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Measuring Progress: Nature and the SDGs






I. Introduction

In September 2015, the United Nations Sustainable Development Summit adopted an international framework to guide development efforts, entitled ‘Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development’. The Agenda is built around 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), divided into 169 targets, which are informed by 244 Indicators. The importance of improving the availability of and access to data and statistics related to the environment was recognized through the adoption of a wide range of environmental SDG targets and indicators. 
UN Environment agreed on a list of 93 SDGs indicators that are of specific relevance to the environment dimension of the 2030 Agenda.  This list was presented by the United Nations Environment Programme (UN Environment) Secretariat to the UN Environment Assembly Committee of Permanent Representatives at the sub-committee meeting on 20 September 2018.
In March 2019, UN Environment launched a report called ‘Measuring Progress Towards monitoring the environmental dimension of the SDGs’, which analysed the state of the environmental dimension of sustainable development based on the SDG indicators, including the availability of statistical and spatial data. 


II. Background

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have elevated the profile of the environmental dimension of development – and how we monitor this dimension. For 68 per cent of the environment-related SDGs indicators, there is currently not enough data to assess progress. However, there have been improvements in reclassifying data from Tier III to Tier II or I between the original classification in 2016 and May 2019– with the percent of environment-related Tier III indicators dropping from 50% to 28% (UN, 2016).  It is expected that the efforts to measure the SDGs will improve data availability for the SDG indicators, which will allow better analysis of the global progress toward specific SDG targets and indicators
The second version of the Measuring Progress publication will aim to align with the next UN Environment Assembly in February 2021. The publication will focus on the relationship between the SDGs and nature based actions.  For this a broad definition of Nature-based Solutions (NbS) will be used. This definition is defined as actions to protect, sustainably manage and restore ecosystems in a way which produces well-being and biodiversity benefits. This publication will aim to demonstrate the relationship between protection, management and restoration and well-being and biodiversity, using the SDG indicators as the basis. The SDG indicator framework includes indicators related to protection (e.g. SDG 14.5.1, 15.1.2 and 15.4.1), management (e.g. SDG 14.2.1, 15.2.1 and 6.5.1), restoration (e.g. 6.6.1, 15.1.1 and 15.3.1); as well as indicators related to well-being (including human health, food security, disasters and climate change and economic and social development) and to biodiversity (including endangered species and air, fresh water and marine water quality).   
A third version of Measuring Progress will be published before the Stockholm+50 Conference in 2022. The third version will focus on strong sustainability and will build upon the findings of the first two. Although, the second publication will not have delve into the topic of Strong Sustainability, it will provide set the stage for the third publication. 


III. Expert Consultation 

UNEP (Jian Liu and Jillian Campbell), UCL (Paul Ekins, Alison Fairbrass and Aidan O’Sullivan) and the Chinese Academy of Science (Huadong Guo and Xiaosong Li) will lead the production of the second edition of Measuring Progress[footnoteRef:1]. We are looking for experts to contribute to the providing their views on the methodological approach and draft outline. Additionally, we are hoping that these experts can lend their expertise by serving as an author for specific sections of the report.  [1:  This publication is being supported with funding from the Government of Norway and AFD, France. ] 

An initial expert consultation on the methodology and report outline will be held on 21 and 22 April from 2-5pm (East African Time). A second expert consultation will be held (in-person) in Q3 2020. 
The agenda for the first meeting will be as follows:
Day 1: 21 April: Methodology
· Brief opening remarks (Huadong Guo, Jian Liu and Paul Ekins)
· Overview of the methodological approach, definitions, timeline and expectations (Jillian Campbell) 
· Methodology and initial results (Alison Fairbrass)
· Flash presentations of similar and related initiatives, including but not limited to the following:
· Sustainability Gap approach (UCL, Paul Ekins)
· Multi-dimensional Biodiversity Index (UNEP-WCMC)
· Defining Nature based solutions (Oxford University)
· Using new data streams for the SDGs (CAS)
· Global Environment Outlook and other major assessments (UNEP)
· Discussion on the methodological approach: 
· Are we going in the right direction?
· Do you agree with the indicator selection and definition?
· Are we missing indicators related to nature which you think should be included?
· Etc.
Day 2: 22 April: Report outline
· Summary of the discussion from 21 April (Alison Fairbrass)
· Presentation of the report outline (Jillian Campbell)
· Discussion on the way forward:
· Who can help draft which sections? (Jillian will also be communicating with experts prior to the meeting on this topic.)
· What is missing in the outline?
· Agreement on a timeline. 


