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Executive Summary 

This report analyses the contribution of research and innovation (R&I) policy in the European Union (EU) and 

Switzerland to achieving the United Nation’s (UN) Sustainable Development Goals. First, it gives an overview of the 

EUs general approach on SDG policy and then focuses on the R&I contribution to SDGs. The EU addresses SDGs 

through its next generation framework programme for R&I, Horizon Europe, with two main specific instruments: the 

thematic clusters and the R&I Missions. The analysis shows that the clusters (in top-down steering collaborative 

research towards certain areas) focus strongly on SDGs related to industry and the economic dimension of sustainable 

development. The R&I Missions seem to be a useful instrument to address most pressing SDGs, such as SDG 10 

‘Reduced Inequalities’, SDG 13 ‘Climate Change’ and SDG 14 ‘Land under Water’, by facilitating collaboration between 

different sectors and actors. The report then compares the EU approach to the Swiss approach on sustainable 

development policy; especially concerning R&I. The Swiss Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2016-2019) 

mostly mentions R&I contribution towards SDGs in third countries in the context of development cooperation. 

However, Switzerland supports research in SDG related topics through government research and other national 

funding schemes, e.g. National Research Programmes (NRP) and in addition, Swiss research institutions come up 

with their own strategies for addressing SDGs. The report ends in specific policy recommendations for R&I 

stakeholders, which include sharing of best practices between the EU and Switzerland in regards to their different 

SDG strategies, more trans-disciplinary research projects, open faculty projects and the importance of including more 

diverse stakeholders in research.  
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1 Introduction  

The 193 countries of the United Nations General Assembly have unanimously adopted the Agenda 2030 in September 

2015. At the core of the agenda lie 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) together with 169 sub-targets. 

The 17 SDGs have a broad range and concern the three dimensions of sustainable development i.e. environment, 

economy and society. These goals serve as a roadmap for the direction into which policy action within the years until 

2030 has to go, in order to make our society more sustainable and address pressing global challenges. In November 

2016, the 197 members of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) signed the Paris 
Agreement on Climate Change (Paris Agreement). This agreement wants to limit the global rise of temperature 

to less than 2°C and pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5°C. Together with the Paris Agreement and the Addis Ababa 
Action Agenda (AAAA) of July 2015, which concerns financing development, the SDGs are a reflection of a global 

political consensus on taking action in order to provide a healthy planet for future generations. Table 1 of this report 

(see Chapter 2.2.1) displays the 17 SDGs.  

 

The 17 SDGs, together with the 169 more concrete sub-targets, provide a framework for mapping the pressing global 

challenges. They demand holistic implementation strategies of national governments and supranational bodies, e.g. 

the European Union (EU). The challenge for policy makers is to find a good balance between branding their work with 

single SDGs to raise awareness, and at the same time addressing the three dimensions of sustainable development 

(environmental, societal and economic) in a coherent manner. It is not simple to address the SDGs, without ‘SDG-

washing’ already existing policies and programmes. This means ex-post labelling and linking programmes and 

initiatives with SDGs. Since the SDGs are so broad in nature and address many sectors, (ex-post) branding single 

initiatives with one or more SDGs is easy, but not in the spirit of the original framework. The SDGs are only of 

transformative value, when addressed in their unity. The need for cross-sector collaboration and cross-actor 

partnerships lies in the nature of the goals. 

 

This report is dedicated to outlining how research and innovation (R&I) policy can contribute to achieving the SDGs. 

The second chapter focuses on the EU and first outlines the general EU SDG policy approach before turning to R&I. 

Then, it analyses how SDGs are covered within the next generation EU framework programme for R&I, Horizon 

Europe, and how the Directorate-General for Research and Innovation (DG RTD) was re-organised according to SDGs. 

Lastly, the second chapter displays the reactions of European R&I stakeholders as well as their own actions towards 

achieving SDGs. The third chapter focuses on the Swiss approach. It outlines Switzerland’s general SDG policy and 

then more specifically the contribution of education, research and innovation (ERI) towards SDGs. The fourth chapter 

concludes the findings of the previous chapters and gives specific recommendations for R&I stakeholders. This report 

is based on a thorough document analysis as well as on interviews conducted with relevant stakeholders (see Annex 

1 for an exhaustive list).  

  

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/
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2 A European Perspective 

2.1 General Policy Overview (EU) 

2.1.1 European Commission (EC) Action 

Within the EU, the European Commission (EC) is responsible for developing a policy framework to address the 

implementation of the Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. The actions taken so far by the EC include a Communication, 

published in November 2016 (as a general EU reaction the UN adoption of the Agenda 2030), and a Reflection Paper, 

the EC’s actual SDG implementation strategy, published in January 2019. The EC has set up a high-level multi-

stakeholder platform, launched in May 2017, where representatives of the civil society, non-governmental 

organisations (NGO) and the private and corporate sector were consulted and thereby supported the EC in elaborating 

its SDG implementation strategy (i.e. the reflection paper). The EC’s First Vice-President, Frans Timmermans, 

chaired the platform. Eurostat has published two reports on monitoring progress of the EU on the SDGs, the latest 

one has been published in September 2018. 

 

The Communication of 2016 elaborates how already existing EU programmes incorporate the Agenda 2030 and how 

deeply intertwined the ten priorities of the Juncker-Commission are with all of the 17 SDGs (although ‘Sustainable 

Development’ is not explicitly mentioned in the ten points). It focuses on the external dimension of sustainable 

development, i.e. external policy action and development aid towards less developed countries, ensuring sustainable 

development in third countries. As a second work stream, the Reflection Paper, published in January 2019, focuses 

on the intra EU policy dimension. The EC presents four key areas of planned policy action, building on already 

existing/newly reformed EU programmes: 1) moving from a linear to a circular economy, 2) from farm to fork: 

reforming the food system, 3) future-proof energy, buildings and mobility and 4) a fair social transition. The 
Reflection Paper mentions education, research and innovation as key enablers, which have to become 
stronger in the future, since they underlie almost all SDGs. The paper ends with three potential scenarios of a 

European approach towards sustainable development. The first one describes an overarching SDG implementation 

strategy for the EU and its Member States (MS), positioning the EU as a global leader towards a more sustainable 

future. The second scenario suggests continued integration of SDGs in EU policies but without imposing MS’ action, 

while the third scenario focuses on external European policy actions solely. The EC clearly favours the first scenario, 

but still thinks that providing alternative scenarios for the future is important to stimulate a debate. 

2.1.2 Institutional Reactions 

Reactions to the Reflection Paper, coming from different actors, were mostly the same: the general effort of the EC 

is appreciated but the timing is subject to criticism, since more than three years lie between the adoption of the 

Agenda 2030 and the publication of the paper. The reactions of the European Union Institutions are captured in 

Chapter 2.1.2, whereas reactions from R&I stakeholders are described in Chapter 2.3.  

2.1.2.1 Council of the European Union (Council) 
The Council has published several own Conclusions on the Agenda 2030, the latest one on 9 April 2019 as a response 

to the EC’s Reflection Paper. The Council appreciates the EC’s ambition of being a global frontrunner in sustainable 

development, but re-iterates its demand on coming up with a concrete implementation strategy, since they do not 

regard the recent Reflection Paper as concrete enough to serve as such a strategy. These demands were already 

uttered in the prior Council Conclusions on Sustainable Development in October 2018 and June 2017. The demands 

require the EC to establish timelines, objectives and concrete measures for an implementation plan of the Agenda 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/communication-next-steps-sustainable-europe-20161122_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/rp_sustainable_europe_30-01_en_web.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/commission-decision-22_may-on-sdg-stakeholder-platform_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/international-strategies/sustainable-development-goals/multi-stakeholder-platform-sdgs_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/9237449/KS-01-18-656-EN-N.pdf/2b2a096b-3bd6-4939-8ef3-11cfc14b9329
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/key-policies/common-agricultural-policy/future-cap_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/key-policies/common-agricultural-policy/future-cap_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/strategies_en
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/news/commission-proposes-new-rules-consumer-centred-clean-energy-transition
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-3708_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39019/st08286-en19.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/36775/18-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-10370-2017-INIT/en/pdf
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2030 and mainstream the SDGs in all relevant EU internal and external policies. Therefore, the Council clearly favours 

the first of the proposed scenarios by the EC in the Reflection Paper and wants SDGs to be tackled on a European 

level. The Council appreciates the EU’s participation at the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) organised by the UN in 

July 2019 and looks forward to the MS’ voluntary national monitoring reports. The Council clearly favours the first of 

the three scenarios that were outlined in the EC’s Reflection Paper. 

