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Abstract

Nearly a decade after their adoption, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) stand at a critical
crossroads due to the multi-crisis, i.e., various crises that have emerged concurrently such as COVID-
19, inflation, energy-related challenges in global value chains, climate related issues, and war. This
Editorial reflects on SDGs current trajectory, highlighting both achievements and growing challenges,
including inequality, climate change, and geopolitical instability, which threaten the SDGs progress.
Despite their universal appeal and interconnected design, implementation remains uneven and often
symbolic. Therefore, the present Editorial explores key barriers such as weak governance, financial
shortfalls, and institutional fragmentation, or social-related conundrums, arguing that transformative
change requires systemic thinking, political courage, and inclusive action. Hence, as the 2030 deadline
is approaching, the SDGs must be revitalized as a moral and practical imperative to secure a just and

sustainable future for all.
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1. Introduction

In September 2015, the world stood united under a
bold and hopeful vision: a blueprint for a better and
more sustainable future for all. This vision was encap-
sulated in the 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), adopted by all 193 United Nations Member
States [1], designed as a global response to some of
humanity’s most urgent challenges, inter alia, poverty,
inequality, climate change, environmental degradation,
war, and injustice [2-6]. Therefore, the SDGs repre-
sented not just goals but a moral imperative for gov-
ernments, businesses, and citizens alike based on the
principles of the Brundtland report that established
the notion of intergenerational equity [7].

Yet, nearly a decade later, the momentum that once
surrounded the SDGs has begun to wane. While pro-
gress has been made in several areas, such as increas-
ing access to clean energy and reducing child mortali-
ty, the world is not on track to meet many of the 2030
targets [8]. To exemplify, the current multi-crisis has
deepened inequalities, the accelerating climate crisis,
and geopolitical instability, showing that this phe-
nomenon has not only stalled progress but, in some
cases, reversed hard-won gains [9]. Characteristically,

the COVID-19 pandemic further exposed the fragility
of our interconnected systems [10], pushing millions
back into poverty and highlighting the stark dispari-
ties in access to healthcare, education, and technology
[11-13].

In essence, today, the SDGs are at a critical crossroads.
The urgency of action has never been greater, yet the
path forward demands more than rhetoric and sym-
bolic gestures. It calls for renewed political will, bold
policy shifts, and a reimagining of development that
places people and planet at the center [14]. As we ap-
proach the 2030 deadline, the world must confront an
important question: will we allow the SDGs to become
another set of unfulfilled promises, or will we collec-
tively rise to meet the challenge? Therefore, the pre-
sent editorial explores the current state of SDGs pro-
gress, the identification of key barriers to implementa-
tion, and will argue that achieving these global goals is
not only possible, but necessary, for securing a just,
resilient, and sustainable future for all.

2. Blueprinting the sustainable development
agenda

The SDGs emerged as the successor to the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) [15], expanding the global
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development agenda in both breadth and ambition.
While the MDGs focused largely on poverty, health,
and education in developing countries, the SDGs rep-
resent a universal framework that addresses the root
causes of inequality and environmental degradation
across all nations [16, 17]. Spanning 17 goals and 169
targets, the SDGs promote a holistic vision of progress
- one that integrates economic growth, social inclu-
sion, and environmental sustainability.

What makes the SDGs particularly significant is their
interconnected nature [18, 19]. It is apparent that no
single goal stands in isolation; for example, achieving
SDG 4 (Quality Education) has direct impacts on SDG 5
(Gender Equality), SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic
Growth), and even SDG 13 (Climate Action), as educa-
tion empowers individuals to make informed deci-
sions and participate in sustainable practices. Similar-
ly, progress on SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation)
directly influences health outcomes, economic produc-
tivity, and food security. Hence, it is high time to un-
derstand these interlinkages as key determinants to
designing policies that avoid trade-offs and instead
create synergistic impacts.

Moreover, the SDGs serve as a common ethical com-
pass for governments, international organizations,
businesses, and civil society [20, 21]. They offer a
framework for aligning national development plans
with global priorities and for measuring progress in a
standardized, transparent way. The goals are also in-
tentionally inclusive, emphasizing the principle of
“leaving no one behind” [22]. This means prioritizing
marginalized and vulnerable populations who are of-
ten excluded from the benefits of development - such
as indigenous communities, people with disabilities,
and those living in extreme poverty.

Importantly, the SDGs are not just inspirational, they
are essential. With rising global temperatures, widen-
ing income gaps, and rapid biodiversity loss, the status
quo is no longer viable on keeping stable the planetary
boundaries [23, 24]. Thus, the SDGs provide a
roadmap toward systemic change: transforming the
way we produce and consume, how we design cities,
manage natural resources, and ensure equitable ac-

cess to education, healthcare, and opportunity [25, 26].

In an era marked by global uncertainty and overlap-
ping crises, the importance of the SDGs cannot be
overstated. They represent a rare moment of consen-
sus in international politics, a shared commitment to a
future that is just, inclusive, and sustainable. Never-
theless, the time is running out regarding their
achievement in 2030 and in order to fulfill their prom-
ise, the world must act with urgency, coherence, and
ambition.

3. The uneven and unequal progress of SDG
achievement

Despite the widespread endorsement of the SDGs,
their implementation has been far from uniform. Par-
ticularly, the SDG progress is marked by deep dispari-
ties across countries and within populations, reflecting
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systemic and structural issues in governance, financ-
ing, and accountability as in environmental, social, and
corporate governance (ESG) [27]. For example, while
some nations have made commendable strides, par-
ticularly in expanding access to education, renewable
energy, and basic healthcare, others lag behind due to
conflict, corruption, economic instability, or lack of
institutional capacity [28-30].

