



Contents Page

Introduction .............................................................................................................. 2


Introduction to Concepts ........................................................................................ 2


SDG 1: No Poverty ………........................................................................................ 7


SDG 2: Zero Hunger ……………………................................................................... 9


Conclusion ………………………………………....................................................... 12


References ............................................................................................................. 13



Introduction
This report will outline and discuss the progress that the UK Government and Health and Social Care sector has made in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals developed by the United Nations. This will highlight to the National Health Service (NHS) chief the extent that these sustainable development goals have improved health and wellbeing within the UK population. Ultimately, this will allow for challenges and recommendations to be identified to help the UK’s sustainable development and improve the population’s health and wellbeing going into the future.

This report will begin with an introduction to the key concepts including health, wellbeing, sustainable development, and sustainable development goals. This will then lead into the discussion of two specific sustainable development goals developed by the United Nations in 2015. This report will be focusing on the sustainable development goals of “no poverty” (goal 1) and “zero hunger” (goal 2). Each of these sustainable development goals will be discussed in terms of what they are and the initiatives that the UK Government have developed to implement these goals. The progress and challenges in implementing these two sustainable developmental goals will be critically evaluated, particularly in terms of their effects on health, wellbeing, and sustainable development within the population. Based on this, recommendations will then be made to improve the implementation of these sustainable development goals and overcome any challenges identified. Finally, this report will end with a conclusion summarising the current state and success that the UK Government have had in implementing these sustainable development goals associated with health and wellbeing. This conclusion will inform the NHS chief as well as other Government officials on the future actions needed regarding the UK’s sustainable development.

Introduction to Concepts
The United Nations is an international organisation involving almost 200 countries that aims to improve the current and future world (Weiss, 2015). As part of this, the United Nations targets and aims to improve health and wellbeing across the world (Menne e, 2020). This makes the concepts of health and wellbeing relevant to this report, especially when discussing the UK’s implementation of the United Nation’s sustainable development goals.

Health
The most popular and widely used definition of health was proposed by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in the 1940s (Saylor, 2004). WHO defines health as an individual’s complete mental, physical, and social state and wellness (Saylor, 2004). However, in recent years, researchers and professionals have identified many issues with the WHO definition of health. As Leonardi (2018) explain, the main issue with the WHO definition of health is that it cannot be applied to real life. For example, WHO’s definition does not fully acknowledge the impact that illness, individual’s behaviours, and environmental factors (such as poverty, war etc.) might have on health. To address this, a new definition of health has been developed which takes into account individual’s mental and physical capacity (rather than their state) to respond to environmental events (Leonardi, 2018). 

Health is important for all individuals as it influences their potential in and quality of life in many ways (Oleribe et al., 2018). On a broader scale, being in good health allows individuals to live to and possibly beyond their full life expectancy (of around 80 years old) (Rosen and Haglund, 2001). As Rosen and Haglund (2001) discussed, experiencing poorer health as a result of infectious or chronic diseases (e.g., heart disease, cancer etc.) can worsen individuals’ quality of life (due to the pain from symptoms, constantly needing treatment etc.) and cause them to die earlier. Meanwhile, on a smaller scale, having good health allows individuals to function, complete tasks and go about their day-to-day lives (McCartney et al., 2019). For example, evidence has consistently shown over the years that poor health impacts individuals who work. Poor health due to illness and mental health issues particularly results in adults taking days off from work and can also reduce their productivity (Carter et al., 2013). Although, adults are not the only members of society impacted by poor health. Similar to adults, children who experience poor health are more likely to take days off from their education and therefore perform worse academically compared to their healthier peers (Bortes et al., 2019). This highlights that health is not only important for individuals but for society as a whole.

Wellbeing
On the other hand, the concept of wellbeing does not have a common definition. In the UK, professionals and researchers commonly define wellbeing as how individuals mentally and emotionally feel about and experience life (Department of Health, 2013). According to the Department of Health’s (2013) definition, wellbeing can be split into two subtypes:
· Objective Wellbeing – this refers to whether individuals have the resources that all humans require for their needs and rights to be met. This includes resources and opportunities such as food, shelter, access to healthcare etc.
· Subjective Wellbeing – this refers to how individuals personally evaluate their own wellbeing including their satisfaction with life, whether their life is meaningful etc.

