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KEY MESSAGES
❚	 SDGs need to become more than just a preamble to the framing of 

sectoral policy reforms, and must (i) be used to identify the key targets 
that the policy intends to address and the other impacts against which 
the policy should be evaluated, (ii) be translated in a way that is rele-
vant for the sector considered and for the specific national or regional 
context, and (iii) lead to the identification of monitoring indicators. 

❚	 On the basis of an extended vision of the agricultural sector that en-
compasses its links to territories, food systems and the bioeconomy, 
and which takes into account the interrelations between all 17 SDGs, 
47 relevant SDG targets were selected to propose:
→	 A comprehensive “check-list” of 10 categories of objectives that 

the CAP shall consider, either to improve its direct impacts or to 
anticipate potential negative effects. These 10 objective categories 
were classified into 3 larger groups reflecting (i) the socioeconomic 
stakes at the farm level; (ii) the environmental stakes; (iii) the larger 
societal stakes;

→	 A list of targets and indicators for the 10 categories of objectives, 
built on the basis of SDG indicators or existing databases. It is 
shown that several indicators—e.g. those linked to farm resilience 
and entrepreneurship—are still difficult to document or to agree 
upon, for which further research and consensus would be needed;

❚	 Despite its limits, this framework constitutes a necessary starting point, 
simpler than the SDGs, but still comprehensive, to foster better re-
porting and to trigger constructive debates in the development of new 
agricultural policies. 

Making the SDGs count in the CAP 
reform: an analytical framework
Marie-Hélène Schwoob, Élisabeth Hege,  
Pierre-Marie Aubert (IDDRI)

In its Communication to the Parliament and the Council 
regarding the next Common Agricultural Policy  (CAP) 
reform  (EC, 2017), the Commission considered that the CAP 
could and should contribute to at least 13 out of the 17 Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs). While this is a positive signal 

towards the “full integration of the SDGs in European policy frame-
work” as the Commission stated a year ago (EC, 2016), the practical 
way in which this will be done still needs to be specified—which 
targets will be considered, and how will the proposed orientations 
contribute to their attainment. The question is all the more critical at a 
moment where, its budget being under threat, the CAP’s value added 
from a sustainability point of view needs to be better demonstrated. 

Elaborating on a broader reflection on how to use the SDGs to for-
mulate, implement and evaluate sectoral policies, this brief develops 
an analytical framework that can be used for agricultural policies 
to make explicit: (i)  which SDG targets does the policy directly ad-
dress and how will it concretely contribute to their achievement; and 
(ii) which other SDG targets is the policy likely to impact. If the spe-
cific inputs of this brief are methodological in nature, they could be 
used to further operationalize the Commission’s announcements—for 
the reform of the CAP and beyond. 
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ANR (the French National Research Agency) under the 
reference ANR-10-LABX-01; TSARA Project, financed 
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H2020 Grant agreement 635577.
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1. THE SDG FRAMEWORK AND 
SECTORAL POLICIES

The SDG framework, as adopted in New  York in 
September  2015, comprises 17  goals, divided into 
169 more specific targets. It is to be implemented 
primarily at national and sub-national levels, 
taking into account local specificities by adapting 
and hierarchizing goals and targets according to 
each context. While a key recommendation made 
by the UN to fully implement the 2030 Agenda 
is to foster policy coherence, horizontal integra-
tion, and to “break policy silos”, one should not 
however overlook the fact that public action has 
long been—and will remain—steered by sectoral 
institutions and policies. They have indeed their 
own merits, offering dedicated expertise, strong 
mandates, and clear lines of accountability to 
deal with often highly complex issues (Niestroy & 
Meuleman, 2016). In such a context, reaching the 
SDGs by 2030 implies a development of tools and 
processes to take them into account in the whole 
policy process, from the formulation to the evalua-
tion of sectoral public policies. Given the systemic, 
holistic and comprehensive approach of the 
SDGs, sectoral institutions need to design policies 
that cover issues going beyond their traditional 
concerns. Doing so requires two things: first, to 
be explicit about which SDG targets are directly 
addressed by a policy, and the level of prioritiza-
tion of each target; second, to identify the other 
SDG targets that the policy is likely to affect, posi-
tively or negatively, without it being a priority. 
Finally, there is a need to be as explicit as possible 
regarding (i)  the ways in which the proposed 
measures are expected to effectively bring about 
positive changes for the different targets iden-
tified and (ii)  the other factors (i.e.  other than 
the considered measures) that could impede or 
contribute to the attainment or non-attainment of 
the considered targets. 

