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1. Introduction: 
 

5 years ago, Ireland, along with every other United Nations Member State, made a 

commitment to deliver on the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs are 

the world's best plan to build a better world for people and our planet. They are integrated 

and indivisible and balance the three dimensions of sustainable development: the 

economic, social and environmental, as well as the rights of this and future 

generations.  They are a call for action to promote prosperity while protecting the 

environment and leaving no-one behind.  

Local Authorities have a key role in ensuring that we live up to our promise.  

 

Participation in the Workshops 
 

Councillors and Council staff from all 31 local authorities were invited to participate in a 

workshop that was to be repeated to enable maximum engagement. 140 registrations were 

received of which 90% were from Councillors. Included in the 10% were 8 Directors of 

Services. Every one of the local authorities had at least one person participating. 

 

Workshop Objectives:  

 To highlight the value of the SDGs in guiding efforts to rebuild community resilience 

in the aftermath of the pandemic 

 To identify practical actions local authorities can and should take to ensure the SDGs 

are at the forefront of their plans  

 To bring together Councillors and Council Staff to share best practice and inspire 

collective action. 

 To highlight the critical role of local authorities in connecting ‘bottom up’ and ‘top 

down’ efforts to achieve the SDGs 
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The workshops were facilitated by Davie Philip of Cultivate. 
 

 Introduction to the SDGs – Michael Ewing, Development Officer of the Irish 

Environmental Network.  

o What’s the Problem & What’s the Plan? Slide Show Here 

 

 Keynote Speaker – Senator Alice Mary Higgins 

o The SDGs from Local to Global.  Recording Here 

 

 2 case studies  

o A Greek Local Authority - Councillor Pavlos Georgiadis - Community Council of 

Alexandroupolis. Slide Show Here 

o An Irish Local Authority - Janette O'Brien, EAO, Carlow Co Co. Slide Show Here 

 

 Q&A  

 

 Break-out discussion:  

o What specific actions can we as local authorities take to ensure the SDGs form 

the foundation of our recovery plans? 

 

 Feedback to the plenary 

 

 Keynote Listeners  

o Ivan Cooper, Director of Public Policy at the Wheel (Monday) 

o Sarah Franklyn, former Coordinator of Coalition 2030 (Friday) 

 

 Close 

 

2. Programme: 

 

3. Recordings and Presentations 

The sessions were recorded and an edited version has been uploaded to YouTube. You 

can watch the workshop video recording here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jWOaKqQzTVY 

You can watch the keynote address by Senator Alice-Mary Higgins “SDGs Global to Local” 

here: https://youtu.be/yka0TLRqNhM  

Slides from the three presentations are available here: 

 

 Michael Ewing “What’s the Problem, and, What’s the Plan?” 

 Pavlos Georgiadis “SDGs in a Greek Local Authority” 

 Janette O’Brien  “Carlow County Council, SDG Champions” 
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4. Opening Poll 

 

Participants were encouraged to respond to 2 poll questions. One at the start of 

the workshop, and one after it was over. See report section 10 for the outcomes 

of the second poll.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Response to Opening Poll Question. Please 

choose one of the 5 options below to complete 

this sentence. 

In My Local Authority the 17 SDGs:

Are not widely known about.

Are paid lip service.

Are a tick box or labelling exercise for plans and

programmes.
Are regularly referred to as a resource when

developing plans and programmes.
Are an integrated core part of the development and

implementation of all plans and programmes.
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5. Findings And Recommendations From The Workshops  

 The Level of awareness and understanding of the SDGs in Local Authorities is low 

 To date, with a few notable exceptions, Local Authorities are failing to make use of 

the rich opportunities offered by the SDGs 

 The SDGs are throwing down a challenge to be more ambitious 

 Following the workshops it is clear that when presented with the transformative 

potential of the SDGs, there was great enthusiasm from almost all participants to 

incorporate them into the work of their Local Authority 

 The SDGs because of their interconnectedness have huge potential as silo-busters 

within Local Authorities 

 Whilst it is very important to start with awareness raising about the SDGs, it is also 

vital that they are used to review existing policies against what the SDGs suggest is 

possible, in order to identify stretch targets to be achieved in relation to each of 

them. 

