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Introduction

The United Kingdom’s (UK) first Voluntary National Review (VNR) 2019
presents the country’s progress towards implementing the United Nations
(UN)2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). The review highlights the UK’s commitment to
delivering the Goals both domestically and internationally through collaboration
between government, devolved administrations, civil society, businesses and
local communities. It outlines achievements, ongoing challenges and future
priorities, while reaffirming the UK’s commitment to the principle of “Leave No
One Behind” (United Nations, 2019a; United Nations, 2019b).

VNR Framework Approach to assess UK’s Progress Towards the
2030 Agenda

A VNR is a self-assessment process through which the UN Member States review and report on their
progress in implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 SDGs. These
reviews are voluntary, country-led, and inclusive, allowing each nation to share experiences, identify
challenges, and highlight best practices.
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VNRs are essential because they promote accountability and transparency in the implementation
of the SDGs, allowing countries to demonstrate their commitment and progress openly. They help
governments track progress, identify gaps, and strengthen policies, ensuring that national development
strategies remain aligned with the 2030 Agenda. Moreover, VNRs facilitate knowledge sharing
among nations by enabling the exchange of experiences, innovations, and lessons learned. They also
encourage multi-stakeholder participation, bringing together government institutions, civil society,
the private sector, and academia in a collaborative effort to advance sustainable development. Finally,
the VNRs serve as the foundation for the UN High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) reviews, providing
evidence-based insights that guide global discussions on accelerating progress towards achieving the
SDGs.

Objectives of VNRs

 Assess a country’s progress towards achieving the SDGs.

* Identify key challenges and barriers to implementation.

* Share lessons learned and innovative approaches.

» Mobilise support, partnerships, and policy coherence for sustainable development.

Methodology to Measure VNRs Progress

VNRs assess development performance using quantitative and qualitative data, aligning national
priorities with SDGs targets. Countries use available indicators and national statistics to evaluate
whether they are:

» Achieved, on-track, moderately off-track, seriously off-track or no progress.
* Facing data gaps or methodological challenges.

Due to incomplete or inconsistent data, some assessments rely on proxy indicators or qualitative
descriptions of progress. Each SDG is rated on a 0-5 scale to measure UK’s progress towards the
2030 Agenda.

0 — No Progress: No measurable progress or data available.

1 — Severely Off-Track: Very little advancement; major gaps persist.

2 — Off-Track: Limited progress with minimal improvement.

3 — Moderately Off-Track: Some progress achieved, but key challenges remain.
4 — On-Track: Noticeable progress made; close to achieving the target.

5 — Achieved: Goal fully met with sustained performance and monitoring in place.

This scale helps to quantify UK’s SDGs performance, showing where strong progress exists and
where further policy actions are needed. VNRs are vital tools for evaluating and accelerating progress
towards the 2030 Agenda. They enable countries to reflect on achievements, recognise shortcomings,
and strengthen collective action for a more sustainable and equitable world.

Explanation of Analysis (Applied to UK SDG Report)

This analysis applies the VNR framework to UK’s SDG Report. Initially, the report was processed
using an Al tool to extract, summarise, and categorise data related to the 17 SDGs. The Al provided
preliminary insights into UK’s progress, challenges, and measurable indicators. Following the Al
review, the information was cross-verified by two independent human experts to ensure factual
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accuracy, contextual relevance, and alignment with the official UN SDG indicators. This validation
step strengthened the reliability of the data interpretation.

Finally, a team of SDG experts conducted an in-depth qualitative and quantitative analysis to identify
key challenges, potential solutions, and policy-level recommendations. The comprehensive approach,
integrating Al-driven insights with expert validation, provides a balanced, evidence-based assessment
of UK’s progress towards achieving economic growth, highlighting strategic areas for improvement,
innovation, and sustainability.

Overall Progress

Table 1 presents UK’s progress across the 17 SDGs, with ratings assigned to each goal based on the
report’s findings. The ratings reflect the extent of progress made, highlight areas where challenges
have been addressed, and identify those that remain unresolved.

Table 1. SDG Progress Scoring

1 NO
POVERTY

Score: 4 s
Justification - The UK identified poverty reduction and reducing inequalities as key
priorities under the 2030 Agenda, with a commitment to support vulnerable
groups and ensure that no one is left behind.

