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Linking Science and Policy for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development 

 

 

A symposium organized by UNU-IAS on 24 October 2015 explored the challenges 

and opportunities for incorporating scientific inputs in relation to the 

implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  This symposium, 

Linking Science and Policy for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, brought together leading scientists working on 

governance questions related to the 2030 development agenda and engaged the 

audience in a lively question and answer session.   

 

In opening the symposium, Dr Kazuhiko Takemoto (Director, UNU-IAS) noted 

that the SDGs have been adopted and that we must think about their effective 

and smooth implementation.  He highlighted the importance of science to 

shaping the metrics and measuring progress towards their achievement of 

tangible impacts in various national contexts.   

 

The keynote address was delivered by Professor Kazuhiko Takeuchi (Senior 

Vice-Rector, UNU; Assistant Secretary-General, United Nations).  He posed the 

question of what should be the link between science and policy.  In addressing 

this question he provided a historical overview of the concept of “sustainable 

development”, beginning with a discussion of the 1972 UN Conference on the 

Human Environment, held in Stockholm.  The shift in policy perspectives on the 

relationship between development and environment was highlighted.  The 

primacy for economy growth and subsequent amelioration of negative 

environmental impacts caused by this growth (such as air pollution) has been 

replaced in recent decades by a more conscious recognition of the need to shape 

development by maintaining a clearer awareness of the ecological needs for 

future generations.   

 

Prof. Takeuchi went on the provide an account of the shift from the Millennium 

Development Goals to the SDG architecture, and some common critiques of this 
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new global agenda.  He noted the common criticism that the SDGs contain too 

many goals and too many elements in the targets associated with each goal.  

Despite such concerns, he noted promising aspects of the new approach to 

include their universality in terms of encompassing all of humanity residing in 

both developed and developing states.  The Goals, with their focus on the three 

dimensions of sustainability (environment, society, and economy), should allow 

tradeoffs to be more robustly analyzed.  Problems, in contrast, are that the 

citizens of developed countries have less interest in the Goals, and that the 

processes via which some of the Goals can be made useable are not yet clear.  

The SDGs need somehow to be bundled together and determining how to do this 

was highlighted as a key potential role of scientific forums and thus the science-

policy interface.   

 

Another potential role for science in SDG-related policy making is dissecting the 

complex notion of resilience and how it ties with various potential practices of 

“governance”.  Professor Takeuchi noted the vexing nature of this term, both as a 

means of capturing the array of actors that may exercise power or authority in a 

particular issue-area and the difficulty of rendering it into Japanese.  He 

suggested that in the future there would be more instances in which networks of 

actors function together to deal with defined problems, rather than a specific 

organization being held responsible for their solution.  He then concluded his 

presentation by providing an overview of the Planetary Boundaries concept for 

understanding global environmental change and new transdisciplinary 

approaches to linking scientists to the societies and related natural systems that 

they study.  He posited a shift in the generation of knowledge, emphasizing the 

possibilities for co-design and co-production.  This, he suggested, would be part 

of the agenda to be pursued by the Future Earth initiative.   

 

A panel discussion followed.  Professor Carl Folke (Founder and Science 

Director, Stockholm Resilience Centre, Stockholm University; Director, Beijer 

Institute of the Royal Swedish Academy of Science), highlighted the fundamental 

ontological shift occurring in how humanity conceives of itself in relation to 

Earth.  He characterized this in terms of humanity’s collective shift from 
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conceiving of a small human world on a big planet, towards a big human world 

on a small planet.  This fundamental shift is related to the rise of the 

Anthropocene notion, with the emergence of the SDGs signaling the building 

momentum of anthropocene-related thinking.   

 

Professor Folke highlighted the concept of a “socio-ecological system”.  He 

suggested the need for scientists and policy makers to find ways to develop the 

idea of humans as being stewards.  We collectively need to think of the biosphere 

as being the floor or foundation for our own socio-economic development.  

Professor Folke likened a transformation towards this, in terms of its ideational 

and material ramifications, as amounting to a new renaissance or a new 

enlightenment era.  This is the scale of the historical challenge of transforming 

our own development for sustainability.   

 

Dr Maria Ivanova (Associate Professor of Global Governance and Co-Director, 

Center for Governance and Sustainability, University of Massachusetts Boston) 

developed the theme of governance in her comments.  She highlighted the shift 

in the dynamics of global environmental governance associated with the rise of 

non-binding agreements such as the SDGs.  Even though these agreements do not 

entail a legal commitment, implementation remains key.  This includes the need 

to develop monitoring mechanisms and compile data on implementation in a 

systematic way.  Out of such monitoring and data collection it should be possible 

to assess impacts on the initial problem that particular SD Goals seek to address.   

 

Dr Ivanova posed the question of what insights can be garnered from four 

decades of negotiating international environmental agreements, and how these 

might be relevant to the SDGs.  She raised three key points.  The first is that 

scientists and policy-makers must be able to gauge how implementation of the 

SDGs is progressing via the creation of robust reporting mechanisms.  A second, 

related, point is that active institutional mechanisms need to be created to 

support reporting.  Regional teams will be needed, and judgments must be made 

concerning who will use the reports and for what purpose.  A third point raised 

concerned the causal connection between implementation and effectiveness and 
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the need for robust analysis and transparency.  She highlighted this issue via the 

example of poverty measurement and the manipulation of metrics used to 

estimate its reduction.  She concluded by foretelling the rise of a new type of 

science linking disciplines like politics to other fields of knowledge.  Her insight 

was thus complementary to the earlier comment by Professor Takeuchi on the 

meshing of scientists and practitioners conveyed in the notion of 

transdisciplinarity.   

 

Professor Norichika Kanie (Senior Research Fellow, UNU-IAS; Professor, 

Graduate School of Media and Governance, Keio University) then provided an 

analysis of the challenges of governance in relation to the SDGs.  He contrasted 

the “international regimes approach” of agreements constructed on the basis of 

international jurisprudence, with the articulation of global norms via 

aspirational international agreements such as the SDGs.  Monitoring and 

evaluation via the development of indicators are crucial to the success of these 

aspirational agreements.  And this, he suggested, is where the science-policy link 

is especially important.  This link between science and policy can be drawn upon 

to solve problems, integrate different dimensions of sustainability, and secure 

these dimensions of sustainability within different social practices and 

productive systems.  Scientific knowledge about modes of implementation will 

be borne out of peer-learning, with this mutual learning occurring at a regional 

and perhaps global level.  It will also entail a sharing of best practices.  Professor 

Kanie went on to discuss the mechanisms for technology transfer and the role of 

the Global Sustainable Development Report with its mandate to strengthen the 

science-policy interface.   

 

Questions followed and Professor Takeuchi concluded the proceedings by noting 

that the SDGs were on the cusp of deeply penetrating into society.  He noted the 

need for new kinds of dialogue to ensure that scientific knowledge penetrated 

into policy, with a more careful use of terminology that will be understood by 

policymakers.  He stressed the challenges and opportunities posed by the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development and the ambition of the UNU to assist in 

generating knowledge to take this agenda forward.    


