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Abstract: 
In 2015, the United Nations (UN) member countries, upon mutual understanding have identified 

17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), to be achieved by 2030. According to several 

reports, some countries are reflecting good progress but overall, no country is on track towards 

achieving all the UN SDGs. This article aims to show the progress and commitment of the 

United Arab Emirates towards UN SDGs. A qualitative research approach using a systematic 

literature review following PRISMA compliance and a semi-structured interview was adapted to 

achieve the aim of this research. The results reflect that Emirates has achieved only one goal.  

Most of the remaining goals are not on track to be achieved by 2030. In fact, some of the goals 

related to Energy and Climate are getting more riskier. The country under its different initiatives 

aims to invest a total of US $ 163.35 billion in different projects that target to achieve 50% clean 

energy by 2050. It is, however, not clear from the government strategy that how these targets 

will be achieved. Similarly, the government needs to ensure a close relationship between 

organizations so that the action of one unit doesn’t derail the plans of other organizations.       

Key Words: Sustainability, Environment, Fossil fuels, Renewable Energy, Climate change. 

1. Introduction: 
The approach of sustainability first truly appeared in the Brundtland Commission Report, 

published in 1987. This report was submitted to the UN 42nd General Assembly session. This 

report truly aimed to warn the countries about the negative environmental impact caused by 

economic development and globalization. The report further aimed to provide solutions to the 

problems arising from industrialization, urbanization and population growth (Brundtland 

Commission, 1987).  The idea of sustainability developed in the early 1980s as reported in the 

International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme can be defined as “meeting fundamental human 

needs while preserving the earth natural environment” (IGBP, 1999). Since the earth's population 

is increasing, it is putting pressure on the earth’s resources. According to the World Economic 

Forum, it is estimated that food production will need to double by 2050 to feed 10 billion people 

on the earth (WEF, 2018). Today, sustainability has three essential pillars including 

environmental protection, social development, and economic growth and sustainable 

development can be been defined as a development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Sachs, 2015). The need 

for sustainable development is truly recognized by all countries and thus in 2015; the UN is able 

to introduce seventeen SDGs to be achieved by 2030 (UN-SDG, 2015). These goals along with 

its target and leading indicators that help to assess the progress of each goal are summarized in 

appendix 1. Most of the UN SDGs are closed to the engineering profession or in other words, the 

engineering profession and community have a wider role to achieve these goals. Many 

professional engineering organizations have already incorporated the requirement of sustainable 

development in professional engineering practices (Cruickshank and Fenner, 2007; Head, 2009). 

For instance, in 1994, the American Association of Engineering Societies issued a statement 



 

titled “The Role of the Engineer in Sustainable Development” which proclaimed that sustainable 

development requires “dramatic changes in the culture of engineering (McIsaac and Morey, 

1998). Similarly, the Institution of Civil Engineers in the United Kingdom has incorporated the 

‘Sustainable Development’ as one of the attributes which need is mandatory for Chartered 

Engineer registration. Under this attribute, the candidate required to demonstrate, (i) a sound 

knowledge of best practice in sustainable development, (ii) manage engineering activities in a 

way that contributes to sustainable development and (iii) lead continuous improvement in 

sustainable development (ICE member attributes, 2019).   

There has been some significant progress on the UN SDGs made globally as reflected in the 

SDGs Report for 2018, however, some commitment towards some goals has also been dropped 

which may have an impact on the overall achievement by 2030 on those specific goals (TSDGR, 

2018). For instance, some goals and indicators reflect good progress at a specific country level. 

For example, in the United States, the annual mean level of fine particulate matter (PM2.5) 

dropped to 9 micrograms per cubic meter, which was 15.7 micrograms per cubic meter in 2016 

(EPA, 2017). On the other hand, the performance of some goals and their indicators has dropped 

down when compared at the global level. For instance, the progress of the goal 6, which aims to 

“ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all” reflect that the 

funding commitments to the water sector dropped by more than 25% from 2012 to 2016. 

Similarly, the progress of the Goal 11, which is related to sustainable cities and communities, 

reflect that between 2000 and 2014, the proportion of the world’s urban population living in 

slums declined by 20% (from 28.4 to 22.8%). However, the rate of new home construction 

lagged far behind the rate of urban population growth, and the number of people living in slums 

actually increased from 807 million to 883 million over this period. The majority of those living 

in slums are located in three regions: Eastern and South-Eastern Asia (332 million), Central and 

Southern Asia (197 million) and sub-Saharan Africa (189 million). Similarly, Data from 214 

cities or municipalities in 103 countries show that about three-quarters of municipal solid waste 

generated is collected (figure 1). In sub-Saharan Africa, less than half of all municipal solid 

waste generated is collected, with adverse effects on the health of residents. Moreover, even 

when waste is collected, it is often not treated and disposed of in a sustainable and 

environmentally sound manner. Managing such waste continues to be a major challenge facing 

urban areas in several regions. Considering the example of the main city (Dubai) of the Emirates, 

the World Bank data reveals that the total municipal solid waste generated in one year in this city 

is 2,689,808 tonnes/year (WB, 2019). Municipal solid waste is one part of the total waste, the 

actual waste generated in Dubai could be several times more than municipal solid waste. The 

data further reveals that only 25% of municipal solid waste in Dubai is recycled, which represent 

a small portion of the total waste generated in Dubai.   