Challenges | - Poverty remained a major issue across the UK, particularly among children,
low-income households and lone-parent families. In 2017 -2018, around 20%
of children were living in absolute poverty before housing costs, rising to nearly
30% after housing costs, while 47% of lone-parent families experienced relative
poverty after housing costs.

Progress/ - The UK increased employment opportunities and improved income support
Solutions measures. By 2019, employment reached 32.7 million, with over 1.5 million
more people in work since 2015.
- The National Living Wage also increased earnings, with full-time workers
earning more than £13,700 annually after tax and National Insurance.

Unsolved - Housing costs, homelessness and in-work poverty continued to place pressure
Challenges on vulnerable households, with 20% of working-age individuals remaining in
relative poverty after housing costs in 2017-2018.

Justification - The UK recognised food security, nutrition and sustainable agriculture
as essential components of sustainable development and public well-being

Challenges - Food insecurity persisted among disadvantaged households and low-income
communities. In Scotland, 8% of adults experienced food insecurity in 2017,
while limited national data restricted full understanding of the scale of the issue.

Progress/ - The UK introduced food insecurity questions into the Family Resources Survey
Solutions in 2019 to strengthen national monitoring and policy responses.

- The Government also invested £90 million in the Transforming Food Production

Programme to improve agricultural productivity and sustainability, alongside

initiatives such as Healthy Start and Food and Fun to support vulnerable families.
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Unsolved - Diet-related inequalities and long-term food insecurity remained ongoing
Challenges concerns despite a reduction in severe food insecurity from 4% in 2014-16 to
3.4% in 2015-17.

GOOD HEALTH
AND WELL-BEING

_W\ ™)
Justification = - The UK highlighted the importance of universal healthcare, prevention
strategies and public health investment to ensure healthy lives and promote well-
being for all.

Challenges - The UK continued to face growing pressures from mental health conditions,
obesity, substance misuse and an ageing population.
- Drug-related deaths in Scotland increased significantly from 455 in 2007 to 934
in 2017, highlighting the scale of the public health challenge.

Progress/ - The UK strengthened prevention and healthcare initiatives through England’s
Solutions Prevention Vision and Scotland’s Suicide Prevention Action Plan.

- Internationally, the UK supported 17.5 million people with HIV treatment and

distributed 197 million mosquito nets through the Global Fund in 2017, while

also investing £265 million through the Fleming Fund to tackle antimicrobial

resistance.
Unsolved - Health inequalities, rising mental health concerns and long-term pressure on
Challenges health and social care systems remained unresolved challenges despite reductions
in road accident deaths from 168 in 2015 to 146 in 2017 in Scotland.

QUALITY
EDUCATION

Justification - The UK recognised inclusive and quality education as essential for
improving life opportunities, reducing inequalities and supporting sustainable
development

Challenges - Educational inequalities persisted among disadvantaged groups, including
children from low-income families and pupils with special educational needs.
- Attainment gaps between disadvantaged pupils and their peers remained
significant across the UK.

Progress/ - The UK invested in education reforms and skills development to improve access
Solutions and attainment.
- In England, the proportion of pupils achieving a good level of development at
the end of reception increased from 52% in 2013 to 72% in 2018.
- Scotland also expanded early learning and childcare provision to improve
educational outcomes.

Unsolved - Regional disparities, educational attainment gaps and unequal access to higher
Challenges education and skills training continued to affect progress towards SDG 4.
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GENDER
EQUALITY

The UK identified gender equality and women’s empowerment as ;
central to achieving sustainable development, economic growth and social
inclusion.

Gender inequalities remained in employment, leadership representation and
gender-based violence.

Women continued to experience pay inequalities and underrepresentation in
senior decision-making roles.

The UK introduced gender pay gap reporting regulations for organisations
with over 250 employees and strengthened measures to tackle violence against
women and girls.

Female representation on Financial Times Stock Exchange (FTSE) 100 boards
increased to 32% in 2018, compared with 12.5% in 2011.

The gender pays gap, domestic abuse and unequal representation in leadership
positions remained ongoing challenges despite policy improvements and
increased awareness.

