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The symposium on Global and National Perspectives 
on Implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) convened on the morning of 29 February 2016, 
followed by a workshop on National Perspectives on 
Implementation of the SDGs that met from 29 February – 1 
March 2016. The two events took place at Hotel Bangi-
Putrajaya in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 

Following the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development by the UN General Assembly in September 
2015, UN agencies, Member States and partners have begun 
to focus their attention on implementation of the SDGs. 
Dialogues at the two events in Malaysia engaged participants 
from the region and beyond in sharing their perspectives 
on how the global goals can be translated into national 
contexts and effectively implemented, taking into account 
national priorities, capabilities and circumstances. The half-
day symposium discussed national implementation of the 
SDGs and highlighted the role of science, technology and 
innovation in achieving the SDGs. The one-and-a-half-day 
workshop discussed national preparedness for delivery of 
the SDGs, stakeholders’ roles, follow-up and review, and 
interlinkages among the national, regional and global levels of 
implementation. 

The Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) 
and the UN University Institute for the Advanced Study 
of Sustainability (UNU-IAS) jointly organized the events. 
Supporting partners included: the Malaysian Industry-
Government Group for High Technology (MIGHT); the 
Office of the Science Advisor; the Institute of Strategic and 
International Studies (ISIS); University Kebangsaan Malaysia 
(UKM) and LESTARI; the Keio Research Institute; and 
the Project On Sustainability Transformation beyond 2015 
(S-11 project of the Environment Research and Technology 
Development Fund, or POST2015). This report summarizes 
the proceedings of the symposium and workshop.

SYMPOSIUM: GLOBAL AND NATIONAL 
PERSPECTIVES ON IMPLEMENTATION OF 

THE SDGS
Zakri Abdul Hamid, Science Advisor to the Prime Minister 

of Malaysia and Chair of SDSN Malaysia Chapter, welcomed 
participants to the half-day symposium on Monday morning. 
He noted that the adoption of the SDGs in 2015 represents 
one of the most important global milestones since the 1992 

UN Conference on Environment and Development, and that 
after a long period of agenda setting, the focus now turns 
toward implementation.

Zakri emphasized the importance of: national-level action to 
drive forward the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development; 
translating the global agenda to the national context; 
and bridging science with high-level policy discussions. 
Highlighting the conclusion of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) the previous 
day, he said the adoption of the Panel’s first product, on 
pollinators and food production, showed the importance of 
science in providing relevant information in assessing real-
life impacts, as well as providing policy response options. He 
highlighted the Government of Malaysia’s Science to Action 
initiative, which aims to elevate the role of science to help 
inform governance, and he called on the scientific community 
to heed the call to provide relevant, credible and legitimate 
science. 
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Mazlin Mokhtar, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, University 
Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), stressed that research must bring 
meaningful and impactful results. He highlighted examples of 
Malaysia’s cooperation with the UN Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), including the establishment 
of Langkawi Island as part of a network of Global GeoParks, 
the gazetting of Lake Cini as a biosphere reserve, and the 
receipt of a grant for managing the Langat River Basin under 
the UNESCO International Hydrological Programme (IHP). He 
suggested that participants should consider how knowledgeable 
people in business and industry can be persuaded to step 
forward and share their knowledge.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS
K. Yogeesvaran, Economic Planning Unit (EPU), Malaysia, 

said that the shaping of the 2030 Agenda had elicited an 
unprecedented level of involvement from UN Member States, 
civil society and other stakeholders. He noted that each 
government will decide how to incorporate the SDG targets in 
national policies and actions. 

Yogeesvaran highlighted that the three pillars of the Eleventh 
Malaysia Plan 2016-2020 – high income, inclusiveness, and 
sustainability – are analogous to the three dimensions of 
sustainability in the SDGs. He outlined many aspects of the 
Plan, including raising household incomes of the lowest-earning 
40% of the population, promoting balanced geographic growth 
across rural and urban areas, focusing on vulnerable segments 
of the population, providing universal access to quality health 
care, and ensuring compliance with minimum wage levels. He 
also highlighted initiatives to: create an enabling environment 
for green growth; conserve and increase the population of 
endangered species; strengthen disaster risk management; 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 40% from 2005 levels; 
achieve a rate of 20% household recycling by 2020; and gazette 
10% of coastal and marine areas as protected areas. 