Considering the three main sustainability pillars, the performance of the Emirates in different 

areas is not at a satisfactory level. For instance, electricity consumption in the Emirates has 

increased from 681.162 kWh per capita in 1971 to 11,088.35 kWh per capita in 2014 (IEA, 



 

2014). This sharp increase in the consumption could be justified considering the reasons that 

now many peoples have access to electricity and there are now many new industrials units that 

are now run by electricity, however, the country still depends on the conventional resources such 

as oil, gas, and coal to produce electricity (IEA, 2016). The current CO2 emission in Emirates is 

quite high. For instance, the CO2 emission in Sweden is 4.478 tonnes per capita, while in 

Emirates it stands at 22.94 tonnes per capita (CDIAC, 2017). The high levels of electricity 

consumption and greenhouse gas emission have also affected the Emirates' air quality. The 

current value of the atmospheric particulate matter (PM2.5) in Emirates is 40.91 micrograms per 

cubic meter while the same value in Denmark is 10.03 micrograms per cubic meter only (Cohen 

et al., 2017). Such air quality can highly affect the health of the Emirates population. The world 

Health Orgaznaition (WHO, 2018) guidelines on air quality recommend a value of 10 

micrograms per cubic meter for PM2.5. The current value of PM2.5 in Emirates is four times 

more than the recommended values. There are still challenges in the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) countries to adopt the available renewable energy resources to meet some of its electricity 

requirements. These challenges are associated with policies and regulations, manpower 

experience and competencies, renewable energy education, public awareness, costs and incentive 

for renewable energy, and government commitment (Umar et al., 2019-a). The construction 

industry in most of the GCC countries is at a peak as the region is improving its infrastructures 

(Umar, 2017-a; Umar et al., 2019-b). The current capacity of Emirates cement production stands 

at 40.7 million tonnes, which is double than its own requirement. This extra cement is normally 

exported to the countries including, Oman, Egypt, and some countries in Africa (BBB, 2015). 

While cement is the best bonding material and it also helps to sustain the Emirates industry and 

economy, at the same time it is not environment-friendly. According to the estimate presented by 

Umar et al., (2019-c), one tonne of cement produces the same amount of CO2. Similarly, the 

construction waste in Emirates is accounted for almost 70% of the total solid waste generated in 

the country (Swain, 2018). Such waste is simply dumped in different dumpsite or landfill stations 

which increase the greenhouse gas emission and create environmental issues (Umar et al., 2019-

d). To achieve the UN SDGs related to energy and sustainable production and consumption, 

emirates seriously need to focus on the issue related to the construction industry. Overall, the 

situation over the GCC countries is not much different from each, the next section, therefore, 

provides an overview of the GCC region in relation to different UN SDGs.               



 

 

Figure 1: Proportion of the municipal solid waste generated that is collected, 2001–2015 

(data from 214 cities/municipalities in 103 countries) – (Based on TSDGR, 2018) 

1.1 An Overview of the GCC Region: 

According to the SDG Index and Dashboards Report, no country is on track towards achieving 

all the UN SDGs while countries with conflicts are experiencing the sharpest reversals in their 

progress (SDGIDR, 2018). At the outlook of the Gulf countries, they are normally recognized as 

high consumer of the earth resources and as the main contributor to CO2 emission, and their low 

progress towards SDGs, however, some countries in gulf region have recently demonstrated their 

commitment towards these goals (Salahuddin and Gow, 2014; UAESDG, 2019). In relation to 

high consumption of natural resources, a study conducted by Umar and Wamuziri (2016), while 

exploring the wind and solar energy resources in Oman, particularly noted that energy 

consumption in GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council) is more than the double of the consumption in 

China and United Kingdom. Due to the high level of energy consumption, the average CO2 

emission per capita is GCC countries is (= 25.36 Tonne) is three times greater than the CO2 

emission per capita in China (= 7.5 Tonne) and almost four times greater than the CO2 emission 

per capita in United Kingdom (= 6.5 Tonne) – figure 2. Some research studies noted that much 

of the electricity in Oman is produced from oil and gas, which are neither renewable nor 

sustainable therefore these studies explore the geothermal, and biomass and solar resources for 

electricity production in Oman (Honnur Vali et al., 2018; Umar, 2018-a; Umar, 2018-b; Umar, 

2017-b; Honnurvali et al., 2018). On the other side, countries such as the United Kingdom have 

raised the percentage (%) of the total energy consumption from renewable sources to 8.6% 

which was only 1.3% in 2000 (ONS, 2017). The global commitment towards sustainable energy 

is well demonstrated by Umar and Egbu (208-a), however, they also noted that GCC countries 
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have not yet submitted their intended action plan required under the UN Framework Convention 

on Climate Change (UNFCC, 1992). The UN under Goal 7 aims to reduce the adverse per capita 

environmental impact of cities, including paying special attention to air quality and municipal 

and other waste management. In relation to this goal, the overall gulf region's progress is, 

however not satisfactory. The annual solid waste generation in the Gulf region has exceeded 150 

million tonnes. GCC countries including Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, 

and Bahrain featuring among the world’s top ten per capita waste generators (figure 3). Lack of 

legal and institutional frameworks has been a major stumbling block in the progress of the waste 

management sector (Zafar, 2018). The per capita production of municipal waste in top GCC 

cities, such as Riyadh, Doha, Abu Dhabi, and Dubai, is more than 1.5 kg per day which is among 

the highest worldwide (Zyoud et al., 2015). Across the region, the recycling sector is 

underdeveloped and hardly 10–15 percent of the waste is recycled (Zafar, 2015).  

The above discussion clearly reveals that GCC countries' progress towards UN SDGs could be 

comparatively slow. This article, therefore, aims to explore the current progress of the region 

using a qualitative research approach. The progress of the United Arab Emirates which is one of 

the modern and advanced member countries of the GCC is reported in this article. Although each 

year the report issued by the UN provides an overall review of the SDGs in a global context, this 

paper explores the progress of Emirates, rich in oil and gas reserves, towards UN SDGs. This 

insight is not only helping to understand the Emirates' progress and commitment towards these 

goals but also helps to understand the GCC region's overall situation in relation to UN SDGs. 

The semi-structured interview held with the engineering professionals in the country explains the 

thought of the engineering community and highlight the challenges being faced by these 

respondents in the area of sustainability.    

The next section of the article explains the research methodology adopted in this research.      



