable habitats and climate suitability for some species.

WEFE Nexus as a Facilitator for SDG achievement:

o Integrated planning: By considering water, energy, food, and ecosystem services together, land-use
strategies can be designed in order to optimize benefits and minimize trade-offs. For example,
promoting water-efficient irrigation techniques can improve food security (SDG 2) while conserving
water resources (SDG 6).

o Resource use efficiency: The WEFE nexus encourages practices that get the most out of land and
resources. This could involve adopting renewable energy sources to power agricultural pumps (SDG
7), reducing reliance on fossil fuels and minimizing environmental impact (SDG 13) whilst sustaining
water resources (SDG 6).

o Resilience building: A WEFE nexus approach fosters land management practices that enhance the
health of ecosystems (SDG 15: Life on Land). Healthy ecosystems provide essential services like
water filtration, natural flood control, and carbon sequestration, contributing to climate change
mitigation (SDG 13).

If at European level such WEFE nexus and SDG cross-cutting and integration are approached and addressed
through policies (i.e. EGD), the institutional framework governing the elements of the nexus in most of the
southern mediterranean countries is fragmented and lacks effective coordination mechanisms (eventhough
ASFSD was adopted by the League of Arab states). Still the sectorial approach to policy planning is the role
which only allows fragmented strategies and policies. It is important to mainstream the WEF Nexus approach
in these countries in order to enhance SDG achievement and meeting the committed NDCs. It is then
necessary to integrate the nexus thinking, mental models, concepts, and tools in policy and development
plans but also improve policy coherence, institutional and social learning and leadership. Hence, a more
holistic WEFE framework is needed to address fully the synergies and implications from risks (Raviv et al.,
2024).

The WEFE nexus offers a powerful lens for implementing land-based SDGs. By fostering integrated planning,
resource efficiency, and collaboration, this approach can pave the way for a more sustainable and equitable
future for all (Rhouma et al., 2024; Apeh & Nwulu, 2024).

4.5 One-health'® & Planetary health concepts

On a global as well as regional scales, the threats to the health of humans, animals and ecosystems are
increasingly apparent and growing, due to combined crises of climate change and declining biodiversity,
among other pressures on our collective health and wellbeing. To meet these challenges, sustainable food
and feed production and environmental management and protection are essential and must be carried out
in a society that is aware of the interconnectivity of human, animal, and environmental health (Meisner et al.,
2024). This way of thinking has been put under the umbrella of the 'One Health' and Planetary Health
concepts, stating that the health of people, animals and the environment are often inevitably linked. The One
Health approach transcends anthropocentrism to ensure optimal health for humans, animals, and
ecosystems, while ensuring sustainable development. The Planetary health concept has been described as
broadening the One Health approach to encompass ecosystem and biosphere level effects, and which

18 One Health: A collaborative approach to attain optimal health for people, domestic animals, wildlife, plants, and our environment. EcoHealth: A

movement which recognizes the inextricable dynamic linkages between the health of all species and their environments.
Planetary Health: Achievement of the highest attainable standard of health, wellbeing, and equity worldwide through judicious attention to human
systems and the Earth’s natural systems that define the safe environmental limits within which humanity can flourish (Lerner and Berg, 2017).
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considers planetary biogeochemical boundaries to ecosystem disturbance brought on by climate change,
global biodiversity loss, air pollution, and disruption of carbon and nitrogen cycles (Correaia et al., 2021;
McKee, 2022). In other terms, different sectors (including biodiversity) could work together and in alliances
or nexus for a better world at various scales. The creation of the One Health High-Level Expert
Panel (OHHLEP)'® represents a recognition at the highest level of the urgency and complexities, surrounding
One Health and the intent to take this concept forward into policies and concrete actions (Mettenleiter et al.,
2023). Also, Montgomery et al. (2024), Banerjee and van der Heijden (2023)2° and Keith et al. (2016)?' showed
that soils, especially soil microbiomes and ecosystem services, are a cornerstone of one health. In other
terms, fostering the soil as a living ecosystem launches a cascade of positive and lasting impacts which
relate to SDGs (Alma's et al., 2024). According to Queenan et al. (2017), adopting a One Health approach has
major advantages of achieving the SDGs and making economic gains by adopting a preventive rather than a
curative approach.

4.6 The SDG Nexus: Achieving Justice and Inclusive Development

SDG nexus strengthens efforts to build a more just and inclusive world and leaving no one behind. Gupta &
Vegelin (2023) argued that justice should be redefined to take into consideration the planetary boundaries of
earth systems and the shrinking eco-space amplified by the worsened biodiversity loss and the climate crisis.
They reported that justice and inclusive development are core pillars for achieving SDGs and agenda 2030.
They also stressed that access to clean energy, health & care service, sanitation, and education for the most
vulnerable emphasized in the 2030 Agenda cannot be met without reallocating resources between the Global
North and South, questioning the entrenched sovereignty principle.

Through SDG nexus the following are feasible:

e Holistic Solutions: The nexus approach tackles root causes of injustice and ensures that
development benefits everyone, not just a privileged few.

 Empowerment and Participation: By ensuring all voices are heard in decision-making processes, the
nexus approach fosters more inclusive and sustainable development.

e Long-term Sustainability: Solutions that address social justice and environmental concerns
simultaneously are more likely to be sustainable in the long run.

Among the challenges addressed are:

o Integration and Collaboration: Breaking down silos between different development sectors and
fostering collaboration across government, civil society, and the private sector is essential.

e Addressing Power Dynamics: The nexus approach requires tackling entrenched power structures
that perpetuate inequality. Inclusive participation and empowering marginalized voices are crucial.

o Inequality and Marginalization: Many SDGs, like poverty eradication (SDG 1) and zero hunger (SDG
2), cannot be achieved without addressing underlying issues of inequality and marginalization. A
focus on the nexus ensures that “no one is left behind”.

o Environmental Injustice: Environmental degradation and climate change often disproportionately
impacts vulnerable communities. The nexus approach encourages solutions that address both
environmental and climate challenges and social justice issues.

19 One Health High-Level Expert Panel (OHHLEP), Adisasmito WB, Almubhairi S, Behravesh CB, Bilivogui P, Bukachi SA, et al. (2022). One Health: A new
definition for a sustainable and healthy future. PLoS Pathog 18(6): e1010537. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1010537

20 Banerjee, S., van der Heijden, M.G.A. (2023). Soil microbiomes and one health. Nature Rev Microbiol, 21, 6-20. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41579-022-
00779-w

21 Keith, AM,, O. Schmidt, B.]. McMahon. (2016). Soil stewardship as a nexus between ecosystem services and one health, Ecosyst. Serv. 17,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoser.2015.11.008.
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o Data and Monitoring: Collecting data disaggregated by factors like gender, income, and location is
needed to track progress on achieving SDG targets equitably.

e Governance and Participation: Inclusive decision-making processes and access to justice are
essential for achieving sustainable development. The SDG nexus emphasizes the importance of
strong institutions and stakeholder engagement (SDG 16).

In this regards, selected Nexus actions are:

e Climate Action and Equity: Strategies to combat climate change (SDG 13) need to be just and
equitable. This could involve supporting vulnerable communities in adapting to climate impacts or
ensuring a fair transition to a low-carbon economy that benefits all (SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities).

e Gender Equality and Resource Management: Empowering women (SDG 5) is critical for sustainable
resource management (SDG 6 & 15). Women often play a key role in managing water and agricultural
resources, and their participation in decision-making leads to more equitable outcomes.

e Peace and Sustainable Development: Without peace and stability (SDG 16), achieving other SDGs
remains a challenge. The nexus approach emphasizes the need for conflict resolution and strong
institutions to foster inclusive development.

