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Connecting the dots to catalyse change: 
Statement from Experts and Stakeholders to the UN High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development in July 2018

A diverse group of experts and stakeholders from many world regions and sectors gathered to debate the 
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at a Wilton Park Roundtable (co-organised 
by the Sussex Sustainability Research Programme and British Council, 5-7 March, 2018). We discussed 
a crucial aspect of implementation, namely the interactions among 17 SDGs and their 169 targets, and 
how these interactions are likely to have a profound influence on efforts to achieve the goals. With this 
Statement we wish to highlight to the High-level Political Forum the valuable benefits to be gained by 
exploiting synergies among SDGs and thereby efficiently achieving all the SDGs. 

Interactions among SDGs are crucial 
Recent research has provided important insights into interactions among SDGs. For example, some 
interactions have a higher potential to impact the achievement of SDGs than others, while the interactions 
can be either positive, neutral, or negative. Other important insights are:

1) In some cases, actions taken to achieve one SDG may unintentionally hinder progress towards another. 
Such trade-offs are likely to make the overall achievement of the goals more difficult and inefficient unless 
they are identified and managed. One example is a potential clash between energy and food goals where 
biofuels and food crops compete for the same land and water resources. Another is the potential trade-off 
between food and water goals arising because the type of agriculture used for food production causes water 
pollution, which then hinders the achievement of the water goal. Actions that lead to such trade-offs are an 
inefficient way of implementing the SDGs because gains in one goal come at the expense of others. 

2) SDGs also frequently reinforce each other – Actions to achieve one goal can favour progress towards one 
or more of the other goals. These synergies provide exceptional opportunities for investment and targeting 
them will reap maximum rewards. There are numerous examples of actions leading to multiple benefits 
(financial, social, environmental) across several goals: Programmes for promoting clean cook stoves 
help achieve the energy, climate and health goals at the same time; agroforestry and other sustainable 
agricultural approaches advance the food, water, energy and land biodiversity goals simultaneously. Investing 
in these types of actions provides a valuable opportunity to work towards multiple SDGs: it enables countries 
with limited resources to invest efficiently and avoid unintended trade-offs. 

All SDG investments should consider that interactions among the goals play out differently at the local, 
national and global scales, as well as over time and by context. For example, it may seem reasonable to 
achieve the food goal at the local scale by over-exploiting a coastal fishery. But this strategy works against 
the global target for conserving ocean ecosystems, and over time it becomes increasingly unsustainable 
both locally and globally. These differences between scales and time periods provide a strong case for a 
multi-level, cross-sectoral and long-term approach to SDG investments and policies. But current UN and 
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