2. AN ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 
BASED ON SDG TARGETS

Addressing these questions at a sectoral level is not 
an easy task, as most of the SDGs and their asso-
ciated targets have been formulated in a broader 
way. Therefore, there is not only a need to identify 
targets, but also to translate them into a language 
relevant for the sector and geographical area 
considered. 

In this paper, we focused on the agricultural sec-
tor in the EU. In a first phase of research, we select-
ed the SDG targets that appeared relevant to ana-
lyse the direct and indirect effects of agricultural 
policies in developed countries in general (and 

in the EU in particular), among the official list of 
169 agreed targets that was developed by the UN 
General Assembly’s Open Working Group (OWG) 
on Sustainable Development Goals (United Na-
tions, 2015).1 To do so, we considered the agricul-
tural sector in its relationships to (i)  territories, 
(ii) food systems and (iii) the bioeconomy, which 
eventually led us to consider targets well beyond 
SDG 2 and the other SDGs usually associated with 
agriculture (ICSU, 2017).2 In total, 47  SDG tar-
gets were selected out of the range of targets pro-
posed by almost all of the SDGs (except for SDG 16 
“Peace, justice and strong institutions” and SDG 17 
“Partnerships for the goals”).

All of the outcome targets of goal 2 on “ending 
hunger, achieving food security and improved 
nutrition and promoting sustainable agriculture” 
were selected, as they are all relevant for the analy-
sis of the potential impacts of agricultural policies. 
Targets linked to health (“3.9: By 2030, substan-
tially reduce the number of deaths and illnesses 
from hazardous chemicals and air, water and soil 
pollution and contamination”), water (“6.3: By 
2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution, 
eliminating dumping and minimizing release of 
hazardous chemicals and materials…”), or climate 
(“13.2: Integrate climate change measures into na-
tional policies, strategies and planning”) were also 
selected, as well as targets linked to income, social 
protection and other socio-economic stakes.

To make these 47 selected SDG targets easier to 
use, we built a simpler framework, accessible to a 
wide variety of stakeholders, that comprises 10 ob-
jective categories already commonly used by the 
agricultural sector, themselves pooled into 3 bigger 
blocks. The categories can be presented as follows:
mm Box  1, Environmental stakes: (1)  land, (2)  wa-

ter, (3)  climate, and (4)  biodiversity. These 
categories relate to the preservation of natural 
resources that are essential to agricultural pro-
duction (natural capital) and also reflect the 
wide range of services that agriculture is expect-
ed to provide (preservation of natural resources, 
landscape conservation, etc.);

mm Box  2, Socio-economic stakes at the farm lev-
el: (5)  the incomes of small and poor farmers, 
(6)  farm/farmer resilience to social, economic 

1.	 We decided to focus on outcome targets (labelled “1.1”) 
and to put aside means of implementation targets 
(labelled “1.a.”) because the aim was essentially to build 
a framework to support the assessment of the final 
outcomes of agricultural policies.

2.	 For the European Commission (2016: 739), agriculture 
policies are not limited to SDG n°2 but “intrinsically 
linked to issues such as jobs, food, air, climate change, 
water, soil and biodiversity (SDGs n°8, n°12, n°6, n°13 and 
n°15)”.
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Step 2: targets are pooled in ten categories  
of objectives and 3 larger groups

Environmental resources such as land, water 
and biodiversity are necessary to produce outputs 
at the farm level (income, resilience…) and be-
yond the farm level (food, jobs in rural and urban 
areas…). The way these outputs are produced in 
turn influences the preservation or degradation of 
environmental resources.

Such a framework enables the links between 
the agricultural sector and the rest of society to be 
highlighted, which appears more and more critical 
for thinking through transformations and legiti-
mizing public support. It however needs further 
refinement if it is to be fully operationalized. 

and environmental shocks, (7)  entrepreneur-
ship capacities and (8) decent work. These cat-
egories relate to the current situation of farms 
and farmers and to the potential evolution of 
their situation, both in terms of resilience to 
risks and the ability to seize opportunities;

mm Box  3, Broader societal stakes: (9)  health and 
diets, and (10) job creation (in the farming and 
agri-food sectors). These categories relate to the 
bottom end of agricultural and food systems, 
to which agricultural production is ultimately 
prone to contribute.

