INTEGRATING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS (SDGs) INTO ENVIRONMENTAL ENFORCEMENT IN ENGLAND AND WALES: PUBLIC SECTOR GOVERNANCE AND PRIVATE SECTOR DIVERSIFICATION

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
The UK public sector has seen a significant shift toward outsourcing environmental services to private companies to ease funding shortfalls in local authorities. With up to 44% of the total value of budgets for all councils' environmental and regulatory services being outsourced, the sector remains under-researched, with no major research updates since 2015 (TUC, 2015). There is a significant research gap concerning how this sector contributes to the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 2015).
In 2015, the UN adopted SDGs as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). The aim of this was to establish a comprehensive framework globally to address interconnected social, economic and environmental challenges. The SDGs emphasise the importance of responsible consumption, production, climate action, and the protection of ecosystems and how achieving these objectives requires cross-sector collaboration. It demands effective governance structures that can implement, monitor and enforce environmental laws and regulations whereas often, companies simply commit to policy changes but do not reflect these in actions (Fernandez, 2025; Yin et al., 2024). Environmental enforcement systems are crucial in the journey of interpreting international sustainable development commitments into practical outcomes across national and organisational levels.
Environmental monitoring in the UK is largely delivered through a network of regulatory bodies. Organisations such as the Environment Agency, DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs), Scottish Environment Protection Agency, and Natural Resources Wales are central to monitoring compliance with and enforcement of environmental legislation, and implementing regulatory standards (Tatham & Lemaire, 2024). However, the complexities of environmental enforcement keep increasing due to advancing regulatory requirements and growing public expectations. Integrating international environmental commitments, including SDGs, into legislation and policies place further pressures on both public and private sectors to adapt and ensure that their practices and partnerships meet these sustainability goals (Newman et al., 2023).
The private sector is increasingly sought by the public sector to participate in environmental enforcement and compliance as they can provide services such as regulatory compliance support and environmental offence monitoring as well as education at zero cost. This hybrid model of enforcement management is a result of financial strain on public services and a rise in environmental crimes (Newman et al., 2023; Barrett & White, 2017; Eckersley et al., 2021). As the climate crisis and pressures on public services intensify, sustainability priorities have also increased, with providers expected to meet environmental expectations and market demands. Adopting SDGs into their policies increases scrutiny of companies’ performance and demonstrates disparities in sustainability disclosures between smaller and larger companies (Permatasari & Gunawan, 2023).
While the relationship between public and private sectors within the environmental enforcement industry is growing, the research on the integration of SDGs into their operational structure is limited. Existing literature generally focuses on sustainability policies, environmental legislation and regulation, with little mention of corporate sustainability strategies and policies (Schleifer et al., 2022). There is also little literature on how global SDGs can shape environmental enforcement and how private companies comply or strategically respond to the guidelines to remain competitive and commercially viable (Schleifer et al., 2022).
This research aims to explore how SDGs are integrated into environmental enforcement practices in England and Wales within their legal framework. Conducting the research across the UK would not be viable at this stage due to the different legislative system in Scotland and Northern Ireland (Environmental Protection Act 1990, 2004; The Environmental Protection Act 1990 Amendment (Scotland) Regulations 2019, 2019; The Environmental Protection (Amendment) (Northern Ireland) (EU Exit) Regulations 2019, 2019). By examining sustainability objectives and how they are operationally applied within the enforcement industry’s private sector, and the diversification of activities in response to these developing objectives, the aim is to understand the ever-changing landscape of environmental regulation (Calabrese et al., 2022). This should produce insights that could influence professional practices within the environmental enforcement sector, especially in sustainability and private environmental enforcement services.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The aim of this research is to consider how integrating SDGs into environmental enforcement structures influences environmental enforcement practices in England and Wales. It will explore how private environmental enforcement companies are adapting their services and diversifying their operations in response to sustainable developments. The research seeks to discover if the relationship between public and private organisations within the environmental enforcement industry can impact how sustainability-driven policies influence organisational and professional practice.
Environmental enforcement was traditionally perceived as being the responsibility of public regulatory authorities including the Environment Agency or Natural Resources Wales but there has been an increasing emphasis on sustainability and regulatory compliance with the introduction of the private sector into support services. As the role of these private services expanded to support local authorities in enforcing environmental legislation and allowing private entities “significant decision-making powers”, so did the public expectation for them to meet their own environmental obligations (Ferguson, 2024, p.14). This research aims to identify how these independent factors interact within an ever-changing environment motivated by global sustainability frameworks.
