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Switzerland’s country report on the implementation of Agenda 2030 

The Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development 
was adopted in September 2015 by all Member 
States of the United Nations. The focus of the 
Agenda is the set of 17 Sustainable Developments 
Goals (SDGs) that was adopted to end poverty, 
protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all 
over the next 15 years. Unlike the Millennium De-
velopment Goals (MDGs), Agenda 2030 applies to 
all countries – industrialized countries, emerging 
economies, and developing countries. Therefore, 
all countries are required to regularly report to the 
United Nations’ High Level Political Forum (HLPF), 
via country reports, on the state of progress to-
wards implementing the SDGs. 

On 20 June 2018, the Federal Council adopted 
Switzerland’s first country report on the imple-
mentation of Agenda 2030.1 A few days later, the 
baseline assessment that served as the basis for 
the country report was published.2 On 17 July 
2018, Switzerland’s country report was presented 
at the HLPF meeting.  

The Federal Council had the opportunity to use 
the country report not only to review accomplish-
ments and progress, but also to develop an outline 
of a long-term sustainability policy that responds 
to economic and social megatrends, including dig-
italization, decarbonization, and urbanization. 
However, the Federal Council did not take ad-
vantage of this opportunity. The country report 
fails to highlight the challenges that Switzerland 
faces in developing a long-term sustainability pol-
icy. Furthermore, it does not show the opportuni-
ties that Agenda 2030 offers to the private sector, 
the research community, and civil society.

The decision of the Federal Council to focus on the 
implementation of Agenda 2030 only within the 
existing policy framework and the fact that the 
Federal Council does not to foresee the need for 
additional financial resources reflects a lack of am-
bition. Furthermore, the Federal Council has not 
yet made progress towards the institutional an-
choring of sustainable development. Following 
the departure of the Federal Council’s Special En-
voy for Global Sustainable Development, Switzer-
land no longer has an office mandated with coor-
dinating the implementation of Agenda 2030. 
Therefore, unlike the governments of peer coun-
tries, such as Germany, Sweden, and Finland, that 
have assigned clear responsibilities to specific 
units or people to oversee the implementation of 
Agenda 2030, it is unclear whether the Swiss gov-
ernment intends to pursue a long-term sustaina-
bility policy. 

With a view on important upcoming policy docu-
ments, including the Legislature Plan for 2020-
2023, which will contain a Sustainable Develop-
ment Strategy, the Dispatch on the Promotion of 
Education, Research and Innovation 2021-2024, 
and the Dispatch on Switzerland’s International 
Cooperation 2021-2024, as well as the parliamen-
tary elections in autumn 2019, SDSN Switzerland 
presents four levers and recommendations to pol-
icy makers to achieve Switzerland’s sustainable fu-
ture.3 

  

                                                           
1  Federal Council adopts Switzerland’s country report on 

implementation of the Agenda 2030, media release, 
20.06.2018 https://bit.ly/2JZVBZS 

2  Switzerland implements the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 
Development, Baseline assessment of Switzerland serving 
as basis for the country report 2018 https://bit.ly/2nekV4i  

3  These recommendations are built on SDSN Switzerland’s 
discussion paper „Switzerland and the Agenda 2030“ from 
August 2017. Available at https://bit.ly/2GjwgbD  

https://bit.ly/2nekV4i
https://bit.ly/2GjwgbD
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1. Use Agenda 2030 as a frame of reference for domestic and foreign policies  

Policy documents that serve as levers  Legislature Plan and Sustainable Development Strategy 2020-
2023 

Additional levers: Foreign policy strategy; Dispatch on Switzerland’s International Cooperation; free 
trade agreements; highly integrated sectoral policies such as the revision of the Old-age and survi-
vors' insurance (OASI), the agricultural policy 2022+, and the revision of the Federal Act on the Re-
duction of CO2 Emissions 

 
Institutional anchoring: A successful long term 
sustainability policy will require patience and a 
framework that supports coordination and cohe-
sion. To ensure that policies at all government lev-
els contribute to the achievement of Agenda 
2030, cooperation and dialogue between govern-
ment sectors and departments, as well as be-
tween government and non-government stake-
holders, must be facilitated and enhanced. The in-
terventions described in the country report such 
as the Sustainable Development Forum and the 
2030 Dialogue for Sustainable Development, are 
not sufficient. Due to Switzerland’s federal system 
and direct democracy, adopted policies and deci-
sions have the benefit of widespread support. 
However, the challenge associated with this de-
centralized system is that coherent policy imple-
mentation is difficult. The OECD recommends that 

the coordination of the implementation of Agenda 
2030 should be positioned centrally within the 
government.  

