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Sustainable Development 

The purpose of this report is to provide information on sustainable development goals, as well as how they relate to the health and social care system in the UK. One prominent definition of sustainable development is as follows ‘the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (Robert, K, W. et al 2005). Sustainable development means to help the people and the world today, without taking away from the people and the world of tomorrow, so that both present and future people can live well, without causing harm to the environment, because if the world is damaged, this will ultimately negatively impact on the lives of all the inhabitants of the world. 


It is the goal of sustainable development to ensure economic development, social equity, and environmental protection. Although these factors can work together, they can sometimes clash. As years have progressed, economic development, which has been crucial in raising living standards for people all over the world, has also significantly contributed to damaging the environment. This is due to the number of wasteful resources that are produced; ultimately these wasteful products add to problem of pollution. In more recent times, it is understood by people that the world will face more problems in the near future if there is no change to the amount of waste and pollution that is created, which causes environmental degradation (Sustainable Environment 2018). Therefore, it can be understood that sustainable development is a practise which is needed in order to change current unmaintainable ways into maintainable ones, in order to reduce problems that are faced all over the world, affecting all walks of life.


The 17 Global Sustainable Development Goals were agreed by the UN in 2015, with the ambition to achieve them by 2030 (Randers, J. 2019). These sustainable development goals will all briefly be mentioned in this essay, whilst 5 of these will be explained in greater detail and linked to the health and social care system in the UK.


The concept of National Sustainable Development Strategy (NSDS) was first proposed in the early 1900s; this was where countries decided to integrate economic, social and environmental objectives into action on a national level. The NSDS were developed through the widest possible participation and were based on a thorough assessment of the current situation and initiatives (United Nations 2021). National Sustainable Development Strategy was defined as “a coordinated, participatory and iterative process of thoughts and actions to achieve economic, environmental and social objectives in a balanced and integrative manner” (United Nations 2021). A key feature of the NSDS is that it aims at an institutional change. It does not simply aim for a plan as an end product, but rather the ways in which to put the plan for sustainable development goals into action through action plans, implementation, monitoring and regular review (United Nations 2021).


Each country has to approach the seventeen sustainable development goals for the 2030 agenda, in a way which is suitable for that country. What may work for one country, may not be possible for numerous reasons, for other countries. There are many factors which leaders and governments must take into consideration before implementing ways to move towards a more sustainable country by reflecting upon economic, social and environmental objectives which can be balanced and integrated (United Nations 2021).


Sustainable development strategies are the ways in which countries can reach their goals. They move from developing and implementing a fixed plan which gets increasingly out of date, towards operating an adaptive system that can continuously improve (Steurer, R. 2008). In terms of the UK’s sustainable development strategies, which can also be seen as plans that have been put into action in order to progress towards a more sustainable future. The UK sustainable development strategy identifies that all individuals have the right to an environment which can be described as healthy, clean and safe. This type of environment is possible to attain if there is a reduction in certain factors such as poverty, pollution, poor housing and unemployment. As well as this, there are global environmental threats that also have major impacts on the lives of people, these threats include climate change and poor air quality. Such environmental threats need to be reduced in order to protect humans and the environments that humans live in, also known as environmental health. 


It is possible to move towards a more sustainable world if countries and their leaders and governments recognize ways in which they can implement changes to their countries, whilst still moving forwards economically, socially and environmentally. The changes cannot and should not happen overnight, which is also not realistically possible in today’s world. Many steps are needed in order to make any one change, therefore by trying to move towards a more sustainable way of life in order to improve the quality of life for the people of today whilst considering the lives of the people of tomorrow, this would require multiple steps on a much larger scale. Resources that are being used up quickly in today’s society should be used more efficiently and alternatives would need to be suggested and used to make such resources last longer and not run out (Sustainable Environment 2018). 


In order to move towards a sustainable world and society, especially in the UK, everyone must have the right to a good standard of living, and better job opportunities in order for the country to move forward and prosper as a whole. To get to a place where everyone has a good standard of living, the workforce in the UK must have workers who have suitable skills and education that they can use to use to their advantage and support themselves with (Sustainable Environment 2018). The UK Sustainable Development Strategy recognises the need for a new, more environmentally sound approach to development. The Government wishes to allow economic growth to continue, but more sustainably, therefore changing the way we think about development is an important part of the UK Strategy. According to Sustainable Environment (2018) there are ten guiding principles to the UK sustainable development strategy. Some of these include the following: putting people at the centre, taking a long-term perspective, taking account of costs and benefits, etc (Sustainable Environment 2018).  


