


Critical Evaluation Of The Implementation Of The First 4 Sustainable Development Goals In The UK

The purpose of this essay to critically evaluate and analyse the UK’s implementation of the first 4 Sustainable Development Goals. It will examine and discuss each goal and explore 2 UK strategies of implementation for each goal. It will consider the UK’s progress in the implementation of the strategies by critically reviewing their progress and challenges. This work will also provide recommendations for achieving the 4 Sustainable Development Goals. 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s), are a collection of 17 interconnected goals, that provide a blueprint for both environmental and social objectives (ONS, 2021). They cover a range of significant topics that focus on meeting human needs within ecological restraints in a holistic and sustainable way (Mair et al. 2018) and they are the result of one of the largest public consultations in history (Ford, 2015).

In 2015, the United Nations universally adopted Agenda 2030 which included the 17 SDG’s. The goals have 169 targets and 230 indicators for measuring progress and all 193 UN countries agreed to contribute to them internationally and domestically (UN, 2015a). 

Broad support in the adoption of the goals, is due the fact that they are rooted the groundwork of two previous processes, Agenda 21 and Millennium Development Goals (Persson, Weitz, and Nilsson, 2016). Agenda 2030 and the 17 SDG’s, brought together world leaders to build a more comprehensive framework that is relevant to every country on the planet regardless of its level of development, making it more adaptable as a global community (WHO, 2015). 

The 17 goals are; “1. No Poverty 2. Zero Hunger 3. Good Health and Wellbeing 4. Quality education 5. Gender Equality 6. Clean Water and Sanitation 7. Affordable and clean Energy 8. Decent Work and Economic Growth 9. Industry Innovation and Infrastructure 10. Reduced Inequalities 11. Sustainable Cities and Communities 12. Responsible Consumption and Production 13. Climate Action 14. Life Below Water 15. Life on Land 16. Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions 17. Partnership for the goals” (UN, 2015b)

Their main purpose is to end extreme poverty, fight inequality and injustice, protect the planet and ensure that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and prosperity (UNDP, 2022). The core promise and commitment of the goals is to “leave no one behind” by reaching the poorest of the poor, ending discrimination, exclusions and vulnerabilities (UNSDG, 2022) and to support a stable relationship between human activity and the natural world, without compromising or diminishing the ability and prospects of those living in the future (Borowy, 2021). 

The UK was at the forefront of negotiating the SDGs and is committed to being at the forefront in delivering them. In order to implement and support the delivery the SDG’s, the government has ensured that they are embedded into all governmental departments, planning and processes (GOV.UK, 2021a).
 
SDG 1, No Poverty, aims to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere” (UN, 2022) and to eradicate it completely (UNSTATS, 2022).  According to Gweshengwe 2020 et al. (2020), poverty is one of the most serious global challenges of the 21st century. Hence why Agenda 2030 has called for the elimination of poverty all over the world (Koehler, 2017).

Poverty can be defined as being unable to meet the basic minimum needs considered necessary within a particular society (Laderchi, Saith, R and Stewart, 2003).  Experts who work in poverty alleviation, stress that poverty is multidimensional problem (Bourguignon and Chakravarty, 2019) including a whole host of factors such as poor health, lack of education, disempowerment, poor quality or lack of employment, social exclusion or threat of violence (Khullar and Chokshi, 2018).  

The UN (2015) reports that over 700 million people (10% of the global population) are in some form of poverty, not being able to fulfil basic needs and rights including access healthcare, education, clean water and sanitation.  The World Bank (2022), reports that over 100 million people are now living in poverty as a direct result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The UK is not immune to the issue of poverty. Between 2019 and 2020, 14.5 million, 22%, of the population, were in a relatively low income (UK Parliament, 2022), impacted by public service cuts, soaring energy prices, tax hikes, the effects of lockdown and having to face higher living costs due to COVID-19 (Westwater and Glover, 2022).

The UK government has implemented a number of schemes and programs to help combat the poverty crisis. An example of this, is the landmark Kickstart Scheme, launched in September 2020, with the goal of funding employers so that they can offer new job opportunities to young people aged between 16 and 24 years, providing they are in receipt of universal credit (GOV.UK, 2021).