CLEAN WATER
AND SANITATION

The UK recognised access to clean water, sanitation and sustainable i
water management as essential for protecting public health and the environment.

Water pollution, environmental degradation and pressures on water resources
continued to affect water quality and ecosystem sustainability across the UK.

The UK improved drinking water quality and wastewater treatment standards
through investment in water infrastructure and environmental protection
measures.

In England, 99.96% of drinking water tests met the required standards in 2017.

Sustainable water management, pollution reduction and protection of aquatic
ecosystems remained long-term environmental challenges requiring continued
investment and policy action.

The UK highlighted the importance of affordable, reliable and clean
energy in supporting economic growth, reducing emissions and achieving
climate goals.

The transition to low-carbon energy systems required significant investment,
infrastructure changes and improvements in energy efficiency.
Fuel poverty also remained a concern for vulnerable households.

The UK increased renewable energy generation and reduced greenhouse gas
emissions through clean energy policies.

In 2018, renewable sources generated 33% of the UK’s electricity, compared with
only 7% in 2010. Coal use in electricity generation also declined significantly.

Energy affordability, decarbonisation of heating and transport, and reducing
dependence on fossil fuels continued to present challenges for achieving SDG 7.
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DEGENT WORK AND
ECONOMIC GROWTH

Score : 3 /s/'

Justification - The UK identified sustainable economic growth, productive employment “
and decent work as essential for improving living standards and supporting
inclusive development.

Challenges | - Regional economic inequalities, low productivity growth and insecure employment
continued to affect parts of the UK economy.
- Young people, disabled individuals and low-skilled workers faced greater
barriers to employment opportunities.

Progress/ - The UK achieved record employment levels, with employment reaching 32.7
Solutions million in 2019 and unemployment falling to its lowest level in over 40 years.
- Youth unemployment also declined significantly, while the National Living
Wage improved earnings for low-paid workers.

Unsolved - Productivity gaps, regional disparities and insecure forms of employment,
Challenges including zero-hours contracts and low-paid work, remained significant
challenges for achieving inclusive economic growth.

Justification - The UK recognised innovation, resilient infrastructure and sustainable
industrial development as key drivers of long-term economic growth and
competitiveness.

Challenges - Infrastructure pressures, regional connectivity gaps and the need to transition
towards low-carbon industries remained major challenges across the UK.

- Investment in research and development also lagged behind leading economies.

Progress/ - The UK launched the Industrial Strategy to strengthen innovation, infrastructure
Solutions and productivity.
- Research and development investment increased to 1.7% of GDP in 2017, while
the Government committed to increasing this to 2.4% by 2027.
- Major infrastructure investments also supported transport, digital connectivity
and clean growth initiatives.

Unsolved - Regional inequalities in infrastructure investment, low productivity growth and
Challenges the transition to sustainable industrial systems remained ongoing concerns for
the UK.

1 U REDUCED
INEQUALITIES

Justification = - The UK emphasised reducing inequalities and promoting social inclusion Q
as essential to delivering the principle of “Leave No One Behind” within the
2030 Agenda.

Challenges - Income inequality, regional disparities and unequal access to opportunities
continued to affect disadvantaged and marginalised groups across the UK.
- Disabled people, ethnic minorities and low-income households experienced
higher levels of disadvantage.
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Progress/ - The UK introduced measures to improve social mobility, increase employment
Solutions and strengthen support for disadvantaged groups.
- Employment among disabled people increased by over 900,000 between 2013
and 2019, while the National Living Wage supported income growth for low-
paid workers.

Unsolved - Persistent inequalities in income, health, education and employment opportunities
Challenges continued to limit progress towards reducing social and economic disparities
across the UK.

Justification = - The UK recognised sustainable cities and communities as important for
improving quality of life, environmental sustainability and inclusive urban
development.

Challenges - Housing shortages, homelessness, air pollution and pressures on urban
infrastructure continued to affect many cities and communities across the UK.
- Affordable housing remained a major concern, particularly in high-demand
urban areas.