 

During the inter-institutional negotiations (i.e. the negotiations between the EC, EP and the Council) on the ninth 

generation R&I framework programme, Horizon Europe, the Council managed to push through the demand that the 

SDGs will serve as an impact indicator for the mid-term evaluation of the entire Horizon Europe 
programme.  
 
At the time the Reflection Paper was published, Romania held the Presidency of the Council of the European Union 

(Presidency). The Romanian Presidency had sustainability and environmental protection at its heart, since Romania 

is as a country rich in nature and biodiversity. Through the black sea initiative, Romania has contributed directly to 

an SDG related topic. With Danubius, the Romanian Presidency has taken the lead in a pan-European R&I 

infrastructure project. The goal of Danubius is to preserve river- and sea systems, using a trans-disciplinary approach 

and including researchers from 16 countries, including international partners from e.g. Vietnam. Danubius received 

funding under the current framework programme, Horizon 2020, and will be continued in the next generation 

framework programme, Horizon Europe.   

2.1.2.2 The European Parliament (EP) 
On 7 February 2019, a public hearing of the Committee on Development (DEVE) and the Committee on Environment, 

Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI), EP, took place to discuss a study1, which was requested by the EP, on the 

integration of SDGs into national and European strategies. The study ‘Europe's approach to implementing the 

Sustainable Development Goals: good practices and the way forward’ highlights the importance of national 

parliaments and the EP for SDG implementation, since they have the power to include SDGs in the budget. Further, 

the EP released a strategic report on the implementation and delivery of the SDGs in March 2019. The EP welcomes 

the EC’s approach but regrets that it has not outlined a concrete implementation strategy. It calls upon not only the 

MS, but also the EEA countries, EU associated countries and EU candidate countries to develop a pan-European 
SDG implementation framework. Lastly, the EP stresses the importance of the HLPF organised by the UN in 

September 2019, where members will present an in-depth review on SDGs 4 (Quality Education), 8 (Decent Work 

and Economic Growth), 10 (Reduced Inequalities), 13 (Climate Action), 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions) 

and 17 (Partnerships for the Goals).  

2.1.2.3 The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and the Committee of the Regions 
(CoR) 

Both institutions were already consulted by the EC throughout the process of drafting the Reflection Paper in the 

multi-stakeholder platform; nevertheless, they both published their own position papers after the publication of the 

EC Reflection Paper. The EECS published a paper “Listening to the citizens of Europe for a Sustainable Future” after 

adopting said paper on 13 March 2019. It sees the European Single Market as a core tool for European integration 

and as a driver for producing sustainable growth and innovation. The EESC highlights the social dimension of 

                                               
1 The authors of the study are: Authors: Ingeborg Niestroy, Managing Director, Public Strategy for Sustainable Development 

(ps4sd); Elisabeth Hege, Research Fellow, Institute for Sustainable Development and International Relations (IDDRI); Elizabeth 

Dirth, Social Scientist, Earth System Governance Project; Ruben Zondervan, Executive Director, Earth System Governance Project; 

Katja Derr, graphic design. The study was later published on the EP ‘think tank’. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf/2019
https://www.coe.int/en/web/history-teaching/the-black-sea-initiative
https://danubius-pp.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/603473/EXPO_STU(2019)603473_EN.pdf
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/listening-citizens-europe-sustainable-future-sibiu-and-beyond
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sustainable development, which has to be combined with new models of economic growth and sustainable 

investment. The CoR agrees with the first scenario proposed by the EC of having an overarching EU policy strategy 

for SDG implementation, but stresses the importance of a stronger inclusion of sub-national levels, as they take 

the discrepancies with European regions into account. 

2.1.2.4 The European Court of Auditors (ECA) 
On 12 June 2019, the ECA has published a press release, where it warns that the EU’s reporting on SDGs is still 

lacking and that the EC does not monitor how the EU budget and EU policies contribute to achieving the SDGs. The 

ECA further states that this lack of reporting of the EC is due to the lack of a long-term implementation strategy on 

sustainable development (the ECA does not regard the Reflection Paper as an implementation strategy). Concerning 

the monitoring, several Eurostat reports have been published (the latest one in September 2018), which mostly rely 

on data provided by the MS. The ECA states that ‘(the Reflection Paper) does not include a gap analysis of what more 

the EU needs to do in terms of budget, policy and legislation; nor does it present the contribution of EU spending 

programmes towards implementing the SDGs.’ 

2.1.3 Other Reactions to the EC’s SDG approach  

CSR Europe, a European business network for corporate sustainability and responsibility, together with GlobeScan, 

a public opinion consultancy specialised in sustainable development, published a white paper on businesses and the 

SDGs.  The paper concludes that SDG awareness in the EU and the MS is high and all EU MS are amongst the top 50 

countries worldwide in the UN SDG index. On the other hand, however, the paper includes the results of a study, 

conducted by GlobeScan and SustainAbility (another think tank concerned with businesses and sustainable practices), 

which finds that there are many areas/SDGs, where the Union does not yet engage enough. The study uses expert 
surveys2 to assess whether single SDGs receive too much/not enough attention, in relation to the urgency of the 

matter. The most neglected SDGs are SDG 14 (Life under Water), 10 (Inequality) and 15 (Life on Land). The 

assessment of the white paper and the mapping of urgency of action will serve as a framework for evaluation in 

Chapter 2.2, which addresses the SDG coverage under Horizon Europe.  

 

Those findings (i.e. the lack of action taken on SDG 14/15 ‘Life under Water/Life on Land’) correspond with the newly 

published report of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

(IPBES), a UN organisation, identifying a huge threat to global biodiversity, caused by humans, happening at an 

accelerated rate. Similar to other policy papers published recently on sustainability in Europe (‘Promoting sustainable 

and inclusive growth and convergence in the EU’, policy contribution from Bruegel think-tank, ‘Global trends to 2013’, 

a policy paper by the European Strategy and Policy Analysis System (ESPAS), ‘Europe’s Sustainability Puzzle’, a policy 

paper by the European Political Strategy Centre (EPSC)), the IPBES report concludes that our society needs a new 
economic model with a shifting focus from economic growth towards economic sustainability.  

 

The Green Growth Knowledge Platform (GGKP) of UN Environment welcomes the high engagement of the DG 

International Cooperation and Development (DECVO) and DG Environment (ENVI) regarding the SDGs. The EC has 

managed to come up with the Reflection Paper, which included the input of civil society stakeholders. The SDGs have 

not yet fully been integrated into the work programmes of the EU, mostly because a general assessment of the 
SDG framework is still lacking. Further, non-academic stakeholders (e.g. leading global institutions, SDG experts 

                                               
2 Study conducted by Globescan and SustainAbility (2019): A global panel of sustainability experts based in business, NGOs, 

academia and government were asked to assess progress on all SDGs in Europe and further assess which SDGs receive most 

attention, compared to how urgent they are (within their own organisation).  

https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/INRCR_Reporting_on_sustainability/INRCR_Reporting_on_sustainability_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-statistical-books/-/KS-01-18-656
https://globescan.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/CSR_Europe_GlobeScan_Report_May2019.pdf
https://www.ipbes.net/news/ipbes-global-assessment-summary-policymakers-pdf
http://bruegel.org/2019/04/promoting-sustainable-and-inclusive-growth-and-convergence-in-the-european-union/
https://espas.secure.europarl.europa.eu/orbis/node/1362
https://ec.europa.eu/epsc/publications/other-publications/europes-sustainability-puzzle_en
http://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/
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and policy makers) should be included in the process of defining research targets i.e. the calls under the Horizon 

Europe programme. This approach is partly taken up by the EC within the strategic planning process of the 

programme, however, the outreach seems to be somewhat flawed, since it is not clear which stakeholders will be 

included.   