Economic crisis’ impacts young people’s lives the most and research suggests that unemployment from a young age can lead to scarring in adult life due to subsequent lower pay, higher unemployment and reduced life chances (Thompson and Dahling, 2019). In 2020, 700,000 young people left education and entered the labour market at an extremely difficult time and the number of under 24 year olds claiming universal credit increased to over 800,000 (Johnson-Smith, 2020). The kickstart scheme plays a key role in the government’s Plan For Jobs initiative, offering the chance to gain transferable skills that will increase likelihood of sustained employment and opportunities (Kickstart Campaign, 2021). 

£2 billion was pledged to fund 250,00 placements (Lea, 2020), kickstarting the careers of thousands of young people who would have otherwise been left behind as a result of Covid 19 (Heren, 2020).  For each job opportunity created the government offers to fund the employer £1500 for initial start-up costs and the scheme covers 100% of the cost of the national minimum or living wage and national insurance contributions, for 25 hours per week of the first 6 months. 

Organisations such as the Princes Trust (2022) reported that the scheme was a great success that supported and boosted young people’s confidence and skills. The UK government reported a number of young people’s success stories who described the scheme as being monumental in their lives and a springboard to many other opportunities and permanent work (GOV.UK, 2021).

One of the criticisms of the scheme is the lengthy delay of applications for employers and extra red tape that have made accessing the scheme difficult (Davies, 2020). Also, according to a report by the National Auditing office (2021), failure on the part of work coaches to seek out appropriate candidates, meant opportunities were missed.  Evaluation of the first year of kickstart by the House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts (2021) found that only 168,000 places had been filled and that the DWP underestimated how many young people would find non-kickstart jobs. The report also states that almost 2/3 of the kickstart budget had already been used and that initial delivery of the scheme was too fast and chaotic (Simpson, 2022). Heavy criticism has also been that many young people who were on universal credit at the start of the pandemic have remained on the benefit without moving on to kickstart jobs and that the DWP ‘s monitoring and managing of the scheme was poor. Also, there was no clear way of measuring a persons progress. (NAO, 2021).           

On evaluation, although the scheme offered many benefits to help secure a young persons future, failure on the part of the application, management and monitoring decelerated its success.

There is an inextricable correlation between poor education and poverty, (Child Fund, 2022) which has been exacerbated by the pandemic. To recover from the impact, in November 2020, the UK government implemented the National Tutoring Programme which aims to offer highly tailored tutoring for the most disadvantaged pupils in schools (NTP, 2022).  Tuition is offered either through Tuition Partners, Academic Mentors or School Led tTutoring. The program is designed to help those most disrupted through the pandemic however, many teachers reported that the scheme was launched too late, tuition was of poor quality and that sessions were often cancelled without notice 
(Weale, 2022 ).

The scheme was targeted at reaching children from poorer backgrounds, yet only 44% of children in the first year were in receipt of people premium (Tes, 2021).  Also, one of the companies contracted to deliver tuition called ‘Ranstad’ promised targeting 65% of their tuition to pupil premium children as part of their petition to secure the contract. However in early 2022 they announced that they would be ditching this figure and no longer making those children a priority due to the DFE offering companies “operational flexibility” (Booth, 2022). Another criticism was that it would’ve been simpler to give the funding directly to schools rather than private companies so that they could have employed recently retired staff or teachers who had relationships with pupils in the schools, in order to achieve better results (Coleman, 2020).  The NTP scheme was injected with a £350 million budget however some tutors were left short changed and disgruntled being paid only £15 an hour while the company was receiving between £72-£84 an hour (Ferguson, 2021). 

According to the DFID (2017), work and education is the best route out of poverty and the UK government has tried to improve standards for both these factors. However, evaluation of both of these programmes, show that the UK is facing challenges in implementing SDG 1. To combat this, better monitoring and measuring of schemes is recommended to assess whether they are impacting poverty. Employers and contracted companies are given significant control of how the government schemes are delivered, so regular feedback and progress should be mandatory and regular. Better training for those delivering and promoting programmes should be implemented and funding should be awarded directly to the appropriate bodies rather than ‘middle man’ companies.  The SDG’s will be best delivered and achieved through local and national ownership and not through the privatisation approach (Bond, 2019).

SDG 2, Zero Hunger, aims to “end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture” (UN, 2015b).  Food security can be defined as any disruption to food intake or eating patterns due of lack of money and other resources (Nagata et al, 2019).  This includes the reliable access, sufficient quantity, affordability and nutrition of food. It is concerned with all forms of malnutrition, stunting, wasting, micronutrient deficiencies, being overweight and obesity (Bahn, Hwalla and Laban, 2021).