 There needs to be a rapid move from using the SDGs to describe what is already 

being done, to using them to drive what is going to be done. 

 Whilst the Programme for Government requires Local Authorities to incorporate 

the SDGs into their development plans, the participants repeatedly stressed that 

they needed at least another workshop to get to grips with how to really do this 

well. 
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6. Outputs from the Workshops 

 

 Introduction & Welcome: Davie Philip - Facilitator 

 

• Davie’s background: Cultivate (accelerating transition to low carbon, resilient societies) & 

Cloughjordan Eco Village, Tipperary 

• Working at EU level: ECOLISE – European Network for Community-led initiatives on Climate 

Action & Sustainability. Pioneering new approaches for community-led, bottom up action 

on climate. 

 

 

6.1. What’s the Problem & What’s the Plan?  

Presentation by Michael Ewing – Development Officer of the Irish Environmental 

Network (IEN) 

 

 Homo sapiens is just one of an estimated 2 billion species on this planet. 

 Our species is entirely reliant on a healthy natural environment 

 It’s not the economy stupid, it’s The Environment Stupid. 

 Our social structures grew as part of our evolution, and we created economic systems to serve our 

societies  

 So what’s the problem?  

• There is a rapidly growing human population tied into the crazy idea of continual economic 

growth 

• There is a mass extinction of other species  

• There is a rapidly warming climate 

• Our encroachment on and destruction of natural systems is leaving our species open to new 

and very dangerous diseases such as Corona Viruses. 

• 2, 3, and 4 above are largely as a result of our totally unsustainable lifestyles. 

 So what’s the Plan? 

• “Transforming Our World:  the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”. 

 A universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people 

enjoy peace and prosperity. 

 Agreed by 193 countries at the United Nations in September 2015. 

 Result of several years of inclusive consultations and negotiations between UN 

Member States, civil society and engaged citizens around the world. Led by Ireland and 

Kenya. 

 Key cross-cutting objectives 

 Intergenerational equity  

 Leave No-one behind 

• The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are the mechanism for delivering the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development 

• The SDGs are all interlinked and the successful delivery of any one of them requires the 

successful delivery of the other 16. 

• Each Goal has a set of targets to be achieved, and each target has a set of indicators that are 

used to measure success in reaching each target. 

• Ireland has a National Implementation Plan 

• Essential For Success of SDGs 

 Partnership between 

• Civil Society  

• Government 

• The Public 

 Leaving no-one behind 
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6.2. The SDGs – From Local To Global to Local 

           Keynote Speech by Senator Alice-Mary Higgins 
 

 

 Great to see Councillors from all different parts of Ireland bring excited about what the 

Goals can mean for them. 

 For the SDGs to be meaningful they have to change things that happen in real places. 

 Policy is a set of decisions we make on how we live together in real places 

 The SDGs are one of the moments of great global vision on how we could and should live 

together in a way that is more sustainable, more equal and works for everybody 

 Whilst the SDGs  appear abstract, when you dive into them they really relate to the lived 

experience 

 They allow for a conversation to be had at any level in society using the same Goals, 

Targets and indicators 

 It was a remarkable thing to get 193 countries to agree on what development should 

look like 

 Despite the moves by some away from multilateralism, Covid has brought us back to the 

key realisation that we are all interdependent, and rely on the people around us 

 Unique perspective in that the SDGs apply everywhere, and not just in the “developing 

world” 

 These are not an aspirational or inspirational list, they are a clearly laid out action plan 

 We all need to look at the targets and see how they apply to our communities 

 An example of how the Goals apply at a national level. I lead the Civil Engagement Group 

of Independent Senators.  Our Community Participation Bill, which was about disability 

access to buses, playgrounds etc., we were talking about Goal 11 about inclusive 

participation, but it included Goal 5 on gender equality, and 6 on sanitation. When 

debating the Finance Bill I remind the Govt that the SDGs require that tax changes 

should be for the benefit of those on lower income 

 The Goals also allow for an international conversation using the common language of the 

Goals and hold each other to account 

 The vision of the SDGs belongs to everyone, and whilst it is the responsibility of 

Governments to deliver the targets, the drive for this comes from everyone 

 There are examples where communities or cities are leading the way even when their 

national governments are failing to do so. For example Brazilian cities are leading whilst 

Bolsanaro is not. The same applies to Climate 

 Look for partners in unusual places.  