2.2 Research and Innovation Framework Programmes of the European Union (EU) 

The EC highlights R&I as important factors underlying and contributing towards almost all SDGs. Therefore, R&I have 

to be strengthened. The EC has reflected on how to address the SDGs in their proposal for the ninth generation R&I 

framework programme, Horizon Europe, starting in 2021. The EC has published its proposals for the Horizon Europe 

package on 7 June 2018. The proposal of the Horizon Europe package contains the following two legal documents:  

• The Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing Horizon Europe, 

laying down its rules for participation and dissemination 

• The Proposal for a Decision of the European Parliament and of the Council for a Specific Programme for 

implementing Horizon Europe 

After the proposal of the EC, the EP and the Council have negotiated in inter-institutional negotiations (trilogue) and 

have reached a partial agreement on the legal documents (common understanding) after six trilogue sessions. The 

responsible Directorate General of the EC on the Horizon Europe file is DG Research and Innovation (DG RTD). 

This chapter will analyse the SDG coverage within Horizon Europe and look at the re-organisation of DG RTD and its 

effects on SDGs.  

2.2.1 SDG coverage in Horizon Europe 

At the SDG Summit on 7 May 2019 in Brussels, organised by CSR Europe, a European business network for corporate 

sustainability and responsibility, Jean-Eric Paquet, Director General, DG RTD, EC, highlighted that Carlos Moedas, 

Commissioner for research, science and innovation, has made the SDGs the overarching policy roadmap for the 
new R&I framework programme, Horizon Europe. Paquet further mentioned the SDG stakeholder platform 

organised by the EC, which has shown the importance of including industry and civil society. With Horizon Europe, 

DG RTD wants to join up different sectors and departments within the EC, to ensure integrated solutions for the 

transition towards a sustainable future. For the first time, all R&I actions in the EC will be united under one overall 

budget, i.e. under Horizon Europe and not split into individual allocations between different DGs. In consequence, 

the DGs will have to coordinate their R&I efforts together, which is in line with the EC’s approach to co-creation. Co-

creation refers to the EC’s approach of including stakeholders in the process of elaborating a strategic plan for R&I, 

which will lay the basis for the implementation of the Horizon Europe programme and the drafting of specific work 

programmes.  

 

Like its predecessor programme, Horizon 2020, Horizon Europe is structured in three pillars, where pillar II (similar 

to pillar III under Horizon 2020) addresses global challenges and industrial competitiveness. Pillar II is designed 

to help deliver on the SDGs using a top-down approach to define areas, where research projects can have a positive 

impact on society (as opposed to ‘curiosity-driven science’ under pillar I ‘open science’). Pillar II will be equipped with 

the largest budget of all pillars in Horizon Europe, in the EC proposal €52.7 billion, out of a total of €100 billion, are 

designated to pillar II. Further, at least 35% of the whole budget for the Horizon Europe programme shall be dedicated 

to tackling climate change, i.e. SDG 13 ‘Climate Change’. 

Under pillar II, the main instrument to address the SDGs with R&I are the six thematic clusters (see Chapter 

2.2.1.2). Those six clusters and their intervention areas specify fields, towards which the EC wants to steer 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018PC0435
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018PC0436
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/38902/st07942-en19.pdf
https://www.csreurope.org/sites/default/files/uploads/CEOs%20Call%20Version%202.pdf
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collaborative research efforts in order to contribute towards solving global challenges, including the SDGs. A second 

instrument are the R&I Missions (see Chapter 2.2.1.3), which shall create more visibility and impact, by connecting 

citizens to R&I. Missions are goal-oriented, large-scale research efforts that address global and societal challenges, 

and bring scientific results closer to the public to show the positive impact that R&I funding has. Table 1 gives an 

overview of the 17 SDGs and the columns four and eight reflect the coverage of the respective SDGs within the 

thematic clusters and R&I Missions. The coverage of the SDGs in the thematic clusters are listed in the Annex of the 

Decision Implementing Horizon Europe. The coverage of the SDGs under the R&I Missions are based on an 

assessment of SwissCore, which will be further specified in Chapter 2.2.1.3 on R&I Missions.  

 

Table 1: SDG Framework (Source: UN website on SDGs & the Decision Implementing Horizon Europe) 

SDG 
No° 

Name  Icon 
Mentioned in HE 
Clusters/Missions 

SDG 
No° 

Name Icon 
Mentioned in HE 
Clusters/Missions 

1 No Poverty 

 

1/0 10 Reduced Inequality 

 

1/1 

2 Zero Hunger 

 

1/1 11 
Sustainable Cities 

and Communities 
 

3/0 

3 
Good Health and Well-

Being 

 
3/1 12 

Responsible 

Consumption and 

Production 

 
3/1 

4 Quality Education 

 

1/0 13 Climate Action 

 

4/3 

5 Gender Equality 

 

1/1 14 Life below Water 

 

1/1 

6 
Clean Water and 

Sanitation 
 

2/1 15 Life on Land 

 

1/0 

7 
Affordable and Clean 

Energy 
 

1/0 16 
Peace, Justice and 

strong Institutions 
 

1/1 

8 
Decent Work and 

Economic Growth 
 

3/0 17 
Partnerships for the 

Goals 
 

-/- 

9 
Industry, Innovation 

and Infrastructure 
 

4/0     

 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
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Within the thematic clusters, every SDG is mentioned at least once, except for SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals), 

which is implicitly given, since pillar II addresses collaborative research. SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and 

Infrastructure) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) are mentioned four times, and SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-Being), 6 

(Decent Work and Economic Growth), 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) and 12 (Responsible Consumption 

and Production) are mentioned three times (see Table 5 in Annex 1). The SDGs that are addressed in R&I Missions 

(according to the SwissCore minimal assessment described in Chapter 2.2.1.2) are SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), 3 (Good 

Health and Well-Being), 5 (Gender Equality), 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), 10 (Reduced Inequalities), 11 

(Sustainable Cities and Communities), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), 13 (Climate Action), 14 (Life 

below Water) and 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions)(see Table 6 in Annex 1). SDG 13 (Climate Action) is 

covered within three mission areas, the others each in one area. The legal text of Horizon Europe specifies that at 

least 35% of the overall budget of Horizon Europe must be spent on research concerning climate actions, which is 

why this SDG is most prominently represented within both the clusters and the mission areas.  

2.2.1.1 Clusters 
The clusters are the main element in pillar II and they define and bundle prioritized research areas in a top-down 

manner in order to achieve maximal impact and contribute to solving global challenges. At least 50% of the pillar II 

budget has to be spent on collaborative research within these clusters. There are six clusters, each having designated 

areas of interventions. In the adopted text of the Decision Implementing Horizon Europe, there is a display of the 

SDGs that are addressed by the different clusters (see Table 2 below).  

 

Table 2: The thematic Clusters (Source: Annex of the Decision Implementing Horizon Europe) 

Clusters Areas of Intervention SDGs  
Health Health throughout the life course; 

Environmental and social health determinants; 
Non-communicable and rare diseases; 
Infectious diseases, including poverty-related 
and neglected diseases; Tools, technologies and 
digital solutions for health and care, including 
personalised medicine; Health care systems  
 

3 (Good Health and Well-Being), 13 
(Climate Action) 
 

 
 

Culture, Creativity 
and Inclusive 
Society 

Democracy and governance; Culture, cultural 
heritage and creativity; Social and economic 
transformations  
 

1 (No Poverty), 3 (Good Health and 
Well-Being), 4 (Quality Education), 5 
(Gender Equality), 8 (Decent Work and 
Economic Growth), 9 (Industry, 
Innovation and Infrastructure), 10 
(Reduced Inequality), 11 (Sustainable 
Cities and Communities), 16 (Peace, 
Justice and strong Institutions) 

 

Civil Security for 
Society 

Disaster-resilient societies; Protection and 
security; Cybersecurity  
 

16 (Peace, Justice and strong 
Institutions) 
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Digital, Industry 
and Space 

Manufacturing technologies; Key digital 
technologies, including quantum technologies; 
Emerging enabling technologies; Advanced 
materials; Artificial intelligence and robotics; 
Next generation internet; Advanced computing 
and Big Data; Circular industries; Low carbon 
and clean industries; Space, including earth 
observation  

8 (Decent Work and Economic 
Growth), 9 (Industry, Innovation and 
Infrastructure), 12 (Responsible 
Consumption and Production), 13 
(Climate Action),  

Climate, Energy 
and Mobility 
 

Climate science and solutions; Energy supply; 
Energy systems and grids; Buildings and 
industrial facilities in energy transition; 
Communities and cities; Industrial 
competitiveness in transport; clean, safe and 
accessible transport and mobility; Smart 
mobility; Energy storage  
 