After a period of steady decline, world hunger has unfortunately been on the increase since 2015 and according to the UN (2022), an alarming 690 million people are now suffering from hunger globally, with 250 million literally at the brink of starvation.  Consequences of Covid 19 such as disrupted food chains and economic slowdown have massively impacted food insecurity (UNSTATS, 2022).

Food insecurity is a significant issue in every advanced, capitalist country (Long et al. 2020) including the UK. According to figures released by the Food Foundation (2022), over 5.7 million adults experience food insecurity between 2021 and 2022 and over 2.5 million children were living in households that experienced hunger. The Trussle trust (2021) reported an unprecedented growth in the need for access to food banks and food parcels during the COVID-19 pandemic, citing a staggering 84% increase in service users between February 2020 and April 2020 alone.       

A survey by The Social Market Foundation, in December 2020, found that 16% of parents reported that their children ate smaller portions or skipped meals entirely at the height of the pandemic (between March and September 2020). With food security figures being quite high in the UK, the government is employing a number of strategies to help implement SDG 2.  An example of this is the Free School Meals Scheme (FSM). Children who are living in food insecure families are more likely to suffer from education losses, less likely to achieve developmental goals or reach potential in school and more likely to suffer from anxiety and stress (WHO, 2022). The FSM scheme aims to offer hot, nutritious meals to support academic attainment and save families money (GOV.UK, 2013).

In the UK, all children are entitled to FSM in the first 3 years of primary school. Following, that their parent or guardian must be in receipt of a qualifying benefit such as Universal Credit to be eligible. The FSM scheme is a critical safety net for those children who are eligible, as for some it can be the biggest and most nutritional meal of the day (Aliyar, Gelli and Hamdani, 2015). With 9 in 30 children per classroom being on the scheme, it is contributing significantly towards implementing SDG 2 in the UK (Sustain, 2020) and research a has shown that receiving FSM increases a child’s intake of healthy food (Vik, Van Lippevelde and Overby, 2019).    

The scheme has faced criticism however, the most prominent of which occurred during the pandemic, spearheaded by professional footballer Marcus Rashford. His charity, The Child Poverty Task Force argued that FSM should be extended over holiday periods, particularly as family’s financial situations had been worsened by the Covid outbreak and that the government was too slow to put measures in place when lockdown occurred. Some campaigners have also protested that the governments eligibility criteria are too strict with the Child Poverty Action Group (2021) claiming that 2 in 5 children live in poverty, yet they are still not eligible. Receiving universal credit doesn’t automatically equal qualifying for FSM. Factors including how much a person earns and even where they live in the UK, play apart making the process confusing for some, leading to not applying at all (Money Helper, 2021).

Malnutrition is not just concerned with deficiencies, but also excesses in a person’s intake of energy and nutrients (obesity). Obesity is being overweight with an excessive amount of body fat (WHO, 2021).  It is considered a complex disease that is more than just a cosmetic issue but a medically concerning one as well, as it increases the risk of health complications including  heart disease, diabetes and high blood pressure (Mayo Clinic, 2022). 

According to the NHS 2019, the most widely used method to check the persons weight is body mass index (BMI). A BMI of 25 to 29.9 is classed as overweight and a BMI of 30 or above is classed as obese or severely obese. 

Childhood obesity is a significant health issue that can have wide implications on the child’s mental and physical well being and can continue into adulthood. In the UK in 2019, 22% of reception age children were classed as being overweight or obese compared with 34% of year 6 children (GOV.UK, 2020). Preliminary data during the pandemic has shown that school closures, strained household finances, increased screen time and consuming cheaper processed foods, have impeded the childhood obesity crisis (Chung et al, 2021).

As part of the strategy to tackle childhood obesity in the UK, the government introduced what is commonly known as the ‘sugar tax’ or officially known as the Soft Drinks Industry Levy (STIL) in April 2018. This tax put a charge on drinks containing a certain amount of sugar. 

Although there was an initial decrease in purchase rates of sugary drinks after the tax was introduced, there was not significant data to support a reduction in childhood BMI rates (Katzmarzyk et al. 2016).
Despite the tax, in 2019 people in the UK were consuming more sugar than ever and obesity was still on the rise (Campbell, 2019). Organisations such as The British Medical Association and Action on Sugar have suggested that the government extend the levy to a much wider range of sweet products, as tax on soft drinks is too narrow to have a meaningful influence on the problem. An article in the British medical journal indicated that tax on sugary snacks such as biscuits and cakes would have more impact on BMI rates than the levy on soft drinks alone, suggesting that intervention in isolation does not produce the desired outcome for child obesity rates and that a more holistic approach should be applied (Mahase, 2019). Some organisations like UK Active (2018) welcomed the debate and discussion around sugar intake, but highlighted that getting people more active more often, would have much higher results.