Land-based solutions linked to justice and inclusive development could include the following projects:

o Community-based natural resource management: Projects that involve local communities in
managing forests or fisheries can promote environmental sustainability (SDG 15) while empowering
communities and ensuring equitable benefits (SDG 10).

o Social safety nets: Programs that provide basic income or social protection (SDG 1) can help reduce
poverty and inequality, creating a more level playing field for individuals to participate in economic
opportunities (SDG 8).

e Access to justice: Ensuring access to legal recourse for environmental harms or discrimination (SDG
16) empowers individuals and communities to hold institutions accountable and advocate for their
rights.

Considering the issues and challenges mentioned above, the SDG nexus approach offers a powerful
framework for achieving justice and inclusive development. By recognizing the interconnectedness of the
SDGs and tackling social, economic, and environmental challenges together, a more sustainable and
equitable future can be build for all.
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5 Climate change & SDG in concert: accelerating intertwined agendas

The unbreakable relationship between land, biodiversity and climate change means that improvements in
one area can also create opportunities for the others. This is also the same for SDG goals and pillars.
According to the groundbreaking report by UN (2023a), without synergies, the SDGs and climate objectives
remain out of reach. The evidence is clear. addressing climate change and achieving the SDGs are
inextricably intertwined. Co-benefits far outweigh trade-offs. Hence, it is of paramount importance to
aggressively act on climate and development in an integrated and synergistic way. Bridging these two
agendas is critical to increase the cost-effectiveness of interventions and ensure a just and equitable
transition while narrowing financial gaps. The mediterranean region should know a transition from separate
to integrated approaches and policies to tackle interlinked crises in addition to accelerated commitments
and actions. In other words, through the region there is a need to pursue a joint strengthening and
operationalizing synergic climate and SDG actions at all levels. In this regard, a framework should be
proposed and developed for profound systemic changes and acting synergistically in the region.

5.1 De-risking: connecting SDGs with adaptation and mitigation in climate change
hotspots.

In the mediterranean basin, hotspots are areas that are particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of
climate change due to rising sea levels, extreme weather events, and droughts but also degradation, pollution
and biodiversity loss. These areas face a multitude of sustainability challenges and risks that are
compounding, cascading and transboundary (Medecc, 2020; Szabo et al., 2016) and hence are becoming
increasingly complex and more difficult to control and manage. While adaptation and mitigation are
frequently used terms, it's important to move beyond the buzzword stage. The key is to translate these
concepts into concrete actions and policies. This emphasizes the connection between climate adaptation,
resilience, mitigation and sustainable development as explained herein:

o Exacerbated problems: Climate change amplifies existing problems in hotspots, like poverty, food
insecurity, and water scarcity. Achieving SDGs in these areas requires addressing both the root
causes and the additional stress caused by climate change.

o Limited resources: Many climate change hotspots are developing countries with limited resources to
invest in sustainable development initiatives. International cooperation and innovative financing
mechanisms are essential.

o Competing priorities: In the face of immediate survival needs, long-term sustainability goals can
sometimes be pushed aside. Balancing immediate needs with long-term vision is crucial.

In addition, all the mediterranean countries agreed in the 2015 Paris Climate Accord to take all necessary
actions to stop global heating below 1.5°C, however, not one nation is on track to do what they promised
(Action Climate Tracker, 2023). Making the SDGs work in climate change hotspots requires a multi-faceted
approach that considers the unique challenges of these areas. By combining targeted interventions, building
resilience, and fostering collaboration, NDCs can create a more sustainable future for these vulnerable
communities and pressures on hotspots are lessened. Among these strategies are:

o Effective Implementation: Both adaptation and mitigation strategies need robust
planning, funding, and international cooperation to be truly effective.

o Balancing Act: Finding the right balance between adaptation and mitigation is crucial. We can't just
adapt to a worsening situation; we also need to tackle the root cause - greenhouse gas emissions. As
examples:

o Tailored solutions: A "one-size-fits-all" approach won't work. SDGs need to be adapted to the
specific context of each hotspot, considering its unique vulnerabilities and opportunities.
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o Focus onresilience while enhancing renewable energy sources: Building resilience to climate
change is key. This involves strengthening infrastructure, developing early warning systems,
and promoting climate-smart agriculture (practices that increase productivity while adapting
to changing conditions).

o Investing in nature-based solutions while addressing sustainable consumption: Restoring
ecosystems like mangroves and coastal forests can provide natural buffers against floods
and storm surges, contributing to SDGs 13 (Climate Action) and 15 (Life on Land).

o Community involvement: Local communities often have valuable knowledge and experience
in dealing with their environment. Including them in decision-making processes ensures
solutions are culturally appropriate and sustainable (SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities).

5.2 SDGs vs NDC??: Urgent need of formal integration

Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and Long Term Strategies (LTS) are at the heart of climate
planning for many countries. NDCs are national climate plans highlighting climate actions, including climate-
related targets, policies and measures governments plan to implement in response to climate change and
as a contribution to global climate action. By ratifying the 2015 Paris Agreement of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), parties committed themselves to submitting revised
NDCs every five years, i.e. 2020, 2025, 2030, etc. Agenda 2030 calls for coherent, integrated implementation
that takes into account the complex interlinkages between a wide range of development issues, cutting
across traditionally separate policy areas and sectors. In other terms, Agenda 2030 includes many climate-
related actions, and NDCs set out countries’ individual commitments covering development topics and
actions that range far beyond a narrow interpretation of climate change mitigation or adaptation (Dzebo et
al., 2017).

However, 5 years into SDG and Paris agreements, reviewing the progress towards their targets is sobering.
Given the narrow 2030 time horizon of the SDGs and the risk of losing achievability of the Paris climate
targets, it is important to assess how synergies between climate action and other SDGs can be fully exploited
through rapid and coordinated action, and which interventions are required to do so (Soergel et al., 2021). It
is even more important and essential to seek a formal integration of the two international processes to
ensure a coherent implementation of the climate and sustainable development agendas. According to
Hermwille et al. (2023), It is clear that progress to achieve the goals of the Paris Agreement is way off track,
as countries’ nationally determined contributions (NDCs) are far too weak to achieve the objectives of the
Paris Agreement. In 2025, countries will submit updated NDCs to the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) highlighting their new or updated goals to reach commitments outlined in the
Paris Agreement. There's a strong connection between NDCs and SDGs. By strengthening the connections
between NDCs and SDGs, countries can move towards a future that is both low-carbon and promotes
sustainable development for all (Long et al., 2023; Tabe-Ojong et al., 2024; UNFCCC, 2022).

For strong connections, it is necessary to account for:

o Shared goals: Both NDCs and SDGs aim for a healthier planet. Many climate actions outlined in NDCs
contribute to achieving specific SDGs. For example, investing in renewable energy (NDC) helps
combat climate change (SDG 13) and improves access to clean energy (SDG 7).

o Synergy and trade-offs: There can be positive synergies between NDCs and SDGs. For instance,
promoting sustainable agriculture (NDC) can improve food security (SDG 2) and conserve biodiversity
(SDG 15). However, some NDC actions might have unintended consequences for other SDGs. Large-
scale tree planting for carbon capture (NDC) could impact water availability in some regions (SDG 6).

22 https://klimalog.idos-research.de/ndc-sdg/country/average
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The benefits associated with strong NDC-SDG connections can be:

e More effective climate action: NDCs that consider the broader context of SDGs can lead to more
holistic and sustainable solutions for climate change. In aligning NDCs with SDGs provide countries
with pathways for planning, implementing, and financing commitments.

o Enhanced co-benefits: By aligning NDCs with SDGs, countries can achieve progress on multiple goals
simultaneously, maximizing their impact.

o Improved resource allocation: A strong connection between NDCs and SDGs helps ensure resources
are directed towards interventions that address both climate change and sustainable development
priorities.