To achieve this aim, the research objectives are to:
a) investigate how SDGs are incorporated into environmental regulations and enforcement frameworks in England and Wales.
b) discover if private environmental enforcement companies are having to diversify their services as a response to sustainability-driven regulatory pressures and opportunities, and how they are doing this.
c) explore the role of public environmental regulatory bodies in implementing sustainable enforcement strategies.
d) discuss the implications of SDG-driven frameworks in the relationship between public and private sectors for effective environmental enforcement.
By addressing these objectives, the research aims to contribute to a better understanding of how sustainable development frameworks influence environmental enforcement and how companies operating within this sector can strategically adapt to the changes in regulatory, public, and sustainability expectations.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Integrating sustainability principles into environmental enforcement has become increasingly important to the public sector as they prepare procurement documentation for potential private sector collaboration (Cammarano et al., 2022). Similarly, with the adaptation of SDGs by the UN in 2015, academics have studied the comprehensive framework for addressing interconnected economic, social and environmental challenges. While SDGs provide a strategic direction to companies for sustainable development, their success depends on how effective the company’s frameworks and implementation are, and how decision makers apply international commitments to their policies and actions (Galeazzo et al., 2023).
Private environmental enforcement companies play an important role in ensuring that environmental regulations are implemented effectively, in line with sustainability commitments, often outlined during procurement (van Erp, 2020). This literature review will discuss the key themes relevant to the proposed research, including sustainability policies, SDGs, environmental regulations, public-private sector relationships in environmental enforcement, and the role of private enforcement in compliance. This literature should provide the foundation to further explore how sustainability frameworks may influence environmental enforcement arrangements between the public and private sectors in England and Wales.
Sustainable Development and implementation of SDGs
The concept of sustainable development was introduced with the publication of “Our Common Future”, also known as the “Brundtland Report”, in 1987. This report suggested that sustainable development is possible if humanity’s current needs are met “without compromising the future generations’ abilities to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p.16). Since then, further agreements and frameworks have tried to implement the concept, ultimately creating and establishing the UN SDGs in 2015 (United Nations, 2015). The SDGs represent 17 interconnected goals aimed to be global policy, the purpose being to address global sustainability issues including climate change, inequalities, and environmental harm. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 echoes these sustainable development principles for public bodies to measure their long-term commitments and partnerships against to create more responsible and sustainable communities (Welsh Government, 2015).
Implications and implementation of SDGs, especially in the context of transforming broad global commitments into effective company policies, have been widely researched with findings suggesting that SDGs require an integrated approach, encouraging collaboration across different sectors (Horan, 2022). Breuer & Leininger (2021) suggest, similarly, that environmental concerns rely on mechanisms that emphasise the importance of collaborative compliance and accountability to reach national environmental goals such as sustainable consumption.
Horan (2022) suggests that implementing SDGs can bring significant challenges including limited policy coordination, internal organisational fragmentation, and general difficulties for national regulatory systems to meet and maintain global sustainability goals. Research suggests that having structures in place capable of, and willing to facilitate, collaboration between the public and private sectors is important for its success (Horan, 2022; Perry et al., 2021). Environmental enforcement companies in England and Wales therefore play an important role in reaching national sustainability objectives.
Governance of Environmental Enforcement
There is a system of rules and practices that shape how environmental resources are managed and protected. Within this framework, environmental enforcement regulations represent a key component that governments and local authorities work towards to comply with environmental legislation (Schleifer et al., 2022). This includes monitoring, inspecting, and enforcing against environmental crimes and, where appropriate, conduct legal proceedings against individuals or organisations that fail to comply with regulatory standards.
In England and Wales, environmental regulations are fulfilled via a network of public sector services that are responsible for overseeing environmental protection and environmental legislation; for example, the Environment Agency, established in 1996 and Natural Resources Wales, established in 2013 (Environment Agency, 2019; Natural Resources Wales, 2026). These provide supplementary information and are often involved in supporting the enforcement of environmental law across numerous areas such as waste management, land use, and emissions.