He noted current efforts to establish a national institutional 
and governance structure for the 2030 Agenda, including a 
high-level steering committee and SDG roadmap for Malaysia, 
which will include formulating national indicators, establishing 
a database and Internet portal, and implementing a framework 
for strategic communications. 

ROAD TO 2030 – GLOBAL EXPERIENCES AND 
PERSPECTIVES ON SDG IMPLEMENTATION

PRESENTATION: Norichika Kanie, UNU-IAS and Keio 
University, compared the SDGs with rules-based multilateral 
environmental agreements (MEAs). He observed that the 2030 
Agenda represents a strategy based on goal setting without 
legal obligations or implementation arrangements, and with a 
commitment to follow-up and review. 

Kanie suggested that, in the case of Japan, the private 
sector might use SDG 12 on sustainable consumption and 
production (SCP) as an entry point to implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda, while the SDGs as a whole can be used 
as a checklist for considering linkages with other aspects of 
sustainability. He proposed that certain entities, including 
the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development 
(HLPF), regional bodies, and the Multi-stakeholder Forum 
on Science, Technology and Innovation that was set up under 
the Technology Facilitation Mechanism, could be viewed 
as mechanisms for exporting Japan’s good practice to other 
countries. He highlighted Japan’s creation of the “Open 2030” 
platform on SDG 12 to promote cooperation on SCP.

Regarding the translation of the SDGs to the national 
context, he proposed comparing relevant national policies, 
goals and targets with the SDGs and, where there are 
differences of target outcomes or target years, facilitating 
domestic discussion to come up with an appropriate 
adjustment. 

PANEL SESSION: Peter Bridgewater, College of Arts and 
Social Sciences, Australian National University, moderated the 
session. 

Jatna Supriatna, SDSN Indonesia, highlighted: SDSN 
Indonesia’s cooperation with tourism authorities to develop 
good practice in sustainable tourism; the organization of a 
September 2015 workshop on water, food security and waste 
management; and the establishment of the SDSN Youth 
Network. He reflected on domestic coordination issues among 
various government and local authorities, noting that both 
centralized and decentralized systems have their challenges. 
He stressed the need to find “champions” in government for 

Dais at the opening of the symposium (L-R) Mazlin Mokhtar, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia; K. Yogeesvaran, Economic Planning Unit;  
Zakri Abdul Hamid, Science Advisor to the Prime Minister of Malaysia; Norichika Kanie, Keio University and UNU-IAS; and  

Raslan Ahmad, Malaysian Industry-Government Group for High Techology (MIGHT).
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the SDGs, and for local-level implementation to be promoted 
through local communities sharing their practices on SDG 
implementation with other communities.

Putheary Sin, Cooperation Committee for Cambodia, said 
civil society organizations in her country are taking part in 
the process of localizing the SDGs through their participation 
in technical working groups under the Council for the 
Development of Cambodia. She noted that the Government of 
Cambodia had previously added a national goal on demining 
to the eight international Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), during its 2003 process of localizing the MDGs. 

On challenges in implementing the SDGs, she noted 
pressure from external funders for strengthening governance 
arrangements even when a country is not yet ready to do so, 
and she stressed the need to generate an additional budget 
for SDG implementation. She reported that civil society 
organizations (CSOs) in Cambodia receive US$500-700 
million of funding annually, of which 85% comes from foreign 
aid. On ways forward, she proposed: inclusive partnerships 
for development and financing of the SDGs; enforcing 
accountability, transparency and monitoring and evaluation 
mechanisms; and promoting a human rights-based approach 
to development. She highlighted civil society participation in 
shaping Cambodia’s draft Environmental Impact Assessment 
law. 

Ivonne Lobos Alva, Institute for Advanced Sustainability 
Studies (IASS), Germany, noted that Germany has offered to be 
one of the first subjects of follow-up and review by the HLPF, 
and that the country is already conducting a second review of 
its national sustainability strategy. She called for addressing 
the offshore impacts of resource use, noting that foreign 
aid alone will not be sufficient to address these questions. 