 Multiply your ideas by sharing them 

 We all have individual passions, there are lots of ways into the SDGs 

 Collaboration within your council, between councils, with academic institutions etc 

 Social Economic and Environmental realms are in all our lives 

 Make sure that your council, our government and the EU create hard targets and then 

hold the accountable for delivery. 

 In your council’s plans, make sure that it is not just the officials that are putting the SDGs  

in there, but that you give your ideas about what the SDGs mean for your local place 
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6.3. Case Studies from Local Authorities 
 

 

6.3.1.  A Greek Local Authority - Councillor Pavlos Georgiadis - Community Council of 

Alexandroupolis. 

 

 Crossroads of cultures, rich natural environment, traditional rural practices  

 Councillor ran under the SDGs agenda. 

 Good transport infrastructure 

 Frontline of geo political strategic actions. Military and economic 

 Close to Turkish border – border fence 

 European nationalist rhetoric 

 Perverse debt crisis 

 Lack of transparency of decision-making 

 Problems with corruption and governance 

 Example of a park cost €5million - looks brilliant on paper. Reality is a disaster. 

 Example of unsustainability 

 Response was to set up a new political group called Pharos, after the lighthouse that is 

the local landmark 

 They used the SDGs to create 10 key community policy pillars as simple to understand 

interpretations of the Goals 

 15 people came together to promote a range of policies that made sense to people in 

the community, social care, tree planting, protecting the coastline and oceans 

 In 2 months they got 26% of the vote 

 This was for youth led, science led and SDG based policies 

 Shortly after the elections, the national government took away power from the 

elected councillors and gave it to Mayors and well-paid unelected consultants 

 Councillors now have only an advisory role, so they have turned to the community to 

develop new ways of creating solidarity. 

 Through a multi consultative process they developed a number of strategies for the 

city. 

 It is important that countries and cities come together and empower each other 

 They are now bringing new policies forward for radically increasing green areas in the 

city, with all the health and connectivity that this will bring. 

 

6.3.2.   An Irish Local Authority - Janette O'Brien is the  Environment Awareness Officer 

for Carlow County Council 
 

 

 Minister Bruton appointed 12 Organisations as SDG Champions in September 2019 

for a 12 month period. 

Carlow County Council included. 

 Carlow asked to focus on 6 of the goals. 1,6, 7, 11, 12 and 13 

 Act as leaders through raising public awareness of our SDG’s 

 Translate the SDG’s into practical action at Local level 

 Promote the chosen SDG’s through Local, Regional and National Initiatives and 

Events 

 Work in partnership with individuals and organisations both Locally and Nationally 

promoting the SDG’s 

 Connect, Collaborate and Complete, with a wide range of local bodies 

 Monitoring activity and avoiding duplication 

 Linking all Council activities.  
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 People, Planet, Posterity, Peace and Partnership relate to all aspects of Council 

work 

 Communicating the SDGs through all the public channels of the different sections 

of the Council 

 Connect and Collaborate – Local, Regional and National 

 Spoken with 70 different organisations 

 Using every medium to get the word out 

 “Ensure local authorities have regard to the National Planning Framework and 

alignment to the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) when drafting 

development plans. “ – Programme for Government. June 2020 

 “Sustainable Development Business Development Programme”. Multi-agency 

approach with steering committee of IT Carlow, Carlow County Council and 

Tipperary County Council 

 The Goals are an international language so it is important that our SMEs are 

working towards the Goals 

 Sustainable Tourism incorporating the Goals 

 SDGs included in a range of national competitions, Green Schools, Tidy Towns etc. 

 Close cooperation with Carlow PPN 

 

 

7. Q & A regarding presentations. 
 

Question. Kat O’ Driscoll, Dublin City Council: We are about to begin review of city plan. 