Progress/ - The UK invested in affordable housing, public transport and environmental
Solutions improvements to support sustainable urban development.
- In 2017 2018, over 222,000 additional homes were delivered in England,
representing the highest level in all but one of the previous 31 years.
- Air quality measures and low-emission transport initiatives were also expanded.
Unsolved - Urban inequalities, rising housing demand, homelessness and environmental

Challenges pressures continued to challenge sustainable community development despite
ongoing policy interventions.

12 RESPONSIBLE

CONSUMPTION
ANDPRODUCTION

Score: 3 m
Justification - The UK identified sustainable consumption and production as essential
for reducing environmental pressures, improving resource efficiency and
supporting long-term economic sustainability.
- The Government recognised that unsustainable production and waste generation
contribute significantly to environmental degradation and climate change.

Challenges - High levels of material consumption, food waste and plastic pollution remained
major challenges across the UK.

- Waste generation continued to place pressure on natural resources and waste
management systems, while unsustainable consumption patterns affected
biodiversity and carbon emissions.
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Progress/ - The UK introduced the 25-Year Environment Plan and strengthened waste
Solutions reduction and recycling policies.

- England committed to eliminating avoidable plastic waste by the end of 2042,
while the Resources and Waste Strategy aimed to improve recycling and reduce
single-use plastics.

- Recycling rates for household waste in England increased from 11% in 2000-
2001 to around 45% in 2017-2018.

- The carrier bag charge also reduced single-use plastic bag sales in major
supermarkets by more than 86% since its introduction in 2015.

Unsolved - Food waste, excessive material consumption and plastic pollution continued to
Challenges affect environmental sustainability.
- Achieving a circular economy and reducing dependence on non-recyclable
materials remained long-term challenges despite improvements in recycling and
waste reduction measures.

13 oo

Score: 3 @

Justification - The UK identified climate change as one of the most significant
global challenges and recognised the importance of urgent action to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and strengthen climate resilience.
- The UK committed to supporting the Paris Agreement and promoting low-
carbon growth domestically and internationally.

Challenges - The UK continued to face risks from rising temperatures, flooding, coastal
erosion and extreme weather events.
- Significant investment and structural changes were still required to decarbonise
transport, heating and industry sectors.

Progress/ - The UK became the first major economy to legislate for net zero greenhouse gas
Solutions emissions by 2050.

- Between 1990 and 2017, the UK reduced greenhouse gas emissions by 42%
while growing the economy by over 72%.

- Renewable electricity generation increased significantly, with renewable
sources generating 33% of electricity in 2018 compared with 7% in 2010. Coal-
fired electricity generation also declined sharply, contributing to cleaner energy
production.

- The UK additionally committed £5.8 billion in international climate finance
between 2016 and 2020 to support developing countries.

Unsolved - Despite emission reductions, transport emissions remained high and further
Challenges action was required to achieve long-term decarbonisation targets.

- Climate adaptation, sustainable infrastructure investment and transitioning to
low-carbon systems continued to present major policy and economic challenges.

1 LIFE
BELOW WATER

Score: 3

8!

Justification - The UK recognised the importance of protecting marine ecosystems,
reducing ocean pollution and ensuring sustainable use of marine resources to
support biodiversity, fisheries and coastal communities.
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Challenges - Marine pollution, plastic waste, overfishing and habitat degradation continued to
threaten marine biodiversity and ocean sustainability.
- Climate change also increased risks to marine ecosystems through rising sea
temperatures and ocean acidification.

Progress/ - The UK expanded marine protected areas and strengthened marine conservation
Solutions policies.

- By 2019, the UK had designated over 50% of its waters as marine protected
areas. Measures were also introduced to reduce plastic pollution and improve
sustainable fisheries management.

- The UK supported international ocean conservation initiatives and marine
biodiversity protection through global partnerships.

Unsolved - Plastic pollution, biodiversity loss and pressures on fish stocks remained ongoing

Challenges concerns.
- Effective long-term management of marine ecosystems and sustainable fisheries
continued to require stronger international cooperation and enforcement.

15 oiwo

Score: 3

Justification - The UK highlighted the importance of protecting terrestrial ecosystems,
forests and biodiversity to support environmental sustainability, climate resilience
and human well-being.

Challenges - Habitat loss, declining species populations and environmental degradation
continued to threaten biodiversity across the UK.