 

 

Figure 2: Electricity Consumption and CO2 Emission Per Capita in Selected GCC 

Countries (Based on WB, 2014-a, WB, 2014-b) 
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Figure 3: GCC Population VS Municipal Waste Generation (Based on Zafar, 2018) 

2. Research Methodology:          
The main aim of this research was to explore the progress of the GCC region towards the 

achievement of the UN SDGs. Apart from this, the paper also aimed to find the perspective of 

the engineering professionals on the challenges and opportunities involved in the SDGs. This 

was accomplished using a qualitative research method as opposed to a quantitative method. 

Concisely, the difference between these two research methods is given below (Bryman, 2016). 
Quantitative research stresses quantification in data collection and examination. It takes a 

deducible way to the connection among theory and research and stress are kept on the 

confirmation of theories. The quantitative research method integrates the norms and practices of 

the natural scientific model and positivism. It views social phenomena as an outer objective truth 

(Cooper et al., 2006). On the other side, a qualitative research approach stresses on words and 

contexts despite quantification in data collection (Opdenakker, 2006). It stresses an introductory 

approach in the relationship between theory and research and focus is settled on the formation of 

theories. The majority of the researchers prefer to incorporate both qualitative and qualitative 

methods, referred to as combined research methods and highly appreciated in the literature due 

to certain advantages (Umar and Egbu, 2018-b). Since the research presented in this paper is 

exploratory in nature, a qualitative method consists of a systematic literature review and a semi-

structured interview was considered as the most suitable method to collect the data.  

 

To collect the relevant data, an internet search was employed. Since the UN SDGs were adopted 

in 2015, therefore the search period was kept from 2015 to 2019. Two of the major databases 

including Scopus and Web of Science were taken on board. Apart from these databases, google 

search engine was also used to search the relevant report published by local or international 

organizations. Different keywords such as “UN SDGs”, “UAE SDGs”, “Sustainability in 

Emirates” and “Sustainability Progress in UAE” were used for the search purpose. For each 

keyword, the first 25 items were considered to be further refined using the screening process. 

This approach was however only applied to the results obtained from the Google search engine. 

The approach was adopted due to the fact that in most cases the search engines such as Google 

provide a large number of the result. It is almost not possible to consider such a large number in 

any study. Thus, it was considered reasonable that for each item, the first 25 results will be used 

for further screening.  

 

To ensure that a systematic review process is adopted in this study, the research method for the 

review was guided by Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

(PRISMA). The PRISMA guidelines required to follow a four steps process to include the final 

of studies in the systematic review and meta-analysis (Moher et al., 2009). The data and 

documents found in the search were screened using different screening criteria. The criteria for 

the research paper were that it should be written in English and the keywords should be in the 

title, abstract or in the keywords section. For the various reports obtained from the google search 

engine, the criteria were that it should be published or created by a legitimate source and should 



 

be relevant to the United Arab Emirates' sustainability progress. All the relevant information 

either published as a document or as a web page was considered provided that they pass the 

screening process. Using this criterion, all the data and publications available from the 

government organizations, ministries, independent government entities, independent non-

government organizations and research publications relevant to the area of the study were 

considered. Considering the scope of the work and keeping in mind that the different databases 

and search engine like Google may result into a large volume of the documents, which could be 

difficult to screen, the selection of the items were only kept to the first 25 documents from each 

keyword and search engine. This criterion was, however, not applied to the search obtained from 

the Scopus and Web of Science.  Descriptive analysis was conducted to compare the Emirates' 

progress with other countries both at the global level and regional level.  

 

For the semi-structured interview, a set of questions was developed and validated on a relatively 

small sample. The purpose of this exercise is to find the thoughts of the engineering community 

on SDGs working in Emirates. The criteria for selecting the respondents were set as the 

participants should have at least 15 years of experience in Emirates and should have sufficient 

knowledge and experience of engineering sustainability practice at a local context. Only the 

participants with academic background and experience background of Civil and Environmental 

engineering were considered for this purpose. A similar approach was also adopted by Umar et 

al., (2019) for selecting the respondents for a study related to renewable energy in the GCC 

region. To search the relevant respondents, their profile was searched and screened using their 

organization's websites. The organization's name and websites were obtained from the UAE 

contractors Association website (UAE-CA, 2019). Personal links, connections, LinkedIn and 

WhatsApp groups were also used to identify suitable candidates for this interview. Finally, a list 

of 20 respondents was developed. A study conducted by Umar (2019) noted that the sample size 

for most of the research studies involves semi-structured interviews that are roughly equal to 20. 

The respondents were contacted through emails asking for their cooperation in the study. A total 

of 10 respondents made themselves available for the interview. All the participants in this 

interview were male. The interview was conducted telephonically. Although the number of 

participants in this interview was comparatively low, however, there are a number of examples 

wherein such exploratory studies were conducted with much smaller respondents (Umar, 2018-c; 

Umar and Egbu, 2018-c). The interview questions are appended in Appendix II.            

 

The next section of the paper provides the result and discussion derived from the adopted 

research methodology.           

3. Results and discussion: 
When the first term “UAE SDGs” was used in the Google search engine, it has given a total 

search result of 4,090,000. Similarly, the term “Sustainability in Emirates” has given a total 

search result of 47,600,000. The last term “Sustainability Progress in UAE” provided a total 

search result of 5,480,000. The first 25 results of the Google search engine using the respective 

keywords were considered for further screening process (figure 4). The raw number of the result 

becomes 300 (N = 300) as explained in equation 1. At the first screening process stage, the 

duplicate items/records equal to 109, were removed. Thus the eligible items/records for 



 

screening purposes were 191 (N = 191). At this stage, the screening criteria as described in the 

methodology section was applied, which resulted in the removal of 63 items/records (N = 128). 

At the eligibility stage, a total of 65 items were considered not to be eligible for further 

consideration. Thus the final items/records left for the qualitative and quantitative analysis were, 

therefore, stood at 63 (N = 63). The United Arab Emirates' progress towards UN SDGs, 

extracted from these items/records (N = 63) is highlighted in the next section. 

The total number of records (N) = Number of keywords x 25 x 1 + database results   

…………………Equation 1.  