Both the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement build on a ‘bottom-up’ process, meaning that countries
identify and subsequently take action and report on their own climate and sustainable development priorities,
needs and ambitions. Better integration of climate action and sustainable development can help enhance
the ambition of the next nationally determined contributions, as well as implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals (Hermwille et al., 2023). Hence, in this section, the question raised is “can climate actions
generate synergies between multiple Sustainable Development Goals?”. The NDC-SDG Connections or
cross-cutting were based on document analysis. This is in the objective to foster a dialogue on meaningful
interaction between the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement, globally and at the national level. In fact,
many of the actions and priorities set out in the NDCs overlap with those defined by the SDGs. The chart
reported below aggregates climate actions into broader socio-economic categories and enables exploration
of the cross-cutting nature of climate change and the Sustainable Development Goals (Dzebo et al., 2023).

Both mitigation and adaptation actions in countries’ NDCs are directly connected to all 17 SDGs, but are
mostly neither explicit nor intentionally consistent with other development policies. Comparing the first and
second generation of NDCs shows that these connections have both increased and strengthened over time.
Updated NDCs are longer and include almost 30% more activities. Moreover, the spread of these activities
that link across SDG targets has increased and the quality of the activities has improved as more of them are
presented in a quantified and measurable manner (https://NDC-SDG.info).

Table 3. Policy plans and monitoring systems of the Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda

Paris Agreement Agenda 2030
Policy plans Nationally determined | National Sustainable
contributions (NDCs), | Development Strategies,

submitted every 5 years from | typically revisited every few
2020 and updated in between. | years.

The 27 member states of the
European Union (EU) all share
one NDC, despite being
individual parties to the Paris

Agreement.
Systems for  monitoring | Enhanced transparency | Reporting at the High Level
progress framework, Global Stocktake | Political Forum  (HLPF%)
every 5 years from 2023. through periodic Voluntary

23 The UN High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) is at the heart of the UN's follow-up and review of the
2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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National Reviews (VNRs). By
reviewing national reports, the
HLPF identifies areas where
countries are succeeding and
areas needing more attention.

The HLPF discussions aim to
galvanize political will and
commitment towards
achieving the SDGs by 2030.

At the midpoint to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, no country is on track. Progress
on the 17 SDGs has stalled over the past 3 years. On some goals, the world has been backsliding, raising
questions about political will as well as suitable options for changing course (UN, 2023b).

The social dimension of sustainable development was previously under-represented. In updated NDCs, both
the relative share and absolute number of activities has increased (Fig. 1). There are significantly more
activities focused on inequalities (SDGs 5 and 10), and an increased focus on inclusive participation (SDG
16) (Dzebo et al (2023).

For the environmental dimension, updated NDCs show a significant shift of emphasis from proactive sectoral
issues, such as climate-smart agriculture (SDG 2), sustainable water management (SDG 6) and sustainable
land use (SDGs 2 and 15), to more general preparation for climate-related hazards and natural disasters (SDG
13). This is a sign that countries are reacting to, or preparing to deal with, increasing climate risks and
impacts (Dzebo et al (2023).

Most work on policy coherence between the Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda has focused on exploring
synergies (Bastos Lima et al., 2017; Collste et al., 2017), emphasizing certain SDGs or sectors (Di Gregorio
et al., 2017; Kanter et al.,, 2018) or providing a “superficial” analysis at the goal level, rather than exploring
specific targets (Bastos Lima et al., 2017). Hence, the major challenges for sound NDC and SDG connections
are:

o Integration: Effectively integrating NDC and SDG considerations into national policies and planning
processes can be complex.

o Monitoring and evaluation: Tracking progress on interconnected goals requires robust monitoring
and evaluation frameworks.

o Capacity building: Developing countries may need support in building the capacity to analyze and
implement NDCs that are aligned with SDGs.

Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) and the German Development Institute (DIE) developed jointly an NDC-
SDG Connections platform in order to understand and assess these connections as explained below. In other
terms, It helps analyze and compare how climate actions formulated in Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) corresponds to each of the 17 SDGs (Dzebo et al., 2017). The tool identifies potential points of
synergy and opportunities for coordinated and coherent policy-making that can promote more effective and
ambitious implementation of both agendas.

NDC-SDG Connections platform | o An online tool designed to analyze the connections
between the climate actions outlined in Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs) and the UN
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https://www.sei.org/tools/ndc-sdg-connections/

Platform Functionality o Analysis of Connections: The platform allows you to
explore how the specific actions countries pledge in
their NDCs relate to each of the 17 SDGs. This helps
identify potential overlaps, synergies and trade-offs
between climate action and broader development
goals.

o Comparison Tool: You can compare the NDC actions of
different countries or regions to see how they prioritize
various SDGs. This fosters knowledge sharing and
identification of best practices.

o Visualization Tools: The platform often uses charts and
graphs to present the connections between NDCs and
SDGs in an easy-to-understand manner.

Platform Benefits o Policy development: By understanding how NDCs
contribute to SDGs, policymakers can design more
effective climate action plans that achieve multiple
benefits.

o Stakeholder engagement: The platform can be a
valuable tool for researchers, NGOs, and other
stakeholders to track progress on NDC implementation
and its connections to SDGs.

o Promoting coherence: It encourages a more holistic
approach to climate change mitigation and adaptation,
ensuring these efforts contribute to broader sustainable
development goals.

NDC-SDG connections for Morocco

The first NDC submission of Morocco contributes the most to SDG 7 ‘Affordable and Clean Energy' (22%) and
SDG 6 ‘Clean Water and Sanitation' (14%). For SDG 7 the highest contributions relate to Target '7.2 Increase
share of renewable energy' (49%) and Target 7.3 Double the rate of improvement in energy efficiency' (40%).
Here, some of the main climate actions are related to ‘Energy efficiency' (25%) and 'Solar energy' (12%). For
SDG 6 the highest contributions relate to Target '6.3 Improve water quality, reduce pollution, increase
recycling' (35%) and Target '6.4 Increase water-use efficiency and sustainable withdrawal - reduce water
scarcity' (23%). Here, the main climate actions are related to 'Wastewater management' (18%) and 'Water

supply' (15%).

The updated NDC submission of Morocco contributes the most to SDG 7 'Affordable and Clean Energy’ (25%)
and SDG 6 'Clean Water and Sanitation' (23%). For SDG 7 contributions relate to Target '7.2 Increase share of
renewable energy' (58%) and Target 7.3 Double the rate of improvement in energy efficiency' (42%). Here, the
main climate actions are related to 'Clean and renewable energy' (24%) and 'Energy efficiency' (17%). For SDG
6 the highest contributions relate to Target '6.4 Increase water-use efficiency and sustainable withdrawal -
reduce water scarcity’ (54%) and Target '6.3 Improve water quality, reduce pollution, increase recycling' (36%).
Here, the main climate actions are related to 'Wastewater management’' (20%) and 'Water supply' (13%).
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Figure below gives the changes in climate actions within NDCs for Morocco. Significant reductions in climate
actions on most SDG comparing first submittion and updated one.
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In the light of socio-economic and environmental trends, it would be difficult to meet the country’s
commitments under the UN agenda for sustainable development (SDGs) by 2030 without a real change in
our country’s development trajectory. The current pace of implementation of the SDGs makes it difficult to
achieve certain Goals?*. These include, in particular, the reduction of social, regional and gender inequalities,
the promotion of economic growth and decent employment, especially for young people and women, the
preservation of biodiversity and the fight against the effects of climate change.