A core issue lies in the disconnection between global
ambition and national execution. To give another ex-
ample, many countries have incorporated the SDGs
into policy discourse, but fewer have translated them
into actionable strategies with measurable targets and
long-term funding. Moreover, the interlinked nature of
the goals, though conceptually powerful, presents
practical challenges. Essentially, policies are often de-
veloped in (academic, policy, or other) silos, resulting
in fragmented approaches that miss cross-cutting op-
portunities or, worse, create trade-offs. For instance,
efforts to boost industrial growth (SDG 9) can conflict
with environmental sustainability (SDG 13) if not
carefully planned [31, 32].

What does really matter is the growing concern that
the SDGs are being reduced to a checkbox exercise, a
branding tool rather than a transformative agenda.
The danger is that without stronger accountability
mechanisms and meaningful public participation, the
risk of superficial compliance grows. In order to meet
the prerequisites of Agenda 2030, governments, busi-
nesses, and civil society must move beyond rhetorical
support and toward integrated, inclusive, and data-
driven action; especially in environmental standards
under the scope of ESG framework [33-36]. This
means aligning national budgets with SDG priorities,
investing in cross-sectoral innovation, and ensuring
that progress reaches those furthest behind.

4. Financial obstacles and institutional gaps in
achieving SDGs

Bearing in mind that the Agenda 2030 approaches, it
is clear that incremental adjustments will not suffice.
Meeting the SDGs requires a paradigm shift in how we
approach development - from short-term economic
gain to long-term, people-centered sustainable devel-
opment. The SDGs must not remain abstract ideals
confined to international conferences and policy doc-
uments; they should become the foundation of every-
day governance, corporate practice, and civic engage-
ment.

First, governments must prioritize policy coherence
across sectors, ensuring that progress in one area (e.g.,
economic progress) does not undermine another (e.g.,
environmental protection). Therefore, it is pivotal to
embed SDG indicators into national development
plans, budgeting processes, and public accountability
mechanisms [37, 38]. For example, infrastructure pro-
jects must be evaluated not only for economic return
but also for environmental impact and social inclusion.
Furthermore, political leadership is essential, as global
leaders must be willing to challenge entrenched inter-
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ests and shift resources toward long-term invest-
ments, such as universal education, green infrastruc-
ture, and equitable health systems.

Second, the private sector must move beyond corpo-
rate social responsibility (CSR) toward genuine align-
ment with the SDGs. Businesses wield enormous in-
fluence over supply chains, employment, innovation,
and environmental impact [39]. They must adopt sus-
tainable practices not as add-ons, but as core strate-
gies. This includes reducing carbon footprints, ensur-
ing fair labor conditions, and contributing to circular
economy transition [33, 40]. Governments should in-
centivize this through green taxation, procurement
policies, and disclosure requirements.

Third, citizen engagement is crucial. The SDGs will not
be achieved through top-down policy alone. Arguably,
civil society, youth, indigenous communities, and
marginalized groups must have a seat at the table in
decision-making processes. To exemplify, public edu-
cation campaigns, digital tools for local SDG tracking,
and participatory budgeting are powerful mechanisms
to democratize development and ensure no one is left
behind [41-43].

Finally, the global community must address the struc-
tural inequalities in financing [14]. Undoubtedly, de-
veloping countries face an unfair burden in mobilizing
the resources needed for SDG implementation. There-
fore, wealthier nations must fulfill their commitments
to climate finance and development aid, while also
supporting debt relief and fair trade mechanisms [44,
45]. Fundamental, multilateral institutions need to be
reformed to reflect today’s realities, not yesterday’s
power structures.

To summarize, the policy gaps for transformative
change are wide and it is difficult to say that there is
time to close them. As mentioned before, what the
SDGs need are political courage, systemic thinking,
and inclusive action: only then can the SDGs become
not just a set of goals, but a generational turning point
toward a just and sustainable future.

5. Conclusions and future research

The SDGs represent one of humanity’s most ambitious
and unified attempts to confront the interconnected
challenges of our time, as they reflect a shared aspira-
tion: a world free from poverty and inequality, where
people live in harmony with the planet and with each
other. Yet as we pass the halfway mark to 2030, that
vision remains alarmingly out of reach.

In practice, we are no longer in a position to ask
whether the SDGs are achievable, we must ask what it
will take to achieve them. Hence, the answer lies not in
isolated projects or symbolic gestures, but in bold,
coordinated action that addresses root causes and
systemic injustices. It lies in the recognition that sus-
tainable development is not a luxury or a side agenda;
it is the only viable path forward.

Overall, the SDGs are not simply technical benchmarks;
they are moral imperatives. SDGs compel us to rethink
what progress means, who it serves, and at what cost.
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However, if we allow this agenda to falter, we risk
deepening the very crises the SDGs were designed to
overcome: climate instability, social unrest, and wid-
ening inequality. It is high time to make the right
choices, adopt pro-environmental leadership, and sol-
idarity, as we can still turn this decade into one of re-
covery and transformation. Let this moment be a call,
not for complacency, but for renewed commitment.
The promise of the SDGs remains within reach but
what is needed now is the will to act decisively, and
collectively, before time runs out.
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