Recommendation: The Federal Council should es-
tablish an institutional sustainable development 
policy unit positioned above the sectoral federal of-
fices to strengthen the collaboration between all 
institutional levels and ensure the coherent imple-
mentation of Agenda 2030. This unit should be sup-
plied with the necessary resources to enable it to 
act as a central point of contact for business, civil 
society, science, cantons, and municipalities. This 
unit could be an independent office or a person 
mandated directly by the Federal Council with far-
reaching authority. Alternatively, the unit could be 
part of the Federal Chancellery.4 

  

 

 

 
 

                                                           
4  As suggestions: In Finland, the Prime Minister’s Office is 

leading the planning and coordinating of the national im-
plementation of the SDGs. In Germany, the SDG imple-
mentation strategy is being driven by a high-level State 
Secretaries’ Committee for Sustainable Development that 
is headed by the Chancellery. In Sweden, all ministries are 

responsible for SDG implementation in their respective 
fields but the Minister for Public Administration is coordi-
nating the national implementation of the SDGs. Also see 
https://bit.ly/2L8q77L  

Picture 1 – The 17 Sustainable Development Goals form the core of Agenda 2030. 

https://bit.ly/2L8q77L
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Synergies and conflicts of interest in implementa-
tion: Agenda 2030 provides a guide for the 
changes required to achieve sustainable develop-
ment. The 17 SDGs and the 169 targets are 
strongly interrelated. Therefore, progress in cer-
tain areas can create trade-offs in other areas. For 
example, expanding renewable energy will con-
tribute to the implementation of Target 7.2 “re-
newable energy” but can also impact Target 6.5 
“integrated water resources management” since 
the expansion of volatile renewable energy 
sources, such as wind and solar, requires regulat-
ing energy, such as from hydro-power. Similarly, 
progress in one country can create negative spill-
over effects in other countries, thereby limiting 
these other countries’ abilities to implement the 
SDGs. Domestic policies that promote financial 
markets, business or agriculture in one country, 
often have negative effects on developing coun-

tries. Compared to other wealthy countries, Swit-
zerland has the highest rate of negative spillover 
effects on other countries (see Diagram 1).  

Recommendation: When developing long-term 
sustainability policies, the Federal Council and the 
Parliament should put the SDGs at the center of 
their decision-making. Through this focus on the 
SDGs, synergies and conflicts of interest between 
sectoral policies can be made transparent, trans-
formative measures can be adjusted and acceler-
ated, and priorities can be identified. This will sup-
port policy coherence. For example, with ex ante 
sustainability tests, the Federal Council and the 
Parliament can combine domestic and foreign pol-
icies in a way that will reduce the negative impacts 
for future generations and on other countries, and 
work towards achieving several SDGs at the same 
time. To do that, policy coherence for sustainable 
development needs to be improved 

 

 

  

Diagram 1 – Average of spillover effects (y) measured against GDP per capita (x). The score includes: imported air pollution, loss of 
biodiversity, nitrogen pollution, but also rankings regarding exports of arms, tax havens or banking secret. Source: Bertelsmann 

Stiftung und SDSN “SDG Index & Dashboards Report“ 2018. 
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2. Strengthen transformational knowledge of sustainable development 

Policy documents that serve as levers  Dispatch on the Promotion of Education, Research and Inno-
vation 2021-2024 

Additional lever: Dispatch on Switzerland’s International Cooperation 2021-2024 

 
Inter- and transdisciplinary research: There is 
unanimous agreement that research and educa-
tion are crucial for the successful implementation 
of Agenda 2030. In addition to research on the 
current state (system knowledge) and research to 
identify desired changes (target knowledge), re-
search that analyzes the connection of effects and 
makes these connections understandable for pol-
icy makers and society is also necessary. One ex-
ample is the living lab research concept, a new 
form of cooperation between science and society, 
where mutual learning in an experimental envi-
ronment is a priority. This transformational 
knowledge is essential to bring about the neces-
sary shifts towards sustainability in the economy 
and society. Currently, sustainability research is 
relegated to a niche position in Switzerland, focus-
ing mostly on single-discipline and basic research. 