Figure 1. A 3-step approach to operationalize the SDGs

Step 1: Selection  of all 
targets relevant to the 
agricultural sector in Europe

47 targets 
selected

Step 3: specific targets and associated 
indicators are identified for each of the 
categories of objective

Socio-Economic impacts on 
farm System

(5) Small and poor farmers 
income

(6) Resilience of farma
(7) Entrepreneurship

(8) Job decency

Societal issues
(9) Healthy diets

(10) Jobs

Impact on natural 
systems
(1) Land
(2) Water

(3) Air and climate
(4) Biodiversity

SDG Target Indicator Groups Category 
of 

objective 

Target Indicator

Socio-
economic 
impacts

Environmental 
issues

Societal issues
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3. OPERATIONALIZING THE FRAMEWORK: 

Although countries may differently prioritize the 
10 objective categories to which agricultural poli-
cies should contribute, there should at least be 
safeguards for the objectives that would not be 
among the top priorities. Ensuring that policy 
options delivering synergies between these two 
sets of objectives enter the scope of possible 
options increases the chances for the new policies 
to be aligned with the Agenda 2030. The analytical 
framework depicted above is a useful tool that 
can help keep all the stakes in mind, including 
the “safeguarding” ones. Nevertheless, to fully 
operationalize the SDGs for agricultural policies, 
it is fundamental to take another step forward, 
by selecting indicators to assess the current state 
and ongoing evolution, and to track progress 
towards the achievement of each of the 10 objec-
tive categories.

In Table  1, we propose a list of indicators that 
could be used for this purpose for 21 of the 47 se-
lected targets. In many cases, the corresponding 
SDG indicators were not fully adapted to track pro-
gress for the agricultural sector in the EU. For in-
stance, Indicator 15.5.1. proposed by the UN to track 
progress on “15.5. […] halt the loss of biodiversity” 
is the Red List index. The farmland bird index, al-
ready commonly used by Eurostat, is a better link 
between biodiversity and the agricultural sector. 
Table  1 therefore proposes more refined indica-
tors, better able to track progress in the European 
agricultural context, among the ones proposed by 
the UN or among already existing global, regional 
or national databases. When existing indicators (as 
per the SDG process) were not at all adapted to the 
agricultural sector, which was frequently the case, 
proposing an alternative indicator leads nolens vo-
lens to the reformulation or even translation of the 
official SDG target to make it relevant to the agri-
cultural sector. However, the proposed indicators—
and the way in which they propose to translate SDG 
targets for the European agricultural sector—are of 
course not the only ones possible; they are to be 
considered as propositions, open to debate. 

This research highlighted several gaps. Indica-
tors were found to be rather well developed for as-
sessing the impacts of agricultural policies on natu-
ral systems. For instance, the UNFCCC placing the 
climate change issue at the forefront of the politi-
cal agenda resulted in extensive research on how 
to measure greenhouse gas emissions. Significant 
databases also exist to assess the quality of water 
resources (e.g.  the Aquastat database) and soils 
(FAO database). More recent work has also made 
significant contributions to indicators enabling the 
tracking of biodiversity changes (CBD, 2016).

Indicators assessing the evolution of the situa-
tion for food security and healthy diets also seem 
to be rather well developed, even if methodolo-
gies are sometimes still limited in their capacity to 
clearly identify the contribution of agriculture to 
these socio-economic indicators beyond the farm 
gate. 

Perhaps the clearest gap can be found in relation 
to indicators that would enable the tracking of pro-
gress towards the achievement of objectives linked 
to the socio-economic impacts on farm systems. 
For instance, categories such as the income of poor 
and small farmers lack disaggregated data that 
would enable the accurate assessment of the prev-
alence of low-income farmers. As for resilience and 
entrepreneurship categories, they lack comprehen-
sive indicators and data. As Table 1 explains, these 
indicators do not only lack data because it does not 
exist, but also because there is a high level of con-
troversy on how to track progress on these issues. 
By providing indicator proposals, we do not intend 
to bring an end to the debate, but rather to trigger 
it. This paper underlines the importance of further 
research to contribute to the discussion on some of 
the objective categories, particularly in the field of 
socio-economic indicators on farm systems, as well 
as broader social issues.3

4. ALIGNING THE CAP WITH THE SDGS: 
CHALLENGES AND THE WAY FORWARD

If, as announced last November, the Commission 
wants to align the next CAP reform with the SDGs, 
this brief suggests that there are at least four steps 
to take. 