She also called attention to a research project by IASS and 
the Stockholm Environment Institute regarding Germany’s 
land-use footprint in relation to its imports of palm oil and 
soybeans. On challenges, she mentioned the need for attention 
to: coordination among the large number of government bodies 
involved in SDG implementation; public awareness raising 
to popularize the 2030 Agenda; promoting civil society and 
partnerships in implementation; and integrating the role of 
science.

Dave Griggs, Monash University, Australia, highlighted 
development achievements in the country since the 1950s, 
including: increased life expectancy; greater access to 
education; decoupling water consumption from agricultural 
production; and improving air quality. He also noted 
weaknesses, including: a low rate of innovation in business 
compared with other countries; rising income inequality; 
disparity in educational and health outcomes among different 
population groups; and the highest greenhouse gas emissions of 
any developed country. 

Griggs outlined the Monash SDGs Project, which aims 
to identify appropriate SDG targets for Australia, promote 
integrated efforts, engage with stakeholders, and influence the 
Australian Government’s position as well as the international 
debate around SDG implementation. He observed that Australia 
water scarcity provides great incentive to decouple water 
use from agricultural production, whereas he said there is 
comparatively less incentive for decoupling greenhouse gas 
emissions through energy efficiency. 

Alizan Mahadi, ISIS, Malaysia, said there is a danger of 
prioritizing certain elements of the 2030 Agenda, as “economic 
rationality takes precedence.” He proposed that the SDG 
targets could be ranked according to relevance in the national 
context, rather than prioritizing some goals over others. On 
challenges, he mentioned little interest at the state (provincial) 
level in resolving social protection and land rights issues, 
and the need for “horizontal governance” through multi-scale 
and multi-stakeholder engagement. He concluded that the 
SDGs can be used as a tool to initiate policy and institutional 
reform, but that strong political commitment, partnerships and 
social mobilization will be needed to ensure that people take 
ownership of the SDGs.

DISCUSSION: A participant raised the question of how 
SDG monitoring might connect with existing monitoring 
arrangements of human rights treaty bodies. A panelist noted 
that gender, aging and poverty are three important areas 
of human rights addressed in the SDGs. Another panelist 

Symposium participants

Ivonne Lobos Alva, IASS, Germany
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highlighted the possibility that civil society could submit 
shadow reports to the HLPF, as they do to the Human Rights 
Council and treaty bodies. 

Participants discussed how ecological footprints can 
be framed in an international context to take into account 
countries’ offshore impacts, noting examples from the UK 
and Germany with regard to those countries’ greenhouse gas 
emissions and land use impacts, respectively. 

They debated whether efforts to eradicate poverty while 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions require policy tradeoffs. 

One participant noted that 
poverty must be addressed 
in a world that will be 
disproportionately hotter 
in poor countries than rich 
ones. Another said trade-offs 
should be addressed at the 
national level, noting that 
such an exercise will require 
a domestic overview of the 
potential impacts of all the 
SDGs, as well as stakeholder 
engagement that can offer 
different perspectives. 
Participants acknowledged that 

the Paris Agreement on climate change has set both mitigation 
and adaptation targets, and that the SDGs can help in achieving 
both. They also noted the importance of addressing related 
issues, including population growth and urbanization. 

Raslan Hamzah, MIGHT, closed the symposium on behalf of 
Zakri Abdul Hamid, thanking all supporting organizations, the 
moderator and speakers.