Existing academic research on environmental management and the various means of enforcement discuss how traditional regulatory approaches focused on formal and legal routes including Fixed Penalty Notices (FPNs) and sanctions that were designed to deter non-compliance of the law. Researchers also explore collaborative regulatory models, including issuing technical guidance to encourage greater compliance because they recognise the limits of wholly punitive approaches (Nurse, 2020). Current environmental frameworks increasingly support knowledge sharing and regulatory strategies based on a partnership with “the overlapping of remedies (civil and criminal) as well as interests (public and private)” (Nurse, 2020, p.340). This responsive regulation and “collaborative approach” reflects how legislation and society have progressed towards a network-based enforcement system (Sandström et al., 2015).
Public-Private Sector Partnerships and Regulatory Responsibilities
Research suggests that the role of private sector companies in environmental information is increasing with local authority partnerships across England and Wales (Ferguson, 2024). Both sectors are influenced by non-governmental organisations and industry associations such as DEFRA which has led to a “hybrid governance system” whereby regulatory responsibilities, knowledge, and expertise are shared between both public and private sectors (Toxopeus et al., 2020).
Involving the private sector in environmental enforcement can improve the effectiveness of environmental legislation with focused and specialised training as well as dedicated operational capacity that local authorities may not have available or have the budget for (Ferguson, 2024; Stafford, 2011). For example, the private enforcement companies in England and Wales often provide compliance and administrative support that aid councils to meet their regulatory obligations more efficiently with fewer financial constraints.
However, partnerships between the public and private sector in regulatory systems can raise concerns, with some arguing that authorities relying on the private sector must “contribute to the accountability, transparency, and public legitimacy of enforcement agencies” (van Erp, 2011, p.303). Transparency in how both sectors interact with each other is relatively well researched within regulatory literature, largely due to growing public and academic interest. However, there is less research available on global sustainability frameworks such as SDGs and how they influence the development and implementation of public-private partnerships and governing structures in environmental enforcement. For a more holistic view, additional empirical research examining how sustainability frameworks influence roles, strategies, and policies of private environmental enforcement companies and their relationships with public sector enforcement services would be beneficial.
Compliance of the Private Environmental Enforcement Sector
The private environmental enforcement sector has grown significantly, largely due to austerity measures and public services needing to outsource specialist expertise to manage environmental crimes (Eckersley et al., 2021). Local authorities are still scrutinised by the public and their choices are influenced by their political partnerships to comply with legal requirements and demonstrate positive sustainability outcomes. There is also a general expectation for private companies to provide a range of services alongside enforcement such as demonstrating their commitment to improving their environmental impact and maintaining sustainability reports to manage any political fallout or resistance effectively (Alonso et al., 2015).
The growth of private sector involvement has been driven by other factors such as increased public awareness of environmental issues, tightening environmental legislation and regulation, and institutional pressures affecting corporations’ commitment to improve their sustainability practices (Delmas & Toffel, 2008). With more regulations and funding constraints, local authorities often rely on external expertise to enforce environmental legislation and environmental management systems.
Research by Berliner & Prakash (2013) suggests that private companies offering environmental enforcement are choosing to diversify their services as a response to evolving sustainability framework and certification requirements. Companies are having to expand their provisions beyond their original purpose of enforcement activities to demonstrate their commitment to sustainability strategies and development, corporate sustainability, and broader climate risks by complying with reporting frameworks and certifications such as ISO (International Organization for Standardization) 14001 (Berliner & Prakash, 2013).
While research has explored the growth and prominence of private environmental enforcement services, there has been little research into how broader frameworks such as SDGs can affect how this sector develops. There is a lack of research into how private companies adapt their processes and strategies to comply with sustainability-driven regulatory environments.
Research Gap
The literature review has highlighted numerous themes relevant to environmental crime legislation and the implementation of sustainability frameworks. Existing research provides insights into the sustainable development frameworks currently available and how private companies interact with these regulatory systems. There is still a lack of information however on how the public and private environmental departments have both developed independently and integrated their perspectives.
Empirical research into the integration of SDGs in national environmental legislation and frameworks is also limited. This could demonstrate the effect of SDGs on the structure and implementation of environmental enforcement companies and departments. Additionally, research on how private environmental enforcement companies manage environmental strategies and sustainability policies, and how they interact with both public and private sector regulators is lacking.
The gap in research is important to fill to understand how sustainability goals can be implemented, and how organisations can operate within environmental enforcement sectors to adapt to, and evolve with, sustainability expectations. This proposed research therefore aims to contribute to existing research by exploring the relationship between SDG implementation, private sector diversification, and environmental enforcement frameworks in England and Wales.

