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All UN countries have committed to achieving the 17 goals (the 2030 Agenda) of sustainable 
development by the year 2030. There is a sense of urgency here: we have just over one dec-
ade and in the case of Finland, only two full terms of government left. The 2030 Agenda links 
many issues, such as climate change and employment, often in an uncomfortable manner. 
This discomfort can however be turned into opportunity. Society as a whole needs systemic 
change in terms of sustainability and it needs to address several phenomena simultaneously. 

  

Transformation pathways to more impactful sustainable development policy 
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PATH2030 – AN EVALUATION OF FINLAND'S  
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT POLICY 

The PATH2030 project produced an evaluation of Finland's sustainable development policy 
as well as concrete recommendations for the next steps. The evaluation utilised multi-discipli-
nary methods and a wide, diverse set of material consisting of both indicators and documents 
as well as expert insight collected through questionnaires, interviews and workshops. The 
4I’s framework1, in which sustainable development policy is analysed through institutions, 
interests, ideas and information, served as a key analysis framework for the evaluation. 
The evaluation process gave different stakeholders in sustainable development policy the op-
portunity to contribute to the study. A total of 130 experts took part in the workshops and 80 
were interviewed bilaterally. The questionnaire produced 238 responses. 
 

The state of sustainable development in Finland 

Finland has a good reputation as a pioneer of sustainable development on a 
global scale   
 
An assessment of all UN countries published in 2018 ranked Finland as the third-best country 
in the world in terms of sustainable development. The SDG Index2 is not a perfect measure 
but nevertheless, third-best is not good enough. The path to meeting the set goals is a long 
one even in Finland. The global community looks up to the Nordic region as a pioneer: if it is 
possible to achieve the goals anywhere, it should be here. Finland's strengths include educa-
tion and skills, societal stability, strong institutions and an administrative model of sustainable 
development that integrates different groups widely. Related to sustainable development, Fin-
land has plenty of expertise and innovations with export potential.3 

Not one single country has yet presented a plausible plan for how 
to achieve the 2030 Agenda goals. Finland can lead the way as it 
is the number one by many metrics and has every chance of ac-
complishing the SDGs. 

Finland has many different national targets and action plans that point in the right direction, 
yet the country still needs to grasp the big picture and to have more ambition in pursuing 
these targets. According to the SDG Index and Finland's own indicators of sustainable devel-
opment, Finland's biggest challenges in sustainable development policy are related to 
climate change, consumption, the state of the environment, and growing societal ine-
quality. The questionnaire and expert interviews of the PATH2030 evaluation highlighted the 
environmental implications of Finnish consumption also outside our national borders, as well 
as Finland's responsibility on a global level.  
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Assessment of sustainable development in Finland via national indicators4 

 

Finland has good focus areas in terms of sustainable  
development  

Finland's official focus areas to pursue the 2030 Agenda are 1) a carbon neutral and re-
source-wise Finland, and 2) a non-discriminating, equal and competent Finland. The govern-
mental process for assessing budgets from sustainability perspective is noteworthy even on a 
global scale. According to the PATH2030 evaluation, Finland's sustainable development pol-
icy has succeeded in involving different societal groups; the result of this is that sustainable 
development has become a widely accepted aim in society. Reaching the 2030 goals re-
quires, however, many system-level changes and the mediation of conflicts of interest. 

According to the POLKU2030 evaluation, there is still a lot to improve in sustainable de-
velopment policy in terms of its coherence and transformative potential. Finland needs 
to critically examine the ability of the entire economic system to ensure sustainable wellbe-
ing. Sustainability should play a greater role in central decision-making processes including 
the Government Programme, budget preparations and the management systems of different 
ministries. 
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One of the central tasks of coming governments will be to carry 
out a fair structural change towards carbon-neutrality and resource 
wisdom. 

 

 
Finland as a global trailblazer in sustainable development  

Finland already has a reputation as a global vanguard of sustainable development. It is also 
to Finland's benefit that as many countries as possible reach their targets. Finland needs to 
continue assessing its sustainability impact beyond its national borders. This should 
be done in a comprehensive manner that transcends the ministerial boundaries. At the 
moment, the promotion of sustainable development on a global scale is too centralised within 
the Ministry for Foreign Affairs and more specifically within the Department for Development 
Policy and certain individual experts in the ministry. Foreign policy related to sustainable de-
velopment needs to be supported by sufficient resources from all areas of government.  

On an international level, Finland also needs to gradually increase its development aid 
budget to meet the 0,7% goal and to support the international rule-based system spear-
headed by UN institutions. On the international arena, Finland also needs to support the 
wider coherence of the different aspects of sustainable development and to ensure better 
cross-national coordination of these efforts. All work must include a better consideration of 
human rights-related impacts and the constant pursuit of a "Leave No One Behind" principle. 

Summary of the results of the evaluation 

(Adapted from the framework by Brockhaus & Angelsenin (2012)) 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION 

1. Future governments need to adopt the 2030 Agenda as a base for gov-
ernment policy. 

Reaching the 2030 Agenda goals should be a baseline for the Government Programme that 
sets out the government’s main areas of activity - and all governmental goals should be 
guided by sustainable development. Finland's focus areas in sustainable development of cre-
ating 1) a carbon neutral and resource-wise Finland and 2) a non-discriminating, equal and 
competent Finland are justified, and steps towards reaching these goals should be continued. 
Finland has still work to do in, for example, tackling climate change and in reducing the over-
all global impact of its production and consumption, as well as in reducing societal inequality. 
All of the Finnish government’s ministries and departments should integrate the 2030 Agenda 
into their strategies, actions, measures and future briefings. 

2. The government needs to create a national roadmap until the year 2030 
in order to strengthen the nation’s ambitions and policies regarding 
sustainable development. 

The roadmap should define how Finland is to reach the 2030 Agenda goals and how the 
country should support the goals in the EU region and globally. Furthermore, measurable na-
tional goals should be defined and a long-term political commitment to fair structural change 
should be ensured. With this roadmap, Finland would be able to assume a position of global 
leadership in developing an economic system that takes into account planetary boundaries. 

3. The government needs to direct public funds to sustainable develop-
ment in a more coherent way.  

The governmental budgeting process of taking into account sustainable development is to be 
continued and widened. There should be targets set for the budget such as phasing out sup-
port for environmentally harmful activities and increasing investments that support sustaina-
ble development in both the public and private sectors. Ideally the budget should be designed 
so that funds are allocated in such a way that makes it possible to monitor governmental sup-
port as a whole for phenomena that are central to sustainable development. 

4. Strengthening scientific support and monitoring for the 2030 Agenda. 

The 2030 Agenda needs to be taken as a starting point for national sustainable development 
efforts. This means improving awareness of national indicators of sustainable development 
and their utilisation by binding them clearly to the 2030 Agenda goals. We need a singular, 
clearly visualised indicator system that functions as a comprehensive focal point of discus-
sions. The Expert Panel on Sustainable Development needs to function as an independent 
high-level advocate for sustainable development. This panel should have the mandate to 
comment on the most crucial governmental plans that affect sustainable development. 

5. Making sustainable development a fixed cross-administrative part of 
foreign and development policy. 

Finland needs to have a plausible plan to raise development aid funding to 0.7 percent of the 
GDP along with a broad-based commitment to reach this pledge. Finland’s sustainable devel-
opment policy must reduce inequality according to the "Leave No One Behind" principle and 
strengthen the evaluation of the human rights impact of all foreign policy. 
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