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Abstract

PURPOSE: The purpose of this thesis is twofold: (i) develop an initial draft of a sustainability assessment
framework for higher education institutions (HEIs) based on the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and (ii) contribute to the assessment of the current sustainability
performance of the Sogndal campus of the Western Norway University of Applied Sciences (HVL) by
analysing the carbon footprint of HVL-Sogndal.

STRUCTURE: The thesis will therefore be structured in five parts. Part A is the Introduction, part B
describes the background for this thesis and part C provides an overview over HVL and the Sogndal
campus. Part D will then present and discuss the developed SDG-based sustainability assessment
framework for HEls. The last part (part E), which is the main focus of the thesis, will present the
assessment of the carbon footprint of HVL-Sogndal.

METHODOLOGY: The SDG-based framework was developed by linking and translating the relevant
targets and indicators of the SDGs to each of the four functional areas of a higher education institution:
Education, Research, Operations and Administration, and Community Outreach. Inspiration for the
translation was taken from (TAHL ET AL., 2017). The carbon footprint of HVL was calculated for scope 1, 2
and 3 emissions. This includes emissions from energy consumption, purchases, waste management,
business travels and commuting. The Scope 3 Evaluator tool was used for the calculations.

RESULTS: The resulting SDG-based sustainability assessment framework provides targets and indicators
for all 17 SDGs for each of the four core functional areas, respectively. The carbon footprint assessment
shows that the highest contributing emission sources are commuting, purchases and business trips.
Energy related emissions only account for a maximum of 4% of the total emissions.

LIMITATIONS: The SDG-based sustainability assessment framework is an initial draft, as the subjectivity
of the authors could not be excluded completely. Ideally, this framework would be further developed
with the participation of a large group of persons, thereby including different approaches and
viewpoints. The carbon footprint of HVL-Sogndal is limited due to the limited quality of the input data
and the methodology of the Scope 3 Evaluator. Further research should especially focus on increasing
the accuracy of the commuting category as this is likely to be the largest contributor, and it is also the
category with the highest uncertainty.

CONCLUSION: This thesis provides a first attempt of a sustainability assessment framework for higher
education institutions that is based on the SDGs. While there are other assessment frameworks for

higher education institutions, these do not relate specifically to the SDGs. The SDGs are currently the



\ Western Norway
University of
Applied Sciences

most holistic framework to assess sustainability. Hence, other frameworks should link to the SDGs. The
carbon footprint provides a first assessment of the emissions of HVL-Sogndal that includes all emission

sources. The assessment can be used to develop a climate action plan for HVL-Sogndal.

Zusammenfassung

ZWECK: Diese Arbeit verfolgt zwei Ziele: (i) die Entwicklung eines konzeptionellen Bewertungsrahmens
fir die Nachhaltigkeit von Hochschuleinrichtungen, auf der Grundlage der von den Vereinten Nationen
entwickelten Nachhaltigkeitsziele (SDG), und (ii) einen Beitrag zur Bewertung der Nachhaltigkeit des
Sogndal-Campus der Vestlandet Hochschule (HVL) zu leisten, indem eine Analyse des CO2-FuRabdrucks
des Campus durchgefihrt wird.

GLIEDERUNG: Diese Arbeit ist in finf Abschnitte unterteilt. Abschnitt A beinhaltet die Einleitung,
Abschnitt B beschreibt den Hintergrund der Arbeit und Abschnitt C liefert ein Uberblick tber die
Vestlandet Hochschule und den Sogndal-Campus. Abschnitt D prasentiert und diskutiert die Methoden
und Ergebnisse der Entwicklung des Bewertungsrahmens fiir die Nachhaltigkeit von
Hochschuleinrichtungen. Abschnitt E befasst sich mit der Analyse des CO2-FuBabdrucks des Sogndal-
Campus. Dieser Abschnitt ist der Hauptteil der Arbeit.

