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Introduction  
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development gives a positive vision for the future of our 

civilisation, in which no -one is left behind. It outlines 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs)1 which UN member states are expected to use to guide their own agendas and 

policies between now and the year 2030. The 193 UN member states officially adopted the 

Agenda in September 2015. 

 

The SDGs are 

complemented by a set 

of 169 specific targets 

providing detailed aims 

within each goal. These 

more clearly d elineate  

the kinds of actions 

decision makers should 

be undertaking in order 

to bring about the 

future we want. 

Member states are 

encouraged to conduct 

regular reviews of 

progress towards 

implementing the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development at a national and subnational level. These voluntary 

national reviews (VNRs) are intended to facilitate the implementation of the SDGs through 

the sharing of information including successes and lessons learned. They are presented at 

the annual High Level Political Forum (HLPF) which occurs in July every year.  

 

Sustainable resource use is one of the preconditions of sustainable development. Several 

efforts aim to ensure that production, consumption and disposal of materials is responsible 

wit h respect to the needs of future generations and globally just in that it does not involve 

the exploitation of vulnerable people anywhere in the world.  

 

This report aims to highlight  the extent  to which SDG implementation efforts help to tackle 

real life c hallenges on the ground in the area of sustainable resource use. This is examined 

on the basis of case studies of VNRs. We also shed light on some of the problems with the 

                                              
1 The SDGs and their accompanying targets can be found here https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs 
 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs
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system of VNRs submitted by UN 

member states, particularly with 

respect to resource -use related 

issues. We emphasise the need for a 

strategic approach to 

implementation of the SDGs at a 

national level. Member states 

should consider how the SDGs link 

to the specific needs of their people and therefore work on tackling the real problems th at 

they face on the ground. Our case studies highlight some gaps  in current reporting and we 

make recommendations as to how to improve this going forward. We hope that our analysis 

will inform countries and stakeholders about current problems with the SDG implementation 

framework and the VNRs in relation to resource use related issues. We also hope that it will 

aid them in any advocacy work they undertake to push for more effective reporting on SDG 

implementation in future.  
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Resource use and Sustainable Development  
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development describes itself as ôa plan of action for 

people, planet and prosperityõ2 suggesting that it will involve social, enviro nmental and 

economic dimension (though several stakeholders refer to sustainable d evelopment through 

the five Ps, adding partnership and peace to the framework ). It is always crucial, however, 

to consider the many interlinkages among the various aspects of sustainable development, 

and avoid approaching the SDGs as sectoral objectives. All the goals will have some 

relevance to social, environmental and economic issues, either through their own explicit 

requirements or through their relations to other goals.   

Resources can refer to materials, carbon, water and land, and the case studies collected in 

the report are relevant to all these types of resources. Materials are first extracted, 

manufactured into goods, used and disposed of. During each of these phases there are many 

social, environmental or economic issues that may arise. The extr action phase is often 

linked to the 

environmental issue 

of resource 

depletion, but as 

well as this there 

may be social issues 

such as the 

exploitation of 

extraction workers. 

The production 

phase can also 

often involve the 

exploitation of 

workers, as well a s 

leading to 

environmental 

issues such as pollution and contamination due to poor regulat ion. Additionally, economic 

and tax justice issues may arise when, due to tax cuts and low wages, profits do not benefit 

the state budget, the local community or local  workers, but instead go almost exclusively to 

multinational corporations. The use phase of resources can be related to environmental 

issues such as pollution and greenhouse gas emissions contributing  to climate change, for 

example in the case of the use o f vehicle transport . It can  also lead to social issues such as 

health problems, for example due to polluted air or technology changing our lifestyles. 