Looking for practical suggestions and key questions to begin integration of the SDGs. 

Answer. Janette: began by understanding the goals and their interconnectivity and the 

possibility of clustering them. Then communicated with all levels of the Council. will use 

a thematic approach showing how the goals are relevant in each situation. 

Answer. Pavlos: whilst majority leader in council sees it as something outside, the people 

don’t. so open up opportunities for people to engage. Be a creative bureaucrat. 

Answer. Alice Mary: we have until 2030 to deliver the SDGs. will the plans being developed 

now take us to the half-way point on delivering the goals. Make sure that here are actual 

indicators in the plans, not just aspirational language. 

 

Question. Sean McDermott, Leitrim County Council: No balance between rural and urban 

areas of population. 

Answer. Alice Mary: It’s more about how we live rather than the number of us. Remember 

these goals apply within countries as well as between countries. It isn’t enough for 

Ireland to achieve the goals nationally, they have to be delivered equally across the 

country. 
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8. Insights from the Break-Out Sessions 

 
In response to the question: 

‘Identify a collective action that could be taken at a local/county/city level to ensure the 

SDG framework is at the core of our roadmap to recovery.’ 

 
 

• Need top down and bottom up approaches in education and awareness of the SDGs. 

• Internal and external communication is key. 

• The SDGs are useful as a silo buster. 

• Provide a common language for what we are working on. 

• The SDGs are used as a reference point in the public discussions as well as the 

internal ones -they are used as an ever present check list. 

• Use modern technology and citizen science as means of following the progress of 

delivery. 

• Tie the SDGs with delivery of specific EU policies and programmes.  

• EU Funding now tied to delivery of the SDGs. 

• Make the goals tangible. 

• Focus the Strategic Policy Committees (SPCs) on delivering the SDGs  

• Focus on the targets as they make it real for people 

• Presentations from local groups about how they see the SDGs being implemented 

locally 

• They are opportunities for business as well as civil society to create change. E.g. Lidl 

framing their strategies in the context of the Goals 

• Opportunity to work with the Climate Law  

• LCDCs and the LECPs are a real opportunity for integrating the SPCs 

• Apply the SDGs to current practice where they are already delivering them 

• Carlow willing to share their experiences as SDG Champions 

• Engage with business they are already  

• Keep it focused on opportunities 

• Use them to benchmark where we want to go. 

• They tie Circular economy and climate change together.  

• Learn from each other. Don’t re-invent the wheel 

• Community ownership is critical 

• PPN can be a huge support 

• Covid-19 has presented an opportunity for change and has removed barriers 

• Goals need to be in the Corporate Annual Plans and Area Plans 

• Map all actions on the goals 

• Build goals into local funding applications  

• Organisational culture is a barrier (parallel with Health & Safety. it is now automatic) 

• National Stakeholder Forums 

• New direction in public procurement 

• Re-wilding and nature based solutions 

• Public resistance to change is becoming overcome by necessities around Covid 19 

• Increased cycling and walking 

• Need for training for Councillors 

• The SDG lens should both serve us and challenge us. There are new ways of seeing 

the relevance and potential of our work but if we continue with a “business as usual” 

model, the SDGs should in some way pass judgement on that. 

• It will be critical to be clear on who is responsible for delivery of which goals, targets 

,in order for accountability to be a driver for their delivery! 
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• Useful to have a specific workshop for councillors to support each other and share 

ideas specifically around development strategies and corporate plans 

• New World Economic Forum report indicating that nature-led coronavirus recovery 

could create $10tn a year (400 mn jobs): 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Future_Of_Nature_And_Business_2020.

pdf  

 

 

 

9.   Expert Listeners Responses 

 

• Important to understand the global challenges 

• Covid 19 opportunity to re-think using the SDGs 

• Sdgs are a golden moment for creating a sustainable island 

• A new opportunity to work together - We are really all in this together 

• Senator Higgins drew a parallel with the progress of the UN Charter for Human 

Rights after the Second World War. It set a standard but didn’t guarantee that the 

rights were delivered on. She talked about the continuing struggle for the 

realisation of these rights. 