METHODEN: Der auf den Nachhaltigkeitszielen aufbauende Bewertungsrahmen wurde entwickelt indem
die relevanten Teilziele und Indikatoren den vier Aufgabenbereichen von Hochschuleinrichtungen
zugeordnet und z.T. an diese angepasst wurden. Die vier Aufgabenbereiche von Hochschuleinrichtungen
sind: Bildung, Forschung, Betrieb und Verwaltung, und Offentlichkeitsarbeit. Inspiration fiir einen
solchen Bewertungsrahmen lieferten TAHL ET AL. (2017). Der CO2-FuRabdruck wurde fir die Scope 1, 2
und 3 Emissionen berechnet und beinhaltet die Emissionen des Sogndal-Campus aus Energieverbrauch,
Einkauf, Abfallverwertung, Dienstreisen und Pendelverkehr. Die Berechnungen wurden mithilfe des
Scope 3 Evaluator Tools durchgefiihrt.

ERGEBNISSE: Der resultierende SDG-basierte Bewertungsrahmen liefert Teilziele und Indikatoren fiir alle
17 Nachhaltigkeitsziele in jedem der vier Aufgabenbereiche von Hochschuleinrichtungen. Der
CO2-FuRabdruck zeigt, dass Pendelverkehr, Einkauf, und Dienstreisen die gré8ten Emissionsquellen sind.
Die Emissionen aus Energieverbrauch belaufen sich hingegen nur auf 4% der Gesamtemissionen.
BESCHRANKUNGEN: Bei dem Bewertungsrahmen fiir Nachhaltigkeit an Hochschuleinrichtungen handelt
es sich um ein erstes Konzept, da die Subjektivitdt der Autoren nicht ausgeschlossen werden konnte.

Idealerweise sollte dieser Bewertungsrahmen in einer partizipativen Weise entwickelt werden, die
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mehrere Personen miteinbezieht und somit verschiedene Ansichtsweisen und Ideen beriicksichtigt. Der
CO2-FulRabdruck von HVL-Sogndal ist in zweierlei Hinsicht limitiert. Zum einen durch die mangelhafte
Qualitat der verwendeten Daten und zum anderen durch die eher simplen Berechnungsmethoden des
Scope 3 Evaluator Tools. Weiterfiihrende Untersuchungen sollten sich hauptsachlich auf die Emissionen
aus Pendelverkehr konzentrieren, da diese Kategorie einerseits hdchstwahrscheinlich die meisten
Emissionen verursacht und zugleich die ungenaueste Kategorie ist.

SCHLUSSFOLGERUNG: Diese Arbeit liefert ein erstes Konzept flir einen, auf den Nachhaltigkeitszielen
basierenden, Bewertungsrahmen fir Nachhaltigkeit an Hochschuleinrichtungen. Es existieren zwar
bereits mehrere solcher Bewertungsrahmen fiir Nachhaltigkeit an Hochschuleinrichtungen, jedoch
bezieht sich keiner dieser Bewertungsrahmen speziell auf die Nachhaltigkeitsziele der Vereinten
Nationen. Die Nachhaltigkeitsziele sind momentan das allumfassendste Konzept zur Bewertung von
Nachhaltigkeit. Aus diesem Grunde sollten sich andere Bewertungsrahmen auf die Nachhaltigkeitsziele
beziehen. Der hier vorgestellte CO2-FuRabdruck ist die erste Analyse der Treibhausgasemissionen des
Sogndal Campus, die alle Emissionsquellen beriicksichtigt. Die Ergebnisse kdnnen zur Entwicklung eines

Klimakonzepts fiir HVL-Sogndal verwendet werden.

Sammendrag pa norsk

FORMAL: Forméalet med denne avhandlingen er todelt: (i) utarbeide et innledende utkast til en ramme
for evaluering av baerekraft for hgyere utdanningsinstitusjoner (HEIs) basert pa FNs bzerekraftige
utviklingsmal (SDG) og (ii) bidra til en vurdering av dagens baerekraftig ytelse av Sogndal-campuset ved
Hogskulen pd Vestlandet (HVL) ved a analysere drivhusgassutslippene til HVL-Sogndal.

STRUKTUR: Avhandlingen vil derfor bli strukturert i fem deler. Etter introduksjonen (del A) og bakgrunnen (del B) vil
det bli gitt en oversikt over HVL og Sogndal campus av HVL (del C). Del D vil videre presentere den utviklede SDG-
baserte ramme for evaluering av baerekraft for HEls. Den siste delen (del E), som er avhandlingen sitt
hovedfokus, vil presentere vurderingen av HVL-Sogndals drivhusgassutslipp.