Similar to health, wellbeing is important as it influences individuals’ quality of life (Mansfield et al., 2020). This is likely due to the relationship between health and wellbeing, where wellbeing influences individuals’ health (e.g., not feeling satisfied with life can contribute to mental health issues) and individuals’ health influences their wellbeing (e.g., if someone is suffering from a painful physical health condition, they are less likely to find meaning in their life) (NHS England, 2022). Based on this relationship, greater importance has been placed on wellbeing by the UK Government. This is shown in the 2014 Care Act, which classes “Promoting Wellbeing” as a “General Responsibility and Universal Service” that should be offered within the health and social care sector (GOV.UK, 2023). However, NHS England (2022) suggests that factors, such as ethnicity and gender, influence wellbeing, which suggests that the UK Government should focus on promoting wellbeing within these groups in the population.

Sustainable Development
Sustainable development was a concept originally proposed by the United Nations in 1987, which refers to the development of and within current populations/societies that does not prevent or impact future populations in meeting their own needs (Mensah, 2019). The United Nations outlined 3 main types of sustainable development (Duran et al., 2015), these were:
· Economic – this was concerned with improving the current economy by increasing the quantity and quality of goods and materials (e.g., land), whilst ensuring that there is enough resources and services for future generations.
· Environmental (or Ecological) – this was concerned with maintaining the current environment (including natural resources, natural habitats, animals etc.) and controlling harmful factors that might impact the environment in the future (e.g., pollution, climate change).
· Social – this was concerned with increasing equality and power on local, national, and international scales through politics and institutions (e.g., addressing poverty, homelessness etc.).
According to the United Nations, sustainable development is important to avoid current levels of development worsening and preventing current and future populations from fulfilling their needs and human rights (Duran et al., 2015). 

Sustainable Development Goals 
Sustainable development goals (or SDGs) are a way of measuring the progress in areas and factors that require sustainable development (Medina-Hernandez et al., 2023). The current SDGs were developed by the United Nations in 2015 as part of their “Agenda for Sustainable Development” (Saxena et al., 2021). As Saxena and colleagues (2021) explained, these SDGs were developed for governments and organisations across the world to encourage them to improve their sustainability. The current SDGs were based on the original Millennium Development Goals proposed by the United Nations in 2000, which also aimed to promote sustainable development (Sianes et al., 2022). However, the main issue with the Millennium Development goals, and why SDGs were introduced, is that they were not achieved equally across populations. For example, the Millennium Development Goal of reducing poverty was closer to being achieved in Northern, wealthier countries (e.g., in Europe) than Southern countries (e.g., in Asia and Africa) (Sianes et al., 2022). Therefore, when creating the current SDGs, the United Nations suggested that these goals would equally support all countries and would cover broader, more influential issues (going beyond poverty) (Sianes et al., 2022).

The United Nations introduced 17 SDGs as shown in Figure 1 (United Nations, 2023). As seen in Figure 1, the current 17 SDGs all address the 3 areas of sustainable development (economic, environmental, and social development) originally proposed by the United Nations in 1987. The United Nations have stressed the importance of achieving these SDGs by 2030 to ensure that all human beings and the planet benefit in some way from these goals (Halkos and Gkampoura, 2021). 
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Figure 1 - The 17 Sustainable Development Goals introduced by the United Nations in 2015 taken from United Nations (2023). 

As a member of the United Nations, the UK is required to participate and review their progress in achieving the 17 SDGs (GOV.UK, 2021). Although interestingly, in 2023, a review by the United Nations suggested that the UK Government were not on track in achieving these SDGs (UN Global Compact, 2023). However, researchers have suggested that the UK Government’s progress in achieving these SDGs was stunted by the COVID-19 pandemic in the early 2020’s (Glastonbury, 2021). This highlights the need to explore the UK’s progress in achieving the United Nation’s SDGs. 

This report will specifically focus on the first and second SDGs: “No Poverty” and “Zero Hunger”. These goals have been chosen due to their relevance in the health and social care sector (including the NHS), an institution that the UK Government has identified as requiring sustainable development (GOV.UK, 2014). This is because this sector has shown signs of struggling to develop both socially and economically, which casts doubt on its survival for future generations (Montgomery et al., 2017). Both poverty and hunger are associated with many issues related to health and wellbeing (e.g., increased risk of disease, poor diet, inadequate housing etc.) (Garthwaite et al., 2015), which directly involve the health and social care sector. Therefore, reviewing the UK’s progress in achieving these SDGs would inform the Government and NHS Chief in what currently needs to be done to sustainably develop the health and social care sector.