Inter- and transdisciplinary research is afforded 
limited recognition. In addition, inter- and trans-
disciplinary research is often regarded by politi-
cians and the government as divorced from reality 
and of little use in practice.  

Recommendation: The Federal Council and Parlia-
ment should strengthen inter- and transdiscipli-
nary research and education that favors transfor-
mation and sustainable development. Government 
funding for research should be allocated for this re-
search. Federal Departments should allocate more 
funding to support transformational research and 
work in a coordinated manner to ensure that the 
research is aligned and contributes to the imple-
mentation of Agenda 2030.

 

 

 
 

 

Picture 2 – Urs Wiesmann, Co-Chair SDSN Switzerland; Dr Katrin Muff, Professor for Sustainability, Responsibility and Transfor-
mation; Bertrand Piccard, pioneer and initiator of Solar Impulse; Professor Jacques Dubochet, biophysicist and winner of the Nobel 
Prize in Chemistry; Océane Dayer, Co-Chair SDSN Switzerland; Michael Bergöö, Managing Director SDSN Switzerland (from l. to r.) 
during the SDSN Switzerland Launch Conference on 15 February 2018. Source: Peter Lüthi / Biovision 
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Scientific advisory committee and policy advisory 
center: Transformational processes often include 
negotiations that end in conflicts. Therefore, it is 
extremely important to create conditions in which 
the different stakeholders from politics, science, 
society, and economy can work together as part-
ners in the implementation of the SDGs. For the 
scientific community, this provides an opportunity 
to be a partner and make critical knowledge avail-
able for the negotiation, learning, and decision-
making processes. The current dialogue and advi-
sory activities in Switzerland, including the Agenda 

2030 Advisory Group and the 2030 Dialogue, do 
not prioritize the role of science in the implemen-
tation of the SDGs.  

Recommendation: The Federal Council and the Par-
liament should follow the example of Germany and 
establish a scientific advisory committee. They 
should also consider establishing a research-based 
policy advisory center for sustainable develop-
ment.

 
Research cooperation with the Global South: 
Global sustainable development can only be 
achieved in cooperation with developing and 
emerging nations. Unfortunately, these countries 
often lack the baseline data and information that 
is crucial to negotiating and managing develop-
ment. Therefore, investments in these countries 
should be designed to increase research activities 
and improve their quality. There is evidence that 
investing in the development of research capacity 
creates a positive, cost-efficient leverage effect on 

sustainable development in the Global South. Sup-
port from other countries is absolutely essential. 
Due to its many years of internationally recog-
nized experience in transnational research part-
nerships with countries in the Global South, Swit-
zerland is ideally placed for such capacity building.  

Recommendation: The Federal Council and Parlia-
ment should provide financial support to partner-
ships between scientific institutions in Switzerland 
and scientific institutions in developing and emerg-
ing economies. 

3. Support for global sustainable development 

Policy documents that serve as levers  Dispatch on Switzerland’s International Cooperation 2021-
2024 

Cooperation with developing countries: Develop-
ment cooperation has changed considerably over 
the past years. Cross-border issues, such as cli-
mate change and migration, are being increasingly 
addressed. The overall environment of develop-
ment cooperation has become much more dy-
namic, with the expansion of instruments and mo-
dalities to mobilize private financial resources. 
With Agenda 2030 comes a need for development 
cooperation to be newly defined. The collabora-
tion between governments and non-governmen-
tal organizations in the areas of climate change, 
migration, poverty reduction, and biodiversity 

loss, is critically important to ensure the develop-
ment and implementation of effective solutions. 
However, adopting new forms of cooperation is 
only possible if non-state actors from civil society, 
business and research are included.  

Recommendation: The Federal Council and Parlia-
ment should align development cooperation with 
Agenda 2030. The programs should support tech-
nical, institutional, and social innovations that im-
prove the livelihoods of the poorest people and 
build sustainable infrastructures that benefit soci-
ety. 

 
Investments in global sustainable development: 
Financing sustainable development goes beyond 
“classic development cooperation.” The trans-
formative nature of Agenda 2030 requires a 
change from development cooperation to an inte-
grated problem solving approach that takes the “5 

Ps” (people, planet, prosperity, peace, partner-
ship) of Agenda 2030 into account. Bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation funding should provide 
support for innovations geared towards sustaina-
bility, such as risk guaranties and start-up financ-
ing.  
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Recommendation: To effectively implement 
Agenda 2030, the Federal Council and Parliament 
should raise official development assistance (ODA) 

to 0.7% of Switzerland’s Gross National Income 
(GNI), and also provide additional funds to support 
implementation efforts.