Wherein; 

Number of keywords = 4 

Databases results = (Scopus = 111, Web of Science = 89; total = 111+89 = 200) 

Thus; 

N = 4 x 25 + 200 = 300 

 



 

Items / Records Identified Through 

Database Searching (n =  57,170,000), 

record considered (n = 300) 

 

S
cr

ee
n
in

g
 

In
cl

u
d

ed
 

E
li

g
ib

il
it

y
 

Id
en

ti
fi

ca
ti

o
n
 

Additional Items / Records Identified 

Through Other Sources 

(n =  0) 

Items / Records After Duplicates Removed 

(n = 191) 

Items / Records Screened 

(n = 191) 

Items / Records Excluded 

(n =  63) 

Full-Text Articles / items 

Assessed For Eligibility 

(n =128) 

Full-Text Articles / items 

Excluded 

(n = 65) 

Items / Studies Included In 

Qualitative Synthesis 

(n = 63) 

Items / Studies Included In 

Quantitative Synthesis 

(Meta-Analysis) 

(n = 63) 



 

Figure 4: PRISMA Process Adopted in the Research 

 

3.1. Emirates’ Progress Towards UN SDGs: 

The first progress report and ranking report on the UN SDGs issued in 2015, which considered 

the progress of 34 countries, indicates that there was no country in the list from the GCC region. 

This was due to the fact that there was limited or no data from this region to be considered in the 

report, and secondly, this report aimed to assess the rich countries that they are ready towards 

UN SDGs (Kroll, 2015). In the second global report and raking of UN SDGs, the United Arab 

Emirates was ranked 55th with a mean score of 63.6 (0 – 100) (Sachs et al., 2016). A total of 149 

countries were considered in this ranking while a total of 44 countries were excluded from this 

ranking due to several reasons. Regionally, Qatar was placed on the top with a global ranking 

and score of 49 and 68.5 respectively. Bahrain was excluded from SDG Index and Dashboards 

due to insufficient data. Overall, at the regional level Emirates was able to secure the second 

position in the GCC region based on its global score and ranking (figure 5). The 2017 SDGs 

Index and Dashboards which considered a total of 157 countries around the world, ranked the 

United Arab Emirates at 77 with a total global index score of 66.0 (0 – 100) (Sachs et al., 2017). 

Overall the raking of the United Arab Emirates as compared with 2016 raking has been declined, 

however, at the same time the global index score of the country has increased from 63.6 to 66.0. 

Clearly, the ranking is declined due to the fact that in 2016, the number of countries which were 

considered in the raking was 149, while in 2017, this number was 157. At the same time, this 

also reflects that some countries have achieved good progress compared with the United Arab 

Emirates. At the GCC region level, the United Arab Emirates, based on its global ranking and 

global index score, was able to take the first position from Qatar in 2017 as shown in figure 6.  



 

 

Figure 5: Global SDG Index and Ranking of GCC Countries (2016) 

 

Figure 6: Global SDG Index and Ranking of GCC Countries (2017) 
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The 2018 SDGs Index and Dashboards indicate that globally, the United Arab Emirates ranking 

stood at 60 with a global index score of 69.2 (0 – 100). Both based on the global ranking and 

index score Emirates was leading the GCC region as shown in figure 7 (Sachs et al., 2018). 

Similarly, both the ranking and index score, as compared with the last year, has been improved 

which reflects that overall the country is on the track towards achieving the UN SDGs. The 

global index data shows that the score of the United Arab Emirates is gradually increasing which 

was 63.6 in 2016, 66.0 in 2017 and 69.2 in 2018. The mean index score of Emirates is the past 

three years was 66.26 on a scale of 0 – 100. On average, there has been an improvement in the 

Emirates index score of 8.8% in the whole three years or 2.94% per year.     

 

Figure 7: Global SDG Index and Ranking of GCC Countries (2017) 

To effectively reflect the progress of the Emirates on each UN SDGs, the mean score of each 

seventeen goals are considered. The data reflects that the United Arab Emirates has already 

achieved Goal 1 (No Poverty, score = 100) and further maintaining the same trend towards 

keeping this achievement. These results are based on Emirates citizens, however, more than 80% 

of the UAE population are foreigners and the conditions of these workers are always 

questionable (Strabac et al., 2018; WPR, 2019). In relation to Goal 1, Emirates, therefore, needs 

to focus on the foreign workers' conditions and needs to ensure that they have a safe and healthy 

working environment. There are a number of studies that reflect the wages of workers are based 

on their nationalities. In other words, western national workings in the UAE are getting more 

salaries than workers from Asian countries. Thus, in reality, considering the whole population of 

the Emirates, which includes Emiratis and foreigners, Goal 1 (No Poverty) is not yet achieved.   
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Similarly, in relation to Goal 2, it is important to note that bio-capacity per person in the UAE 

which was 4.7 in 1980 has reduced to 0.6 in 2015. This has affected the ecological footprint and 

the value is increased from 6.5 (1980) to 9 (2015) (GFN, 2019). While the National Food 

Security Strategy aims to bring the country to the first position in the global food security index 

by 2051, which currently stood at 31st position (NFSS, 2019; GFSI, 2018). When it comes to 

natural resources and resilience, Emirates currently stood at the last (113th) in the Global Food 

Security Index. The discussion reveals that Goal 2 (Zero Hunger) is at risk and thus serious 

efforts are required to achieve this goal in the due course of time.   

As discussed in section 1, the atmospheric particulate matter in UAE is quite high that can affect 

the population health and can affect the achievement of Goal 3. Apart from this, the normal 

working hours for the private sector as per Article 65 of the UAE Labour Law are eight hours per 

day or 48 hours per week. The working hours per day can be increased up to 9 hours per day 

with the approval of the Ministry of Human Resources and Emiratization (UAE-Labour Law, 

1980). The number of deaths in road accidents in the UAE is also quite alarming. The statistics 

published on the government website indicate that in 2016 there were 725 deaths, 560 major 

injuries, 3,110 medium injuries, and 3,011 minor injuries. The overall figure of road accidents 

causing deaths in 2015 was 675 while in 2016 it is rosed to 725 highlighting the importance of 

further improvement in making the highways more safer (Official Portal of the UAE 

Government, 2019). Similarly, foreigners’ workers prior to employment required to undergoes a 

number of medical tests including HIV and AIDS screening, pulmonary tuberculosis, leprosy, 

and hepatitis (MHP, 2019).  