                                              
2 United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development available from 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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Finally, in the end phase  the disposal of products can involve environmental issues such as 

contamination  due to lack of proper handling of hazardous waste , and social issues when the 

hazardous waste is exported and improperly treated in developing countries. This in turn can 

lead to health problems in a community and, further, a community that is affected by  

widespread ill health is also more likely to struggle finan cially, an economic issue. T he 

disposal of products also means their economic value is wasted, in terms of not only the 

materials constituting them, but also the energy and knowledge embedded in t hem. Thus 

the way the economy is organised (a circular or a throwaway model) is also an economic 

issue. 

The above should demonstrate the relevance of all three dimensions (social, environmental 

and economic) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development t o resource-related 

activities. This is complemented by the role of governance, which transverses the three 

dimensions. All of the SDGs bear some relevance to resource use activities. Countries 

working on implementing the SDGs therefore need to pay careful attention to the particular 

resource-related issues their population faces, and take a holistic approach to 

implementation  efforts . In order to uphold their commitment to the 2030 Agenda countries 

must address the particular problems facing their citizens.  They cannot assume that the 

SDGs do not cover them meaning they can be considered less of a priority.  

A simplified analysis of how each SDG and its accompanying targets link to resource -related 

activities can be found in the Annex.  
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Methodology 

Our case studies examine country specific challenges of sustainable resource use identified 

using the EJAtlas website3. We cover seven countries that have submitted a VNR. We 

researched challenges within these countries further using recent news stories and resear ch 

papers, as much as possible limiting these to material from 2016 onwards. A report 

summarising both the environmental justice issue and the points made in the countryõs VNR 

was compiled, with some of the VNRs having to be translated into English using G oogle 

Translate prior to analysis. For some of the countries covered there also existed shadow 

reports on SDG implementation produced by civil society. If this was the case these were 

also analysed as an interesting contrast to the VNR itself. A summary of  the deficiencies of 

the VNR in addressing the relevant environmental justice issue was then produced based on 

these analyses. From these case studies overall recommendations for better practice for 

reporting on the implementation of the SDGs, particularly  in relation to resource -related 

activities, were developed.  

 

The EJ Atlas collects stories about 

communities struggling for 

environmental justice from around 

the world in order to increase their 

visibility and push for more 

corporate and state accountabi lity.  

 

The VNRs are produced in 

accordance with individual 

countriesõ own procedures and are 

made available on the VNR 

database4 along with a summary of 

key findings. They are intended to serve as a basis for reviews of progress on national 

implementation of the SDGs by the high-level political forum (HLPF). The expectation is that 

they will provide a platform for partnerships through the involvement of stakeholders and 

also that they will facilitate the sharing of experiences such as successes and lessons 

learned. It is hoped that the VNRs will strengthen national government policies and mobilise 

stakeholder support, accelerating the implementation of the SDGs.  

                                              
3 The EJAtlas is available from https://ejatlas.org/. It is directed at ICTA-UAB by Leah Temper and Joan Martinez Alier and coordinated by 

Daniela Del Bene, at the Institute of Environmental Science and Technology (ICTA) at the Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona. It has the 
support of the ENVJUSTICE project (ERC Advanced Grant 2016-2021), and the ACKnowl-EJ (Academic-Activist Co-Production of Knowledge 
for Environmental Justice, 2015-2018) funded by the Transformations to Sustainability Programme. 
4 A database of submitted VNRs can be found here https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/vnrs/ 
 

https://ejatlas.org/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/vnrs/
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Case Studies 

1) Mexico Cityõs Drinking Water Issues 

 

Outline of Problem  

 

Mexico City struggles to provide clean water for all its citizens. The city is elevated high 

above sea level and most of its lakes and rivers are drained,  making it challenging  for the 

city to obtain drinking water from nearby  sources. A Guardian article on the issue states, 

òabout 70% of the city has fewer than 12 hours of running water per day. In the hardest hit 

areas, 18% of the population have to wait several days for just an hour or two of supply.ó5 

The city has resorted to expensive pumping systems carrying wa ter from dis tant locations. 

The biggest single source of water for the city is the Cutzamala reservoir system in the land 

of the indigenous Mazahua, who argue that they do not receive enough in return for their 

participation. 