It is clear that the UK government on a local, national and political level is doing much to tackle issues relating to SDG 2. Recommendations for better implementation of this goal include more clear allocation of tasks for policy makers and service providers so that application processes and laws actually benefit those most in need of help, rather than ticking boxes and meeting targets. 

Sdg 3, Good Health and Well Being, is concerned with “Ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being at all ages” (UN, 2022), covering a large range of topics related to preventing and treating sickness and disease, to prolonging life expectancy.

This goal has a significant focus on well-being described by WHO (2022) as “A state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” Ensuring good health and well-being is critical to achieving all the goals as each is interlinked with the other and all rely heavily on people being healthy.  

Prior to the pandemic, huge progress was made in the effort to increase mortality rates and reduce sickness and disease (UN, 2020) , however Covid 19 sadly reversed some of that progress as on a global scale as over 70 countries were forced to pause their childhood vaccination programs, screening and treatments for cancer, surgeries and planned procedures, all of which reversed years of improvement and unfortunately resulted in non-Covid related deaths (Health, TLP, 2920).

The Uk government understands that promotion of a healthy lifestyle and well-being is linked to several factors including fighting disease and protecting health, reducing crime, tackling climate change, ending rough sleeping, securing defence capabilities, and improving opportunities and equality for all (GOV.UK, 2021). 

One strategy that the government is employing to implement SDG 3 in the UK is the ‘Decarbonising of Road Vehicles’ in the hope of improving air quality and eliminating all vehicle exhaust emissions before 2050, reflecting the Department for Transport’s net zero outcome (GOV.UK, 2021). Net zero, is the state in which greenhouse gases produced are balanced by greenhouse gases being removed from the atmosphere (National Grid, 2020).
To achieve this, the government has enforced Clean Air Zones (CAZ) in Birmingham and Bath with the intention of introducing them to Manchester, Bristol and Bradford in 2022. Vehicles who are not ULEZ compliant (i.e exceeding emission standards) have to pay the charge to the local council if they drive within the boundaries of a CAZ (GOV.UK, 2020).

Vehicle emissions and poor air quality pose a significant risk to public health. Harmful gases including methane, nitrous oxide and carbon dioxide (and smog) can exacerbate conditions such as asthma, impact reduced lung capacity, irritate respiratory illnesses, causing further problems such as pneumonia and bronchitis (Cecchi et al. 2018).

Figures show that in the city of Birmingham there was a 13% reduction in nitrogen oxide levels and that less vehicles were entering the city since the scheme began (Birmingham City Council, 2022).  However, although CAZ do have the potential to quickly improve air quality in polluted areas, there have been financial consequences for low income families (Rashid et al, 2021). People either need to change their vehicle in order to become compliant or pay the charges, at their own cost, as grants were only offered to private hire taxi drivers. Also, avoidance of CAZ areas has resulted in out of city traffic impacting residents of those areas and digital technology barriers affected how people made payments (Drivers Direct, 2020) 

While the positive health impacts of the CAZ scheme are obvious, policy makers need to consider more appropriate mitigation strategies and community engagement so that people are able to comply better with scheme.

Another way the UK is implementing SDG 3, is through its COVID-19 vaccination programme. The UK became the first country to approve a COVID-19 vaccination, administering more vaccinations per 100 people than any other nation of similar size and the UK government’s Vaccine Taskforce helped to accelerate the acquisition and distribution of vaccine doses (Baraniuk, 2021). 

Currently anyone aged 5 years and over are eligible for the first and second dose and people age 16 and over are entitled to their booster dose, all completely free of charge and accessible locally (NHS, 2022).

On evaluation of the programme, a report by the Kings Fund (2022) highlighted the unprecedented UK vaccine rollout success, but did comment that despite effort to encourage, uptake amongst the BAME community and those in low income, deprived areas had lagged behind. To combat this, better engagement with local community leaders to dispel concerns about the vaccine is advised. 