As mentioned in table 1 significant challenges remain with Goal 4 (Quality Education)   and the 

progress is insufficient to attain the Goal by 2030. As discussed by Jose and Chacko ( 2017)  

better allocation of government funding based on quality parameters and effective deployment of 

resources can lead to a better return on investment from the higher education sector. According 

to the Global Competitiveness Index Rankings, the overall quality of the UAE’s primary and 

higher education has reduced in 2017-2018 has reduced as compared to 2016-2017 (PWC, 

2018). A report on the cost of education in the UAE published by Hong Kong and Shanghai 

Banking Corporation (HSBC) noted that the school fees in the country are second highest in the 

world. The total cost of education from primary to university level is US$ 99,378. Moreover, 

65% of the parents in the UAE like send their children abroad to complete their studies (HSBC, 

2017). The government, therefore, needs to take the required steps that can not only improve the 

quality of education but also reduce the cost.     

There are major challenges that remain with Goal 5 (gender equality). The work carried out by 

Sachs et al. (2019) considered the progress of the Emirates on goal 5 as increasing at less than 

50% of the required rate. The key indicators considered for this assessment were (i) demand for 

family planning satisfied by modern methods (% women married, ages 15-49), (ii) female years 

of schooling (% male), (iii) female labor force participation (% male) and (iv) women in national 

parliaments (%). The score of item three i.e. “female labor force participation” is particularly 



 

reducing and thus needs attention. Similarly, according to the Global Gender Gap Report for 

UAE stood at 121st in a total of 149 countries. The report further ranked UAE 134th for economic 

participation and opportunity, 95th for educational attainment, 94th for health and survival, and 

68th for political empowerment (WEF, 2018). Overall, it is necessary the government focus on 

this goal (Goal 5) as the achievement of this goal may accelerate the work on other goals. 

Goal 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) is among those Goals where UAE has significant 

challenges. The current approach of providing potable water may not be sustainable for a longer 

period due to the adverse effect of desalination. The study carried out by Bashitialshaaer et al., 

(2011) on the future salinity caused by desalination noted that the brine discharge in the Arabian 

region will further be raised by 2.24 g/l by 2050. There is also a continuous threat of algal 

blooms caused by global warming (Laffoley and Baxter, 2016). The harmful algal blooms are 

only considered as an extreme threat to the water quality but it also a threat for seawater reverse 

osmosis desalination (Michalak, 2016; Villacorte et al., 2015). Similarly, there is no balance 

between the groundwater extraction and replacement rate. For instance, in Dubai, groundwater 

extraction is 12 times more than the replacement rate. Although the government aims to reduce 

the extraction rate, the target set for this is still non-sustainable.   

The current score of Goal 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) is 84.9, wherein challenges still 

remain; the trend reflects that the Goal is on track to achieve by 2030. At the same time, the 

construction of a coal plant in UAE is in progress which is expected to be completed by 2023. It 

is expected that the plant will produce a 2,400 MW of electricity using ultra-supercritical 

technology with a 14% lower SO2 emission than the subcritical plant. In other words, electricity 

generation will increase but the production will not be clean and the overall GHG emissions will 

increase which will affect the achievement of other Goals. Similarly, the planned solar capacity 

is more than the capacity of the coal plant, which could also be cheaper (if subsidies), than the 

subsidies gas (IRENA, 2019). Some of the targets related to the clean energy set by the 

government organization, for instance, 3 GW generations from hydro by 2050, appear not to be 

feasible considering the water and the topographic conditions of the country. Overall, the country 

is going in a very wrong direction considering an environment, financial and economic point of 

view.         

Similarly, based on the current score of Goal 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth, score = 

86.4), it is also considered as achieved and the trend of the goal is on track to achieve by 2030. 

The economy is, however, highly reliant on oil and gas export. For instance, in 2011 the oil 

exports accounted for 77% of the UAE's state budget. The current official statistics indicate that 

the contribution of oil and gas to the GDP is still 30%, while in the Vision 2021 the top KPI is 

the Non-oil real GDP growth. There are also challenges ahead with Goal 9 (Industry, Innovation, 

and Infrastructure). Dubai metro, the first 3D office in Dubai, and other infrastructure projects 

are some of the initiatives which have a good reflection but on the other side, such projects create 

a large quantity of waste. For instance, the construction and demolition waste accounts for 70% 

of the total waste in the UAE. Similarly, the study conducted by Swain (2018) reported that 



 

Dubai alone produces nearly 5,000 tonnes of construction and demolition waste every day. It is 

important that along with infrastructure development, necessary actions are required to reduce 

and recycle the waste generated from such development projects (Swain, 2018). The ranking 

based on the Logistics Performance Index (LPI) of UAE is improved from 13 (2016) to 11 

(2018) (WB, 2018).  The LPI was also considered by Sachs et al. (2019) as one of the indicators 

for measuring the Goal 8 performance. Overall, there are some good ideas in play for the 

economy but there is not enough diversity and thus the future Goal looks grim. 

Goal 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) is among those goals where significant challenges 

are ahead. As discussed in the introduction section the PM2.5 value for UAE is quite high as 

compared with some other countries. The World Bank data further reveals that the PM2.5 in the 

United Arab Emirates is continuously increasing which was 39.82 micrograms per cubic meter in 

1990 and have reached to 40.92 micrograms per cubic meter in 2017 (WB, 2017). There is a 

need for coordinated actions to gear up the work on sustainable cities. The traditional method of 

procurement which only considered the financial matrix required to incorporate the sustainability 

indicators. The promises in terms of reduction in emissions made for Dubai Expo 2020 required 

to be maintained to reflect the commitment towards sustainable development. To achieve Goal 

11, different organizations need to develop and maintain a close relationship so that the efforts of 

one organization don’t derail the actions of other organizations. In Emirates, the siloed approach 

of different agencies particularly undermines Goal 11.                                 