- Intensive land use and pollution also affected ecosystem health and wildlife

conservation.
Progress/ - The UK introduced the 25-Year Environment Plan to improve biodiversity
Solutions conservation, restore habitats and enhance natural capital.
- Between 2011 and 2018, woodland cover in the UK increased to 13% of total land
area.

- The UK also supported international biodiversity protection initiatives and seed
conservation programmes, including the Millennium Seed Bank Partnership,
which conserved over 2 billion seeds globally.

Unsolved - Species decline, habitat fragmentation and pressures from urban development and
Challenges climate change remained significant environmental challenges.
- Continued investment and stronger ecosystem restoration measures were required
to halt biodiversity loss.

1 PEAGE, JUSTICE
AND STRONG

INSTITUTIONS
Ve

Score: 3 1

Justification - The UK emphasised the importance of effective institutions, access to =
justice, human rights and the rule of law in supporting sustainable development
and social stability.

Challenges - Violence, modern slavery, cybercrime and inequalities in access to justice
continued to affect communities across the UK.

- Concerns also remained regarding trust in institutions and protection of
vulnerable groups.
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Progress/ - The UK strengthened legislation and institutional frameworks to combat modern
Solutions slavery, organised crime and corruption.

- The Modern Slavery Act 2015 positioned the UK as a global leader in tackling
human trafficking and exploitation.

- The UK also invested in cybersecurity and international peacebuilding
programmes. Crime Survey data showed that overall crime levels had fallen
significantly compared with previous decades, despite increases in some
categories of violent crime and cyber-related offences.

Unsolved - Modern slavery, cybercrime, serious violence and inequalities in justice access
Challenges remained ongoing concerns.
- Maintaining public trust, improving institutional transparency and protecting
vulnerable populations continued to require sustained action and investment.

1 PARTNERSHIPS
FORTHE GOALS

Score: 5 @

Justification - The UK recognised global partnerships, international cooperation and
financing for development as essential for achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals.
- The Government reaffirmed its commitment to supporting developing countries
and strengthening multilateral cooperation.

Challenges | - Global inequalities, financing gaps and complex international development
challenges continued to affect SDG implementation worldwide.
- Coordinating partnerships across governments, businesses and civil society also
remained challenging.

Progress/ - The UK maintained its commitment to spending 0.7% of Gross National Income
Solutions (GNI) on Official Development Assistance (ODA).
- In 2018, UK ODA reached approximately £14.6 billion, supporting health,
education, climate action and humanitarian programmes globally.

- The UK also supported international partnerships through organisations such as
the United Nations, World Bank and Global Fund.

- Cross-government collaboration and stakeholder engagement were strengthened
during preparation of the UK VNR 2019.

Unsolved - Sustaining long-term development financing, improving global policy coordination
Challenges and addressing growing humanitarian and climate-related pressures remained
major international challenges.

- Stronger partnerships and more integrated approaches were still needed to
accelerate progress towards the SDGs.

Source: (United Nations, 2019a; United Nations, 2019b).
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Major Challenges

* Persistent poverty and inequalities remained significant, particularly for children, lone-parent
households, disabled people and low-income communities.

* Rising housing costs, homelessness and regional disparities continued to affect social and economic
inclusion.

* Food insecurity and unequal access to nutritious food persisted despite improvements in monitoring
systems.

* Mental health pressures, obesity, substance misuse and increasing demand on health and social care
systems remained major public health concerns.

* Climate change, biodiversity loss, marine pollution and environmental degradation continued to
threaten long-term sustainability.

* Productivity gaps, insecure employment and regional economic inequalities affected inclusive
economic growth.

» Achieving net zero emissions and transitioning to low-carbon transport, heating and industrial
systems required substantial investment and structural reforms.

» Data gaps and limited disaggregated data restricted effective monitoring of some SDG indicators
and vulnerable populations.

Key Lessons Learned

* Strong cross-government coordination improves SDG implementation and policy integration
across sectors.

» Stakeholder engagement with civil society, businesses, academia and local authorities strengthens
accountability and inclusive decision-making.

* Establishing measurable national targets and transparent monitoring systems supports effective
SDG progress tracking.

* Investing in renewable energy and climate legislation can support economic growth while reducing
emissions. Between 1990 and 2017, the UK reduced greenhouse gas emissions by 42% while
growing the economy by over 72%.

