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Objective and Output of the GEOSS Workshop

The overall objective of the overall workshop is to review the scientific questions and research topics that need to be addressed in order to support progress towards the MDGs and towards meeting the grand challenges prior to and after the current target date for the MDGs, and to identify Earth observations needed to facilitate the research.

The anticipated output of the workshop will include a goal document summarizing the research needs associated with the MDGs and grand challenges and detailing the strategy for a GEOSS that would ensure the availability of Earth observations required for addressing these research needs. A road map will describe the steps necessary to ensure that the future development of GEOSS is aligned with the needs arising from the current MDGs and post-2015 goals.

Context

In 2000, 189 member states attended the United Nations Millennium Summit. The outcome of the summit—the Millennium Declaration—covered the following eight chapters: 

1. Values and Principles

2. Peace, Security and Disarmament

3. Development and Poverty Eradication

4. Protecting our Common Environment

5. Human Rights, Democracy and Good Governance

6. Protecting the Vulnerable

7. Meeting the Special Needs of Africa

8. Strengthening the United Nations

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were subsequently developed based on the eight chapters as a tool to implement the overarching goals and objectives of the Declaration. The MDGs were meant to provide the operational framework for the development agenda post 2000. 

The MGDs were seen as eight international development goals that all United Nations members states and at least 23 international organizations had agreed to achieve by the year 2015. The goals are:

1. Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger;

2. Achieving universal primary education; 

3. Promoting gender equality and empowering women;

4. Reducing child mortality rates;

5. Improving maternal health;

6. Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases;

7. Ensuring environmental sustainability; and

8. Developing a global partnership for development. 

Each goal comes with specific targets and dates for achieving those targets. There has been much debate on: (i) the lack of analysis and justification behind the chosen objectives; (ii) the difficulty or lack of measurements for some of the goals; and (iii) uneven progress towards reaching the goals [1, 2]. In light of the findings from review of progress towards reaching the MDG’s, the UN secretary General established a high level panel on global sustainability to explore ways and means by which the MDGs can be strengthened and the possible elements for a post 2015 development framework. 

The Present Discourse

In January 2012, the Panel called for governments to agree on a set of universal Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In its report, “Resilient People, Resilient Planet: A future worth choosing”—a prelude to the Rio+20 summit—Panel members call for sustainable development to be the center of focus for any post-2015 framework [3]. The report boldly argues for reforms in the economic, social and environmental governance systems and suggests that while the post-2015 SDG framework should complement the MDGs, it should move forward acknowledging the changing and fast moving world. 

The decisions on sustainable development goals presented below come form the Rio+20 outcome document. The key message under each of the statements is an interpretation of the key message underlying the statement being agreed by countries. The outcomes are as follows [4]:

Sustainable Development Goals

245. We underscore that the Millennium Development Goals are a useful tool in focusing achievement of specific development gains as part of a broad development vision and framework for the development activities of the United Nations, for national priority-setting and for mobilization of stakeholders and resources towards common goals. We therefore remain firmly committed to their full and timely achievement.

Key Message: MDGs must not be stopped and all efforts should be continued towards achieving them.

246. We recognize that the development of goals could also be useful for pursuing focused and coherent action on sustainable development. We further recognize the importance and utility of a set of sustainable development goals, based on Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation, which fully respect all the Rio Principles, taking into account different national circumstances, capacities and priorities, are consistent with international law, build upon commitments already made, and contribute to the full implementation of the outcomes of all major summits in the economic, social and environmental fields, including the present outcome document. The goals should address and incorporate in a balanced way all three dimensions of sustainable development and their interlinkages. They should be coherent with and integrated into the United Nations development agenda beyond 2015, thus contributing to the achievement of sustainable development and serving as a driver for implementation and mainstreaming of sustainable development in the United Nations system as a whole. The development of these goals should not divert focus or effort from the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.