6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), 7 
(Affordable and Clean Energy), 9 
(Industry, Innovation and 
Infrastructure), 11 (Sustainable Cities 
and Communities), 12 (Responsible 
Consumption and Production), 13 
(Climate Action)  

 
 
 

 

Food, Bioeconomy, 
Natural Resources, 
Agriculture and 
Environment  
 

Environmental observation; Biodiversity and 
natural resources; Agriculture, forestry and 
rural areas; Seas, oceans and inland waters; 
Food systems; Bio-based innovation systems in 
the EU bioeconomy; Circular systems  
 

2 (Zero Hunger), 3 (Good Health and 
Well-Being), 6 (Clean Water and 
Sanitation), 8 (Decent Work and 
Economic Growth), 9 (Industry, 
Innovation and Infrastructure), 11 
(Sustainable Cities and Communities), 
12 (Responsible Consumption and 
Production), 13 (Climate Action), 14 
(Life below Water), 15 (Life on Land)  

 
 
 

2.2.1.2 Missions 
R&I Missions are a novelty under Horizon Europe. They are defined as ‘high-ambition, high-profile initiatives with the 

aim to deliver a transformative impact for society, the economy, and/or environment, in relation to the challenges 

faced by European citizens.’ Missions should have a pan-European added value and impact, should use ‘SDGs as 
sources for their design and implementation and have a clear research and innovation content’. Article 7 of the 

Regulation establishing Horizon Europe states that Missions are integrated within pillar II, but ‘may also benefit 

from actions carried out within other parts of the programme, as well as complementary actions carried out 
under other Union funding programmes’. Their budget cannot exceed 10% of the total budget of pillar II 

and their ‘objectives, budget, targets, scope, indicators and milestones’ will be specified within the work programmes. 

The aim of the Missions is to connect citizens to the results of R&I and to make the impacts of R&I projects more 

visible to the public. A policy paper by Marianna Mazzucato, Professor for the Economics of Innovation and Public 

Value, University College London (UCL), in collaboration with Carlos Moedas, Commissioner DG RTD, EC, published 

in February 2018, first introduced the Mission-based approach (a second report on the governing of Missions has 

been published on 4 July). By defining a concrete goal (e.g. landing on the moon), it becomes easier for different 

sectors to allocate resources towards the achievement of this goal. As the SDG framework requires the 
collaboration of different fields and sectors, a mission-based approach could be a useful instrument in 
finding solutions towards achieving SDGs. Based on the mission areas that have been decided after the trilogue 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/mazzucato_report_2018.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/research_and_innovation/contact/documents/ec_rtd_mazzucato-report-issue2_072019.pdf
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negotiations, a preliminary assessment of the SDGs that are addressed by the Mission areas can be made. This 

minimal assessment3 is displayed in Table 3.  

Table 3: Mission Areas:  
Mission Area N° Mission Area SDG 
1 Adaptation to Climate Change, 

including Societal 
Transformation 

5 (Gender Equality), 10 (Reduced 
Inequalities), 13 (Climate Change), 
16 (Peace, Justice and strong 
Institutions) 

 
 
 

2 Cancer 3 (Good Health and Well-Being) 
 
 
 

3 Healthy Oceans, Seas, Coastal 
and Inland Water 

6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), 13 
(Climate Change) 14 (Life below 
Water) 

 
 
 

4 Climate-Neutral and Smart 
Cities 

11 (Sustainable Cities and 
Communities), 13 (Climate Action) 
 
 
 

5 Soil Health and Food 2 (Zero Hunger), 12 (Responsible 
Consumption and Production), 13 
(Climate Action),  

 
 
 

 
 

Defining the five mission areas was a highly political process, since MS were involved and Missions can provide 

additional funding to MS action. In a next step, mission boards will be appointed that will propose the concrete 

Missions. The EC has launched a call for mission boards in May 2019 to recruit 15 high level experts from academia, 

industry, policy making, formal public figures and stakeholder organisations for each of the five areas (the chairs of 

the mission boards have been announced on 4 July 2019, see SwissCore Article). The concrete Missions suggested 

by the boards will have to be approved by the EC and the shadow strategic committee (i.e. the MS). In elaborating 

the concrete Missions, the boards have to engage with the public, since Missions ultimately serve the purpose of 

making the results of science visible to citizens and connect them to science.  

 

Since the process of establishing concrete Missions is not yet finalised, it is also not yet clear how the SDGs will 
be covered within the Missions. The legislative text of the Regulation establishing Horizon Europe says that Mission 

shall ‘use SDGs as sources for their design and implementation and have a clear research and innovation 

content’. In the call for Mission boards, however, the SDGs were not mentioned. Therefore, only once the mission 

boards have proposed the concrete Missions and the EC and MS have agreed to them, a clear analysis of SDG 

                                               
3 Minimal assessment of SDGs in mission areas: based on the titles of the mission areas, the minimal number of SDGs that have to 

be addressed within these areas were selected, e.g. every Mission selected under the mission area on cancer must address (at 

least) SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-Being).   

https://www.swisscore.org/Pages/Detail.aspx?CrmId=%7bDF2BFB85-62AD-E911-80D6-005056B7191C%7d&ContentType=scArticle
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coverage can be made. The EC can steer the SDG coverage under Missions in appointing suitable individuals 
to the Mission boards and in approving the concrete Missions.  

The European University Association (EUA) sees the selection process for the mission boards as a risk as well as an 

opportunity, since it can have a high influence on actual SDG coverage. The EUA sees the highest risk in MS taking 

advantage of Missions as an additional funding instrument towards areas, where they already have a strong national 

research focus. The Guild of European Research-Intensive Universities (the Guild) sees a risk in using Missions only 

to demonstrate the impact of R&I to the public, while not focusing on actually financing research. The Missions will 

go beyond R&I action towards facilitating collaboration between within the EC and among MS. This approach is in 

line with the EU’s 2050 long-term strategy ‘A Clean Planet for All’, which states: ‘the strategy shows how the Europe 

can lead the way to climate neutrality by investing into realistic technological solutions, empowering citizens, and 

aligning action in key areas such as industrial policy, finance, or research – while ensuring social fairness for 

a just transition’. Applying this ‘aligning policy approach’ to the Horizon Europe programme could be an advantage 

to solving global challenges, but at the same time could be a risk of exploiting research policy as a funding 
instrument for collaboration between different sectors without clear R&I content. This was a critique voiced 

by the Guild.  

 

2.2.1.3 Analysis and Critique 
The white paper (mentioned in Chapter 2.1.3) published by CSR Europe builds on a study4 from GlobeScan and 

SustainAbility, where experts from different sectors in Europe had to assess progress on the SDGs in their respective  

institutions. Graph 1 shows the progress on each single SDG in Europe. The lower the score, the farther away society 

is from achieving one SDG. SDG 14 (Life below Water), SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) and SDG 15 (Life on 
Land) received the most negative progress scores. This corresponds with the report of the Intergovernmental 

Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), published on 6 May, indicating an 

‘unprecedented’ loss of biodiversity and ‘accelerating species extinction rates’ on a global scale.  

  

                                               
4 GlobeScan and SustainAbility conduct regular surveys among a global panel of sustainability experts based in business, NGOs, 

academia and government, including many in Europe. Methodological approach displayed in Chapter 2.1.3 of this report.  

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/strategies/2050_en
https://globescan.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/CSR_Europe_GlobeScan_Report_May2019.pdf
https://www.ipbes.net/news/Media-Release-Global-Assessment
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Graph 1: Net Progress on SDGs in Europe (Source: GlobeScan and SustainAbility, 2018) 

 
Secondly, GlobeScan and SustainAbility did a comparison of attention that SDGs get within organisations, to how 

urgent action on this SDG is. Graph 2 shows the gap between urgency and attention. A negative gap indicates that 

the SDG receives a lot of attention despite a low urgency. Correspondingly, a positive gap indicates that the SDG 

needs more urgent action but currently receives little attention.  

 
Graph 2: Gap Analysis of urgency required and attention received (Source: GlobeScan and 
SustainAbility, 2018) 
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SDGs that get more attention than needed according to urgency are SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals), SDG 
8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), SDG 11 
(Sustainable Cities and Communities) and SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being). SDG 13 (Climate Action) 

receives the most attention of all the SDGs, while also requiring the most urgent action. 