NDC-SDG connections for Europe

The first NDC submissions of countries in Europe contribute the most to SDG 6 ‘Clean Water and
Sanitation' (16%) and SDG 11 'Sustainable Cities and Communities' (15%). For SDG 6 the highest
contributions relate to Target '6.4 Increase water-use efficiency and sustainable withdrawal - reduce water
scarcity' (70%) and Target '6.6 Protect and restore water-related ecosystems' (20%). Here, the main climate
actions are related to 'Water supply' (22%) and 'Water security’ (12%). For SDG 11 the highest contributions
relate to Target '171.2 Accessible and sustainable transport systems' (65%) and Target '11.5 Disaster risk
management' (22%). Here, some of the main climate actions are related to 'Reduction of loss and damage
from climate impacts' (34%) and 'Early warning systems' (9%).

The updated NDC submissions of countries in Europe contribute the most to SDG 7 'Affordable and Clean
Energy' (16%) and SDG 13 ‘Climate Action' (15%). For SDG 7 the highest contributions relate to Target 7.2
Increase share of renewable energy' (46%) and Target 7.3 Double the rate of improvement in energy
efficiency’ (46%). Here, the main climate actions are related to 'Energy efficiency' (25%) and 'Clean and
renewable energy' (23%). For SDG 13 the highest contributions relate to Target '13.7 Strengthen resilience and
adaptive capacity to climate-related and natural disasters' (37%) and Target '13.3 Improve education,
awareness-raising and human and institutional capacity on climate change issues' (33%). Here, the main
climate actions are related to 'Strengthened institutional capacity for adaptation' (23%) and 'Adaptive capacity
enhancement' (21%).

24 Kingdom of Morocco (2020) : « Voluntary National Review of the Implementation of SDGs ».
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5.3 Carbon pricing and its Connections to Multiple Initiatives: An urgent need for a
guantum leap in climate finance

Over the past few years, the region and the world have seen climate records breaking and a call for ‘dramatic
action’ to achieve the objectives of the Paris Agreement rising. 2023 is now confirmed as the world’s warmest
year so far, and 2022 as the year when global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions set a record and the energy
crisis posed additional challenges. With emissions required to peak before 2025, our window of opportunity
is rapidly closing to keep 1.5°C within reach. Hence, carbon pricing is a way to incorporate the future costs
of climate change into today's decision-making, encouraging a shift towards a cleaner, more sustainable
future. Currently, the price of emitting carbon dioxide (CO2) doesn't reflect the full cost of the damage it
causes to the environment (climate change, sea level rise, etc.). Carbon pricing aims to put a price tag on
these "external costs," essentially pricing the future cost of inaction on climate change. This also means
prioritizing technologies and practices that reduce emissions, which can be seen as "future-proofing" their
operations against potential regulations and rising costs associated with carbon emissions.

Carbon pricing, through initiatives like carbon taxes or emissions trading systems, puts a price tag on carbon
emissions.This creates a strong incentive for businesses and individuals to reduce their carbon footprint.
Decarbonation and recarbonation (carbon in soils and plants), play a crucial role in maintaining healthy
ecosystems and achieving various UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), international agreements,
and global initiatives (Lal, 2022). In essence, maintaining and enhancing carbon sequestration and storage
is a win-win situation. It contributes to achieving multiple SDGs, promotes land health and food and energy
security, and supports global efforts to combat climate change (Alma's et al., 2024; Lal, 2023). It can create
a thriving low-carbon economy for generations to come.

Applying the ‘polluter pays principle’, the use of carbon pricing instruments as climate policies has spread
around the world, reaching a total of 74 carbon taxes and emission trading systems by August 2023%°.
Revenues from carbon taxes and emission trading systems (ETSs) have almost tripled since 2015, and the
upward trend and strong growth could continue in the medium-term, raising questions on how they are and
should be used in the future (Fleurence et al., 2023). Revenues?® generated by these instruments reached
between USD 93 billion and USD 95 billion in 2022 (Fleurence et al., 2023). These revenues can be used to
finance both the climate and SDG transition, while supporting the most vulnerable to avoid negative socio-
economic consequences. More and better finance is urgently needed through domestic and international
iniatives and programs in order to fill climate and SDG investment deficits. Some carbon credit programs
reward land management practices that increase soil carbon sequestration. This incentivizes farmers and

25 https://www.idce.org/en/publication/global-carbon-accounts-2023-climate/
26 The term ‘carbon revenues’ for the purpose of the report refers to the financial resources generated through carbon taxes and
ETSs by governments, that they can then use to pursue diverse policy objectives (Fleurence et al., 2023).
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land managers to adopt sustainable practices that benefit the environment and potentially generate
additional incomes.

As such it is important to give momentum to the following challenges:

Equity: A well-designed carbon pricing system should consider the potential impact on low-income
communities.Revenue generated can be used for social safety nets and targeted assistance to ensure
a just transition.

Global Cooperation: The effectiveness of carbon pricing increases with international
cooperation. Border carbon adjustments can help address concerns about competitiveness and
encourage other countries to implement similar schemes.

Carbon credits and SDGs can be connected as :

e SDG 2: Zero Hunger: Healthy soil with adequate carbon storage improves fertility and crop yields,
contributing to food security and hunger reduction. By storing nutrients and water, it creates a
more favorable environment for plant growth, leading to higher yields and improved food security.

e SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy: By making fossil fuels more expensive, carbon pricing drives
investment in renewable energy sources like solar and wind, promoting cleaner and more
accessible energy (SDG 7).

e SDG 9: Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure: The need for cleaner technologies and
infrastructure creates opportunities for innovation and investment. Carbon pricing encourages
businesses to develop and adopt low-carbon solutions, accelerating progress towards SDG 9.

e SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities: Urban areas are significant emitters, and carbon
pricing incentivizes them to implement sustainable practices like public transportation and
energy-efficient buildings, contributing to SDG 11.

e SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Production: When carbon emissions have a price tag
attached, it encourages responsible consumption and production patterns throughout supply
chains. Businesses will seek ways to reduce their carbon footprint in all aspects of their
operations, aligning with SDG 12.

o SDG 13: Climate Action: Soil acts as a massive carbon sink, storing atmospheric carbon dioxide
and mitigating climate change. Improved soil carbon management practices can help achieve the
goals of the Paris Agreement.

e« SDG 15: Life on Land: Maintaining soil organic carbon is essential for healthy ecosystems,
supporting biodiversity and preventing land degradation.

Carbon farming is becoming a siren's call to scientific communicators and media outlets. It is a sustainable
agricultural approach designed to sequester carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and mitigate climate
change. The approach relates to previous SDGs and their cross-cutting through various benefits as shown in
the figure below (Vistarte et al., 2014):
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Figure : Carbon farming practices and their potential benefits.

Benefits

Potential Pitfalls

Climate Change Solution: Carbon farming
practices like planting trees, cover
cropping, and improved soil management
have the potential to capture significant
amounts of carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere, offering a tempting solution to
climate change.

Overpromising and Underdelivering: The
long-term effectiveness and scalability of
carbon farming practices are still being
researched. Overhyping the potential of
carbon farming could lead to disappointment
if results don't meet expectations.

Positive Narrative: Unlike some climate
change solutions that require restrictions or
limitations, carbon farming presents a more
positive narrative. It's about enhancing
agricultural  practices and  potentially
improving soil health,leading to increased
yields in some cases.

Monetary Incentives: While carbon farming
can be beneficial, focusing solely on carbon
capture through carbon credits might
overshadow other crucial aspects of
sustainable agriculture, like biodiversity and
water management.

Prioritizing Long-Term Solutions: The focus
should be on promoting holistic, long-term
agricultural practices that benefit both climate
change mitigation and overall agricultural
sustainability and beyond (SDGs).

Land-Use Concerns: Large-scale carbon
farming projects could lead to competition for
land, potentially impacting food security or
displacing local communities.