METODOLOGI: Den SDG-baserte rammen ble utviklet ved a knytte og oversette relevante mal og
indikatorer pa SDGene til hvert av de fire funksjonelle omradene i en hgyere utdanningsinstitusjon:
Utdanning, Forskning, Organisasjon og Administrasjon, og Involvering av samfunnet. Inspirasjon til
oversettelsen ble tatt fra (TAHL ET AL., 2017). Drivhusgassutslipp av HVL ble beregnet for scope 1, 2 og 3-
utslipp. Dette inkluderer utslipp fra energiforbruk, kjgp, avfallshandtering, forretningsreiser og pendling.

Scope 3 Evaluator-tool ble brukt i beregningene.
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RESULTATER: Det resulterende SDG-baserte rammen gir delmal og indikatorer for alle 17 SDGs for hvert
av de fire kjernevirkningsomradene. Drivhusgassutslippevalueringen viser at de stgrste kildene til utslipp
er pendling, innkjgp og forretningsreiser. Energirelaterte utslipp utgjgr kun maksimalt 4% av de totale
utslippene.

BEGRENSNINGER: Den SDG-baserte rammen er et utgangspunkt, da subjektivitet til forfatterne ikke
kunne utelukkes helt. Ideelt sett vil dette rammeverket bli videreutviklet med deltakelse fra en stgrre
gruppe med personer, og dermed inkludere flere ulike tilnaerminger og synspunkter. Drivhusgassutslipp
av HVL-Sogndal er begrenset pa grunn av den begrensede kvaliteten pa datainput og metoden til
verktgyet brukt i kalkuleringene. Ytterligere forskning bgr spesielt fokusere pa a gke ngyaktigheten av
pendlingskategorien da dette sannsynligvis er den stgrste bidragsyteren, og fordi denne kategorien er
den med hgyest usikkerhet.

KONKLUSJON: Denne oppgaven gir et fgrste forsgk pa en ramme for evaluering av baerekraft for hgyere
utdanningsinstitusjoner som er basert pa SDGs. Selv om det finnes andre vurderingsrammeverk for
hgyere utdanningsinstitusjoner, gjelder de ikke spesielt SDGs. SDGs er for tiden det mest holistiske
tilneermingen for a vurdere baerekraft. Derfor bgr andre rammeverk koble til SDGs. Kartleggingen av
drivhusgassene gir en fgrste vurdering av utslippene til HVL-Sogndal som inkluderer alle utslippskilder.

Vurderingen kan brukes til 3 utvikle en handlingsplan for redusering av klimautslipp ved HVL-Sogndal.
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A: Introduction

Today we are facing numerous challenges that originate from the impact of human activities on the
natural environment, such as the overexploitation of natural resources, waste management, climate
change and the accumulation of polluting substances in nature. In addition, humankind has to solve
social and economic problems of equal importance. Starting with the Brundtland Commission in 1987
(WCED, 1987), the concept of ‘sustainable development’ (SD) has emerged, acknowledging the fact
that all these issues are interlinked and cannot be addressed in isolation. Since then, the United
Nations (UN) initiated a number of agendas to promote sustainable development, such as the
Agenda 21 and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), in an effort to address both the socio-
economic and environmental challenges in combination. In 2015, the UN established the latest
agenda, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs aim to guide us to the “the future we
want”, which is economically, socially environmentally sustainable (UN, 2012). As of today, the SDGs
are the most complete and widely accepted guideline on how to solve these issues.

While the SDGs emphasise the interlinked nature of the goals, they acknowledge that different
priority targets can be set in different nations (UN, 20158). Even on a global level, it is often stated
that some goals are of higher priority than others. Especially climate change is often considered one
of the major threats to today’s society (UN, 20158; WATT, 2017). Accordingly, SDG 14 ‘Climate Action’
has been referred to as one of the most important SDGs (GUTERRES, 2017). However, when focusing
on SDG 14 to combat climate change, the synergies and feedbacks with the other goals should be

considered.