It is clear the the UK government is active to implementing SDG 3. Recommendations to improve this includes targeting members of low-income areas and families and to put more in place in the form of financial assistance and education that people are more empowered to engage with government strategies to improve their own health and well being. 

SDG 4, Quality Education, is focused on “ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities for all.” (UN, 2022). 

The targets within the goal include ensuring free primary and secondary education to all children, girls and boys, globally, eliminating discrimination in education and offering universal literacy and numeracy. The UN proposes meeting these targets through the building and upgrading of inclusive, safe schools, expanding higher education and through ensuring the supply quality teachers (Abdin, 2018).     

The scale of the global problem regarding education is significant, as prior to the pandemic, UN (2022) projections indicated that over 200 million children were not receiving an education globally. Since the pandemic, UNICEF (2022) has reported that more than 635 million students have been affected by full or part time school closures.           

The UK’s endeavour to implement SDG 4 has been massively hindered by the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw nationwide school closures and a dramatic shift to online/remote learning. The gravity of the impact of this on the education of children and young people are still in the preliminary stages of understanding, however it is agreed that temporary school closures have led to a considerable learning loss, particularly for lower achieving students. (Schult et al, 2021).

One strategy that the government is using to promote SDG 4 is the rollout of ‘T Levels’ to help prepare students for entry into skilled employment or higher levels of technical education (GOV.UK, 2021). 
Following on from GCSEs, T levels are an alternative to the current post 16 qualifications, A levels or BTEC. They are a combination of apprenticeships and other 16 to 19 courses. Being equivalent to 3 full A-levels, they place an emphasis on the acquisitions of skills with the aim of supporting students into skilled employment or higher study. 80% of the causes classroom based and 20% is placement based, giving students the opportunity to put their skills in action (T-Levels, 2020). 

Launched in September 2020, £135 million was boosted into the scheme to support the best access to cutting-edge equipment, technologies, and facilities. It is argued that T Levels are a good response to the changing landscape of careers which will provide young people employment stability once they leave education (Straw et al, 2020).

One of the main challenges for this strategy is a lack of understanding of what T levels actually are and how they will impact access to university progression or high-quality work opportunities. With the interruption of lockdown during the launching of the new strategy, even teaching staff are not fully confident about what the qualifications offer and how to manage them. Employees have also raised concerns about how they are to manage the safeguarding of under 18s in their workplaces as well as other concerns including security issues, access to work systems and the impact of short-term placements on their businesses.

T levels are an ambitious new Programme, however as the strategy is still in its early stages, critical evaluation is limited. Recommendations for improvement however would include better promotion of the courses to schools, students, teachers, and providers of work placements. 

Another strategy that the government is using to improve the quality of education is the Lifetime Skills Guarantee (LGS). This aims to support people to train, retrain and upscale their skills throughout their lives, gaining in demand skills and securing good jobs with better pay (Skillsforcare, 2022).           

Over 400 qualifications are offered in areas of skill shortages from social care to engineering, allowing people to adapt and change their skills regardless of their previous qualifications (Meager, 2021).  This scheme is only open to those without a level 3 qualification, leading to criticism that it hinders those who might be most in need of upscaling i.e. those who already have A levels. This restriction leaves around 1.4 million people in low paid jobs from progressing into other careers. To remedy this, eligibility criteria should be reconsidered so that wider groups of people are targeted.

Implementing SDG 4 has undoubtedly been challenged by a plethora of issues relating to the COVID-19 pandemic. The education sector has been extremely hard hit and the progress of some of the schemes has been delayed by lockdown. To combat this, the UK government needs to better promote the availability of their programmes and raise awareness through various other organisations. 

In conclusion, is clear that the UK is implementing many projects and programmes locally and nationally in order to achieve the first 4 SDG’s. Strategies are in place to combat poverty, hunger, education and health and well-being, however promotion of schemes and issues relating to applications and eligibility appear to be challenges that need overcoming in order to better implement the goals. 

The government did invest resources and finances that have been allocated to the strategies as discussed in this essay but, management of those funds in terms of how the schemes were monitored has been poor. Regular assessment of the projects and programmes, including how many people they have succeeding in reaching, what opportunities they have springboard people into and how well they are meeting the targets laid out by the SDG‘s, is crucial to not wasting time for achieving Agenda 2030. 

In the aftermath of the pandemic, the UK government needs to prioritise achieving the SDG’s across all public sectors, using them as a framework to ensure targeting the most vulnerable, without discrimination, ‘leaving no one behind.’
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