A recent study by Cardenas Monar et al. (2024) sheds light on the chain of decisions policy makers are
confronted with to maximise benefits of carbon pricing through carbon revenue use. They reported that
several challenges are yet to be overcome mainly related to transparency, accountability, and effective
communication. The authors found that over half of carbon revenues raised in selected jurisdictions had
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been used for climate and nature, and there is potential in key milestones of the international climate
negotiations —notably the new climate finance goal at COP 29 and the revised national climate commitments
at COP 30— for them to integrate a broader discussion on how to finance climate and development strategies,
as part of financing plans for the transition.

They are several other innitiatives that call for such widening of financial mechanisms such as:

o Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN)?’: Achieving LDN or SDG 15.3 means preventing further land
degradation and restoring degraded land. Healthy soil with higher organic carbon content is more
resistant to erosion, desertification, and salinization, all forms of land degradation. Such land
improvements affect grandly the well-being, livelihoods and environment (Verburg et al. 2019). Such
multiple benefits from LDN spur sustainable land management adoption.

o 4 per mille Initiative?®: It is a French inititiative with global effort aiming to increase the soil organic
carbon content of agricultural land by 0.4% per year. This seemingly small increase can significantly
enhance soil health, improve food security, and mitigate climate change (Almass et al., 2024).

o AAA initiative?: It's a Moroccan-led program that aims to support African agriculture in adapting to
the challenges of climate change. It focuses onimproving soil management, water
management, climate risk management, and access to financing for African agriculture. With the goal
to make African agriculture more resilient to climate change.

Carbon pricing is a powerful tool that directly addresses climate change (SDG 13) while creating positive
spillover effects for several other SDGs. By implementing well-designed carbon pricing schemes alongside
other sustainability initiatives, a win-win situation for both the environment and economic development can
be created. This synergy between carbon pricing and the SDGs is crucial for achieving a truly sustainable
future.

5.4 Circular economy and nature-based solutions: A Powerful Duo for Sustainability and
SDGs

The circular economy®® (EC) and nature-based solutions®' (NBS) are two powerful and complementary
approaches that can significantly accelerate progress towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGSs). In fact, the terms “nexus”, “CE” and “NBS” are contemporary to sustainability. The transition to a
circular economy (CE) has become one of the main issues of sustainable development policies in many
countries worldwide (Mhatre et al., 2021; Pérez-Pefia et al., 2024; El Bari et al., 2024; Verma et al., 2024; ).

The Circular Economy is strongly driven by the European Commission. In 2015, the EC adopted an action
plan to support the transition to Circular Economy (European Commission, 2015a). The goal was to make
the economy more sustainable and competitive and to create new jobs. To do this, it was necessary to ensure
that the products, materials, and resources from one product cycle are incorporated into another product
cycle at the end of their use. In this plan, the European Commission recognized the need for circularity
indicators to monitor the progress towards a circular economy. The EC started to elaborate on a set of ten
indicators, some of which are broken down into sub-indicators, to measure the transition to a CE in the EU as
a whole and in member states.

CE Benefits for SDGs NBS Benefits for SDGs

27 https://www.unccd.int/land-and-life/land-degradation-neutrality/overview

28 https://4p1000.org/?lang=en

29 https://www.aaainitiative.org/en

30 The circular economy moves away from the traditional "take-make-dispose" model towards a closed-loop system. It prioritizes
reducing waste, reusing resources, and recycling materials to keep them in use for longer lifecycles.

31 NBS leverage the power of nature to address environmental challenges. This includes practices like ecosystem restoration,
green infrastructure, and natural resource management.
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Reduced resource use:By minimizing
waste and maximizing resource efficiency,
the circular economy contributes to SDG
12 (Responsible Consumption and
Production).

Economic opportunities: New business
models emerge around repair,
refurbishment, and remanufacturing,
boosting innovation and creating jobs

Biodiversity conservation: NBS promote
healthy ecosystems, protecting
biodiversity and contributing to SDG 15
(Life on Land).

Climate change adaptation: Healthy
ecosystems can buffer against floods,
droughts, and storms, enhancing
resilience to climate change impacts (SDG
13).

(SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic

Growth). e Improved water

security: NBS can
improve water quality and filtration
through natural processes, supporting

SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation).

¢ Climate change mitigation: Less resource
extraction and production translates to
lower greenhouse gas emissions,
supporting SDG 13 (Climate Action).

The Green Deal and the industrial strategy are a strengthening circular economy strategy with the goal of
contributing to a more sustainable economy and society in the European Union (European
Commission, 2019); in 2020, it adopted the New Circular Economy Action Plan to ensure that any resources
used are kept for as long as possible in EU countries (Loonela & Stoycheva, 2020). In 2021, the European
Parliament adopted a resolution on the new circular economy action plan to achieve a fully circular economy
by 2050 (European Parliament, 2021). In March 2022, the European Commission released the first package
of measures to accelerate advancement towards a circular economy (European Commission, 2022a) and in
November 2022, it proposed new EU-wide rules on packaging to reduce packaging waste (European
Commission, 2022b). According to Claudio-Quiroga & Poza, (2024), european countries are advancing in
adopting circular economies at large scale and that Italy is among the top four. However, there is a major
knowledge gap regarding circular economy developments in the Global-South and especially in north Africa
and west Asia (Pérez-Pefa et al., 2024). According to Almas et al. (2024) circular economy policies often
focus on material flows and waste reduction, but integrating soil health and carbon sequestration goals into
circular economy policies is an emerging challenge.

The Synergy: A Perfect Match

The circular economy and NBS can be mutually reinforcing, creating a powerful synergy for achieving the
SDGs:

o Circular materials for NBS: Recycled materials can be used in NBS applications, like building green
infrastructure or creating habitats. This reduces reliance on virgin resources and creates a closed-
loop system (SDG 12).

o Nature as a resource regenerator: Healthy ecosystems, fostered by NBS, can provide resources for
the circular economy, like organic materials for bio-based products (SDG 12).

o Enhanced resilience: Both approaches promote a shift towards a more sustainable and resilient
society, better equipped to handle environmental challenges (SDG 13).

However to enforce these mutuality and synergy, the following challenges should be considered:

o Policy and regulations: Supportive policies and regulations are needed to incentivize circular
practices and NBS implementation.

e Financing: Investment is crucial to scale up circular economy and NBS initiatives. Innovative
financing mechanisms can bridge the gap.
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e Capacity building: Building technical expertise and raising public awareness are essential for
widespread adoption.

Among selected actions are:

o Urban farms: Rooftop gardens and vertical farming systems contribute to a circular food system by
producing food locally and reducing reliance on long-distance transportation (SDG 12).

o Wetland restoration: Restoring wetlands filters water naturally while providing habitat for diverse
species (SDGs 6, 15).

o Biomimicry: Designing products that mimic nature's efficient use of resources exemplifies the
circular economy and innovation inspired by nature (SDGs 12, 9: Industry, Innovation and
Infrastructure).

Widespread optimism exists about the potential of green innovations including BES and NBS to transform
agrifood systems and value chains as well as boost market linkages and smallholder commercialization. By
embracing the circular economy and nature-based solutions, we can unlock a powerful pathway towards a
sustainable future. Their combined potential to address resource depletion, climate change, and
environmental degradation is key to achieving the SDGs and building a world that thrives in harmony with
nature.

5.5 Digital innovations and Artificial Intelligence as game changers for enforcing SDG
nexus and achievements

The ambitious goals laid out in the SDGs require a significant transformation across various sectors. The
potential of space science, digital and Al innovations is clear in such transformation (UNECOSOC, 2024), yet
their reach is far from universal (Cruz, 2024). Global optimism exists about their role in transforming societies
and understanding ecosystems at different scales (Agrawal et al., 2022; EIMassah and Mohieldin, 2020; Cruz,
2024). Digital innovations and Artificial Intelligence (Al) present themselves as powerful tools to enforce the
interconnectedness (nexus) of the SDGs and accelerate progress towards achieving them all (UNECOSOC,
2024).