Implementing the SDGs to their full extent will require the innovation of new technology, but even
more importantly, a deep and radical transformation of our society across all institutional levels.
Throughout history higher education institutions (HEIs) have played a major role in critically
reflecting upon societal challenges and in shaping our cultural, political and economic structures, by
generating new knowledge and educating new generations. Indeed, HEIs possess the transformative
power that is needed: In 2015, ca. 13 million people were employed and ca. 212 million students
were enrolled in the global higher education sector (WORLD BANK, 2018). Moreover, millions are
indirectly linked to the higher education sector, for instance through cooperation and joint research
projects with private companies or government institutions.

Yet, in contrast to the HEIs’ potential role in the needed transformation, they are only slowly starting
to fully and systematically engage in sustainable development beyond the engagement within single
research and/or educational programs. LozaNo (2011), for example, showed that sustainability

reporting was far more widespread in the private business sector, compared to the higher education
13
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sector. Although some institutions have sporadically implemented environmental standards, such as
the green certificate ‘Miljgfyrtarn’ in Norway, HEls stay very much below their transformative
potential, because a radical shift requires the implementation of the SDGs into all core functions, i.e.
the streamlining of sustainable development into research, education, operations and
administration, and community outreach. HEls have to become living labs to experiment and apply

new ways of engaging in sustainability.

During my two years of studying ‘Climate Change Management’ and the Sogndal campus of Western
Norway University of Applied Sciences (HVL), | realised that HVL is, in that regard, no different from
other HEls: the university engages in and has developed a variety of sustainable development
initiatives, but a deep-rooted transformation is missing. For example, HVL is certified with the
Norwegian green certificate ‘Miljgfyrtarn’ which mainly requires a very crude assessment of HVLs
greenhouse gas emissions. Additionally, the university has several course programs that also relate to
the sustainable development agenda, such as the “Climate Change Management” masters and the
“Renewable Energy” bachelor programme. Yet, at HVL there exists no overarching sustainability
strategy, integrating and expanding these initiatives, so that the university indeed could serve as a
role model and Living Lab.

Developing such an overarching sustainability strategy initially requires an assessment of what has
already been done at the institution (TAHL ET AL., 2017). Ideally, this assessment is done in accordance
to a standardised and internationally accepted framework, as this would provide a standardised and
transparent methodology that allows for comparison with other HEls. Yet, currently there is no such
widely recognised framework that assesses all of an HEl's functions and includes all aspects of
sustainability (TAHL ET AL, 2017; vON HAUFF & NGUYEN, 2014). Therefore, this thesis includes to

research topics:

1. Developing draft for a SDG-based sustainability assessment framework for HEls

While there are a number of sustainability assessment frameworks for HEls, each of those focuses on
different aspects of sustainability (environmental, economic, social) and different functions of an HEI
(education, research, operations and administration, community outreach). The SDGs, being a
globally accepted framework, have great potential to serve as such a holistic framework for HEls, if
translated accordingly. This initial part of the thesis will therefore provide a proposal for a translated

version of the SDGs that is specifically applicable to HEls.

2. Assessing HVL-Sogndal’s carbon footprint as part of an initial sustainability assessment

This second part of the thesis aims to contribute to the development of a sustainability strategy for
HVL by providing a carbon footprint assessment of HVL-Sogndal that is more detailed than the
14
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assessment done for the Miljgfyrtarn certification. While a complete sustainability assessment
includes considerably more than just the carbon footprint assessment, a comprehensive
sustainability assessment was beyond the scope of this thesis. The carbon footprint was chosen for
two reasons. The first is the fact that combating climate change is often considered one of the more
pressing issues associated with the SDGs. The second is the fact that HVL declared to take
responsibility in limiting the global temperature rise by becoming climate neutral (KRusg, 2017),

which requires the assessment of HVL’s greenhouse gas emissions.

B: Background

1. The concept of sustainable development

1.1. The Brundtland Commision’s definition of sustainable development

The SD discourse has a long history'. Throughout most of this history, only the term ‘sustainability’
existed, which refers almost exclusively to environmental issues. The term ‘sustainable development’
encompasses environmental, social and economic issues and was only introduced by the Brundtland
Commission in their report ‘Our Common Future’ in 1987 (Du PIsANI, 2006; LAFFERTY & LANGHELLE,
1999). Today, within the SD discourse the terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are
mostly used interchangeably. For this thesis, the terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’
will also be used interchangeably, since today the necessary societal actions and policy implications

are the same (HOLDEN, LINNERUD, BANISTER, SCHWANITZ, & WIERLING, 2018).