 

Applying this analysis to the SDG coverage under the thematic clusters of Horizon Europe and the R&I Missions, 

shows that the thematic clusters address mostly those SDGs, where the urgency of action required is smaller 

compared to the attention they receive. SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), where net progress has 

been achieved and which already receives attention, is mentioned four times within the clusters. Meanwhile, the 

SDGs where progress is slow and urgency is needed, like SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), 14 (Life under Water), 15 

(Life on Land) and 16 (Peace, Justice and strong Institutions), are only mentioned once within the thematic clusters. 

These findings correspond mostly to the critique of European R&I stakeholders and the UN assessment that especially 

the loss of biodiversity does not receive enough attention yet. The most mentioned SDGs under the thematic 

clusters are SDG 13 (Climate Change), 3 (Good Health and Well-Being), 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), 9 

(Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) and 12 (Responsible 

Consumption and Production). Of these, SDGs 8, 9 and 11 were classified as getting more attention than needed 

according to urgency (see Table 5 in Annex 1). Thus, the clusters may not address those SDGs, which need 
the most urgent action.  

 

According to the analysis of SDG reflection in mission areas above (see Table 3), R&I Missions seem to address those 

SDGs, which need more action compared to the attention they currently get. These are SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), 6 

(Clean Water and Sanitation), 10 (Reduced Inequality), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and 16 (Peace, 

Justice and strong Institutions) (see Table 6 in Annex 1). Missions thus seem to be moving towards closing a 
SDG coverage gap. Since this analysis is only based on the preliminary intervention areas, a clearer picture can 

only be achieved once the concrete Missions and actions therein are defined. 

 

The Conference of European Schools for Advanced Engineering, Education and Research (CESAER) voiced the critique 

that the thematic clusters focus over proportionally on topics strengthening industry (see also Graph 1 and 2). The 

analysis further shows that many Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH) related SDGs (i.e. strong institutions, 

reduced inequalities and responsible consumption and productions) require urgent action. This further corresponds 

to the assessment of the Swiss Academies of Sciences (SAS), a member of the EUA, which are pleading for more 
SSH integration in collaborative research projects. According to the SAS, SSH could function as a bridge 

between science and society, since society esp. the consumers have not yet fully adopted many scientific facts i.e. 

climate change in their consumer behaviour. Therefore, SSH has to be integrated within the whole process of 
a project, i.e. from the planning to the implementation, and not just as a brand in the proposal writing. In the 

original proposal of potential mission areas by the EC there was a mission area called ‘reducing inequalities with skills 

and competences’, which would have been a purely SSH-based Mission. This mission area was highly favoured by 

the EC, however, after the trilogue negotiations it was integrated within mission area N°1, together with climate 

change.  

 

The European Political Strategy Centre (EPSC), the in-house think tank of the EC, published a report called ‘Europe’s 

Sustainability Puzzle’ on 8 April 2019, which i.a. mentions Horizon Europe, and highlights the role of innovation for a 

sustainable transformation of society. There is a consensus that disruptive and systemic innovation is key for a 
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transition to a sustainable society and requires investments into Europe’s R&I sector. However, this transition 

demands innovation steered into the right direction, so the argument of EPSC, otherwise it can result in unsustainable 

outcomes, e.g. a higher rate of obsolescence of products and thus more waste. In conclusion, the EPSC considers 
the mission-oriented approach of Horizon Europe as an adequate instrument to steer innovation. 

2.2.2 Re-Organizing DG RTD and Cooperation 

Addressing SDGs extends to the organisational structure of the EC (form follows function). As of 1 June 2019, DG 

RTD has adopted a new organisational structure (see Annex for the new/old organigram). The old organigram of DG 

RTD was closely aligned with the societal challenges (SC) under Horizon 2020: e.g. the Directorate I ‘Climate Action 

& Resource Efficiency’ directly corresponded to SC5 ‘Climate action, environment, resource efficiency and raw 

materials’. The societal challenges were thereby treated isolated from each other. According to Thomas Arnold, 

Sustainable Development Goals Adviser, DG RTD, EC, the new organisation together with Horizon Europe is DG RTDs 

effort to modernize research policy, and address the pressing challenges that Europe faces (see slides of Thomas 

Arnold at the SwissCore IGLO Open on SDGs). The new organigram of DG RTD has SDGs at its heart and DG 

RTD has the ambition to serve as a compass for the entire EC in SDG implementation. In his new function, Arnold 

will advise the board of the DG on the SDGs. The graphical placement of his function in the organigram above the 

board further emphasizes DG RTD’s high ambition with respect to SDGs. Apart from pushing the SDGs, the new 

organigram aims at breaking down silos (see ScienceBusiness publication) and facilitating trans-disciplinary 
research and the co-creation of work programmes together with all relevant stakeholders. The Directorates no 

longer correspond to the clusters under pillar II (as they did under Horizon 2020 to the SCs) but directly to the SDGs. 

DG RTD used the ‘wedding cake’5 model (Graph 3) for their organisational chart.  

 

Graph 3: SDG “Wedding Cake” Model (Source: Stockholm Resilience Centre) 

                                               
5 Stockholm Resilience Centre, Stockholm University, June 2016 

Economy: Prosperity

Society: People

Biosphere: Planet

Partnership 

https://www.swisscore.org/Documents/SDGs_in_a_new_DGRTD_Arnold.pdf
https://sciencebusiness.net/news/new-look-eu-research-department-aims-overcome-bureaucratic-silos
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-how-food-connects-all-the-sdgs.html
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The wedding cake groups the SDGs according to the three dimensions of sustainable development: environment, 

society and economy. The lowest layer in the model is the biosphere, where SDGs concerning our planet/planetary 
boundaries are grouped. The next layer concerns society and groups the majority of SDGs, all concerned with 

people. The next level concerns the economy/economic well-being and groups SDGs related to prosperity. On top 

of these three layers are the partnerships that are essential for reaching all the other goals. The layers of this SDG 

model are reflected in the DGs new organigram, through Directorates C/D ‘Healthy Planet’/‘Clean Planet’, Directorate 

E ‘People’, Directorate F ‘Prosperity’ and H ‘International Cooperation’. There are interlinkages between the three 

sustainable development dimensions under the different Directorates, e.g. under ‘Healthy Planet’, unit C.3 addresses 

planetary boundaries, while unit C.2 includes a social/economic dimension by including consumption through ‘food 

systems’. Further, some units serve as ‘bridge builders’ between the Directorates (and the dimensions): 

• Unit C.5 ‘Ecological and Social Transformation’ links the Directorates C/D ‘healthy planet’/‘clean planet’ 

together with social transformation i.e. link layer one and two of the wedding cake. 

• Unit E.6 ‘Economic and Social Transitions’ links Directorates ‘people’ and ‘prosperity’, i.e. connecting layers 

two and three.  

With the new organisation, DG RTD also wants to facilitate better collaboration with other DGs of the EC. This 

corresponds to the R&I Missions under Horizon Europe (see Chapter 2.2.1.3), the co-creation (see Chapter 2.2.1) in 

the strategic planning and the shared budget for research under Horizon Europe. In conclusion, breaking down the 

bureaucratic silos within the DG could lead to calls for projects, which address several SDGs, ideally stimulating 

collaborative and transdisciplinary research, solving societal/global challenges.  

2.3 Involvement and own SDG approaches of European R&I Stakeholders 

2.3.1 Strategic Planning 

The EC wants R&I investment to become more strategic, and encourages other players to help setting the overall 

R&I agenda, with regards to which global and societal challenges can be addressed by R&I. For a first time since the 

existence of the EU R&I framework programmes, Horizon Europe will apply a strategic planning process, where 

different stakeholders together with the EC can co-create the implementation of the programme. The strategic R&I 
plan will serve as a guidance for drafting the work programmes and will contain a list of all partnerships 
as well as identify the individual R&I Missions. MS had the possibility of giving early feedback on the strategic 

R&I plan via a shadow programme committee ‘strategic configuration’. In June 2019, the EC published a first draft 
of the strategic R&I plan online and anyone can give feedback to it through automated questions. This stage of 

the process aims to inform about Horizon Europe and prepare for the programme. After processing the feedback, the 

EC will present the outcome of this first public consultation in form of a second draft of the strategic R&I plan, which 

will be displayed at the R&I days on 24-26 September in Brussels. A third version of the strategic R&I plan will be 

published in October 2019 for feedback of cross-border umbrella organisations. In spring 2020, the College of 

Commissioners and the MS, i.e. the shadow programme committee ‘strategic configuration’, should then adopt the 

final document.  