4.1. Developing a specific 
evaluation framework
First and foremost, a specific evaluation framework 
derived from the SDGs, but adapted to the speci-
ficity of the agricultural sector, must be developed 
and debated with all relevant stakeholders to go 
beyond a preamble that states that “the reformed 
CAP will contribute to this and that SDG”. The 
framework proposed in this paper offers a basis 
for this, which could be re-worked and discussed. 
As explained above, developing such a framework 
involves several operations: (i)  identifying which 
SDG targets a policy directly addresses (primary 

3.	 It should be noted that the way in which we developed 
our framework did not allow us to be explicit vis-à-vis 
the impact of an agricultural policy on other parts of 
the world. This needs further investigation because we 
cannot ignore the effect of exporting highly subsidized 
products to parts of the world where production costs are 
higher than the price of those products on local markets 
(Borrell & Hubbard, 2000). 
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or secondary objectives) and distinguishing them 
from other SDG targets that the policy is likely to 
(unwittingly) impact; (ii)  translating them into a 
formulation that is relevant for the agricultural 
sector and for the specific national or regional 
context, and (iii)  identifying specific monitoring 
indicators. 

4.2. Developing and making 
explicit the theories of change
Based on such a framework, a second necessary 
step is to develop specific and explicit “theories 
of change” or “program theories” (Funnell & 
Rogers, 2011) for all targets that are considered as 
primary or secondary objectives. What we mean 
by a program theory is an explicit model of how 
a specific measure contributes to the outcomes 
it intends to achieve through a series of interme-
diate actions and results. In the case of the CAP, 
the primary and secondary objectives of the 
policy have been fixed by the Rome treaty in 1957 
and then enriched in 2010. They read as follows. 
Primary objectives as set by the Rome treaty 
are: (1) to increase agricultural productivity by 
promoting technical progress and by ensuring the
rational development of agricultural produc-
tion and the optimum utilisation of the factors 
of production, in particular labour; 2) thus to 
ensure a fair standard of living for the agricultural 
community, in particular by increasing the indi-
vidual earnings of persons engaged in agriculture; 
(3) to stabilise markets; (4) to assure the availa-
bility of supplies; (5) to ensure that supplies reach
consumers at reasonable prices. Secondary 
objectives, as per the 2010 European Commis-
sion decision, includes: (6) Viable food produc-
tion, including contributing to farm incomes, 
improving the competitiveness of the sector and 
compensate for natural constraints; (7) Sustain-
able management of natural resources and 
climate action, including support for the provi-
sion of environmental public goods, fostering 
green growth through innovation, pursing climate 
change mitigation; (8) Balanced territorial devel-
opment, including the support of rural employ-
ment, promoting diversification, improving rural 
economy and allowing for structural diversity.

Most of the targets included in the proposed 
framework are covered as either primary or sec-
ondary objectives. However, some targets have 
long been out of reach as policy measures are 
deemed to be insufficient—this is particularly true 
for environmental targets (Eurostat, 2017  ; Pe’er 
et al., 2017  ). Other important targets are either 
not considered at all—such as those pertaining 
to healthy diets and decent work—or the way in 

which they relate to the policy measures is not 
explicit. 

This strongly emphasizes the need for clarifica-
tion, in the text of the reform, regarding the theory 
of change that lies behind each proposed measure: 
how is it supposed to bring about which changes? 
By activating which drivers? Changing which be-
haviours? This involves being as explicit as pos-
sible about the different assumptions that link a 
policy measure to the activities it is supposed to 
generate, their outcomes and their impacts—fol-
lowing the whole “results-chain”. In doing so, it 
will necessarily appear that some targets cannot be 
straightforwardly related to any policy measures, 
or that they are dependent upon many other fac-
tors and policies. 

4.3. Identifying areas of synergies 
with other sectoral policies
Accordingly, a third important step in aligning the 
CAP reform with the SDGs will be to identify areas 
for synergies with other sectoral policies which 
will be needed if all the identified targets are to 
be reached. For instance, the links between agri-
cultural policy and categories of objectives such as 
“food security” or “healthy diets” are particularly 
complex to address. Food security is more than a 
matter of food production, as it has been demon-
strated for decades; and the nutritional status of 
people is conditioned by many more factors than 
the sole agricultural policy; still, what farmers 
produce and how they produce plays a role in what 
consumers find on supermarket shelves and there 
is thus a need to reflect on the interaction between 
agricultural policies and other areas of public poli-
cies, in this specific case food and health policies. 

4.4. Adapting the monitoring 
and evaluation framework
A fourth step will be to adapt the monitoring and 
evaluation framework of the CAP (EU, 2015) to fully 
take into account all SDG targets considered as 
relevant for the agricultural sector in Europe. The 
renewed framework will not only have to include 
all indicators associated with the selected targets; 
but should also develop a programme of theories 
for each selected target, which will help to identify, 
beyond the “impact indicators”, a series of output 
and result indicators to monitor the progressive 
implementation of a given measure and whether it 
is—or is not—on track in terms of contributing to 
the desired changes. ❚ 
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