Key Message: SDGs are welcome based on experience with MDGs but these should not divert attention from MDGs. Implication that they are related but separate?  In fact it is rather odd that the two are seen as even complementary. The MDG must intrinsically be part of broader SDGs. It sounds like given the uneven and sometimes frustrating lack of progress with MDGs, broader, loosely defined SDGs will take over. This should not be the case. SDG should be the frame of reference that links the MDG with cooperative approach across scales (local to national to international).
247. We also underscore that sustainable development goals should be action- oriented, concise and easy to communicate, limited in number, aspirational, global in nature and universally applicable to all countries while taking into account different national realities, capacities and levels of development and respecting national policies and priorities. We also recognize that the goals should address and be focused on priority areas for the achievement of sustainable development, being guided by the present outcome document. Governments should drive implementation with the active involvement of all relevant stakeholders, as appropriate.

Key Message: Sustainable development goals are global in nature while MDGs are more nationally based. Is this really true? SDG must be cross-cutting and operate across scales (temporal and spatial). Development is a process so having a “limited number” of SDG will be very challenging and arbitrary. This in my view can undermine even further the SD concept (as per the Bruntland definition). Perhaps we should strive to understand any SDG as an umbrella where the MDGs are just a few critical ones that must be met before SD is said to be on track. MDG must be seen as necessary but not sufficient conditions for SD. Likewise across scales. A country cannot be said to be met SD goals if there are regions that have not fulfilled the MDG even if a majority of other regions in the same country have met them (in theory). 

248. We resolve to establish an inclusive and transparent intergovernmental process on sustainable development goals that is open to all stakeholders, with a view to developing global sustainable development goals to be agreed by the General Assembly. An open working group shall be constituted no later than at the opening of the sixty-seventh session of the Assembly and shall comprise 30 representatives, nominated by Member States from the five United Nations regional groups, with the aim of achieving fair, equitable and balanced geographic representation. At the outset, this open working group will decide on its methods of work, including developing modalities to ensure the full involvement of relevant stakeholders and expertise from civil society, the scientific community and the United Nations system in its work, in order to provide a diversity of perspectives and experience. It will submit a report, to the sixty-eighth session of the Assembly, containing a proposal for sustainable development goals for consideration and appropriate action.

Key Message: Process should adhere to standard UN principles of regional representation, transparency and involvement of stakeholders. This opens a channel for involvement of scientific community but important questions arise. Independent scientific panel but appointed by whom? With what mix of expertise? I imagine that as in IPBES a good integration with other forms of knowledge is key. But not sure how this can be done and by whom. In any case, the scientific panel should be transdisciplinary in my view with a balanced natural and social scientists who bridge the two.

249. The process needs to be coordinated and coherent with the processes to consider the post-2015 development agenda. The initial input to the work of the working group will be provided by the Secretary-General, in consultation with national Governments. In order to provide technical support to the process and to the work of the working group, we request the Secretary-General to ensure all necessary input and support to this work from the United Nations system, including through establishing an inter-agency technical support team and expert panels, as needed, drawing on all relevant expert advice. Reports on the progress of work will be made regularly to the General Assembly.

Key Message: SDGs process to be developed within the post-2015 development agenda. Possibility of converging the MDG and SDG process into one framework on sustainable developmentBut a word of caution. The SDGs must be  carefully crafted so as MDG not to be diluted in a set of frameworks and aspirational goals that will possibly be loosely defined as SD concept. Might likely open a war of interpretations across stakeholders and even the UN. Need to move beyond Brundtland’s def and have something definite.
250. We recognize that progress towards the achievement of the goals needs to be assessed and accompanied by targets and indicators, while taking into account different national circumstances, capacities and levels of development.

Key Message: Targets and indicators key to achieving goals. But this must be across the three pillars of SD. 

251. We recognize that there is a need for global, integrated and scientifically based information on sustainable development. In this regard, we request the relevant bodies of the United Nations system, within their respective mandates, to support the regional economic commissions in collecting and compiling national inputs in order to inform this global effort. We further commit to mobilizing financial resources and capacity-building, particularly for developing countries, to achieve this endeavour. 

Key Message: Scientifically robust data and information is critical. 