 

For European ERI Stakeholders, the strategic planning process is the main instrument to get involved in the 
implementation of Horizon Europe. Therefore, it is an important opportunity for stakeholders to make sure that 

the SDGs, mentioned in the original framework programme proposal, will find their way into implementation and 

finally the work programmes and the calls. According to an EC official, the SDGs serve as a useful framework to 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/events/upcoming-events/european-research-and-innovation-days_en
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define impact for the work programmes, when brought into a European context. The SDGs will prove useful in aligning 

the national science agendas of the MS by showing policy makers that science policy has to correspond to the needs 

of people, according to this official.  

2.3.2 Stakeholder Opinions 

European R&I stakeholders are taking their positions and at the same time, many of them pursue their own strategies 

when it comes to the SDGs. The following paragraphs gives an overview of what the position of stakeholders are on 

the SDG coverage under Horizon Europe and outlines some of their own actions about SDGs.  

 

CESAER states that universities of science and technology are at the forefront of sustainable development and have 

to continue investing in the three key technologies Artificial Intelligence (AI), biotech and quantum. Further, 

when confronting society with those three key technologies, there is a demand for integrating SSH on all levels. 
Schools of science and technologies can further contribute in providing scientific results for policy-making (i.e. 

science for policy) through monitoring e.g. climate change. According to CESAER, a top-down approach in science 

policy regarding the SDGs would not be beneficial, because researchers have to do their own mapping of how to 

contribute to SDGs. A better way would be for policy-makers to have a bottom-up, competition driven incentive 

structure as e.g. the Helsinki Challenge. CESAER does not see a sufficient coverage of SDGs under Horizon 
Europe. Through the huge focus on SDG 13 (Climate Change), other important topics such as biodiversity and gender 

equality are neglected.  

 

The EUA has published a briefing on 3 December 2018 on universities and their contribution to the SDGs. It states 

that universities can directly contribute towards the SDGs 4 (Quality Education), 9 (Industry, Innovation and 

Infrastructure), 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions) and 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). In strengthening 

these four areas directly through e.g. promoting local and global partnerships in research and education (SDG 17), 

universities can contribute to all of the SDGs. The EUA is a member of the International University Association (IUA), 

which, together with the Global University Network for Innovation (GUNi) launched a call for contribution to SDG. 

This call aims at SDGs in the topics of teaching, research, institutional policy, third mission (i.e. universities in a 

socio-economic context) and student initiatives, and has been launched in the context of  their second conference 
on R&I contribution to the SDGs on 5/6 March 2020 in Barcelona. The EUA has no clear position yet whether 

universities can see Horizon Europe as a chance to contribute towards the SDGs. This will only be clear once the 

programme has been implemented and the calls are out.  

   

The KU Leuven is a member of the League of European Research Universities (LERU). With respect to the SDGs, KU 

Leuven focuses mostly on cooperation with the global south. Activities include capacity building in partner countries 

and the exchange of academic staff and therefore knowledge. Their second main work stream is education on SDGs, 

using online classrooms i.e. Massive Open Online Course (MOOCs). One of the planned MOOCs will include lectures 

with Professor Jeffry Sachs, Director of the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network, a commissioner of the 

UN Broadband Commission for Development, and an SDG Advocate for UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres. In 

general, LERU believes that the university networks have to come up with their SDG implementation strategy 

and should not solely rely on the EU R&I programmes to steer them into the right direction. 

 

The Guild is content that the SDGs have gained momentum and believes that they are well covered within the 

legislative text of Horizon Europe. They are also content that the Council of the European Union pushed for using the 

https://challenge.helsinki.fi/
https://eua.eu/resources/publications/798:universities-and-sustainable-development-towards-the-global-goals.html
https://www.iau-aiu.net/IMG/pdf/acup_call_for_contributions_def.pdf
https://www.kuleuven.be/mooc/index_en
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SDGs as an impact indicator for the mid-term evaluation of the Horizon Europe programme. The Guild has lobbied 

for both of these results. However, the Guild wants the EC to define clearly, where science can influence the SDGs 

and prioritise the SDG framework, according to that scope of influence. This would help DG RTD to act in a more 

targeted way, and would make the impact of science more visible. This would in turn further help future policy 

makers to make more science-based policy decisions. As mentioned above, the Guild is worried about the R&I 

missions, since they aim also at policy coordination between different DGs and MS besides actually funding research. 

They further fear that the scientific community will not be sufficiently represented in the mission boards 
and in the priority setting of Horizon Europe. The Guild is supportive of such non-R&I activities, but would rather 

see them funded via other channels e.g. structural funds. Another critique related to the undermining of the scientific 

community is that there will no longer be scientific advisory boards under Horizon Europe. Concerning their 

own action, the Guild is initiating brainstorming sessions with deans from universities to address the question, on 

which SDGs/societal challenges science can have an impact. The outcome of these sessions has been and will be 

published in form of a position paper for the Strategic Planning process. Further, the Guild supports dialogues between 

universities, sharing their experience with institutional strategies related to SDGs and best practices examples.  

3 A Swiss Perspective  

3.1 General Policy Overview (CH) 

In September 2015, Switzerland, together with the other 192 UN MS, ratified the Agenda 2030 and the 17 SDGs. 

The Federal Council is responsible for implementing the SDGs. It has delegated this mandate to the Federal Office of 

Spatial Planning (ARE), which is responsible for sustainable development policy at federal level and the strategy for 

sustainable development. Further, there is an inter-departmental Sustainable Development Committee (ISDC), where 

35 different federal agencies are represented. The first Federal Sustainable Development Strategy was established 

in 1997 and is renewed every four years. The current strategy will be in place until the end of 2019. It comprises 

nine fields of domestic policy areas, on which sustainable development policy will focus. Further, it gives an 

overview of the external policy actions that Switzerland will concentrate on in an international context (see also the 

Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) approach for SDGs). In order to come up with this strategy, 

the Federal Council has consulted representatives of all governmental levels (i.e. federal, cantonal and municipal), 

and established an advisory group including representatives of the science community, the economy, NGOs and the 

civil society (similar to the EC’s high-level multi-stakeholder platform, although of smaller scale).  

 

The Swiss Federal Statistical Office (FSO) is responsible for monitoring sustainable development in Switzerland. 

Using the newly developed MONET system, the FSO has come up with 23 key indicators measuring the progress on 

the SDGs. The results of this monitoring have been captured in a report, published in 2018. Switzerland presented 

its first national review in July 2018 at the annual ministerial conference of the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) in 

New York. At the HLPF in 2019, where the heads of states will meet under the auspices of the UN General Assembly, 

Switzerland will not present a new monitoring report. The overall MONET system consists of 85 indicators, clustered 

in 12 areas. There are positive development trends on 39 indicators and Switzerland has even reached some of 
the 169 sub-targets completely, as e.g., Switzerland does not have extreme poverty and there is no hunger. 

According to the report, Switzerland has worsened the most on SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). 

The consumption of inland resources has decreased, but at the same time, the consumption of unsustainable foreign 

products has increased. The majority of indicators suggest that there is a negative progress towards achieving SDG 

15 (Life on Land). In addition to the federal strategy, many sub-federal levels have elaborated their own strategies 

https://www.are.admin.ch/are/en/home/sustainable-development.html
https://www.are.admin.ch/are/en/home/sustainable-development/strategy-and-planning/sustainable-development-strategy-2016-2019.html
https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/sdc/strategy/2030-agenda-fuer-nachhaltige-entwicklung.html
https://www.eda.admin.ch/agenda2030/de/home/umsetzung/zusammenarbeit-kantone-gemeinden-nichtstaatliche.html
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/sustainable-development/monet.html
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/sustainable-development.gnpdetail.2018-0558.html
https://www.eda.admin.ch/agenda2030/de/home/aktuell/news.html/content/eda/de/meta/news/2018/7/13/71599
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/agenda2030/fr/documents/laenderbericht-der-schweiz-2018_FR.pdf
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(e.g. the Canton of Berne has its own monitoring report, the Canton of Geneva its own action plan for SDGs and the 

city of Zurich its own sustainable development strategy).  