IV. Structure of the report

Chapter 1: An Overview of Nature in the SDGs
This chapter would include how we have defined nature in the context of the SDGs and how this definition links to nature-based solutions and strong sustainability. Strong sustainability is an approach for ensuring that the planet is kept within planetary boundaries in order to define sustainability as not something linked to process or policy, but to the actual long-term sustainability of nature. Nature-based Solutions (NbS) are actions that involve working with and enhancing natural habitats for societal good, for example through restoration, management and protection. 
This chapter would also set the scope of SDG indicators which align with the definition of Nature-based Solutions and nature more broadly.  The idea behind this analysis is to identify where nature-based interventions have simultaneously provided environmental benefits as well as social and economic benefits [1]. Their potential to tackle climate change, and the human well-being benefits of this, have been recognized at the international level, with the majority of Paris Agreement Signatories including NbS in their Nationally Defined Contributions (NDC) [2]. Their utility for tackling biodiversity loss as a co-benefit has also been acknowledged by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) [3].
This chapter would also include a description of the socio-economic indicators that we will include in the analysis- as the analysis will aim to look for correlation between nature and socio-economic indicators.
Chapter 2: Methodology
This chapter will highlight the analytical approach that was used in the analysis. This chapter would include some initial discussion related to data availability and how using data availability as a criterion for indicator selection may result in some bias. Additionally, this chapter will describe the definition of nature that has been used and why. 
Nature-based Solutions are defined as actions related to habitat creation, ecosystem restoration, environmental management, protection and other actions which include a combination of approaches or a mixed approach for promotion of created and non-created habitats. The effectiveness of these actions and interventions may have varying success. The impact of these actions on ecosystem extent, ecosystem health and biodiversity are the expected primary effects. The positive or negative impacts on socio-economic development and other secondary effects are often unclear. The methodology for this study will aim to identify correlation between action, primary effect (nature/strong sustainability outcomes) and secondary effect (socio-economic outcomes). An initial mapping of this is presented in Annex 1.
Chapter 3: The State of Nature
This chapter will outline the general state of nature using the nature-related SDGs as a basis. This will include a summary of where the world is headed in terms of habitat creation, ecosystem restoration, environmental management, protection and other actions. It will also include a summary of the biodiversity and environmental condition, including pollution. This will follow a similar structure to the executive summary included in the UNEP Measuring Progress: Towards Achieving the Environmental Dimension of the SDGs [5]. It will also include a short summary for each regional grouping.
Chapter 4:  Trends between Nature-based Solutions and environmental progress
This chapter will discuss how well SDGs related to Nature-based Solutions (environmental policy, protected areas, investment in ecosystem restoration) correlate with changes in environmental condition. It will discuss what is working and what would be needed to make the necessary progress to achieve strong environmental sustainability. This chapter will include sub-sections which discuss particular types of interventions, including protected areas, environmental spatial planning/management and financing for the environment.    
Chapter 5:  Trends between nature and socio-economic development in the SDGs
This chapter will discuss the link between nature and socio-economic development by looking at correlation between environmental and socio-economic outcomes. This chapter will aim to look at the link between nature and the following topics (the list of topics is open for discussion):
· Poverty and inequality
· Pollution and human health
· Food security
· Green economy, jobs and growth
· Climate change and disaster vulnerability
· Gender equality
Chapter 6:  Case studies and examples
This chapter will aim to identify 2-3 countries (or sub-national areas) where there has been particular success in terms of achieving both environmental and socio-economic objectives. This chapter will examine the conditions which led to success. This chapter will also include a discussion on why some countries face additional challenges in terms of achieving success.
Chapter 7: Data gaps and opportunities
This chapter will look at which aspects of nature we are able to measure versus which aspects currently lack the information needed to understand the current global situation. This chapter will look at how these gaps can be filled using new technologies and techniques. This chapter will also highlight gaps in coverage of the SDG indicators in terms of NbS, the state of environment and socio-economic development and discuss opportunities for filling these gaps with additional indicators.
Chapter 8: Conclusions
How do we upscale positive examples? How do we create positive examples in countries that face additional challenges in terms of climate change vulnerability (like small islands)? Why do policies work in some places but not in others? How do we better measure sustainability in a way that people can understand?  How do we get the world on track toward sustainability? 
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Annex 1. Evidence of outcomes of nature-based solutions based on evidence reported by scientific literature compiled in the Nature-based Solutions Evidence Platform1. 
	Intervention type
	