WORKSHOP: NATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON 
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE SDGS

Mazlin Mokhtar, UKM, chaired the workshop on Monday 
afternoon. Introducing the workshop theme, he highlighted 
challenges for implementation, including: using science in 
policy making; inculcating sustainability values in the young; 
and taking into account stakeholders’ and rural peoples’ views. 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK OF NATIONAL SDG 
IMPLEMENTATION PROCESSES

PRESENTATION: Andrew Cock, UNU-IAS, questioned 
whether it is meaningful to speak of implementation at any 
level beyond the local. He emphasized that there can be 
alternative ways to study the SDGs, besides through the frame 
of “national implementation,” suggesting that one could 
study topics of significance – for example, deforestation, 
malaria eradication, decarbonization, and marine litter and 
microplastics – focusing on the countries with the greatest 
potential for influencing those issues (such as, for instance 
the seven highest carbon-emitting nations). Alternatively, 
he said one could study dynamics such as the reshaping of 
aid flows, civil society pressure on governments, or the rise 
of environmental consciousness. He highlighted various 
elements of implementation, including partnerships, synergies 
between goals, levels of state engagement, and data about the 
functioning of SDG-promoting policies. He noted that the 
SDGs are influencing the discursive practice of governments in 
many ways. 

DISCUSSION: A representative from a UN agency called 
for studying the dynamics of implementation at the local level, 
noting existing country programmes that are undertaking 
a range of activities, including biodiversity protection and 

conservation, and awareness raising. A participant said that, 
besides hardware and software, “heartware” or shared values 
around sustainable development are important. Another noted 
that urbanization, aging populations, climate change and 
technological change represent dynamics that will influence 
SDG interpretation in various contexts, and that “effectiveness” 
will take different forms. 

ROUNDTABLE 1: MAPPING THE CURRENT 
NATIONAL PREPAREDNESS FOR IDENTIFYING 
BETTER DELIVERY OF THE SDGS IN SELECTED 
COUNTRY CONTEXTS

Peter Bridgewater, Australian National University, moderated 
this roundtable. 

PRESENTATIONS: Mahesti Okitasari, UNU-IAS, 
presented on Indonesia’s national strategies for the SDGs. She 
listed current government priorities, noting that the SDGs on 
energy, climate change, life on water, and life on land are not 
part of the current focus. She observed that the SDGs are mainly 
being addressed at the ministry level and not the local level, 
adding that a comparison of national development plans with 
provincial and local plans showed some conflicting priorities 
and a mismatch between national and local-level priorities. 

Thomas Tang, Director, Sustainability Asia for the AECOM 
Asia engineering firm, and CEO of the Kuala Lumpur Centre 
for Sustainable Innovation, also noted differences between 
national and local-level application of the SDGs. He emphasized 
cities as a venue for effective implementation that will satisfy 
citizens, whereas national-level implementation is too abstract. 
He stated that business needs a healthy society to operate, and 
that the SDGs will help deliver this. He recommended that 
companies: build awareness of the SDGs at the board level; 
embed the SDGs into their core values; operationalize the SDGs 
along the value chain; and formulate the business case for SDG 
implementation. He noted that regulation creates a level playing 
field for companies to undertake less popular initiatives for 
sustainability, saying that, “If everything is voluntary, no one 
will do it.”

DISCUSSION: A participant defined the current research 
activities around SDG implementation as action research that is 
“unashamedly” aiming to influence the outcome of promoting 
sustainable development. 

Another welcomed the disaggregation of data in the 
presentation about Australia, which, he said, had highlighted 
areas of weakness as well as achievements. He called for 
introducing such analytical tools and approaches to local 
governments in the region to enable them to measure SDG 
achievements over the next 15 years. 

A speaker noted that Cambodia’s decision to add demining 
as a ninth MDG to be implemented nationally showed how an 
international framework could be used to help solve a national 
issue. 

A UN participant highlighted the UN Secretary-General’s 
initiative on Data Revolution for Sustainable Development, 
which aims to provide open access data for monitoring. 
He noted that the report had suggested going beyond an 
intergovernmental framework. 

A participant stated that science “must be actioned at the 
grassroots level.” 

Participants discussed managing tradeoffs and promoting 
co-benefits in cases where a particular intervention may affect 
the implementation of more than one SDG. A speaker suggested 
that only by looking at concrete examples, such as land use, will 
it be possible to say what has been achieved. 

Zakri Abdul Hamid,  
Science Advisor to the  

Prime Minister of Malaysia
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A participant expressed concern that some countries view 
the SDGs as “MDGs 2.0” and are mainly using it as a way to 
reframe their aid programme. He suggested the SDGs could 
become a benchmark for “naming and shaming” of poor 
performance, as well as being a checklist for self-assessment.