METHODOLOGY
This research will explore how integrating SDGs into environmental systems and frameworks can influence environmental enforcement practices in England and Wales and investigate how and why private enforcement companies adapt their services to meet sustainability-driven developments. The research will be exploratory and interpretive in nature and will therefore adopt a qualitative approach to investigate professional practice perspectives within the environmental enforcement sector.
Research Approach and Design
Adopting an interpretivist research approach, this study will examine the relationships of individuals and organisations to understand how they respond to changing policy frameworks and legislation updates. An interpretivist approach is appropriate for this study to explore institutional processes and organisational behaviours instead of testing predetermined hypotheses, which is widely used in social science research (Putnam & Banghart, 2017).
The research design will incorporate a multiple case study design as the primary research strategy. Yin (2018, p.50) suggests that case study research is particularly well suited to “investigate a contemporary phenomenon…within a real-world context” which supports an in-depth understanding of complex legislative relationships. In the context of this research, a case study approach will facilitate a detailed investigation of how sustainability frameworks influence environmental enforcement practices across both public and private sectors.
Private organisations and local authority departments operating within the environmental enforcement industry in England and Wales will by the focus of this study, including DEFRA, Environment Agency, and Natural Resources Wales as well as private environmental enforcement companies. Due to varying legislations in Scotland and Northern Ireland, a UK-wide study would not be feasible, but this research could lay ground for further exploration in future. By examining both public and private departments, the research can investigate how different sectors’ professional practices interact within a hybrid regulatory environment to maintain effective governance and high-quality services (Ewert & Maggetti, 2016).
Two primary data collection methods will be used for this research; semi-structured interviews and documentary analysis. Using multiple sources of evidence like this will allow the researcher to triangulate evidence to strengthen the validity of the findings (Yin, 2018).
The primary method of data collection will be semi-structured interviews with industry and departmental leaders and stakeholders. The participants’ perspectives will be explored in detail while maintaining flexibility to pursue emerging themes throughout the interaction. The interviews will focus on the participants’ experiences of environmental enforcement practices, their understanding of sustainability governance frameworks, and how their departments or businesses respond to sustainability-related policy changes.
Participants will include professionals working within environmental regulatory settings (such as Environment Agency and Natural Resources Wales), private environmental enforcement companies, environmental enforcement departments within local authorities, and sustainability managers involved in environmental compliance as their expertise and knowledge is likely to create strong, informed data.
Depending on data saturation, around 15-20 interviews would be expected to ensure a broad range of insights are explored.
Documentary evidence will complement the data collected at interview stage by examining relevant policies and procedures of the organisations, including regulatory policy statements, environmental enforcement strategies, sustainability reporting and accreditations, strategy documentation and industry guidance. It will also provide some insight into how sustainability objectives are incorporated into environmental frameworks and practices. The approach will facilitate identifying how sustainability priorities are communicated to internal teams within corporate and governing bodies. This will provide a contextual framework for interpreting interview findings (Yin, 2018).
A purposive sampling strategy will be utilised to identify suitable participants and organisations with relevant experience and expertise in environmental enforcement and sustainability frameworks. Purposive sampling, as a tool in qualitative research, helps to obtain detailed insights from individuals with a specialised knowledge of the research topic (Palinkas et al., 2015). Participants will be selected based on their professional roles within the environmental enforcement industry and where appropriate, snowball sampling may be used to identify additional participants through professional networks and recommendations by other interviewees.
Thematic analysis will be used to analyse the collected data to identify emerging patterns and themes. Interview transcripts and existing literature will be systematically coded to identify recurring themes relating to sustainability goals and environmental enforcement practices, particularly experiences with the private sector. By approaching the analysis through familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, identifying broader thematic categories, and interpreting these themes in relation to the research objectives, it should allow the research to develop a nuanced understanding of how sustainability frameworks influence practices and strategies within environmental enforcement.
While a quantitative approach such as a large-scale survey or statistical analysis could provide insights into broader patterns of organisational behaviour, it is less effective in capturing contextual conditions such as the complex relationship between the public and private sectors and the decision-making processes in sustainability that are central to this research (Baxter & Jack, 2008). As a result, the study having a qualitative case study approach is the most appropriate methodology to examine sustainability frameworks and how they are interpreted and operationalised within the environmental enforcement industry.