MDGS and the Post-2015 Framework: The Way Forward

Three Options

There are three main options provided to the global community with regard to a post-2015 framework. These are:

1. To keep the current targets and to extend the deadline;

2. to keep the current structure while optimizing existing targets and adding new targets with a new deadline; or 

3. to replace the MDGs with an entirely new structure.

Problems that have become more acute since the MDGs were established include among others: (i) rapid urbanization of the world’s population and the problems this trend has produced; (ii) climate change; (iii) biodiversity loss; (iv) increasing conflicts over demands for freedoms and voice; (v) unstable financial and economic systems; and (vi) unemployment and growing inequality. Therefore, merely keeping the present MDGs and extending the time line, as indicated in option 1 will not address these problems. 

The second option, calling for an adjustment of the present MDGs would in principle be able to accommodate many of the new challenges and also to address some of the misgivings of present targets and indicators. However, one major concern is the lack of connectivity among the MDG goals. For example, reducing extreme poverty could in principle if not planned carefull could actually destroy the environment etc thereby causing a country to not achieve MDG 7. The trade-offs and synergies across the MDGs are ignored in the present framework and cannot be really revised without a major over haul of the framework. Moreover, environmental sustainability does not imply sustainability across all the other MDGs. Therefore the concept of sustainability has to be carefully addressed and this will need a new framework. 

An even more fundamental reason for the option 3 approach is the dichotomy between the MDGs developed to be global targets requiring collective action and those concerning national levels. Therefore, a clear distinction must be made between goals that are universal in nature versus goals which can be achieved by individual countries. For example, extreme poverty reduction can be achieved as a global target even if some countries do not achieve the target themselves. The question we must ask ourselves is if this situation is acceptable or whether it should be emphasized that each country has to achieve the target and if it fails to do so, the goal will not have been achieved. The latter would require a more careful definition of the goal, the target and the indicator used to monitor progress. The present MDGs lack this level of rigor and analysis. 

Moreover, the UN Secretary-General’s High-level Panel Report on Global Sustainability clearly emphasized the need for the post-2015 development framework to acknowledge: (i)  the rapidly changing world and with it the new challenges and problems to be addressed and solved; (ii) sustainable development to be core and central to any new development framework; (iii) to address areas where MDGs have struggled and need revision and adjustment; and (iv) the inter-connectivity of goals, targets and indicators.  
We assert that that the third option is the only valid and realistic option but acknowledge that the post-2015 framework must necessarily build on the MDGs. A number of key questions have been framed below to begin a discussion of the key scientific challenges, research needs and the data required within a post-2015 framework. 
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Key Questions 

Q1. The terms MDGs, SDGs and Global Sustainability Goals have been used quite loosely and inter-changeable in the discourse on the post-2015 development framework. Are the three terms similar, different, complementary or conflicting? And what are the implications for setting goals, targets and indicators and the data needs?

Q2. The world is getting much more closely inter-connected and inter-dependent; therefore most of the goals and targets are inter-linked. How can we develop goals, targets and indicators in a manner that acknowledges these inter-connections—some complimentary and others with trade-offs? Do we and can we develop a conceptual framework that might capture these system dynamics and identify the data information required?

Q3. How do we develop global goals, targets and indicators that capture explicitly the need for collective action to achieve these targets and how do we resolve the dichotomy between the principle of universality and the principle of subsidiarity and its implications for data collection? 

Q4. How will spatial and temporal scales across the natural and socio-economic sciences impact the development of a post-2015 development framework and how will this influence the data and information needs? For example, how will data on global environmental indicators as suggested by planetary boundaries reconcile with local, national and regional environmental indicators and subsequently the link with the socio-economic targets, and indicators?

Q5. What will be the main challenges in reconciling the data and information needs from the natural and socio-economic systems to ensure comparable concrete, quantifiable and time bound goals, targets and indicators? 

Q6. What will be the main steps for the scientific community to take in order to contribute to the post-2015 development framework process initiated by the UN? 
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