• The word struggle is key to understanding Councillors roles regarding the SDGs. It 

is political. 

• Pavlos talked of resistance and inertia  

• Councillors should be leaders and challenge what is possible locally 

• There is an opportunity to be innovators 

• Be a creative bureaucrat 

• Challenge in moving from the abstract o the possible. 

• Janette first steps in Carlow 

• Important awareness raising 

• Need to go beyond branding 

• Translate the targets into local realities 

• Step outside of comfort area  

• Need to move beyond awareness raising, and beyond simply labelling existing 

activities with the SDGs. That’s passive and not leadership. 

• Need to review existing policies against what the SDGs suggest is possible, to 

identify stretch targets to be achieved locally in relation to each of them. 

• The SDGs are throwing down a challenge to be more ambitious 

• Use the SDGs to support ambition 

• What does embedding the goals into strategies mean? 

• Move from using SDG to describe what is being done to using them to drive what 

is being done. 

• Another session needed to review the how.  
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10.  Closing Poll 

Participants were encouraged to respond to 2 poll questions. One at the 

start of the workshop, and one after it was over. See report section 10 for 

the outcomes of the first poll.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants were asked to complete this sentence by 

choosing one or more of the 4 endings below.

Following This Workshop:

I am less motivated to advocate for the delivery of the

SDGs in my Local Authority.
I am more motivated to advocate for the delivery of the

SDGs in my Local Authority.
I will renew my efforts to ensure that the SDGs become an

integral part of my own work.
I will commit to working to ensure that the SDGs are

incorporated into all aspects of my Local Authority.
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11.  Key Related Reports, Documents & Resources 
 

 

United Nations:  

 “Transforming Our World:  the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”. 

This Agenda is a plan of action for people, planet and prosperity. It also seeks 

to strengthen universal peace in larger freedom. It recognizes that 

eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions, including extreme 

poverty, is the greatest global challenge and an indispensable requirement 

for sustainable development. 

National: 

  Ireland’s National Implementation Plan for the SDGs, 2018 – 2020 From 

the Department of Communications, Climate Action & Environment 

(DCCAE) See Annex 1 in the NIP which highlights the lead Government 

Department for each of the SDGs and their targets 

Local Government: 

 The SDGs & Local Government in Ireland: In this short paper, Social Justice 

Ireland outlines a series of concrete proposals spanning all 17 SDGs that 

local authorities, and their LCDCs & SPCs, can include in their Development 

Plans. 

 

 ‘The Sustainable Development Goals: What Local Governments Need to 

Know’. This guide from UCLG explains how each of the 17 SDGs relates to 

the daily work of local and regional governments. It also lists the most 

relevant targets of each goal to local governments and highlights the 

relationship between the goals and other international agendas 

 

 Roadmap for Localising the SDGs by the Global Taskforce of Local & Regional 

Governments 

 

  Developing a PPN Wellbeing Statement   Guide to developing a 

Community Wellbeing Statement. Co-created by PPN members for PPNs 

to enable them to develop “A vision for the wellbeing of their 

communities for this and future generations”. This valuable toolkit could 

equally be used by communities at all levels to develop their own vision 

for sustainability. 

  ‘Sustainable, Inclusive & Empowered Communities’. A Five-Year 

Strategy to support the community & voluntary sector in Ireland 2019 

– 2024. From the Department of Community & Rural Development 

(DRCD) 
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General Communications Resources 

 SDG Communications Pack Online pack of SDG graphics, icons, posters & 

targets lists for download for use online or in printed materials. 

 

 SDGs & Targets Booklet including list of specific targets under each of the 

SDGs 

 

 SDG Academy:  This online learning portal curates a huge range of free 

educational and training courses focused on SDGs and sustainable 

development, from leading exports from around the world. Established by 

Jeffrey Sachs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer: This webinar series received financial support from the European Union. 

The contents of this report are the sole responsibility of Make Ireland Sustainable for 

All and can under no circumstances be taken as reflecting the views of the European 

Union. 

 