The 17 SDGs all includes a number of targets that must be reached in order to succeed in that overall goal. These goals, if implemented by the countries of the world, would create sustainable environments where the inhabitants are not only living well in present times, but future generations of the inhabitants would also live just as well. 


The first SDG is to end poverty and all its forms everywhere is a crucial goal worldwide. Figures from 2015 show 734 million people lived on less than $1.90 a day. As the world’s population increases, the amount of people in poverty also increases. One way to address this goal is to build the resilience of the poor and vulnerable and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters by 2030 (United Nations 2021). People who have a relatively low income, or an absolutely low income or rough sleepers and those who are homeless are some examples of individuals in poverty (House of Commons 2021). Helping people out of poverty would help to reduce illnesses and diseases that are associated with this problem.

Ending hunger and achieving food security and improved nutrition is SDG 2. Hunger is the leading cause of death in the world, though this planet has a vast amount of resources. Unequal access and inefficient handling of these resources leaves millions malnourished. It can be said that if we promote sustainable agriculture with modern technologies and fair distribution systems, we can sustain the whole world’s population and make sure that nobody will ever suffer from hunger again. One goal to achieve ending hunger is to ensure access all year round to safe, nutritious, and sufficient food by all people, especially those considered poor or vulnerable (The Global Goals 2021). By addressing the problem of hunger, and death by hunger, there would be fewer medical issues as the relationship between eating well and good health is well established (CHA 2019).

SDG 3 is ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being at all ages. Many people around the world are dying daily from causes that are preventable. In 2018 it was estimated that 6.2 million children and adolescents under the age of 15 died, most of these said to have been from preventable causes. Covid-19 in more recent times is a global health crisis, which has disturbed the lives of billions of people worldwide (United Nations 2021). By supporting the research and the development of vaccines and medicines and providing access to affordable essential medicines, this will help ensure healthy lives and wellbeing.

Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all is SDG 4. Quality education is important in a world where knowledge equates to success and power. One of the targets of this SDG states by 2030, ensuring all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes (SDG 4 Education 2021). As learning and education is such a powerful tool used in today’s society all over the world, those who lack education due to various reasons including income, lack of access etc, fall behind others and are not able to live to the standard they would have the chance to, if they had a strong educational start to life. Having an education and attending school in the UK also allows for any possible setbacks or issues such as learning difficulties to be identified from an early age and aid can be sought from children and young people services (NHS 2021). 


SDG 5 is to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. In the recent report by DWP highlights the ways in which the UK government and different organisations can help to achieve gender equality through providing equal opportunities not only to men and women alike, but even those individuals who have additional problems that could hinder their chances to progress in careers and the UK workforce, for example, people with disabilities, people from ethnic minority communities, etc. (GOV.uk 2021) The government are aiming to address this goal through targeted support and specific programmes (GOV.uk 2021). 


Sustainable water resources are essential to human health, environmental sustainability, and economic prosperity, this is why SDG 6 to ‘ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all’ is vital in terms of human survival. It is said that there are over 2 billion people in the world who are affected by water stress, which will only increase with population growth and the effects of climate change. In order to further progress in health, education and poverty eradication, this SGD must be addressed, especially for those who live in third world countries where more than 673 million people still practice open defecation due to lack of access to basic washing facilities. This practise is harmful and spreads many diseases and illnesses, causing complications to one’s health and even leading to death. The WHO estimates that 50 percent of malnutrition is associated with repeated diarrhoea or intestinal worm infections from unsafe water or poor sanitation (CLTS Foundation 2018).


SDG 7 is to ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all. Lack of access to energy supplies is a constraint to human and economic development. However, it is also a fact that energy is the dominant contributor to climate change, accounting for around 60 per cent of total global greenhouse gas emissions, as well as this, global emissions of CO2 have increased by more than 46 per cent since 1990. Therefore, countries must double the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency by 2030 to create more sustainable energy (UN environment programme 2021).


Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all is SGD 8. This goal is crucial in a world where men are paid higher in 40 out of 45 countries where there is data on the pay. As well as this, it focuses on abolishing child labour and other forms of employment that should exist in current times. One of the targets of this SDG is to take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child labour, including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms (United Nations 2021). 


To build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation is SDG 9. One target of this SDG is to increase access to information and communications technology and strive to provide universal and affordable access to the Internet in least developed countries. Internet is an important aspect of modern life as it allows people to work, communicate, gain knowledge and much more, yet there are many who still live without it and cannot take advantage of the opportunities access to internet brings. 