The research will combine interviews with documentary analysis to provide a detailed and contextually grounded understanding of how public government and private companies respond to sustainability priorities within the UK environmental enforcement system, focusing on services in England and Wales.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
The research will involve human participants through semi-structured interviews with professionals working within the environmental enforcement industry and environmental regulatory bodies. Careful consideration will be given to ethical issues associated with participant participation, confidentiality, data protection, and professional relationships. The research will adhere to the ethical principles outlined in standard institutional guidelines and will comply with relevant data protection legislation including UK General Data Protection Regulations (UK Statistics Authority, 2022).
An ethical requirement of this research is that participants will participate voluntarily, based on informed consent. Before conducting any interviews, all potential participants will be provided with a participant information form which explains the purpose of the research, the nature of their involvement, and how the collected data will be used (BERA, 2024). Participants will be advised of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage until data analysis commences, with no negative consequences.
Written consent will be obtained by each participant before conducting the interviews. The consent form will outline how interview data will be recorded, stored securely, and used in the research. The participants will be asked for permission to audio-visual record interviews on Microsoft Teams to ensure accuracy in transcription and analysis.
Participant confidentiality is important given that the research involves professionals working within regulatory organisations and private sector enforcement. Participants are likely to discuss their organisational practices, processes and strategies that could be deemed sensitive and privileged information. To protect participants and organisations, the interview data will be anonymised during the transcription process, and any identifying information such as specific organisational details and role titles will be redacted or generalised if necessary. This will reduce the risk of the participants and organisations being identified if the final research (Wiles et al., 2008). This is especially important as an insider researcher as the study is placed within the researcher’s professional field. There is potential to engage with participants operating within related professional networks which could create ethical considerations regarding power dynamics, perceived obligations to participate, and professional reputation concerns (Holmes, 2020). To mitigate such risks, the voluntary nature of participation will be emphasised and ensured that individuals are not recruited in ways that could create pressure to participate. Additionally, professional boundaries will be maintained throughout the research process to ensure that findings are objectively reported without bias.
Still, the research presents minimal risk to participants. However, discussing regulatory process and internal practices could involve sensitive subjects therefore the participants will be advised again that they can decline to answer any questions they would rather not address. Interviews will be conducted on Microsoft Teams or Zoom at a time and date convenient for the participant (Archibald et al., 2019). Implementing ethical safeguards for this research aims to ensure confidentiality and ensure that all participants are protected throughout the research process.
All research data will be handled in accordance with UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) data guidelines. Audio-visual recordings and transcriptions along with supplementary research materials will be securely stored using password-protected digital storage, accessible to only the researcher. If any physical documents are used, they will be stored securely in locked storage.
The data will only be stored for the period required for the research, after which it will be securely deleted or destroyed (Wiles et al., 2008; UK Statistics Authority, 2022). Participants will be advised that their data will be retained in line with these policies and informed about how it will be used within the study.

Conclusion
This proposal outlines a study which aims to examine how integrating SDGs into environmental enforcement frameworks can reshape enforcement practices in England and Wales. Focusing on the relationship between the public and private sectors, the research responds to a growing need to improve understanding on how global sustainability goals translate into operational strategies and professional practices.
The proposal demonstrates that SDG frameworks are regularly adopted at policy level but there remains a gap in understanding how these goals influence the structure of environmental enforcement systems, especially within the private sector where companies are increasingly diversifying their services due to regulatory changes (Calabrese et al., 2022). Addressing this gap will allow further understanding of contemporary environmental governance that is characterised by a cross-sector partnership between the public and private sector.
A qualitative methodology is well-suited to capture the complex relationship between these sectors and to explore the different organisational perspectives, practices and strategies. The semi-structured interviews and documentary analysis will generate contextually grounded insights into sustainability objectives and operational experiences of the professional participants working across the environmental enforcement industry (Zhao, 2020).
Grounded in professional practice, the research aims to contribute to academic knowledge and understanding within the environmental enforcement sector. The findings could inform the effectiveness of a public-private partnership and support developing a responsive and adaptive framework to improve environmental enforcement systems and sustainability outcomes that meet SDGs.
This research is both timely and relevant in addressing the challenges of sustainable development, environmental regulations, and professional and organisational strategies for business growth. Examining how integrating SDGs can influence enforcement practices in the private sector will contribute to the development and future of the environmental enforcement industry and its relationship with sustainable development objectives.
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