4. Extend Agenda 2030 to the public  

Policy documents that serve as levers  Parliamentary elections in autumn 2019 and Legislature Plan 
2020-2023 

Sensitizing the public: Although it has been three 
years since its adoption, Agenda 2030 is not well 
known by the Swiss people. This makes its imple-
mentation much more difficult. Although the 
country report states that Agenda 2030 can be a 
means for developing political opinions on both 
domestic and international policies, this will not 
happen if the public is unaware of the issues. This 
challenge is shared globally. According to the 
United Nations, following the UN Conference on 
Environment and Development (also called the 
Earth Summit) in 1992, the concept of sustainabil-
ity was taken up by experts and interested groups, 
but the public has hardly taken notice.  

Recommendation: The Federal Council should in-
tensify its communications strategy to sensitize the 
public to Agenda 2030 and should show how long 
term sustainability policies could bring benefits to 
the current and future generations. Suggested ac-
tivities include: holding a national day on Agenda 
2030, launching a major communications cam-
paign, distributing an opinion survey for the next 
Sustainable Development Strategy 2020-2023. In 
addition, the Federal Council should regularly in-
form Parliament about the state of implementa-
tion. 

 

 

 
Picture 3 – A sign in front of the town hall of Zermatt announces the popular vote of 17 May 2014. 
Source: Olivier Rüegsegger 
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Agenda 2030 and political parties: Switzerland 
agreed to Agenda 2030 to achieve sustainable de-
velopment. The SDGs are key elements for Swit-
zerland’s future and its role in the world. Reaching 
these goals is economically sensible, provides so-
cial fairness, and is ecologically responsible. All cit-
izens should be included when we make our 
changes towards sustainability.  

Recommendation: All political parties and their 
candidates in the parliamentary elections of 2019 
should view the SDGs as central to our national and 
international policies. They should also bring in in-
novative ideas to support the implementation of 
Agenda 2030 in and by Switzerland. 

 
Agenda 2030 and the Legislature Plan 2020-2023: 
The Legislature Plan 2020-2023 will be a critical 
opportunity for the government to set Switzerland 
on the path towards sustainability. The decisions 
made in the Legislature Plan will impact upcoming 
important decisions, including those in the areas 
of international cooperation, education, research 
and innovation, as well as the Energy Strategy 

2050 and the agricultural policy. Furthermore, 
Switzerland will present its next country report on 
the implementation of Agenda 2030 in 2022. 

Recommendation: The Federal Council and Parlia-
ment should align the Legislature Plan 2020-2023 
with the goals of Agenda 2030. 

 
 
The levers that we introduced in this paper for a sustainable future of Switzerland require more discus-
sions and preparations. Through innovative dialogues and by providing practical solutions and recom-
mendations for action in selected political processes, SDSN Switzerland and its member organizations 
stand ready to continue work on these issues over the next months. 

 

 

 

 

 

Sustainable Development Solutions Network Switzerland 

SDSN Switzerland mobilizes universities, research centers, civil society organizations and business to co-create 
and implement transformative solutions to achieve the Agenda 2030 and the Paris Agreement on climate 
change in Switzerland and beyond. 

SDSN Switzerland pursues 3 objectives, each of which builds on the other:  

 Shape multi-stakeholder dialogue: Accelerate the continuous exchange of ideas and experiences and 
create thinking spaces for the scientific community, government, business and civil society in order to 
foster system solutions, build commitment and mobilize action. 

 Foster transformative solutions: Harness scientific and trans-disciplinary knowledge to generate new evi-
dence-based solutions, integrated policies and systemic changes. 

 Advice decision-makers: Offer evidence-based advice to decision-makers in politics, business and society 
in order to fill policy gaps and motivate normative change. 

SDSN Switzerland was founded in April 2017 and officially launched on 15 February 2018. The network counts 
30 member organizations (as of July 2018). SDSN Switzerland is co-hosted by the Centre for Development and 
Environment (CDE) at University of Bern and Biovision – Foundation for Ecological Development. SDSN Swit-
zerland is member of the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network which was launched in 2012 by UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon. Currently, SDSN counts more than 800 member institutions from over 110 
countries, and 27 national and regional nodes. 

 

http://www.sdsn.ch/