* Legal and policy frameworks, such as mandatory gender pay gap reporting and the Modern Slavery
Act 2015, can improve institutional accountability and social protection.

* Long-term environmental planning, including the 25-Year Environment Plan, supports sustainable
resource management and biodiversity conservation.

Positive Notable Contributions

» The UK became the first major economy to legislate for net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050
in 2019.

* Renewable electricity generation increased from 7% in 2010 to 33% in 2018, supporting the
transition towards clean energy.

» The UK maintained its commitment to allocate 0.7% of GNI to ODA, providing approximately
£14.6 billion in aid in 2018.
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* The Modern Slavery Act 2015 strengthened efforts to combat human trafficking and exploitation
internationally.

* Plastic bag sales in major supermarkets declined by more than 86% following the introduction of
the carrier bag charge in 2015.

* Over 50% of UK waters were designated as marine protected areas by 2019 to strengthen marine
biodiversity conservation.

* The UK supported 17.5 million people with HIV treatment and distributed 197 million mosquito
nets globally through the Global Fund in 2017.

Recommendations

» Strengthen policies to reduce poverty, homelessness and regional inequalities, particularly for
vulnerable groups.

 Improve collection of disaggregated SDG data to strengthen evidence-based policymaking and
monitoring.

* Increase investment in renewable energy, sustainable infrastructure and low-carbon transport
systems.

» Expand mental health services and strengthen long-term health and social care sustainability.

* Accelerate actions to reduce plastic pollution, biodiversity loss and environmental degradation.

* Improve affordable housing supply and strengthen sustainable urban planning measures.

* Promote inclusive economic growth through productivity improvement, skills development and
fair employment opportunities.

* Strengthen international cooperation and partnerships to support global SDG implementation and
climate action.

Conclusion

The UK VNR 2019 demonstrated significant progress towards implementing the SDGs through
strong institutional frameworks, climate leadership, economic growth and international partnerships.
The review highlighted achievements in renewable energy, healthcare, education and environmental
protection, while also recognising continuing challenges related to inequality, poverty, climate change
and sustainable development. The UK reaffirmed its commitment to the principle of “Leave No One
Behind” and to accelerating action towards achieving the 2030 Agenda.

Reference
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Report Team

* Professor Allam Ahmed (Leader)

* Professor Arshi Naim (Senior Researcher)
» Nada Yousry (Graphic Design)

* Kumar Kaurav (Web Master)

The SDG Tracker (SDGT) is a global research initiative, developed under the auspices of the
World Association for Sustainable Development (WASD), designed to systematically analyse
and score the Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) submitted by United Nations member states.
The SDGT aims to enhance global accountability, promote transparency, provide evidence-
based insights for policymakers, and facilitate cross-country comparison and benchmarking,
with all its comprehensive findings made publicly available on the dedicated SDGs Tracker
Platform. For more information about this report and/or any other activities of the initiative,
please visit: www.sdgstracker.org and contact us: director(@sdgstracker.org.
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WASD COLLABORATION WITH THE UNITED NATIONS

WASD is delighted to be working very closely with various United Nations Agencies, most
specifically with the UN Joint Inspection Unit (JIU). Both JIU and WASD are inspired by
the conviction that the UN Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development (SD) and the

17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide the momentum for renewed UN
engagement with the public and private sectors.

In 2018, WASD collaborated with JIU on the UN project Strengthening policy
research uptake in the context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment, aimed at reviewing the policy research uptake in service of
the 2030 Agenda for SD. For the first time in its 52 year history, the UN
(aided by WASD) officially consulted academics and researchers from alll
over the world on the policy research uptake in the UN.

In 2019, WASD also worked very closely with the UN JIU to undertake a UN
system-wide review of policies, programmes, and platforms to support
learning and enhancing the adequacy of training policies in the UN. The re-
port Policies and platforms in support of learning: towards more coherence,
coordination, and convergence was launched officially on 28 October 2020 at
the opening of WASD’s Online Learning Conference.

These various initiatives and events with the UN JIU have encouraged WASD to ¢
launch its Sustainable Development Goals Tracker (SDGT).
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