 The key Goals where the UAE has major challenges are Goal 12 (Responsible Consumption and 

Production) and goal 13 (Climate Change). As discussed in the introduction section, the 

electricity consumption per capita in the UAE is quite high and most of the electricity production 

is based on oil, gas, and coal, which further produces a high quantity of emissions. Apart from a 

high municipal solid waste generation per capita (1.7 kg per day), construction and demolition 

waste are estimated at 5,000 tonnes per day (Zafar, 2018; Swain, 2018). Similarly, the Central 

Bank's latest statistics show that the UAE's petroleum exports (hydrocarbons) grew by 13.9 

percent to US$ 66.2 billion in 2019 compared with US$ 58.1 billion in 2017 (ITA, 2019). This 

high level of consumption of resources increases the ecological footprint and thus the UAE 

required at least 4.5 planets to sustain such consumptions (GFN, 2015). The main problem 

related to this Goal (Responsible Consumption and Production) is the consumption of natural 

resources, and this is something because of the consuming culture in Emirates. Until and unless 

this culture is changed, reducing waste or recycling would not add any value. There are some 

good actions such as the promotion of electric vehicles in relation to climate action (Goal 13). 

Several statistics indicate that the electric vehicles market in the UAE is expected to grow at a 

compound annual growth rate of  32.1% during 2019-2025 (Research and Markets, 2019).  

The protection of mangroves and seagrass is also important in relation to climate change as they 

act as green lungs for most of the main cities in the UAE. Currently, these mangroves and 

seagrass are exposed to several threads including the expansion of cities, leak of freshwater, and 



 

pollutions. Climate actions will, therefore, required a significant reduction in consumptions and 

promoting agriculture and plantation.    

Similarly, the performance of Goal 14 (life below water) is increasing at less than 50% of the 

required rate. The performance related to the fish stocks is particularly, decreasing, despite the 

fact the government has initiated some regulations to regulate professional fishing (MD:471, 

2016). A report published by the Environment Agency of Abu Dhabi in 2017 indicates that in the 

UAE the number of fishing vessels has increased from 1,065 in 1976 to 5,985 in 2015 

(Environment Agency, 2017).  It is important to note that the most landed demersal species, 

Hamour, Shaari, and Farsh, are being over-exploited by an estimated five times the sustainable 

limit, while the pelagic kingfish are being over-exploited by up to three times its sustainable limit 

the report further indicates that in 2015, a more than 90 % decline in the adult (reproductive) 

stock size in Abu Dhabi Emirate had been estimated for the three key demersal indicator species. 

A study conducted by Jabado et al., (2015) on shark fishery in UAE suggests that sharks are 

likely to be overexploited and that management measures will need to take into account the 

precautionary principle. They noted that there is an urgent need to formulate long-term and 

effective conservation and management plans to prevent further declines in a number of species.  

The score of different performance indicators related to goal 15 (life on land) such as the “red list 

index of species survival” is also decreasing. The encroachment to sea area needs to be stopped 

so that the life below the water can be protected and the goal can be achieved. Similarly, 

Howarth et al., (2019) in their study on the challenges faced by land set aside as protected areas 

noted that the intent to protect is interpreted in a variety of conflicting ways by stakeholders, 

specifically those that intend to pursue wealth accumulation through projects within the protected 

areas that do not enhance the conservation aspects, but also by a variety of interpretations of the 

intent of the protective areas protective status. For instance, the project started in the name of the 

“Marmoom Desert Conservation Reserve” also includes the cultural, sports and sports events, 

lakes, and plant nursery (The national, 2018). Similarly, the coal-fired power plant and 

desalination plant at Jebel Ali Wildlife Sanctuary look odd particularly when conservation is a 

priority. The justification of such a power plant becomes difficult if energy pricing, energy 

efficiency, and realistic population forecasts are considered. Clearly, such activities required 

some infrastructures and thus compromise the status of the protected areas.   

Overall, the ranking of each goal based on their mean score of the United Arab Emirates 

established by (Sachs et al., 2018) is given in figure 8. The discussion presented in this paper, 

however, shows a different picture which is further summarized in table 1. Although Goal 10 

(Reduced Inequalities) is not included in the figure as this goal is not scored in the 2018 report 

due to the non-availability of information, inequalities in the wages are, however, reported in a 

number of studies. For instance, the book authored by Daleure on the UAE labor market reveals 

a great difference in the salaries of the workers of different nationalities. The monthly earning of 

North Americans in the UAE are six times more than the Asian workers. In fact, the Emiratis’ 

salaries are reported to be lower than the North Americans working in the UAE (Daleure, 2017). 



 

There is also a big difference in the working hours of workers from different nationalities. The 

construction workers are particularly getting the lowest salary when compared with the other 14 

different categories of professions (FCSA, 2009). Apart from the difference in salaries, the 

construction workers in the whole GCC region have poor occupational safety and health 

facilities (Umar et al., 2018; Umar and Wamuziri, 2017; Umar, 2017-c).  

In terms of Goal 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions), the UAE is ranked 53rd among 163 

countries for peace by the Global Peace Index (GPI, 2019). Similarly, the World Justice Project 

Index ranked UAE at 32nd out of 126 countries for the rule of law (WJPI, 2019). In terms of the 

press freedom index, the UAE ranking is not quite good, standing at 133rd out of 180 countries 

(Reporters without Borders, 2019).  

The global score for Goal 17 (Partnership for the Goals) is satisfactory; however, there is a 

strong need for coordination among organizations responsible for different goals so that the 

efforts of one organization for the achievement of a specific goal don’t derail the other goals. 