Participants highlighted the problem of extreme inequality 
at the global level, and questioned how to discourage short-
term thinking on the part of the private sector and instead 
encourage a sense of responsibility for promoting a healthy 
society in which businesses can thrive.

Another questioned whether the engagement of business 
with local communities is truly consultative, and if people 
have access to a grievance mechanism on land issues. He 
noted critical views of the current economic model, and 
emerging alternatives of the “solidarity economy” and 
social investments. He proposed undertaking studies of how 
communities might value fair wages and environmental 
protection. 

A participant called for training of young people in 
“sustainability competencies.” 

Another highlighted a trust deficit between the private and 
public sector in matters of taxation and partnerships. 

Bridgewater concurred that the trust deficit would affect 
how the SDGs are delivered, and thanked everyone for their 
interactions. Mazlin offered closing remarks, affirming the 
view that business could be more proactive on the SDGs. 

ROUNDTABLE 2: EXPLORING THE 
INTERLINKAGES BETWEEN NATIONAL, 
REGIONAL AND GLOBAL LEVELS OF 
IMPLEMENTATION

Dave Griggs, Monash University and SDSN Australia/
Pacific, moderated the session.

PRESENTATIONS: Joni Jupesta, Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Centre for Energy, 
outlined the regional commitments to renewable energy 
set out in the 2010 ASEAN Plan of Actions for Energy 
Cooperation and the ASEAN Plan of Actions for Energy 
Cooperation 2016-25. He highlighted initial targets to have a 
15% share of renewable energy in the regional energy mix by 
2015 and a 23% share by 2025, noting, however, that due to 
falling demand for coal by China and the consequent need to 
consume former coal exports to China, countries had pulled 
back from these targets. He highlighted the high potential for 
hydropower in the Mekong countries, also mentioning the 
Philippines’ interest in geothermal power, and Singapore’s 
increasing solar power capacity. On biomass energy, he noted 
that the real proportion of biomass energy in Southeast Asia is 
likely higher than the current 1.99% reported figure, since this 
energy source is consumed in rural and remote areas. 

On challenges to introducing a higher share of renewables 
into the energy mix, he mentioned issues including the: 
current low price of oil; unavailability of data for preliminary 
assessments; lack of connectivity especially among 
archipelago nations that comprise many islands; long-term 
nature of energy investment and consequent difficulty of 
accessing financing; difficulty of showing a track record for 
new energy technologies; and lack of support from power 
utilities that have the final say on projects.

He proposed: setting clear targets; building awareness of 
renewables among policy makers, the private sector and the 
public; promoting technology research and development; 
increasing the promotion of renewable energy financing 
schemes; and increasing the commercialization and use of 
biofuels.

Katinka Weinberger, UN Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), anticipated that the 
population in the region would grow to 4.6 billion by 2030. 
She said that material consumption in the region is growing 
at a rate four times faster than the population is growing, and 
noted the impacts of climate change, forest degradation and 
exploitation of marine environments. Despite the challenges, 
she said she saw grounds for “moderated optimism,” citing 
the existence of political will and strategies for achieving the 
2030 Agenda, such as Sri Lanka’s creation of a Ministry of 
Sustainable Development. 

Weinberger highlighted the establishment of the Asia-
Pacific Forum on Sustainable Development, which allows 
for civil society and private sector participation in identifying 
sustainable development priorities, and supporting follow-
up and review, noting, however, that questions remain about 
how to structure the process. She expressed concern that civil 
society space is declining in many countries, and highlighted 
the need for data on the poorest and most marginalized 
people. She noted that no country in the Asia-Pacific region is 
currently able to produce all of the data required for monitoring 
the proposed SDG indicators, and that mining data in the 
public domain presents its own challenges.

On ESCAP’s normative work, she said there is little 
agreement about what balanced integration of the three 
dimensions of sustainable development really means, and that 
the application of systems thinking will help clarify the links 
among different goals at the temporal and spatial scales. 