	Ecosystem benefits (primary effects)
	Societal benefits (secondary effects)

	Created habitats
	Positive effect
	Water quality1; Support wildlife1; Vegetation cover2, 3; Local soil fertility4; Groundwater recharge6 
	Recreation and health2; Farmer livelihood stability3; Farmer living conditions3; Farmer production risk4; Frequency of windborne sand events5; Artisanal fish production6; Flood protection2; Climate change mitigation7; Crop production7

	
	Negative effect
	Ecological restoration2; Diversity of vegetation species2; Landscape biodiversity2; Pest control2; Soil erosion2; Water loss2; Water consumption4; Desertification4; Downstream forest loss4; Non-native tree species abundance4; Biodiversity4
	Cultural ecosystem services5; Social inequality5; Water availability8

	
	Mixed effect
	Plantation tree species survival2
	Regulating ecosystem services5; Dust and sand impacts on health5; Unemployment and permanent jobs5

	
	Unclear or no effect
	Watershed services2; Local climate2; Vegetation regeneration2; Catchment hydrology8
	Farmer income3; Intensity and duration of windborne sand events5; Social coherence5; Water availability9; Flood risk10

	Restoration
	Positive effect
	Macrobenthic biomass9; Macrobenthic diversity9; Macrobenthic evenness9; Water quality10, 13; Bird diversity10; Protected bird species conservation10; Rare bird species conservation10; Climate regulation10; Supporting ecosystem services12; Herbaceous and woody biomass production12; Vegetative soil cover12; Native vegetation establishment13; Wildlife recovery13; Coral reef recovery17; Mangrove vegetation15; Mangrove area15; Biodiversity16; Coastal erosion16; Marine nursery habitat16
	Tourism value11; Culture and scientific research value11; Nature-based recreation12; Grazing12; Flood protection12; Greenhouse gas emissions12; Management costs12; Regulating ecosystem services13; Water flow regulation13; Peak flow from hillsides13; Erosion protection13; Groundwater recharge13; Flood mitigation14; Climate change resilience15; Employment16

	
	Negative effect
	
	Arable production12; Access to grazing land13; Social inequality13, 15; Access to land15; Conflict over access to land15

	
	Mixed effect
	Evapotranspiration12
	Accessible feed biomass13

	
	Unclear or no effect
	Macrobenthic density9; Trophic structure9; Coastal erosion15; Coastal salt water intrusion15; Ecosystem resilience9
	Climate change adaptation17; Fish catches16; Fish farm mortality10

	Management
	Positive effect
	Supporting ecosystem services12; Vegetative soil cover12; Soil quality18; Forest condition19; Surface water quality19

	Regulating ecosystem services13; Livestock water productivity 13 Biomass production13; Water use efficiency13; Asset ownership18; Forest resource exploitation19