SDG 1: No Poverty
“No Poverty” is a SDG that aims to end all forms of poverty (financial, material etc.) and establish economic equality across all populations (United Nations, 2023). In 2022, it was estimated that around 17% of people in the UK were living in absolute poverty (after housing costs) (Francis-Devine, 2023). This specifically meant that these individuals and households had a weekly income of less than £400 on average (Department for Work and Pensions, 2023). As discussed earlier, poverty is associated with poorer health outcomes, specifically a poorer quality of life (due to disease) and reduced life expectancy (Prior and Manley, 2017). This highlights the relevance of this SDG in the UK due to the high amounts of poverty and its impacts on public health. Therefore, to address SDG 1, one of the initiatives that the UK Government have implemented is the introduction of universal credit, as part of their aim of improving financial resilience (GOV.UK, 2021). Meanwhile, the second initiative that the UK Government have implemented is investing in social housing, which supports their aim of ending homelessness and rough sleeping (GOV.UK, 2021).

Universal Credit refers to a monthly, income-based welfare payment intended to support individuals and families on a low income (GOV.UK, 2022). The Universal Credit initiative was implemented to address the original welfare benefits system, which researchers suggested was contributing to poverty (for example, depriving individuals of possible financial support as all benefits required separate applications and eligibility) (Millar and Bennett, 2016). Therefore, to reduce poverty, Universal Credit aims to provide recipients with a standard monthly allowance (e.g., £368.74 for individuals aged over 25), which the Government then add to cover other gaps in their income (e.g., related to children, housing etc.) (GOV.UK, 2022). By 2023, over 6 million people in the UK were receiving Universal Credit (GOV.UK, 2023), which suggests that this initiative was and continues to be widely implemented. 

However, there are many issues with the implementation of Universal Credit as an initiative in achieving SDG 1. The first issue is that Universal Credit can fluctuate regularly based on changes in income. As Porter and Johnson-Hunter (2023) identified, almost half of individuals receiving Universal Credit experience a reduction in what they receive monthly from the Government. This means that those on Universal Credit lack a stable income, which is especially problematic if they are unemployed as it results in them being unable to escape poverty. Another issue with Universal Credit is that it attempts to force those who receive into employment, which can be viewed as unethical. Researchers have identified that Universal Credit purposely offers extremely low payments to individuals, which maintains their poverty, in order to force them to get a job (Wright & Dwyer, 2022). As Wright and Dwyer identified, this unfairly affects individuals with disabilities and single-parents who might not have the capacity to work, despite Universal Credit being advertised to help these same groups. These issues with the implementation of Universal Credit have therefore prevented the UK’s sustainable development in terms of reducing poverty. This initiative itself has also had negative effects on public health and wellbeing. For example, Universal Credit has been associated with psychological distress and mental health issues including Depression and Anxiety (Wickham et al., 2020). This places greater strain on the health and social care sector (as more people require medical support) and also prevents individuals from improving themselves financially (e.g., through seeking employment), which was the aim of Universal Credit. This therefore shows that the implementation of Universal Credit as an initiative to address SDG 1 has been largely unsuccessful as it has maintained and possibly worsened poverty (as well as individuals’ health and wellbeing) since its introduction.

Meanwhile, the implementation of the UK Government’s other initiative for reducing poverty, by increasing social housing, as a concept is less problematic compared to Universal Credit. As part of this inititative, the UK Government aimed to increase the quantity and quality (in terms of affordability and safety) of social housing for all individuals and families (GOV.UK, 2021). The Government’s reason for tackling poverty through housing comes from the fact that individuals living in rented homes and individuals who are homeless are more likely to experience poverty (Crisp et al., 2016). Therefore, it was thought that constructing new homes and improving current homes would help individuals struggling with poverty with their housing costs (e.g., renovation, rent, utility bills) and also create new jobs that would help lift others out of poverty (Crisp et al., 2016). 

There is recent evidence to suggest that some progress has been made in implementing this initiative. For example, the UK Government as part of their “Levelling Up” scheme have now dedicated £6 billion to building 20,000 new affordable homes across the country (GOV.UK, 2024). However, there is little evidence to suggest that the implementation of this initiative has progressed beyond this meaning that it has yet to reduce poverty. Booth (2023) found that despite the UK Government proposing this initiative, only 8,000 social houses were newly built in England between 2022 and 2023, which was significantly lower than previous years. At the same time, the number of people reporting being at risk of or actually becoming homeless due to poverty had increased to 52,000 people (Booth, 2023). This displays that the UK Government’s current progress with this initiative is not enough to meet the demand for social housing within the UK, especially during the cost-of-living Crisis. If this initiative had been fully implemented, it would have helped achieve this SDG targeting poverty whilst also improving health and wellbeing within the population. This is because individuals who are homeless have an increased risk of early death (due to suicide or injury) and a decreased quality of life (due to physical and mental health issues, addiction etc.) (Fazel et al., 2015). This is also the case for individuals living in poor quality housing (Garnham et al., 2022). This highlights that the failure to implement this initiative has only maintained poor health and wellbeing within the population as well as their poverty.