DISCUSSION: Participants observed that ASEAN has 
great potential for further developing biomass energy, in 
particular from oil palm waste, but noted that oil palm 
plantations have been linked to deforestation, air quality 
problems due to slash-and-burn approaches, land-use conflict, 
and social impacts. 

They emphasized that the extent of deforestation relates 
to the definition of “forest,” noting varying definitions under 
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN, the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, the International 
Tropical Timber Organization and other multilateral 
organizations or conventions. A participant highlighted that, 
while international organizations may take a different view, in 
Malaysia, the conversion of former rubber plantations to oil 
palm represents “going from forest A to forest B.” Another 
explained the reasons for the popularity of oil palm, citing: 
high potential for job creation; rapid crop growth; and multiple 
uses besides producing palm oil, including processing the 
trunks for woodchips, the fronds for compost, and the palm oil 
meal effluent for biofuels. 

Participants queried the environmental and social impacts of 
hydropower. They noted that, relative to palm oil, hydropower 
does not create job growth, and has limited possibility of being 
scaled up. 

They heard about current negotiations for Singapore and 
Malaysia to purchase power from Lao PDR, which include 
signing a Memorandum of Understanding for the purchased 
power to pass through neighboring national grids. They 
acknowledged that power production is a very sensitive topic 
in the region. They also stressed that, unlike the European 
Union (EU), ASEAN is based on cooperation for mutual 
benefits, rather than being rules-based. 

On follow-up and review, participants noted: the value of the 
ESCAP statistical yearbook; the possibility for web-based tools 
to bring together interested parties to consider specific aspects 
of the SDGs at the regional level; and efforts to integrate 
quantitative data into predictive models so that Member States 



6 POST2015 Bulletin, Friday, 4 March 2016

will be in a better position to understand the impacts of various 
decisions. They also noted the work of the Inter-agency Expert 
Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs), which is delivering a 
package of proposed indicators in March 2016. They suggested 
that greater efficiency could be achieved in making use of the 
existing UN regional architecture for knowledge sharing and 
cooperating on common implementation challenges, and that 
regional institutions play an important role in terms of sharing 
good practice among nation states.

Participants noted that civil society plays a role in linking 
action from local to international scales, but is often seen as 
an agitator, especially in relation to the issues of forests and 
plantation management. They suggested that ASEAN and 
its Member States could benefit from adopting a model of 
engagement rather than confrontation, including a process 
similar to the UN process of accrediting non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) as a way to assess legitimacy claims. 

Several participants welcomed the Global Environment 
Facility’s Small Grants Programme, which is implemented 
by the UN Development Programme and which provides 
resources to local communities to develop sustainable solutions 
from the ground up.

Several Malaysian academics shared their work on data 
analytics, education for sustainable development (including 
field-based work on solar energy), and production of 
photovoltaic cells, noting that a group of researchers from the 
Solar Energy Research Institute at UKM have won the ASEAN 
energy awards for five consecutive years for their work in 
improving solar panel efficiency and training local communities 
to market and use the technology. 

Participants discussed the use of the term “data 
ecosystems” as an acknowledgement of the need to integrate 
data from different systems that are not harmonized or 
interoperable. A participant highlighted that, while massive 
amounts of satellite data are currently available, funding 
to support processing and analyzing the data is often not 
provided. Another noted anomalies relating to the continued 
use of old satellite data after land-use changes have occurred. 
Participants mentioned good examples of data use in the 
region, including Singapore’s OneMap integrated system for 
government agencies, and the World Resources Institute’s 
cooperation with Google Maps to produce clear and 
transparent data on deforestation. 

A participant expressed concern about protecting countries’ 
sovereignty, and questioned to what extent countries in the 
region would be willing to release data for SDG monitoring 
purposes. Another participant cautioned that turf wars should 
be avoided, and expressed concern that the current system 
is set up as a competitive environment in which NGOs, 
government departments and international institutions compete 
for funding, revenue and influence. 

A participant suggested that countries will benefit from 
making data freely available, rather than leaving it to be 
captured and controlled by the private sector, which may use 
it in ways that are not consistent with national development 
goals. Participants noted that, while the current focus in the 
SDGs process is on developing indicators, training for the 
use and collection of data will also be a challenge for SDG 
implementation. 