Similarly, strong ties need to be established with the countries that have demonstrated good 

progress towards different goals so that to get advantages from their experience.      

The rating and trend of these goals are further summarized in table 1.      
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Figure 8: United Arab Emirates Scores of Different UN SDGs (Sachs et al., 2018) 

 

Goals Score (0 - 100) 

based on 

Sachs et al. 

(2018) 

Rating Trend 

Goal 1: No Poverty  100 Not achieved, challenges remain Getting riskier 

Goal 2: Zero Hunger 65.4 Major challenges remain Getting riskier 

Goal 3: Good Health and 

Well Being 

87.6 Significant challenges remain Score moderately increasing, 

insufficient to attain the goal 

Goal 4: Quality Education 81.6 Significant challenges remain Score moderately increasing, 

insufficient to attain the goal 

Goal 5: Gender Equality 60.5 Significant challenges remain Score stagnating or increasing at 

less than 50% of the required rate 

Goal 6: Clean Water and 

Sanitation 

32.2 Major challenges remain Getting riskier 

Goal 7: Affordable and 

Clean Energy 

84.9 Challenges remain Getting riskier 

Goal 8: Decent Work and 

Economic Growth 

86.4 Not achieved, challenges remain Not on track to achieve by 2030 

Goal 9: Industry, Innovation, 

and Infrastructure  

64.8 Significant challenges remain Not on track to achieve by 2030 

Goal 10: Reduced 

Inequalities 

N/A Not achieved, challenges remain Not on track to achieve by 2030 

Goal 11: Sustainable Cities 

and Communities  

66.6 Significant challenges remain Trend information unavailable 

Goal 12: Responsible 

Consumption and 

Production  

44.1 Major challenges remain Trend information unavailable 

Goal 13: Climate Action  31.6 Major challenges remain Score decreasing. Not on track to 

achieve by 2030 

Goal 14: Life Below the 

water 

57.7 Significant challenges remain Not on track to achieve by 2030 

Goal 15: Life on Land 58.2 Significant challenges remain Not on track to achieve by 2030 

Goal 16: Peace, Justice and 

Strong Institutions  

92.8 Challenges remain Maintaining SDG achievement 

Goal 17: Partnership for the 

Goals  

100 SDG achieved Trend information unavailable 

Table 1: United Arab Emirates Goals’ Rating and Trend 



 

The next section provides an insight into the Emirates government's commitment towards the 

achievement of UN SDGs, especially those which are rated with major challenges.  

3.2. Emirates’ Commitment Towards UN SDGs: 

A report submitted to the UN on Emirates 2030 agenda for sustainable development shows that 

the country has established a National Committee in 2017, known as “UAE’s National 

Committee on SDGs”. This committee has members from all the relevant ministries and 

government organizations (NCSDG, 2017). Each ministry or organization is responsible for 

specific UN SDGs which directly or indirectly fall under that ministry or organization 

jurisdiction (table 2). For instance, Goal 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) fall under the 

responsibility of the Ministry of Energy and Industry. Similarly, the Ministry of Climate Change 

& Environment has a major role in Goals 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and 

Goal 13 (Climate Change). As mentioned in table 1, Emirates has major challenges in all these 3 

Goals.           

National Committee Members 

(Organizations)  

Roles / Responsibilities of the 

Organizations  

Federal Competitiveness & Statistics 

Authority  

- Vice-Chair and secretariat of the National 

Committee  

Ministry of Cabinet and Future  - The cross-cutting role for state sector 

strategy and performance  

Ministry of Community Development  - Goals 1, 10  

Ministry of Climate Change and 

Environment  

- Goals 2, 12, 13, 14, 15  

Ministry of Health & Prevention  - Goal 3  

Ministry of Education  - Goal 4  

Gender Balance Council  - Goal 5  

- Cross-cutting role to ensure policy 

coherence on gender issues  

Ministry of Energy & Industry  - Goals 6, 7  

Ministry of Human Resources & 

Emiratization  

- Goal 8  

Ministry of Economy  - Goal 9  

Ministry of Infrastructure Development  - Goal 11  

Ministry of Interior  - Goal 16  

Ministry of Foreign Affairs & International 

Cooperation  

- Goal 17  

- Cross cutting role on international 

engagement  

Central Bank  - Cross-cutting role liaising with the 

Ministry of Finance  

General Youth & Sports Authority  - Cross-cutting role to ensure policy 

coherence for youth welfare  

Table 2: Roles and Responsibilities of Different Organizations to Achieve UN SDGs  



 

Although, according to the 2016 ARCADIS Sustainable Cities Index, Dubai (rank = 52) and Abu 

Dhabi (rank = 58) were the only cities from GCC, ranked among top 100 sustainable cities and 

were the top-ranked Middle Eastern cities in the provision of high standards of water and 

sanitation networks (ARCADIS, 2016). The 2018 raking, however, shows that none of the 

Emirates cities are included in the top 100 rankings of the ARCADIS Sustainable Cities Index 

(ARCADIS, 2018). This clearly, reflects that Emirates was not able to maintain its city's 

performance. Apparently, the Emirati government has realized this therefore recently, the 

government has launched the Water Security Strategy, 2036 in 2017 (WSS, 2017). The overall 

objectives of the strategy are to increase water productivity and reduce water scarcity. The Water 

Security Strategy, 2036 focuses on reducing the total demand for water, increasing the reuse of 

treated wastewater and increasing the national water storage capacity. The Water Security 

Strategy, 2036 has also adopted a number of National Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) that 

measure Available storage, Municipal consumption, Sewage water collection rate, Treated 

Sewage Effluent reuse rate, Reduction in groundwater demand, Unaccounted for water, Water 

productivity Index and Water Scarcity Index. The Water Security Strategy has also set a target to 

increase the treated sewage effluent usage up to 95% by 2036 which was 64% in 2016. These 

KPIs are expected to significantly improve the performance of the country’s water sector. 