Digital Innovations and Al as overwhelming enforcers of an outdated world

o Data Collection and Analysis: Digital tools can gather vast amounts of data on environmental
indicators, resource use, and socio-economic factors. Al can analyze this data to identify complex
patterns and relationships between and among the SDGs.

e Modeling and Simulation: Al-powered models can simulate the potential impacts of different policy
decisions or interventions on multiple SDGs simultaneously. This allows for a more informed and
strategic approach to achieving the SDGs.

e Smart Monitoring and Enforcement: Sensor networks and real-time data collection can be used to
monitor progress on specific SDG targets. Al can analyze this data and identify areas where
interventions are needed to ensure all SDGs are addressed.

These innovations have the potential to support building resilience to climate change and other
unprecedented shocks and events. They also can enforce the SDG Nexus through:

e Scenario planning: Al models can help policymakers explore different future scenarios based on
various SDG-related choices, fostering a more comprehensive understanding of potential
consequences.
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o Multi-stakeholder engagement: Digital platforms can facilitate communication and collaboration
between governments, businesses, and civil society organizations, promoting a more unified
approach to achieving the SDGs.

o SDG investment optimization: Al can be used to analyze potential investments and identify those
with the most significant positive impact across multiple SDGs, maximizing the return on investment.

Despite all this potential, digital and Al innovation use varies and remains low, including in the Central and
West Asia and North Africa (CWANA) region (Tabe-Ojong et al., 2024). These authors identified several
supply and demand-side constraints facing the digital ecosystem in the region. There is the existence of a
significant digital divide fueled by gender, literacy gaps, and related socioeconomic and psychosocial
constraints. In addition to several challenges that should be considered in using these high-tech
technologies:

o Data security and privacy: Ensuring the responsible collection, storage, and use of data is crucial.

» Digital equity: The benefits of digital innovations and Al should be accessible to all countries and
communities to avoid widening existing inequalities.

o Human oversight and control: Al should be a tool to empower human decision-making, not replace
it. Ethical considerations and human oversight are essential.

Digital innovations and Al hold immense potential to transform how we approach and monitor the SDGs. By
fostering a deeper understanding of the SDG nexus, enabling more informed decision-making, and promoting
collaboration, these technologies can be game changers in our race towards a more sustainable future.
However, responsible implementation and addressing potential pitfalls are crucial to ensure these tools
benefit all and contribute effectively to achieving the SDGs.

5.6 SDG Nexus Modeling: A Powerful Tool for Sustainable Development

Failure of public policies is ubiquitous and due to their complexity and difficulty to control and predict
(Mueller, 2020). In this regard, modeling and senario analysis are used to understand this complexity and
comprehend trends in order to orient policies and design and fine-tune strategies. SDG Nexus Modeling
utilizes various modeling techniques to analyze the interactions between different SDGs. It is a valuable tool
for policymakers, businesses, NGOs, and researchers. By providing insights into the complex interactions
between the SDGs, it can empower stakeholders to design and implement more effective strategies for
achieving a sustainable future for all. As data collection improves and modeling techniques continue to
evolve, SDG nexus modeling will play an increasingly crucial role in navigating the path towards a world that
thrives in harmony with all 17 Sustainable Development Goals. The benefits of SDG Nexus Modeling can be
: (i) Holistic Approach: Unlike traditional models that focus on single sectors, SDG Nexus models consider
the interconnectedness of the SDGs. This allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how progress
in one goal can impact others. (ii) Policy Analysis: SDG modeling can be used to assess the impact of
different policies on various SDGs. This helps policymakers identify strategies that maximize positive
outcomes across multiple goals and minimize potential trade-offs. (iii) Long-Term Planning: SDG Nexus
models can simulate future scenarios based on different assumptions about population
growth,technological advancements, and climate change. This allows for long-term planning and
identification of potential challenges and opportunities for achieving the SDGs. (iv) Identifying Synergies and
Trade-offs: The model can reveal how pursuing one goal can benefit or hinder progress on others. For
example, promoting renewable energy (SDG 7) can improve air quality (SDG 3: Good Health and Well-being)
but might require responsible mining practices to avoid environmental damage (SDG 12: Responsible
Consumption and Production). (v) Scenario Planning: Models can be used to simulate the potential
consequences of different policy decisions or interventions on multiple SDGs concurrently. This allows
policymakers to test different strategies and identify those that maximize positive outcomes across all goals.
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(vi) Improved Resource Allocation: By understanding the interconnectedness of SDGs, resource allocation
can be optimized to achieve the most significant impact across multiple goals simultaneously.

They are different types of SDG Nexus Models

e System Dynamics Models: These models simulate the behavior of complex systems over
time, allowing for analysis of long-term impacts of policies on various SDGs.

e Integrated Assessment Models (IAMs) and the SDGs: A Symbiotic Relationship

o Agent-Based Models: These models represent individual actors or agents within a system and
simulate their interactions, providing insights into how individual behavior can influence
progress on the SDGs.

o Computable General Equilibrium (CGE) Models: These models analyze the economic
implications of policies related to the SDGs, helping assess potential economic trade-offs and
opportunities.

o Partial Equilibrium Models: These models focus on specific sectors, such as energy or land
use, and analyze their interactions with other sectors and the environment.

e Process-based integrated assessment models (IAMs): are powerful tools for analyzing the complex
interactions between human and Earth systems. They play a crucial role in supporting progress
towards achieving SDGs. By providing insights into the interconnectedness of these goals and the
potential impacts of different policy choices, they can empower stakeholders to design and
implement more effective strategies for a sustainable future.

Process-based integrated assessment models (Wilson et al., 2021) link representations of agriculture, land
use, energy, hydrology, and the atmosphere, and have been used to assess levels of achievement of various
SDGs in different scenarios (Soergel et al., 2021; van Soest et al., 2019). In fact, there is a body of literature
that uses integrated models in general to assess tradeoffs and synergies between SDGs (Bandari et al., 2022;
Collste et al., 2017; Obersteiner et al., 2016; Randers et al., 2019; van Soest et al., 2019). These studies have
made extensive efforts to quantitatively represent SDGs or a subset thereof (WEFE), using indicators in
integrated assessment models. Some have established numerical “target” values for these indicators to
delineate levels of success for SDGs (e.g., Moallemi et al., 2022; Randers et al., 2019; Soergel et al., 2021,
Van Vuuren et al., 2022; Raviv et al., 2024).

However, challenges are associated with the approach and mostly concern (i) Data availability, density and
quality: Modeling requires robust and reliable data on various environmental, social, and economic factors
across different regions. Data gaps can limit the accuracy of model outputs; (ii) Model Complexity: Building
and interpreting complex models requires specialized expertise. Simplifying models can make them easier
to use but may sacrifice some nuance; (iii) Uncertainties and Future Predictions: Models rely on
assumptions about future trends, and inherent uncertainties exist. Continuous improvement and
transparency in modeling processes are essential. (iv) Stakeholder Involvement: For -effective
implementation, models should consider the perspectives of diverse stakeholders. Involving them in the
modeling process can ensure the results are relevant and actionable.