Participants agreed that, besides educating the next 
generation, the current generation of politicians and 
parliamentarians should also be educated about sustainable 
development, and they said this education must be done in a 
way that engages them and is relevant and understandable. A 
participant noted that, for some, a sustainable future relates 

mainly to renewable energy, while to others, it could involve 
changing the whole social and economic system. He suggested 
that, rather than trying to articulate a desired end point, specific 
actions could be analyzed in terms of whether they are making 
the world more, or less, sustainable. 

ROUNDTABLE 3: SCOPING WAYS OF USING 
SCIENCE WITHIN THE SDG FOLLOW-UP AND 
REVIEW PROCESS AND HOW TO INCREASE 
ACCOUNTABILITY AT THE NATIONAL AND 
REGIONAL LEVEL

Salvatore Arico, UNESCO, moderated the session. 
PRESENTATIONS: Tahl Kestin, Monash University and 

SDSN Australia/Pacific, presented Australian experiences 
of the role of academia in “national implementation” of the 
SDGs. She emphasized that SDG implementation, to be 
successful, must take place at all levels, and should not be 
left to governments alone. She highlighted examples in which 
organizations, business, and public entities at the subnational 
levels have adopted the SDGs as a framework to guide their 
work. She introduced the work of SDSN, which now has over 
400 members, explaining the main elements of its work as: 
collaborating on international research projects; establishing 
national and regional networks of knowledge institutions; 
creating thematic networks; providing free online courses 
through SDSNedu; and promoting action through SDSN Youth. 
She noted that SDSN Australia/Pacific works with 19 member 
organizations from Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific 
Islands, focusing on the SDGs, deep decarbonization pathways, 
cities, and SDSN Youth. She noted that no platform for 
sustainable development research exists as yet for Australian 
researchers, and that universities are highly competitive and 
need to find ways to collaborate. 

Terry Parnell, East-West Management Institute, displayed 
maps and data that have been made available through the Open 
Development Initiative. She drew attention to the loss of forest 
cover in Cambodia since the 1970s, and the need to maintain 
the Mekong river ecology that supports a rich freshwater 
fishery and rice cultivation, contributing a high proportion of 
dietary protein to the Cambodian population. She stressed the 
role of her project in promoting data literacy around the SDGs. 
Noting some sensitivity among government agencies about 
open data, she explained that the project does not request any 
data from governments, and anticipated that, as information is 
increasingly seen to be of value, agencies will share it.

DISCUSSION: Participants affirmed the importance of 
open data, and noted the increased recognition of indigenous 
and local knowledge vis-à-vis scientific knowledge. They noted 
the importance of culture as the fourth pillar of sustainable 
development. 

With reference to the “precarious” ecology of the Tonle Sap 
system, a participant highlighted the importance of investing 
in disaster risk reduction, quoting the projection that a dollar 
spent on disaster risk reduction (DRR) will save $10 in the 
future. 

Concluding the discussion, Arico affirmed that SDSN can 
play a valuable role in relation to crowdsourcing sustainability 
solutions and support for citizen science. 

ROUND TABLE 4: EXPLORING THE INTEGRATIVE 
GOAL OF SCP (SDG 12)

Robert Lindner, UNU-IAS, moderated the session. He 
explained that Goal 12 had been chosen for discussion as it is 
relevant for most countries and has many interlinkages with 
other SDGs. 
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PRESENTATIONS: Alizan Mahadi, ISIS Malaysia, 
presented a four-year project on the National SCP Blueprint, 
which was coordinated by Malaysia’s Economic Planning 
Unit in conjunction with 14 government agencies and 
funded through the EU SWITCH-Asia programme. He said 
the project had identified pathways to SCP, including, for 
example: green procurement by government; promoting the 
business case for SCP; moving towards a circular economy; 
constructing energy-wise buildings; and coordinating 
and monitoring SCP implementation with reference to an 
evaluation framework. 