Organized indigenous 

groups such as the 

Zapatista Army of 

Mazahua Women in 

Defence of Water are 

demanding proper 

access to the water 

from their lands.  

 

When asked by the 

Guardian whether he 

was worried about 

drought, one of the 

civil engineers 

involved in the process 

of supplying water to Mexico City answered òNo, what I fear is conflict between 

communities.ó The water pressure in the pipes matches the income level of a given area. 

Both decrease the farther east you go. The middle class in the centre of the city have about 

half the pressure of the  wealthy west of them. Further out the taps òare dry more often 

than notó. The Guardian also reports that some people in these areas have to rely on dealers 

                                              
5 Salcedo A. (2015, November 12) Mexico Cityôs water crisis - from source to sewer The Guardian Retrieved from 

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2015/nov/12/mexico-city-water-crisis-source-sewer  
 

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2015/nov/12/mexico-city-water-crisis-source-sewer
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selling purified water just to get a safe drink. Another source describes how truck drivers 

deliver ing water may be held at gunpoint in poor neighbourhoods or attacked by mobs of 

desperate people. 6 

 

One proposed solution is to privatise the water supply, but critics say this will not guarantee 

safer drinking water. Some civil society organizations propo se filling up the land that used to 

be Lake Chalco before it was drained for use as drinking water. Another solution could be 

using natural rainwater through collection on the roofs of buildings such as schools.  

 

The Guardian also describes how waste-water canal failures are  another problem facing 

Mexico City as it can lead to homes being flooded with filthy sludge. In response the 

government has started a huge new drainage project and Mexicoõs richest man Carlos Slim 

has funded a new waste treatment plant . However, the local indigenous community of the 

H¶ªh¶¿ claim that this plant has resulted in their land being used as a dumping ground.  

 

The government generally does not support the kinds of  cheaper solutions to problems that 

are proposed by civil socie ty .  

 

Most relevant SDGs and Targets 

 

SDG Relevant Targets 

1) End poverty in all its forms 

everywhere 

 

1.4 By 2030, ensure that all men and women, in 

particular the poor and the vulnerable, have equal 

rights to economic resources, as well as access to 

basic services, ownership and control over land and 

other forms of property, inheritance, natural 

resources, appropriate new technology and financial 

services, including microfinance.  

6) Ensure availability and 

sustainable management of 

water and sanitation  for all.  

6.1 By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access 

to safe and affordable drinking water for all.  

6.4  By 2030, substantially increase water -use 

efficiency across all sectors and ensure sustainable 

withdrawals and supply of freshwater to address 

water scarcity and substantially reduce the number 

of people suffering from water scarcity.  

6.5  By 2030, implement integrated water resources 

management at all levels, including through 

transboundary cooperation as appropriate.  

                                              
6 L. Collins (2016, October 14) Mexico: Where Government and Water Do Not Mix University of Denver Water Law Review Retrieved from 

http://duwaterlawreview.com/tag/valle-de-chalco/ 

http://duwaterlawreview.com/tag/valle-de-chalco/
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6.B Support and strengthen t he participation of local 

communities in improving water and sanitation 

management. 

9) Build resilient 

infrastructure, promote 

inclusive and sustainable 

industrialisation, and foster 

innovation.  

9.1 Develop quality, reliable, sustainable and 

resilient in frastructure, including regional and 

transborder infrastructure, to support economic 

development and human well -being, with a focus on 

affordable and equitable access for all.  

9.4 By 2030, upgrade infrastructure and retrofit 

industries to make them sustain able, with increased 

resource-use efficiency and greater adoption of 

clean and environmentally sound technologies and 

industrial processes, with all countries taking action 

in accordance with their respective capabilities.  

11) Make cities and human 

settl ements inclusive, safe, 

resilient and sustainable.  

11.3 By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable 

urbanization and capacity for participatory, 

integrated and sustainable human settlement 

planning and management in all countries.  

12) Ensure sustainable 

consumption and production 

patterns.  