From reviewing the UK Government’s current initiatives, there are clearly many challenges in achieving this SDG regarding poverty. One of the main challenges seen from both initiatives discussed is that the UK Government are taking too broad of an approach by focusing on the population as a whole. Targeting the whole population requires more time and resources (e.g., funding for making new social housing) compared to targeting the smaller, more vulnerable groups within the population. These include ethnic minority groups (such as those who are Bangladeshi, Pakistani, Afro-Caribbean etc.), people living in certain regions (such as the West Midlands and North East), and unemployed individuals etc. (Francis-Devine, 2023). This has evidently slowed down the progress and success of these initiatives in achieving this SDG. Therefore, it is recommended that the UK Government should plan their initiatives around the groups in society most affected by poverty as previously mentioned. This because these groups only make up a small percentage of the population, for example 1.36 million (out of 66 million) people in the UK are unemployed (Powell and Francis-Devine, 2024). It therefore would be cheaper and easier for the UK Government to first support these smaller groups (through initiatives such as Universal Credit) and then build-up their support for the wider population. 

SDG 2: Zero Hunger
Meanwhile, “Zero Hunger” is a SDG that aims to significantly reduce the number of people who are hungry due to lacking food (known as food insecurity) or poor nutrition (or malnutrition) (United Nations, 2023). In the UK, researchers suggest that hunger due to food insecurity has increased due to the cost-of-living crisis. Francis-Devine and colleagues (2023) found that 17% of UK households experienced hunger in 2023, which was almost double the number of households than the year before. Even before this economic crisis, the UK Government found that the level of malnutrition was increasing (UK Parliament, 2019). Both hunger and malnutrition are associated with poorer health outcomes and increase the risk of health issues such as cardiovascular issues, immunity issues etc. (Saunders, 2010). This growing concern and level of hunger and food poverty shows the relevance of this SDG in the UK. Therefore, to achieve this SDG, the UK Government have recently implemented their “Government Food Strategy” initiative. Another initiative that the UK Government had implemented before but is currently helping achieve this SDG are Free School Meals.

The Government Food Strategy is an initiative that aims to improve the accessibility, healthiness and sustainability of food supply and diets within the UK (GOV.UK, 2022). This initiative was developed based on the National Food Strategy for England review, which concluded that most of the food currently available within the UK is unhealthy and harmful to the environment (GOV.UK, 2021). In theory, the Government Food Strategy would be extremely helpful in tackling the health issues associated with malnutrition and food insecurity in the UK. This is because individuals in the UK have been found to consume higher calorie, unhealthy foods, due to the high cost and lack of availability of healthier alternatives, which has increased their risk of developing diet-related health issues (Johnstone and Lonnie, 2023). To directly address this issue, the implementation of the Government Food Strategy was said to involve increasing funding for research to find and develop healthier, cost-effective diets that families and households can adopt going forward (GOV.UK, 2022). 

However, similar to the UK Government’s initiatives to address SDG 1, there is little evidence suggesting that the UK Government has implemented the Government Food Strategy. This is likely due to the cost in investing and funding the various projects included in the strategy. For example, the Government have estimated that improving agriculture and the sustainability of food production would require over £200 million of funding (GOV.UK, 2022). Considering the current Cost of Living Crisis and the growing demand for financial support from the public, the Government currently do not have the financial means to support this strategy. Despite this funding issue, there is still evidence to suggest that the less expensive plans apart of this strategy, such as educating the population on healthy eating habits, would be successful once implemented. This was proven by the large scale success of older initiatives related to healthy eating (e.g., Change4Life) in promoting healthier food and lifestyle choices (Goodman et al., 2021). However, considering how recently the Government Food Strategy was developed, it is likely that the Government have not had the time to implement this initiative which makes it hard to assess its success in achieving this SDG.