Today the definition provided by the Brundtland Commission is the most widely accepted and
operationalised definition, stating:
“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it
two key concepts:
e the concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of the world's poor, to which
overriding priority should be given; and
e the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organisation on the

environment's ability to meet present and future needs.?” (WCED, 1987, CHAPTER 2)

! Historical authors discussing sustainability: (JEVONS, 1865; KAPP, 1950; MALTHUS, 1798; MARSH, 1864; MiLL, 1848;
VON CARLOWITZ, 1732; WALLACE, 1898)
’The Brundtland report also describes this second concept as ‘carrying capacity’ (WCED, 1987)
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The two key concepts of the Brundtland report point out the three main aspects of SD. The first key
concept refers to the social and economic aspects and the second key concept refers to the
environmental aspect. It is especially interesting that the first concept is given ‘overriding priority’.
The report acknowledges that a certain degree of economic growth is necessary to reach a certain
living standard in a society. In the developing countries, this economic growth should therefore be

the first priority.

The Brundtland report was in response to a call by the UN General Assembly to formulate a “global
agenda for change” (WCED, 1987, p. 6), and aimed to address the most pressing issues of the time.
Leading up to the call by the UN General Assembly, there was a growing discourse on environmental
and socio-economic challenges (Du PisANI, 2006). A few examples are Rachel Carson’s ‘Silent spring’
(CARSON, 1962), the Club of Rome’s ‘Limits to Growth’ (MEADOWS, 1972) and the ‘Declaration on the
Human Environment’ by the UN (UN, 1972). Rachel Carson’s Book is considered to be “the catalyst
for the rise in large scale public environmental campaigns” (UNESCO, 2014, p. 140). The Club of Rome
states that our momentary trend of growth (of population and consumption) cannot be sustained.
Lastly, the UN acknowledged the environmental crisis by drafting their ‘Declaration on the Human
Environment’ at the Stockholm Conference, which stated that:

“A point has been reached in history when we must shape our actions throughout the world

with a more prudent care for their environmental consequences.” (UN, 1972, p. 3)
The Brundtland report emphasises the importance of “cutting across the divides of national
sovereignty, of limited strategies for economic gain, and of separate disciplines of science” to achieve
SD (WCED, 1987, sec. CHAIRMAN’S FORWARD). The importance of such a transdisciplinary approach is
further emphasised in the outcome document of the UN conference on sustainable development
from 2012, which stresses that it is important to “Enhance integration of the three dimensions of

sustainable development in a holistic and cross-sectoral manner at all levels” (UN, 2012, p. 29).

1.2. Discussion of the Brundtland Definition

LELE (1991) argued that the concept of SD will become the “developmental paradigm of the 1990s”
(LELE, 1991, p. 607). Today we know that the idea would not only be the paradigm of the 1990s, as
predicted by LELE, but that it would become even more important in the following two decades. LELE
(1991) also argues that the reason for the broad acceptance of the concept is its vague definition.
This vagueness allows people with different opinions and different agendas to find common ground,
which is an attribute that can be especially valuable in the political discourse. To illustrate this, he

states:
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“In short, SD is a “metafix” that will unite everybody from the profit-minded industrialist and
risk-minimizing subsistence farmer to the equity-seeking social worker, the pollution-
concerned or wildlife-loving First Worlder, the growth-maximizing policy maker, the goal-
oriented bureaucrat, and therefore, the vote-counting politician.” (Lélé, 1991, p. 60)
HoPwoOD, MELLOR & O’BRIEN (2005) and ROBINSON (2004) further support this by arguing that the
vagueness allows for the definition to develop alongside society as society faces new challenges,

instead of staying stagnant.