3.2 Research and Innovation Activities with respect to SDGs in Switzerland  

3.2.1 Federal Level  

The Federal Sustainable Development Strategy (2016-2019) identifies nine areas of action, of which the sixth 

concerns Education, Research and Innovation (ERI). It includes the following three goals, on how the ERI 

landscape in Switzerland should develop (as quoted directly from the strategy):  

1. Sustainable Development has to become an integral component of the ERI-system. The ERI funding 

instruments shall strengthen sustainable development in a national- and international context.  

2. Sustainable Development has to become an integral component of the common goals of the FC and the 

cantons for the education area Switzerland. 

3. The people are empowered to contribute to the promotion of sustainable development.  

In addition, the strategy mentions that the actions of ERI stakeholders concerning sustainable development must be 

carried out based on individual responsibility of the actors. In general, action field 6 focuses more on education 

for sustainable development than on research and innovation.  

 

The national review (see Chapter 3.1) mentions that (amongst other actors) Swiss research institutions have 

committed to the Agenda 2030. In the national review the contribution of Swiss R&I actions towards single SDGs is 

shown. The results of a keyword search6 are displayed in the list below and read as follows:  

• SDG 2 (Zero Hunger): Switzerland can make use of its well-developed research in plant breeding and 
cultivation methods, to install systems of sustainable agriculture abroad. 

• SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-Being): given the special position of Geneva in international health policy (i.e. 

the World Health Organisation (WHO) headquarters), Switzerland is an important centre for research and 
innovation in health. 

• SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure): the federal government supports the cooperation 
between science and industry in Switzerland, also through assisting the launch of new and innovative 

technologies on the market. Swiss Universities are leading in the field of IT and should develop more 

capacities in this field. ‘Expenditure on research and development’ is one of the indicators in the MONET 

framework for SDG 9. 

• SDG 14 (Life below Water): Switzerland contributes to the conservation of oceans and seas through its 

participation in polar- and climate research. 

• SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals): Switzerland shares its excellence and expertise in research through its 

participation in partnership-based research programmes ‘in the fields of water, agricultural research, 

medical devices and green technologies, and is generally committed to establishing favourable conditions 
for technology transfer’. 

The R&I actions mentioned within the national review mostly focus on an international context and on 
development cooperation with third countries and not on domestic R&I contribution to sustainable development. 

 

                                               
6 Key word search of ‘Research’ within the Swiss national review for the UN High Level Political Forum (2018)  

https://www.bve.be.ch/bve/de/index/direktion/ueber-die-direktion/dossiers/nachhaltige_entwicklungne.html
https://www.ge.ch/dossier/developpement-durable-actions
https://www.are.admin.ch/are/en/home/sustainable-development/strategy-and-planning/sustainable-development-strategy-2016-2019.html
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The CSR/SustainAbility framework introduced in Chapter 2.1.3 (see Graph 1 and 2) can now be applied to the SDGs 

listed in the Swiss national review. Of the mentioned SDGs (2,3,9,14,17), SDG 14 (Life on Land) and SDG 2 (Zero 

Hunger) have the lowest net progress score and indeed require more attention. SDG 17, 9 and 3 are SDGs that are 

receiving more attention that their urgency requires. Similarly to the SDG coverage under Horizon Europe (see 

Chapter 2.2.1.4), the listed R&I activities in Switzerland also do only partially seem to address the SDGs, which 

require most action. The most striking difference appears for SDG 13 (Climate Change), which is highly mainstreamed 

under Horizon Europe and not explicitly mentioned in the Swiss R&I contribution ( as outlined in the national review)  

even though Switzerland is a front runner in climate related research, see below. 

 

Switzerland addresses SDG related fields also through the engagements of different Federal Offices in government 

research. Further, the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) has three funding programmes through which 

research in SDG relevant fields can be steered in a coordinated way:  

• National Research Programmes (NRPs): NRPs are coordinated research programmes, where the Federal 

Council selects topics that result from calls for proposals for research projects addressing current problems 

facing society, policymakers and the business community.  

• National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCRs): fund researchers in consortia, who pursue a long-term 

research project on topics with strategic importance. 

The SNSF, together with the Federal Office of Energy (SFOE) and Innosuisse, the Swiss innovation agency, 

established Swiss Competence Centres for Energy Research (SCCER), which Innosuisse is managing and financing. 

Research conducted under the SCCERs aims to find solutions for technical, societal and political challenges in the 

context of the Federal Energy Strategy 2050.  

There is a lot of Swiss research engagement on SDG related topics, although those topics are often not explicitly 

SDG-branded.  

3.2.2 Non-Federal ERI Actors and their SDG Action 

The Federal Sustainable Development strategy mentions that the actions of ERI stakeholders concerning sustainable 

development must be carried out based on individual responsibility of the actors. Therefore, ERI institutions have 

taken on action in addressing the SDGs with their own initiatives.  

 

The Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences (the Academies) jointly organised a conference with UNESCO in January 

2018, where possible engagements of the science community towards the Agenda 2030 were discussed. Further 

initiatives of the Academies are: 

• U Change: supports students’ initiatives in all higher education institutes in Switzerland through financing 

student projects in the field of sustainable development.  

• Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) Switzerland: aims at mobilizing different science 

stakeholders in Switzerland to contribute to solutions for sustainable development.  

• SCNAT initiative for sustainable development research: the Swiss Academy of Natural Science has formed a 

commission in order to develop a concept for research on sustainable development. In August 2019, two 

workshops are organised in order to identify research priorities (the results will be published in 2020). Further, 

the initiatives wants to establish a trans-disciplinary and international network of the scientific community. 

All together, this initiative aims to contribute to the public dialogue on sustainable development.  

https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/themen/forschung-und-innovation-in-der-schweiz/foerderinstrumente/ressortforschung-des-bundes.html
https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/themen/forschung-und-innovation-in-der-schweiz/foerderinstrumente/ressortforschung-des-bundes.html
http://www.snf.ch/en/funding/programmes/national-research-programmes-nrp/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.snf.ch/en/funding/programmes/national-centres-of-competence-in-research-nccr/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.innosuisse.ch/inno/de/home/thematische-programme/foerderprogramm-energie.html
https://www.bfe.admin.ch/bfe/en/home/policy/energy-strategy-2050.html
http://www.u-change.ch/sd-universities/U-Change-2017-20.html
https://www.sdsn.ch/
https://naturwissenschaften.ch/organisations/sustainability
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In their final report of 2017 on university engagement in sustainability, the Academies draw a positive conclusion on 

the engagement of Swiss universities in general (see below for a list of university engagement on SDGs). 

 

The swissuniversities programme ‘swissuniversities Development and Cooperation Network’ (SUDAC) connects 

Swiss higher education institutes to partners in the global south. SUDAC has developed 10 ‘Consortia for Education 

and Research’ (COFER) that are oriented towards the SDGs. In November 2018, results of the 10 COFER were 

presented at the annual SUDAC conference in Bern. These consortia were developed to achieve excellence in 
education, research and innovation on global challenges together with partners from the global south.  

 

In addition, the following examples of Swiss research universities7 have taken action in the field of sustainable 

development.  

• University of Basel (unibas): The unibas offers a Master’s degree in sustainable development with a strong 

focus on trans-disciplinarity.  

• University of Bern (unibe): The unibe has established the Centre for Development and Environment 

(CDE), which has the task of mainstreaming sustainability within unibe’s research and teaching. Its 

director, Prof. Dr. Messerli, is representing the scientific community on a federal level to elaborate 

the new federal strategy for sustainable development post 2019.  

• University of Geneva (unige): The unige has launched a Master’s degree in Innovation, Human 

Development and Sustainability and its content corresponds to the Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. It takes 

the three dimensions of sustainable development into account and was established in collaboration with 

the Tsinghua University in Beijing.  

• University of Lausanne (unil): The unil offers a Master’s degree in Foundations and Practices of 

Sustainability.  

• University of Lucerne (unilu): The unilu organised a summer seminar on building a global network for 

sustainable responsibility. Further, unilu established the Centre for Law and Sustainability (CLS) in 2011. 