5.7 Backcasting sustainability in Mediterranean countries or region: Not all risks are equal

Backcasting is a planning method that works backwards from a desired future state to identify the steps
needed to achieve it. In the context of sustainability in the Mediterranean, backcasting would involve defining
what a sustainable Mediterranean region would look like in the future, and then working backwards to identify
the policies, investments, and behaviors necessary to reach that state.
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The Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development (MSSD)3? 2016-2025 is an example of a regional
plan that utilizes a forward-looking approach aligned with the principles of backcasting. As previously
explained, the strategy is focusing on specific goals and implementing the proposed actions and hence
allowing Mediterranean countries to work towards a more sustainable future. Here are some additional
points to consider for backcasting sustainability in the Mediterranean:

o Identifying Key Sustainability Indicators: Defining a set of measurable indicators for environmental,
social, and economic well-being is crucial for tracking progress towards a sustainable Mediterranean.
These indicators could include water quality, biodiversity, renewable energy use, poverty rates, and
educational attainment.

o Setting Ambitious Yet Achievable Targets: The backcasting approach should set ambitious goals for
sustainability, but they must also be achievable based on the region's resources and capabilities.

o Stakeholder Participation: Successful backcasting requires the involvement of all stakeholders,
including governments, businesses, NGOs, and citizens. A participatory approach can help to ensure
that the backcasted vision is inclusive and reflects the diverse needs of the region.

By employing backcasting principles and fostering regional collaboration, the Mediterranean countries can
develop a roadmap for achieving a sustainable future that ensures a high quality of life for all.

5.8 Social-ecological systems and SDGs

Social-ecological systems (SES) are complex systems that integrate human societies and the natural
environment. They encompass the interactions and feedbacks between social, economic, political, and
ecological components within a specific geographic area. In other terms, a SES can be defined as a coherent
system of biophysical and social factors that regularly interact in an adaptive and sustained manner (Holling,
2001; Reyers & Selomane, 2018.). The core SES attributes include causality (or interdependence), feedback,
non-linearity, heterogeneity, and cross-scale dynamics (Preiser et al. 2018; Reyers et al. 2018). Hence, SES
and SDGs are linked as:

e Understanding the complexity: SES frameworks offer a holistic perspective on the
interconnectedness of social and environmental issues, which is crucial for achieving the SDGs. By
considering the various components and their interactions within a SES, more effective and
sustainable solutions can be developed.

o Addressing root causes: Focusing solely on individual SDG targets without considering the broader
SES context can lead to unintended consequences. By analyzing the underlying dynamics within an
SES, the root causes of problems we can identified and addressed, leading to more sustainable
progress towards the SDGs.

e Monitoring progress: SES frameworks provide tools for monitoring progress towards the SDGs. By
tracking changes in social and ecological indicators within a SES, it is possible to assess the
effectiveness of interventions and identify areas where further action is needed.

Challenges and opportunities related to the SES and SDG links:

e Integration: While the SDGs acknowledge the interconnectedness of social and environmental
issues, their current formulation often presents them as separate goals. Integrating SES frameworks
into SDG implementation can help overcome this fragmentation and promote a more holistic
approach.

32 https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/7700/-Mediterranean_strategy for sustainable_development 2016-
2025_Investing_in_environmental sustainability to achieve social and economic_development-20.pdf?sequence=3
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o Data and knowledge gaps: Monitoring and managing SES requires robust data and knowledge about
the specific context and interactions within each system. Addressing these gaps is crucial for
effective implementation of the SDGs.

o Adaptive management: SES are dynamic and constantly evolving. Implementing the SDGs requires
adaptive management strategies that can respond to changing circumstances and unexpected
challenges within the SES.

Overall, understanding and applying SES frameworks can significantly enhance the implementation and
achievement of the SDGs. By recognizing the complex interactions within social-ecological systems, more
sustainable and effective solutions can be developed for a better future.

5.9 Bundling urban and rural revitalization for vibrant hubs of sustainability

Because it is anticipated that by the year 2050, over 68 percent of the world's population will have relocated
to urban areas, both urban and rural livelihood systems will accumulate social, economic, environmental and
institutional shocks and challenges. The traditional divide between urban and rural areas is blurring.

Arab population has nearly tripled since 1970 and over half the region’s population now lives in cities placing
strain on governments to deliver basic services (Schaefer, 2015). Hence, social fragility, resource overuse,
market shocks, pandemics, environmental pollution (e.g. due to fertiliser and pesticide overuse), GHG
emissions and biodiversity loss must be addressed in both livelihood ecosystems simulataneously. Most
notably, agricultural and urban expansion are in constant conflict with goals to conserve biodiversity and
rural development (Collen et al., 2015). By strategically linking these areas, we can create vibrant hubs of
sustainability that address challenges and foster a more balanced future.

The challenges addressed can be summarized as:

o Urban sprawl and congestion: Urban revitalization promotes denser, more walkable cities, reducing
reliance on cars and mitigating sprawl into surrounding rural areas.

o Rural decline: Revitalizing rural areas creates economic opportunities, attracts young people, and
strengthens social fabric, combating population decline and neglect.

o Resource Depletion: Stronger urban-rural connections can promote sustainable practices like local
food production, reducing reliance on long-distance transportation and fostering responsible
resource management.

The role of cities and urban governance has gained prominence in addressing environmental challenges,
given the significant impact of urbanization on ecological systems and the potential for cities to innovate in
sustainability practices. Innovation has emerged as a critical theme in the discourse on urban-rural nexus
governance, reflecting the need for new solutions to address the escalating urbanization and rurality crises.
The relationship between urban or territorial governance and innovation is multifaceted, encompassing
technological advancements, policy innovations, and novel approaches to collaboration and participation
(Raju et al., 2018; Khan & Khan, 2023). The key strategies that are based on innovation can be:

e Investing in infrastructure: Develop efficient transportation networks that connect rural areas to
urban centers, creating easy access to markets, education, and healthcare for rural communities,
while also enabling urban dwellers to access fresh produce and recreational areas.

o Knowledge sharing: Foster knowledge exchange between urban and rural communities. Urban
innovation can be adapted for rural contexts, while traditional rural knowledge on sustainable
practices can benefit urban areas.
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Circular Economy: Promote closed-loop systems where urban waste like compost can be used to
nourish rural farms, and food produced in rural areas can be efficiently distributed in urban centers,
minimizing waste and maximizing resource use.

Renewable Energy Integration: Develop a combined renewable energy grid, where rural areas with
abundant solar or wind resources can generate power for urban centers, while urban areas with
advanced energy storage solutions can balance fluctuations in renewable sources.

Through these unic strategies, it is possible to create vibrant bubs such as:

Eco-tourism: Promote sustainable tourism that leverages the unique strengths of both urban and
rural areas, attracting visitors interested in cultural experiences, nature-based activities, and locally
produced food.

Urban Agriculture: Support urban rooftop gardens and vertical farming initiatives to increase local
food production and reduce dependence on long-distance transportation.

Green Spaces and Recreation: Develop networks of parks, green corridors, and bike paths that
connect urban and rural areas, promoting physical and mental well-being and fostering a connection
with nature.

Vibrant Hubs

Benefits o Enhanced Sustainability: By optimizing resource use, promoting

renewable energy, and shortening supply chains, these hubs become
models for sustainable development.

o Improved Livelihoods: Economic opportunities are created in both
urban and rural areas, fostering social equity and a more vibrant
society.

« Increased Resilience: Diversification of economic activities and local
resource management make these hubs more resilient to climate
change and economic shocks.

Challenges and e Overcoming Silos: Breaking down the traditional divide between
Considerations urban and rural governance requires strong collaboration and

integrated planning efforts.

o Equity and Social Justice: Revitalization efforts must ensure benefits
are distributed fairly, preventing gentrification in rural areas and
promoting inclusive economic opportunities for all.

e Capacity Building: Rural communities may need support in
developing the skills and infrastructure necessary to thrive in a more
integrated system.