 

12.2 By 2030, achieve the sustainable management 

and efficient use of natural resources.  

12.7 Promote public procurement practices that are 

sustainable, in accordance with national policies and 

priorities.  

 

VNR analysis in relation to problem  

Mexicoõs VNR7 highlights that it still faces challenges in various sectors, with examples 

including reducing maternal mortality and limiting CO2 emissions.  

 

The review is described as having been carried out in a ôparticipatory environmentõ with the 

points of view of the institutions of Government, civil society organisations, academia, 

legislative bodies and the private sector being taken into account. However, it is also stated 

that it will still be ônecessary to reinforce the participation spaces, specifically, the dialogue 

with civil society, academia, private sector and local governmentsõ going forward. It is 

proposed the monitoring of implementation of the 2030 Agenda should involve half yearly 

                                              
7 Mexicoôs VNR can be accessed from https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/10756Full%20report%20Mexico%20-

%20HLPF%202016%20FINAL.pdf 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/10756Full%20report%20Mexico%20-%20HLPF%202016%20FINAL.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/10756Full%20report%20Mexico%20-%20HLPF%202016%20FINAL.pdf
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reports along with consultations  with academics, civil society, experts and interested 

members of the public. Information will be made available on a public website.  

 

The VNR acknowledges its own general limitations as a first attempt, stating, ôthis first 

exercise of voluntary review i s perfectible and...will be open to feedback derived from 

FPANõ (FPAN refers to the HLPF).  

 

ôThe National Plan of Development 2013-2018 (PND), stands as the central element to 

analyse the alignment and coherence between the ODS (SDGs) and the six-year public 

policy.õ The VNR states that the NDP 2013-2018 reflects the concordance between Mexicoõs 

strategy for dealing with problems in its country and the international communities agreed 

vision. The importance of legislative bodies is also highlighted in thei r need to ensure 

regulations facilitate the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.  

 

In the main body of the VNR Mexico provides very brief tables to demonstrate how the NDP 

and legislative reforms are aligned with the SDGs. These simply tick whether each 

refo rm/axis of the NDP relates to a given SDG and give little insight into specific actions that 

are being or will be taken. In the annex slightly more detail is given as to which targets 

within the SDGs are covered by which axes/legislative reforms. The NDP axis ôprosperousõ is 

said to cover the SDG targets 6.1, 6.4, 6.5 and 6.B on water availability and management, 

9.1 and 9.4 on sustainable infrastructure, 11.3 on sustainable infrastructure and 12.2 and 

12.7 on sustainable use of natural resources and sustainable public procurement. In the main 

body there is also a table rating the alignment of current policy and actions with the SDGs 

using a red, orange, green coding system, but again this gives little insight into actual 

intentions for action.  

 

In the annex there is also a table of how the various interministerial committees cover the 

SDGs. The ôClimate Changeõ committee is said to cover the relevant SDG targets on water 

management, target 9.1 on sustainable infrastructure is not covered, 9.4 on upgrading 

infrastructure for sustainability is again covered by the Climate Change committee, target 

11.3 on sustainable urbanisation is covered by the Climate Change committee and the 

committee for housing, and 12.2 and 12.7 on sustainable use of natural resources a nd 

sustainable public procurement are also covered by the Climate Change committee.  

 

It is stated that an important lesson from the Millennium Development  Goals (MDGs) for 

Mexico is ômonitoring and compliance must transcend the different changes of Government. 

Hence the importance of building solid institutional structures that remain over time.õ 
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Mexico says that is has so far defined indicators for 11 of the 17 SDGs. The importance of 

local work is again highlighted by the idea of region -specific indicat ors. It is stated that 

there is a, ôneed to define them (indicators) from the inequalities which persist in the 

country, i.e.  at the regional level suggest measurement of certain types of indicators that 

correspond to the specific demands of a region or lo cality.õ 

 

Conclusions 

Overall, this VNR focuses on the proposed strategy to coordinate different actors (civil 

society, government, and the private sector) to tackle the SDGs. It is positive that the 

importance of multiple stakeholders and local bodies bei ng involved is highlighted, as well as 

the need for a more long term approach, despite the inevitably short term political cycle. 