The CLS aims to connect research efforts in the area of law and sustainability, and to further connect 

those to other branches of social sciences, i.e. to economics, political sciences and philosophy.  

• University of St.Gallen (HSG): HSG adopted a strategy on sustainable development and prioritises 7 

SDGs for their engagements in research and teaching.  

• University of Zurich (UZH): The UZH adopted its new sustainability policy in February 2019. It supports 

sustainable development on two levels, firstly through teaching and research topics and secondly through 

its long-term responsibility towards society.  

• Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Lausanne (EPFL): EPFL adopted its new sustainable development 

strategy 2020. It foresees the following three special projects: 1) establish the student project platform 

‘act for change lab’, 2) have a climate resilient EPFL campus and 3) urban farming. Further, the strategy 

includes efforts in teaching as well as in research (see link above). 

• Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zurich (ETHZ): The ETHZ has a designated unit for sustainability, 

which was established in 2008. ETH Sustainability made a detailed overview on how ETHZ actions 

contribute to all 17 SDGs in research and education. Further, five research areas are outlined, where the 

                                               
7 The following paragraph only focuses on Swiss universities and not on universities of applied science. The list contains examples 

and may not be complete. 

https://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/organisation/projekte-und-programme/p-6-swissuniversities-development-and-cooperation-network-sudac/
https://www.unibas.ch/de/Studium/Studienangebot/Studiengaenge-faecher/Sustainable-Development.html
https://www.cde.unibe.ch/
http://masters.unige.ch/interdisciplinary-masters#innovation-human-development-and-sustainability
https://www.unil.ch/formations/en/home/menuinst/masters/fondements-et-pratiques-de-la-durabilite.html
https://www.unilu.ch/en/study/courses-exams-regulations/faculty-of-theology/courses/summer-university/
https://www.unilu.ch/en/faculties/faculty-of-law/institutes-academies-research-centres/center-for-law-and-sustainability-cls/
https://nachhaltigkeit.unisg.ch/en/kontext
https://www.uzh.ch/cmsssl/en/about/basics/sustainability.html
https://www.epfl.ch/about/sustainability/home/strategy-2020/
https://ethz.ch/en/the-eth-zurich/sustainability.html
https://ethz.ch/en/the-eth-zurich/sustainability/goals.html
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ETHZ will engage in the field of sustainability in the period of 2017-2020. These are future cities, world 
food systems, energy, climate change and risk. 

To conclude, in Switzerland there is no overarching strategy for RI and SDGs, institutes are responsible for 

implementing them, and activities in the field are manifold.   

4 Policy Recommendations/Conclusions 

Pillar II of Horizon Europe is the main instrument of the programme to address the SDGs. The thematic clusters have 

a strong focus on SDGs concerning industry and the economic dimension of sustainable development, and do not 

address those SDGs that have been ranked with lowest net progress score and the highest urgency/attention gap 

(according to experts). The Missions seem to address SDGs with a low net progress score and more urgent SDGs. 

However, it is not yet clear how the SDGs will be covered within the concrete Missions, which underlines the 
importance of R&I stakeholders to participate in the strategic planning process to ensure a substantive SDG 

coverage. Nevertheless, the mission-based approach, which wants to facilitate cross-sector and multiple actor 

collaboration, is very much in the spirit of the holistic nature of the SDG framework (taking into account all three 

dimensions of sustainable development) and therefore Missions have the potential to be an important 
instrument of the EC to implement the Agenda 2030. In general, Horizon Europe and DG RTD have the 
SDGs at heart and R&I is an important underlying driver for sustainable development. However, there is more action 

needed on biodiversity (SDG 14 ‘Life under Water’ and 15 ‘Life on Land), on SDG 13 (Climate Action) and on 

SDG 10 (Reducing Inequalities).  
 

Contrarily to the EU, the Swiss Federal Government does not specifically SDG brand strategic research on SDG related 

topics. Many Swiss ERI institutions have been active in the field of SDGs (see Chapter 3.2.2)and there are many 

opportunities to connect them with their European counterparts in Brussels, which would be beneficial to both sides.. 

This could lead to an exchange of best practices between Switzerland and the EU, of which both could profit, since 

they pursue different strategies when it comes to R&I policy contribution. This can be tackled by placing e.g. 

researchers working on SDG strategy topics (publication ‘How can science support the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development? Four tasks to tackle the normative dimension of sustainability’, Messerli et al. (2019)) in EU events 

and panels in Brussels to create visibility for the work done in Switzerland and generate synergies.  

 

In general, R&I stakeholders mentioned the importance of the following points to address global challenges and 

SDGs, which should be taken on board by EU and Swiss players alike:  

- Transdisciplinary: the importance of including expertise from different academic fields in collaborative 

research projects. Integrating SSH topics within every stage of the project phase, i.e. from selection to 

implementation of projects, is crucial to ensure for example that citizens will deploy newly developed 

technologies.  

- Open faculty projects: they aim to connect different people within research institutions to work together 

and to raise awareness for global challenges.  

- Including a broader set of stakeholders: Open the triple helix of science (i.e. the interaction between 

research institutions, governments and industry) to a quadruple helix by including civil society, e.g. relevant 

stakeholders and NGOs. 

- Prioritise SDG areas where R&I has the biggest impact: The strategic plan will show which impact 

Horizon Europe shall achieve by 2030. This strategic plan will be drafted in co-creation with R&I stakeholders, 

https://boris.unibe.ch/130709/
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which gives them the possibility of defining their future vision of what R&I shall achieve. The strategic plan 

helps to priorities some areas of research over others in certain areas of global challenges. It is necessary 

for all the different sectors to define the areas where they can achieve the most, to ensure a good 

collaboration between them. The online consultation of the EC asks stakeholders to give input to how 

important R&I is for every SDGs in order to prioritize. It is important that stakeholders take the opportunities 

to engage that they are offered.  
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Annex 1: Additional Tables 

Table 4: List of people interviewed as sources for the report  

Name and Function Organisation Interview on this specific topic 

Thomas Arnold, Special Adviser for SDGs 

Directorate-General for 

Research and Innovation (DG 

RTD) 

Re-organisation of DG RTD 

Jean-Luc Barras, Head of Unit 

International Cooperation, 

Swiss National Science 

Foundation (SNF) 

General Swiss R&I engagement on SDGs 

David Bohmert, Secretary-General 

Conference of European Schools 

for Advanced Engineering 

Education and Research 

(CESAER)  

Reaction to SDG coverage under Horizon 

Europe, contribution of schools of technology 

and science to SDGs, SDG action of CESAER 

Thomas Jørgensen, Senior Policy 

Coordinator 

European University Association 

(EUA) 

Reaction to SDG coverage under Horizon 

Europe, contribution of R&I to SDGs, SDG 

action of the EUA 

Iulia Mihail, Director 
Romanian Office for Science 

and Technology (ROSTeu) 

Contribution of Romanian Presidency to 

SDGs 

Roger Pfister, Policy Officer 
Swiss Academies of Arts and 

Sciences (SAS) 

Explorative talk on SDGs in general, R&I 

contribution of SDGs, SAS  

Caroline Pottier, Policy Officer Strategy  
Directorate C ‘Healthy Planet’, 

DG RTD 

Strategic planning process, implementation 

of Horizon Europe  

Laurens Rademakers, Policy Officer KU Leuven 

Reaction to SDG coverage under Horizon 

Europe, contribution of R&I to SDGs, SDG 

action of KU Leuven/LERU 

Benjamin Simmons, Head of the Green 

Growth Knowledge Platform 
United Nation (UN) Environment 

UN view on SDG action of the EU 

Adam Tyson, Head of Unit 

Unit G.3 ‘Research and 

Industrial Infrastructures’, DG 

RTD 

Strategic planning process, SDGs in 

European Context, Missions and Clusters 

Sarika Vij, Head of Policy 

The Guild of European 

Research-Intensive Universities 

(the Guild) 

Reaction to SDG coverage under Horizon 

Europe, contribution of R&I to SDGs, SDG 

action of the Guild 
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Table 5: SDGs that are mentioned most within Clusters (colour code: red if urgency/attention gap is not 
addressed, green if urgency attention gap is addressed) 

 
 
Table 6: SDGs that could be addressed by Mission areas (colour code: red if urgency/attention gap is not 
addressed, green if urgency attention gap is addressed) 
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Annex 2: New/Old Organigram of DG RTD  
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