SDG 10 focuses on reducing inequality within and among countries. It is a prominent fact that a small group of people in the world have much of the world’s wealth, and a much larger proportion of the world’s population have very little in terms of wealth. This often leads to financial and social discrimination. One target of this SDG is, progressively achieve and sustain income growth of the bottom 40 per cent of the population at a rate higher than the national average (Global Goals 2021). It is said that when everyone in a nation is self-sufficient, that nation will prosper. 


Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable is SDG 11. As the worlds population rapidly increases, the amount of people who live in cities is also increasing. Cities account for 55% of the population of the world, and also produce 75% of the greenhouse gas emissions (Vaidya and Chatterji 2019). In order to create sustainable cities and accommodate everyone, we need safe, affordable and resilient cities. Affordability is a large aspect of this particular SDG. This is because if there is affordable transport and affordable housing and access to basic services for an affordable price, this is more likely to last in order to create a more sustainable environment (Global Goals 2021).

 
SGD 12 is to ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. This requires minimalizing waste and pollutants that are generated through production methods and the consumption process. It encourages the adoption of sustainable practises in order to achieve this (UN Environment Programme 2021). One of the most prominent forms of waste in the world is food waste. It is estimated that every year, 1.3 billion tonnes of food, worth around $1 trillion ends up in the bins of consumers and retailers or spoiling before it has the chance to be sold and consumed. One of the goals of this SDG is to substantially reduce waste generation through prevention, reduction, recycling and reusing (United Nations 2021). 


To take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts is SDG 13. Climate change is an aspect of worldly life which affects everyone in every country on every continent. It can be seen in the way weather patterns change, sea levels rise, and more natural disasters are taking place in the world in more recent times. Humans along with animals are losing their homes and their livelihoods because of these disasters and natural occurrences which can be managed better through urgent action in combating climate change. Improving education on this matter and raising awareness on how humans have the capacity and ability to make a difference through adaptation to different and more sustainable ways of living could help to reach this SDG. 


SDG 14 is to conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development. The earth is covered in 70% sea and ocean and we rely on this vast source for food, energy and water, yet as humans we have not kept this essential resource in a good condition. We have damaged this source of life through pollution and overfishing (Global Goals 2021). One of the targets of this SDG is to prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution. This target not only saves marine life and improves the quality of the water where so many species live, but it would also help the problem of pollution from plastic materials, which can have adverse effects when this travels up the food chain, as humans consume fish that have consumed plastics and micro-plastics. 


To protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification and halt and reverse land degradation, and halt biodiversity loss is SDG 15. Deforestation is one of the biggest problems which not only affects people, but also wildlife and climate change. It is said that Up to 15 billion trees are now being cut down every year across the world, and every two seconds, a part of a forest as big as a football pitch is cut down (WWF 2021).  If forests are cleared, or even disturbed, they release carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases, which causes even more harm to the planet. One of the targets of SDG 15 is to promote the implementation of sustainable management of all types of forests, halt deforestation, restore degraded forests and substantially increase afforestation and reforestation globally (Global Goals 2021).


SDG 16 is to promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels. Justice is an issue in today’s society, where innocent people are involuntarily caught in the midst of international conflicts and wars, costing them their lives, livelihoods and life as the know it. The number of people fleeing war, persecution and conflict is said to have surpassed 70 million in 2018, the highest level recorded by the UN refugee agency, in almost 70 years (United Nations 2021). Some targets of this SDG include significantly reducing all forms of violence and related death rates everywhere and also promoting the law at the national and international levels and ensuring equal access to justice for all (United Nations 2021)


Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development is the last of the 17 SDGs. Its focus is on stronger partnerships between nations, which ultimately would contribute to environmental protection and sustainable development through sharing of knowledge, using resources effectively, etc (United Nations Environment Programme 2021). It can be said that the other SDGs can only be put into action and reached if the goal of partnership is established. The world would not become more sustainable if only a few countries adopted the goals and reached their targets alone. To improve the state of the world for its current and future populations, all nations must collaborate and work together to make lasting changes. 


In relation to the health and social care system in the UK, the most prominent aspect of this system is the NHS, which is an organization that can be said to be the heart of wellbeing and health of people in the UK. The NHS will be used to provide examples on how plans have been made during the last few years to make the health and social care system in the UK, more sustainable. There are sustainable development management plans available for NHS England which includes information that aligns the Sustainable Development Management Plan to the UK Government’s Agenda 2030, published in response to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This helps ensure that the work the NHS does, contributes to national and global ambitions and efforts (NHS 2018).