Bundling urban and rural revitalization offers a promising path towards a sustainable future and achieving
SDG 11 on Making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable. By fostering
collaboration, knowledge sharing, and strategic investments in infrastructure and innovation, we can create
vibrant hubs that benefit both urban and rural communities, promote a circular economy, and build resilience
for generations to come. However, these optimistic outcomes of increasing revitizing urban and rural spaces
will not emerge on their own, but this development comes with several challenges, costs and risks, e.g. in
economic, social and ethical dimensions.
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6 Conclusion: turning the tide

In the Mediterranean basin, the regional and country’s economy are struggling to balance growth, demand
for water, energy, and materials without depleting available resources. In addition, the economic, social, and
political changes of recent decades are reflected in the way the natural environment and ecosystems are
considered on policy agendas and in response to international or regional agreements. Faced with these
pressures and impacts, the different social actors must generate responses in the form of prevention,
mitigation, restoration and adaptation so as not to exceed the limits of resilience of the natural system or
what is called ecological overshoot®. For the entire mediterranean basin, approaches are needed to achieve
the grand goals of living within planetary boundaries, alleviating poverty, enhancing livelihoods, securing food
and water supplies and protecting the natural resource base. Research organizations both national and
international play significant roles in generating knowledge, technologies and evidence-based solutions that
can accelerate such achievements.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) focus on a gamut of resolves from ending absolute poverty and
hunger to ensuring environmental sustainability. In other terms, achieving these ambitious SDGs requires
mobilizing and aligning complex social systems such as agriculture, energy, transport, and health in addition
to energy and industries. In other words, a transformation towards sustainability requires tackling multiple
crises simultaneously. SDG trajectory should embrace a new model that prioritizes kindhip with nature,
sustainability, resilience, and justice.

The SDGs are not standalone goals or agendas; they are a comprehensive package, more of a web of targets
than a list, and their success is deeply intertwined. SDGs were designed to be integrated and mutually
reinforcing, acknowledging that progress in one area is interdependent with progress in others. SDGs are
based on and driven by the whole-of-society approach.

While the SDGs are not legally binding, governments are expected to take ownership and establish national
frameworks for the achievement of the 17 Goals. Countries have the primary responsibility for follow-up and
review of the progress made in implementing the Goals, which will require quality, accessible and timely data
collection. However, acoording to expert responses to the questionnaire, in practice, states have the freedom
to interpret the relative importance of individual SDGs, determine how to implement them, and track progress
towards their achievement. In other terms, each country charts its own path and carry out the transformation
of its society in line with the SDGs. In addition, it is clear that accomplishing the SDGs requires the utilization
of substantial national and local capacities in the process of enhancing performance to achieve
sustainability.

The Mediterranean region faces a significant challenge in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) by 2030. The region is not on track to achieve any of the SDGs by 2030 with major progress needed
across each of the environmental, societal, and economical realms. Progress towards certain SDGs should
not come at the expense of others and adding further complexity, new methodology are now also being
developed to meet more recent national targets under the 2050 Paris Agreement net zero greenhouse gas
emission aspirations. Measuring government efforts for the SDGs is challenging due to the broad and
complex nature of the goals (Sachs et al., 2019; 2023). The whole region still needs to accelerate efforts in
all areas of sustainable development. The urgency to establish such a framework is underscored by the
region's vulnerability to water scarcity, pollution, desertification, rising temperatures, and other climate-driven
threats. The breakdown of the SDG gap can be summarized as follows:

33 “Ecological overshoot” is defined as depleting essential ecosystems faster than they can regenerate and polluting the ecosphere
beyond nature’s assimilative capacity.
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e Uneven Progress: While some countries perform well on specific goals (like poverty reduction), the
region overall is lagging behind. The average SDG Index score puts the Mediterranean around the 49th
position globally (Sachs et al., 2019).

e North-South Divide: A persistent economic and social gap exists between northern and southern
Mediterranean countries. Southern countries tend to struggle more with achieving SDGs like clean water
and sanitation, affordable clean energy, and sustainable consumption.

o Specific Lagging Goals: Several SDGs pose particular difficulties for the region. These include:
o Zero Hunger (SDG 2): Food security challenges persist.
o Gender Equality (SDG 5): Gender inequality remains a major hurdle.
o Life Below Water (SDG 14): Marine pollution and biodiversity loss are critical issues.

o Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure (SDG 9): Developing sustainable infrastructure and
fostering innovation require improvement.

o Responsible Consumption and Production (SDG 12): Sustainable consumption habits and
production processes need to be adopted more widely.

The mediterranean region, with its diverse mosaic of member states, presents a unique laboratory for
examining all sortes of SDG interconnections due to varying regional policies, economic statuses, and
environmental conditions. In the region, climate-related disasters, water and food insecurity, worsened
inequalities and the migration crisis are jeopardizing the overarching principle of Leaving no one behind,
which is central to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development titled ‘Transforming Our World'.
Governments, regional and international organizations (I0s) have not integrated the SDGs as an ‘indivisible
whole’ and tend to selectively ‘cherry-pick’ SDGs that align with their mandates and agenda. In other terms,
balancing interests and priorities is what policymakers do — and the need will surface when the goals are
being implemented. In other words, questions are increasingly being asked about the legitimacy of
governance and the opportunity of many policies and strategies.

Although this situation is demoralizing, it would be wrong to give up. Failure to achieve SDGs is not a reason
to abandon. It's a reason to study what went wrong, regroup, and adjust course - for 2030 and beyond. Wide
stakeholder consultations are a cornerstone of this process, ensuring inclusivity and capturing the
perspectives of various groups impacted by environmental and economic changes.

From the analysis of SDG nexus, business-as-usual strategies in implementing SDGs are counter-productive.
In the mediterranean region, there is a need for bold actions to disrupt, break down, and phase-out
unsustainable practices and policies. This document ends with the observation that the future opens options
that prioritize sustainability, resilience, and justice and have systemic effects across the SDGs in the
Mediterranean region. Science tools, system thinking, and evidence-based decision-making are needed for
accelerated understanding and assessment of SDG nexus and cross-cutting and hence their achievements
over time. In addition, a combination of local, regional, and national plans and actions are more appropriate
to curb unsustainable land challenges in Mediterranean economies and hence contribute to SDG
achievement.

Strengthening governance and development of relevant and coherent policies is a must and play an important
role in the achievement of the SDGs and their cross-cutting. In fact, implementation of the 2030 Agenda
requires an integrated approach rather than goal-by-goal or target-by-target efforts. If countries ignore the
overlaps and simply start trying to tick off targets one by one, they risk perverse outcomes. If mutually
reinforcing synergies and actions are taken and trade-offs minimized, the agenda will be able to deliver on
its potential and SDG achieved. Policy coherence is a must where policymakers and planners operate in
alliances not in silos and hard and soft SDG governance functioning is optimized. Hence, to make coherent
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policies and strategies, policymakers need a rulebook for thinking systematically about the many interactions
to quickly identify which groups could become their allies and which ones they will be negotiating with. In
addition, enhancing policy learning and accountability and assistance for investing in SDG related data
(mainly for eastern and southern countries) should be provided through fair and win-win EU development aid
and programs, both bilateral and regional.

Renda et al. (2024) concluded their report by stating that “A scenario involving the creation establishment of
a European Agency for Development and Cooperation (EURADEC) and a European Climate and Sustainable
Development Bank (ECSDB) is the only solution that can address past problems and meet present and future
challenges”. Lafortune et al. (2024) also called for a new EGD and to re-focus the EU’s International
Partnerships on the SDGs through Mutually Transformative Cooperation. Such creation may help at the
mediterranean level and abroad. As a conclusion, the SDGs and their cross-cutting and nexus analysis are
incrementally moving political processes forward for environmental sustainability and social development
however with much variation among mediterranean countries and sectors and across levels of governance.
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