Coverage of the need for indicators to judge implementation efforts is important, though 

more work needs to be done to ensure all 17 SDGs have corresponding indicators. 

 

There is some discussion of the individual SDGs in terms of how they align with national 

policy and legislative reforms and how they are covered by interministerial committees, but 

very little detail is given of what this will actually lead to in practice. It is acknowledged 

that there are still challenges for Mexico, but only two vague examples of these are given - 

maternal mortality and CO2 emissions. There is no mention of specific issues like Mexico 

Cityõs water system.  

 

In relation to the water issue, critics say the government is too set on starting mega -projects 

rather than supporting simpler and more sustainable solutions proposed by civil society. 

Critics also say that the governmentõs proposal to let the private sector take over the 

municipal water system would not make it more accessible or safer for the poorest in Mexico 

City. The government therefore seems to be going in the wrong direction in terms of 

achievement of the SDGs in this area, particularly  with respect to target 6.B which 

encourages involving the local community in water management. It seems that in 

coordinating different actors going forward it might be important for Mexico to evaluate the 

influence of the government and the private sector  compared to that of civil society. This 

might lead to more appropriate and targeted solutions to the specific problems faced by its 

people such as the drinking water issue in Mexico City.  
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2) Norwayõs Drilling Issues 

 

Outline of Problem  

 

The Norwegian government provided a 

record number of blocks for drilling in 

the Arctic Circle in June of 2017, which 

was a continuation of the countryõs 

interest in exploration for oil since 

2016. This threatens the local fish 

population as well as raising questions 

about the countryõs commitment to 

combatting climate change made in the 

Paris Agreement. 

The oil ministry is encouraging oil 

exploration by selling blocks to 

companies like Statoil, Lundin, 

Chevron, Lukoil, OMV and Eni SpA. In 

June 2017 the country proposed a 

record 102 blocks for drilling located in 

the Barents Sea and the Norwegian Sea. 

This was done despite the countryõs 

own Environment Agencyõs call to 

remove blocks near Bear Island where 

birds from the arctic  region nest. 8   

 

Greenpeaceõs lawsuit against the Norwegian government was approved by the courts in 

February 2017 and legal proceedings start in November 2017.9 Greenpeace argue that 

awarding new licenses goes against the countryõs Paris Agreement commitments. òNorway's 

petroleum sector contributes ab out 28 percent of the country's total emissions, which have 

to be limited according to the Paris Agreement (Guardian).ó According to documents 

obtained by Energydesk Greenpeace, Norwegian officials also tried to lobby to kill an EU 

resolution that would ha ve stopped Arctic offshore oil drilling. 10 In the  end the European 

                                              
8 N.Adomaitis and A. Doyle (2017, June 21) Norway offers record number of blocks for Arctic oil exploration Reuters Retrieved from 

http://uk.reuters.com/article/us-norway-oil-idUKKBN19C17Y 
9 Greenpeace (2017, February 15) Climate lawsuit against Arctic oil goes to court [Press release] Retrieved from 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/press/releases/2017/Climate-lawsuit-against-Arctic-oil-goes-to-court/ 
10 Z. Davies Bohen (2017, March 10) Documents show Norway lobbying against EU parliament call for ban on Arctic oil drilling Energydesk 

Greenpeace Retrieved from http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2017/03/10/norway-lobby-against-call-for-ban-on-arctic-oil-drilling/ 

http://uk.reuters.com/article/us-norway-oil-idUKKBN19C17Y
http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/press/releases/2017/Climate-lawsuit-against-Arctic-oil-goes-to-court/
http://energydesk.greenpeace.org/2017/03/10/norway-lobby-against-call-for-ban-on-arctic-oil-drilling/











































