One of the SDGs which the NHS have helped to make a difference to is quality education. According to the UN, quality education is important because it is one of the key factors that enables escape from poverty (United Nations 2021). Over the past decade major progress has been made internationally to increase the access that children and young people have to an education. In particular, the attendance of girls in educational settings has had a significant rise (United Nations 2021). Though there have been more chances for children and young people to attain an education, there are still over 260 million children worldwide out of school. This also indicates how many children worldwide are not reaching the minimum standards in reading and mathematics (United Nations 2021). 

During the coronavirus crisis, many children were out of school due to the closures. However, this took a toll on the learning of millions, especially the most vulnerable members of society (United Nations 2021). In the UK, organisations like the NHS have stepped up to provide more opportunities and jobs for school leavers, and young people. These individuals were also affected greatly by the pandemic, however by having opportunities from the NHS it gives them a chance to grow their skills and enter the world of work though their grades may not have reflected their true ability. Some of the ways in which the NHS are supporting the sustainable development goal of quality education is through the creation of 3 million new apprenticeships by the year 2020. The NHS also created the opportunity to use employee volunteering leave to deliver pre-employment employability workshops, and give skills, knowledge and experience to organisations supporting people into work too. These are all used to enable more young people to access high quality employment and training (NHS 2018). Though this plan was made prior to the pandemic, it still helped many young people at a time they needed support and new opportunities. 

Another sustainability development goal which the NHS have addressed through the 2018-2020 plan was the decent work and economic growth. This links to the previous goal mentioned as it is about employability. Ultimately increasing the chances that people have to be able to work will also create less poverty and less hunger because people will have money to buy food. The NHS have addressed the sustainability development goal of decent work and economic work through having the ambition to achieve full employment in the UK, and by continually providing relevant support to 16-24 year olds who are not in education by giving them employment or training in order to tackle the problem of long term youth unemployment (NHS 2018). They will do this by Delivering pre-employment employability skills workshops, give skills, knowledge and experience to organisations supporting people into work and supporting people in areas of social deprivation, providing work experience, work placements and internships. As well as ongoing apprenticeships Schemes (NHS England 2018). 

Other than the strategies the NHS have used for economic sustainability through the plans made, there are also some ways in which the NHS have contributed towards the sustainability development goals which aim to address environmental sustainability. The sustainable cities and communities is one of the goals which addresses environmental issues and how through working in a different manner, the NHS can contribute towards a more sustainable environment. For example, through smarter ways of working. This is because by giving more people the opportunity to work from home, this significantly reduces air pollution from vehicles that people would use to travel to work. Tackling air pollution in this manner is both convenient and reduces costs that can be used elsewhere. The cities account for about 70 per cent of global carbon emissions and over 60 per cent of resource use (United Nations 2021). The NHS can help this through smarter ways of working because of how many people are employed by them. The NHS in England currently employs around 1.3 million people (The King’s Fund 2021). If every one of these employees needed to travel to work for their jobs, that would significantly increase the amount of pollution from vehicles and trains. Therefore, smarter ways of working prevents added harmful air pollution in this manner.

Another sustainability development goal which the NHS have addressed is responsible consumption and production. By working remotely and using more electronic methods instead of the use of paper, which many organisations are trying to change and incorporate in more recent times, this reduces the amount of paper wastage in the forms of letters and information of clients regarding the NHS. This then also contributes towards the NHS being more environmentally sustainable. The reduction in paper use by such a large organisation would significantly reduce the number of trees that are cut down to supply the paper, the energy needed in the production process to change trees into paper, as well as the pollution that occurs as a result of vehicles transporting papers. 

The final SDG which will be mentioned in relation to the NHS is responsible consumption and production. The NHS have put Waste Prevention Programmes across the UK in place, which include a range of measures to prevent and reduce waste and encourage greater reuse (NHS England 2018). The NHS can save money and reduce the environmental impact of its operations by focusing on waste management and preventing the waste of materials and resources by re-using and recycling instead of figuring out ways to dispose of the waste produced. The money that can be saved from prevention and recycling can then be used on patient care (Wales NHS 2004). Waste can also be produced by staff who work at NHS facilities, through food waste etc. This can also be reduced if NHS employees work from home because they do not need to eat packaged lunch from outside such as takeout. Manging patient mealtimes would also significantly reduce food waste produced by the NHS (Wales NHS 2005).

In conclusion it can be seen that the NHS has taken steps in order to create a more sustainable environment. Providing education, employment and learning opportunities contributes to the SDGs of quality education and decent work and economic growth.  Reducing waste, reducing energy usage and reducing pollution through smarter working addresses the SDGs of sustainable cities and communities, is responsible consumption and production and responsible consumption and production. Though the NHS have addressed ways to become a more sustainable organisation, these suggestions and plans need to be put into action to make a difference for the current population and for future generations. 
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