	
	Negative effect
	
	Equality of benefit sharing18; Social inequality18

	
	Mixed effect
	Wetland area20; Evapotranspiration12
	Climate change adaptation18; Food security18; Income18

	
	Unclear or no effect
	
	Flood risk20

	Protection
	Positive effect
	Climate sensitivity36; Vegetation restoration43
	Cyclone damage mitigation39

	
	Negative effect
	
	

	
	Mixed effect
	
	Social adaptive capacity30

	
	Unclear or no effect
	Recovery potential36, Ecological resilience36; Coral reef health40
	Conflict over fishery resources32


	Other: combination actions or action related to mixed created and non-created habitats
	Positive effect
	Climate sensitivity36; Supporting ecosystem services12; Vegetative soil cover12; Plant diversity28; Vegetation structure28; Abundance of shrub/tree and tree species28; Aboveground biomass and carbon28; Restoring degraded ecosystems28, 29; Indigenous tree species regenerated28, 29; Habitat fragmentation27, 30; Species richness25, 27; Regeneration of woody species25; Livestock disturbance7, 25; Soil erosion43; Water quality43; Resilience of coastal ecosystem31; Forest carbon stocks26; Coastal erosion37; Tree abundance22; Vegetation cover29; Presence of wildlife and birds27, 29, 38; Seasonal flooding regime27; Wetland capacity for water purification and flood retention27; Fish migration27; Water pollution27; Aquatic and/or riparian vegetation21, 27; River flows21; Biomass cover41, 42; Coastal erosion41; Soil erosion42; Vegetation diversity42
	Regulating ecosystem services12; Livestock water productivity12; Biomass production12; Water use efficiency12, 21; Water flow regulation12; Peak flow from hillsides12; Erosion protection12; Groundwater recharge12, 22; Income diversification7, 21-25; Income stability22-2430; Income21, 26, 27; Revenues from aboveground carbon sequestration and crop production28, 29; Fodder production28; Livestock productivity21, 28; Gullies rehabilitated28; Drought and climate risk21, 30; Grazing30; Access to financial markets24, 25; Access to credit22; Infrastructure22, 25; Disaster vulnerability22, 25; Dust levels7; Capacity building22, 31, 32; Knowledge exchange31; Social resilience22, 26, 31, 33; Disaster recovery33; Climate change adaptation26; Access to food26; Income from non-timber forest products22; Gender equality22, 34; Flooding, erosion and siltation of farmland29, 35; Fruit availability29; Fishery productivity27; Drinking water availability27; Sustainable aquaculture27; Flood risk35; Water availability21, 34; Respiratory diseases and eye infections caused by smoke from fuelwood34; Agricultural productivity21; Livelihood and income diversification41; Food security41; Adaptive capacity of communities41; Climatic risks41; Land access and ownership41; Agricultural production41; Infrastructure42; Employment42; Income42

	
	Negative effect
	
	Fuel wood availability28; Pastoralist mobility30; Conflict over access to land24; Access to grazing land7; Illegal activities7, 37; Equality of benefit sharing7; Income37; Financial vulnerability37; Rural-urban migration37; ‘Leakage’ of deforestation37

	
	Mixed effect
	Evapotranspiration12; Vegetation species evenness28; Land degradation24, 28; Biodiversity7; Soil erosion7
	Social adaptive capacity36; Drought coping and risk mitigation23, 24; Crop production28; Equality of benefit sharing28, 30; Livestock productivity30; Livestock management30; Access to grazing land24; Social equality24, 25; Human-wildlife conflict25; Farmer income7; Household vulnerability to climate change37; Income diversification37; Success of reforestation22

	
	Unclear or no effect
	Recovery potential36; Ecological resilience36
	Adaptive capacity to climate change23; Impacts on cultural norms30; Illegal grazing30; Settlement redistribution30; Climate change impacts on women30; Flood vulnerability27; Flooding38
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