Contrary to this, others believe the vagueness to be the definition’s weakness. ROBERT, EVERARD,
JOHNSTON, & SANTILLO (2007) argue that the vagueness of the definition exposes the term to be
exploited as a tool for ‘greenwashing’. They claim that:
“As a result, there are many constituencies which perceive the term 'sustainable
development' as a vehicle to perpetuate many and varied corporate and institutional interests
whilst giving the impression of adherence to, and observance of, environmentally-sound
principles.” (ROBERT ET AL., 2007, P. 60)
Others have criticised it as reducing our potential for progress and thereby hindering us to meet the
demands of the growing population (Du PisaNI, 2006). It was further criticised that, although the
definition endorses the idea that environmental, social and economic issues are all connected, it still
separates these issues into the socio-economic aspect and the environmental aspect. Therefore the
interlinkages between the social and environmental, and the economic and environmental aspects

are not emphasised. As a result, cross-sectoral thinking is not promoted (ScotT, 2015).

The controversy over the definition’s vagueness has led to a large number of different
interpretations of the Brundtland definition, many of which are difficult to compare and often
contradictory (BoLis, MORIOKA, & SZNELWAR, 2014). According to ROBERT ET AL. (2007) there have been

ca. 300 interpretations at the time they published their article.

1.3.  The United Nations sustainable development agendas

The Brundtland Report emphasised the need to establish global SD goals to guide society how to
become more sustainable. However, it does not provide such guidance. Below, we present the
efforts of the UN to establish such goals.

In 1992, the UN established the Agenda 21 which stated that SD should be prioritised for
international communities. The Agenda 21 consisted of 40 goals, divided into four sections® (UNCED,

1992) and was signed by 178 governments. DODDS, SCHNEEBERGER, & ULLAR (2012) state that the

* Section 1: Social and Economic Dimensions, Section 2: Conservation and Management of resources for
Development, Section 3: Strengthening the Role of Major Groups, Section 4: Means of Implementation
17
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Agenda 21 was most successful in raising the awareness of SD, specifically within NGOs, local
authorities, science, international institutional arrangements, and international legal instruments and
mechanisms. However, the Agenda 21 was considered incomplete as no indicators were provided to
monitor progress towards each goal; only advice on how to achieve the goals was given.
Furthermore, the fragmentation of the goals into sectors promoted an isolated approach,

contradicting the need for cross-sectoral solutions (DODDS ET AL., 2012).

In 2000, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were established and ended in 2015 (UN,
2015A). The MDGs consisted of eight goals that focussed mainly on poverty reduction in developing
countries. The MDGs gave specific goals that were to be achieved within a certain timeframe, by
2015. This is in contrast to the agenda 21 which had not timeframe. Additionally, the MDGs also
provided quantitative values e.g. to reduce extreme poverty by 50%. Yet, they lacked the necessary
global focus as the MDGs aimed to reduce poverty specifically in developing countries. They also did
not place enough importance on other aspects of SD, such as environmental issues, economic

development of all, human rights and child welfare (UOE, 2017).

In 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were established as a part of the Agenda 2030
(UN, 20158). They are a continuation and an improvement of the MDGs. The SDGs consist of 17
goals, 169 targets and 232 indicators, and aim to guide all nations’ agendas and political policies to
achieve a sustainable state by 2030. The indicators aim to measure the progress towards achieving
each associated target and goal. The 17 SDGs are strongly interlinked as working towards one of the
goals impacts the progress towards the others; there are synergies and barriers between the goals
(GRIGGS ET AL., 2013; UN, 20158). By the end of 2015, more than 150 state leaders had adopted the
SDGs (UNDP, 2015).

BIERMANN, KANIE & Kim (2017, p. 29) states the SDGs are “one of the most intriguing new global
initiatives in the area of sustainable development [...]”. The SDGs are considered a novel approach to
global governance because, at current, they are the most holistic description of SD. The SDGs aim to
balance the social, economic and environmental dimensions by including including them in each of
the 17 goals. The SDGs are also globally and democratically written as their formulation included 5
million people from 88 countries (THOMSON, 2015). With the necessary translation, they can be
applied to levels other than global, i.e. nationally, regionally, locally, personally (BIERMANN ET AL.,
2017). Finally, while the MDGs mainly targeted eradicating extreme poverty in developing countries,

the SDGs give targets for all countries to work towards SD (UN, 2018).
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1.4. Discussing the SDGs

Although the SDGs are considered the most holistic and inclusive approach to guide society, they are
still in their infancy. A review of the SDG targets states that “Out of 169 targets, 49 (29 %) are
considered well developed, 91 targets (54 %) could be strengthened by being more specific, and 29
(17 %) require significant work” (ICSU & ISSC, 2015, p. 6). Similarly, 60% of the SDG indicators are not
well defined (MUKHERJEE, 2018). The indicators are often not viable because they are considered
imprecise and there is a lack of required data, tools, or methodologies, to monitor their
implementation (FENTON, GUSTAFSSON, BRONDIZIO, LEEMANS, & SOLECKI, 2017; HAK, JANOUSKOVA, &
MoLDAN, 2016; ICSU & ISSC, 2015).