He reported that, while listings in the “MyHijau” directory 
of government-approved green products and services have 
increased, there are still only around 400 products listed. He 
noted that while domestic water consumption is still within 
sustainable levels, solid waste generation is increasing and 
should be addressed. 

Masachika Suzuki, Graduate School of Global 
Environmental Studies, Sophia University, Japan, presented 
his research project on SCP, which is investigating barriers 
to national implementation of SCP in Southeast Asia. He 
invited participants to propose research questions and areas of 
study, noting the work of existing organizations and standard-
setting bodies, including the Global Reporting Initiative, the 
Carbon Disclosure Project, the International Organization 
for Standardization (ISO) 2600 on social responsibility, and 
the UN Environment Programme’s 10-Year Framework of 
Programmes (10-YFP) on SCP.

DISCUSSION: Several participants noted difficulties for 
independent monitoring of government procurement practices 
and other areas of concern, in view of restrictive legislation 
and withdrawal of state support for “difficult” institutions. 
They highlighted the potential role of the Department of 
Statistics in leading the way on monitoring.

A speaker noted that, while large Japanese companies have 
a high rate of acceptance of ISO 14000 on environmental 
management standards, they do not necessarily disclose data. 

Participants discussed the international dimension of 
waste management and the lack of tracking of waste exports. 
Another stressed that data will only continue to be collected if 
there is demand for it. 

Participants highlighted the issue that a focus on “doing 
more with less” through SCP will still be insufficient to reduce 
reliance on natural resources to below the rate at which they 
can be replenished and the actually “doing less” is required, 
although neither governments nor the private sector are likely 
to adopt zero growth strategies. They noted the role of culture 
in how natural resources are valued, with one participant 
referring to Islamic teachings about avoidance of waste. 

Participants highlighted the need to raise awareness of 
sustainable practices, and to make education on sustainable 
development a part of the curriculum at tertiary institutions, 
for example, in engineering courses. They heard about 
differing responses in Australia and Hong Kong regarding 
demand for such skills, and acknowledged that, while such 
innovation is also somewhat industry-driven, idealism must be 
steeped in realism. 

WRAP-UP: THE FUTURE ROADMAP OF RESEARCH 
INTO GOVERNANCE ASPECTS OF THE SDGS AND 
THE BROADER 2030 AGENDA

Norichika Kanie, UNU-IAS, proposed some next steps. 
He suggested: drawing a state-of-the-art picture of national 
responses to the SDGs at the national level in Asian 
countries; identifying appropriate space for regional entities 

to link the national and global levels, and developing the 
institutional architecture for stakeholder engagement on 
SDG implementation; developing options for the science-
policy interface and creating a regional version of the Global 
Sustainable Development Report; developing case studies 
of SDG implementation, possibly on energy and SCP; and 
organizing regional and national-level workshops that focus on 
specific issues. 

Participants highlighted opportunities for further work, 
including: studying the certification of organic food; 
publishing a book of case studies from around the region; and 
using traditional arts to teach children about sustainability. A 
participant highlighted efforts to develop an environmental 
fatwa (ruling) as a way to spread information about 
sustainability. They agreed to direct further suggestions to 
Kanie after the workshop.

On behalf of Zakri Abdul Hamid, SDSN Malaysia, Mazlin 
Mokhtar thanked all speakers and participants, and encouraged 
everyone to stay in contact. Robert Lindner, UNU-IAS 
workshop organizer, expressed appreciation for the inclusion 
of many Malaysian colleagues, and thanked the hosts and staff 
of MIGHT for their arrangements for the meetings.

GLOSSARY

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations
ESCAP UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia 

and the Pacific
EU European Union
HLPF High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable 

Development
ISIS Institute of Strategic & International Studies
ISO International Organization for Standardization
LESTARI Institute for Environment and Development
MIGHT Malaysian Industry-Government Group for 

High Technology
MDGs Millennium Development Goals
SCP Sustainable Consumption and Production
SDGs Sustainable Development Goals
SDSN Sustainable Development Solutions Network
UKM Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia
UNESCO UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization
UNU-IAS United Nations University Institute for 

Advanced Studies
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