On the other hand, Free School Meals as an initiative were originally introduced as part of the 1996 Education Act for school-aged children from low income backgrounds (Department for Education, 2023). Over the years, Free School Meals have successfully reduced the burden of food insecurity that families with children endured, as children would always receive a warm, nutritional meal at school (Shinwell and Defeyter, 2021). However, as Shinwell and Defeyter acknowledge, Free School Meals did not address families’ food insecurity when children were out of school (e.g., during the holidays). This highlights that whilst Free School Meals have been successful, their implementation is limited to when children are at school. Although, as seen during the COVID-19 pandemic, schools and local authorities have started addressing this by providing families with food parcels and food supermarket vouchers (McIntyre et al., 2022).  The success with Free School Meals has led the UK Government to develop similar initiatives to address food insecurity and hunger in children such as the National School Breakfast Club Programme. This programme involves offering children free breakfast at school, in addition to their Free School Meal at lunch, by offering discounts (on delivery and food costs) for schools in disadvantaged areas (GOV.UK, 2024). 

However, going into 2025, there will be issues with eligibility for Free School Meals and the National School Breakfast Club Programme. Currently, Free School Meals are only widely available for children up to the age of 7, after which it depends on their family’s income and if they receive certain welfare benefits (Yang et al., 2022). This is an issue as this restricts the number of children who benefit from this initiative and therefore contributes to food insecurity. This therefore leads these children deprived of Free School Meals to suffer poorer mental health outcomes compared to their peers receiving Free School Meals (Yang et al., 2022). Although, interestingly, some researchers argue that the meals offered by schools as part of this initiative are unhealthy and actually contribute to the food-related health issues that some children face (Parnham et al., 2022). 

Compared to the UK Government’s initiatives implemented to address SDG 1, there are less challenges with implementing hunger-related initiatives. Reviewing both the Government Food Strategy and Free School Meals has shown that the main challenge in implementing these initiatives is funding, especially for the Government Food Strategy. As shown with Free School Meals, when initiatives receive both Government and local funding (from local councils and schools), they are more widely implemented. Based on this, it is recommended to improve the implementation and success of the Government Food Strategy in achieving SDG 2 that the UK Government to source funding from other organisations (such as food companies) to support this initiative. As shown by the National Food Strategy review, which was funded by the founder of a popular restaurant chain (Leon), organisations are interested and willing to spend money to address issues with food and hunger (GOV.UK, 2022). Another recommendation is that the UK Government should consider partnering with local councils to offer a similar initiative to Free School Meals but for adults. This is because there are more than double the number of adults experiencing food insecurity than children (10 million compared to 4 million) (Local Government Association, 2023). However, there are no formal opportunities for adults to access warm, healthy meals on a daily basis which negatively impacts their health.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this report has discussed and critically examined the implementation and progress of the United Nation’s SDGs within the UK. From reviewing and analysing the available secondary data, it is clear that the UK Government has not yet successfully implemented initiatives related to or achieved either of the SDGs (No Poverty and Zero Hunger) explored within this report. Considering the relevance of poverty and hunger to health and wellbeing, this means that the UK Government has largely been unsuccessful in promoting sustainable development within the health and social care sector.

The initiatives that the UK Government have developed to achieve the SDGs in theory are extremely beneficial. For example, the initiative to increase the availability and affordability of social housing, if actually implemented, would help reduce poverty by reducing people’s housing costs and allowing them to keep more of their income. However, these initiatives have severely been limited by their lack of implementation in reality. The main challenge affecting the implementation of these initiatives is the lack of funding. Despite their ambition, the UK Government do not have the money to dedicate to these initiatives and the smaller projects that they involve. This has likely been worsened by the financial backlog from the COVID-19 pandemic and the current cost-of-living crisis. 

The only initiative that arguably has been successful and is helping the UK sustainably development is Free School Meals (addressing the SDG of reducing hunger). However, this is possibly because the Free School Meals initiative had been in place long before the SDGs. Although, this initiative shows that the UK Government do not need to rely on national funding and can seek local funding (from organisations and local councils) for other SDG-related initiatives.

Based on these findings and conclusions, some recommendations were made to improve the implementation of the UK’s sustainable development initiatives and ultimately improve health and wellbeing within the population. The most relevant recommendation is that Government initiatives should start by targeting smaller, more vulnerable groups within society and then working more broadly. For example, the Universal Credit initiative has shown that the Government struggle, in terms of funding and actual implementation, to target the population as a whole. Therefore, by first targeting the most vulnerable, the Government can then build on the impact of their initiative and ensure that it eventually benefits the health and wellbeing of the whole population.
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