Given that the SDGs were designed with a global focus, they require an effective translation to tailor
the SDGs specifically to the different levels and sectors (BIERMANN ET AL., 2017; FENTON ET AL., 2017).
However, the translation is difficult due to the diversity of circumstances and roles in the different
levels and sectors. At current, the global SDGs declare that everyone has a responsibility to
implement the SDGs. In practice, this may lead stakeholders to leave the responsibility to others as
key roles are not clearly defined. The translation would therefore clarify the accountability and
responsibility for the stakeholders (ENGEBRETSEN, HEGGEN, & OTTERSEN, 2017).

Lastly, even though the overarching principle of the SDGs is to “leave no-one behind”, the SDGs do
not adequately address specific vulnerable groups such as refugees, migrants, non-citizens, foreign
workers (EL-ZEIN ET AL., 2016; UN, 2016). Furthermore certain issues, such as the effect of
militarisation, war driven displacement and labour migration on development, are not adequately

addressed either (EL-ZEIN ET AL., 2016).

2. Sustainable development assessment, reporting and monitoring

Coinciding with the increase in the popularity of SD and the development of the different UN-
Agendas (Agenda 21, MDGs, Agenda 2030 & SDGs) after the release of the Brundtland report in
1987, there was an increase in the number of sustainability initiatives, such as certifications schemes
and standards, networks, organisations and associations (MEBRATU, 1998). The initiatives aim to
promote SD and attempt to assess actions taken towards sustainability. It is well documented that
sustainability assessments and reporting is key to monitor progress towards SD (SINGH, MURTY, GUPTA,
& DIKSHIT, 2009). Assessment and reporting allows transparency, accountability and comparability
(DAuB, 2007). They can serve as guide for policy making, public communication on sustainability

performance (SINGH ET AL., 2009).

Ecolabes are important examples of such initiatives and fig. 1 shows a steady increase in their

number since 1987. Ecolabels evolved from small-scale local bottom-up initiatives and they vary
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considerably in their SD-related guidelines. Some ecolabels aim to assess a single environmental or
social impact of a single product. Conversely, others provide a holistic assessment of a company’s or
an institution’s management strategy. The standards also vary in their applied methods and whether
they are publically or privately instigated (UNFSS, 2015).

Today, the ecolabels are an integral part of governments’ monitoring of the progress towards SD.
Governments increasingly rely on certain ecolabels in their sustainability strategies (KOMIVES &
JACKSON, 2014; POTTS ET AL, 2014) because many provide very detailed assessment methods for
specific sectors. However, the great variety of ecolabels may also hinder comparability, as there is no
uniform methodology. Furthermore, the great variety may pose as a barrier for businesses or
organisations to engage in SD, as choosing the right ecolabel or framework may seem overwhelming
(FIORINI, SCHLEIFER, & TAIMASOVA, 2017).

For these reasons, there is great potential to synergise the ecolabels with the SDGs. The SDGs serve
as a broad, universally applicable, and globally accepted overarching framework. But, as previously
discussed in chapter 1.4, many indicators are not well defined and the indicators have not been fully
translated to other than a global level. Linking the ecolabels to the associated SDG targets and
indicators has the potential to provide such translated indicators as the ecolabels often take into

account the special circumstances in different sectors and local settings.
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Fig. 1: Number of Ecolabels established each year from 1940-2011; Source: (Komives & JAcksoN, 2014)

3. Higher education institutions and sustainable development
3.1. Higher education institutions’ role in sustainable development

The important role of higher education institutions (HEls) regarding SD, specifically environmental
protection, was first acknowledged at the Stockholm Conference in 1972 (LOzZANO ET AL., 2015). It was
stated that the UN should “[...] take the necessary steps to establish an international programme in
environmental