Similarly, Dubai Electricity and Water Authority (DEWA) which is responsible for electricity 

and water in Dubai, has joined hands together with national organizations to achieve the 

concerned UN SDGs. DEWA is committed to implementing an integrated strategy to raise 

awareness about conservation and the reduction of electricity and water use. The 2018 

sustainability report of DEWA shows that from 2006 to 2018, a total of 50.5 million tonnes of 

CO2 emissions have been reduced by the efforts of DEWA. The report further indicates that 

water and electricity line losses in Dubai were only 6.5% and 3.3% respectively. The report 

reflects the commitment of DEWA to 25% renewables generation capacity by 2030, and 75% by 

2050 (DEWA, 2018).     

The concept of sustainable consumption and production is underlined by the United Arab 

Emirates’ Green Growth Strategy also known as the Green Economy initiative which was 

launched under the slogan of “A green economy for sustainable development” and the “UAE 

Green Agenda 2015-2030” (TGE, 2012; UAEGA, 2015). The Green Economy initiative includes 

six major fields covering a wide range of legislation, policies, programs, and projects which are: 

1. Green Energy aims to promote the production and use of renewable energy. 

2. Government Policies aimed to encourage investments in the green economy and to facilitate 

the production, import, export, and re-export of green products and technologies. 

3. Developing urban planning policies that preserve the environment and to raise the efficiency 

of housing and buildings environmentally. 



 

4. Developing new means for dealing with the effects of climate change, promote organic 

agriculture, maintain biodiversity and protect the ecological balance. 

5. Rationalizing the use of water resources, electricity, and natural resources and recycle waste. 

6. Development and promotion of green technology. 

There have been several partnerships between Government and private industrial sectors which 

reflect that there has been some progress towards achieving Goal 13; Responsible Consumption 

and Production in the United Arab Emirates. The partnership between Emirates Global 

Aluminum and cement factories across the United Arab Emirates has successfully demonstrated 

the utilization of aluminum waste as an energy source in cement production (Zawaya, 2017). 

Only this partnership has resulted in a reduction of emission by 10% in each tonne of cement 

produced. As mentioned in figure 2 and figure 3, resource consumption and waste generation not 

only in the United Arab Emirates but in the whole GCC region are comparatively high. This has 

negatively affected the environment as shown in figure 9. Although, the amount of particulate 

matter in the United Arab Emirates is high but comparatively lower than other GCC countries. 

The amount of particulate matter in Iran, a neighboring country of the United Arab Emirates, is 

35.10 ug/m3, which is lower than all countries in the GCC region. The World Bank’s Little 

Green Book data reveals that air quality is getting worse in the Emirates. The PM2.5 value in 

Emirates which was 39.82 ug/m3 in 1990 has reached 40.91 ug/m3 in 2017 WBLGB, 2017). The 

main reason for this is that most of the electricity (almost 100%) in GCC countries is produced 

from fossil fuels which results in a huge amount of emission. Different estimates show that 

0.0016 barrels of oil are required to produce one kWh of electricity and one barrel of oil 

produces 0.43 tonnes CO2 (EIA, 2017; EPA, 2018). In other countries for instance, in Sweden, 

the PM2.5 value has reduced from 7.94 ug/m3 (1990) to 6.18 ug/m3 (2017), which reflects their 

serious commitment towards UN SDGs.  



 

Figure 9: Electricity Consumption and Particulate Matter in GCC Countries (WB, 2014-a, 

WHO, 2016) 

The United Arab Emirates, however, have initiated some project related to the generation of 

energy renewable sources such as nuclear, solar, wind and waste. All these projects are aligned 

with the National Energy Strategy 2050 which was launch in January 2017. The strategy aims to 

achieve 50% clean energy capacity by 2050 as well as a 40% reduction in electricity and water 

consumption (UAEES, 2017). The strategy further aims to increase the contribution of clean 

energy in the total energy mix from 25% to 50% by 2050 and reduce the carbon footprint of 

power generation by 70%, which will result in a saving of US$ 190.57 billion (AED 700 billion) 

by 2050. The strategy also seeks to increase the consumption efficiency of individuals and 

corporates by 40%. The relevant agencies, however, don’t mention how these significant goals 

will be achieved. Some of the strategies related to hydropower as discussed in section 3.1, don’t 

consider the realistic waster and topographic conditions of Dubai. Thus the achievement of such 

goals would not be possible and the strategy would ultimately fail. The Government is 

committed to invest US$ 163.35 billion (AED 600 billion) by 2050 in all renewable energy 

projects that ensure sustainable growth for the country’s economy. The Emirates' commitment 

towards energy is somehow reflected from the World Energy Council database, wherein 

Emirates has improved its raking from 43 in 2016, to 36 in 2018 (WEC, 2018). In the same 

database, the environmental sustainability ranking is however reduced from 113 to 116 in the 

same period. The Government, therefore, needs to keep a close eye on the overall progress and to 

ensure that the progress is in the right direction.           
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3.3. Results and Discussion of Semi-Structured Interview:    

Respondents were asked to relate the UN SDGs to their current job assignment and to shed light 

on their current role and its importance in the achievement of these goals.  The majority of the 

interviewees (18 participants; 90%) answered positively and explained how these goals are 

linked with their work and how their job is playing a role to achieve them. These respondents 

provided examples and justifications on the association between their job and the UN SDGs and 

how these respondents are playing their role in achieving these goals in their work. Two of the 

respondents were somehow not able to establish a relationship between their current jobs and the 

UN SDGs. When the respondents were asked do they have observed any directive from the 

government organizations that asked for compliance with the UN SDGs, the response of all the 

participants was negative. Six out of 10 respondents, however, clarified that engineering 

sustainability remains as one of the top priorities of their work based on their organization's 

policy, design requirement, and client requirement that includes government entities projects. 

Such inclusions of the engineering sustainability in the projects in the UAE reflect government 

and organizations' commitment towards sustainability.  

In response to the question related to the achievement of the UN SDGs by 2030, the participants 

provided detailed and positive comments on the goal 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13 and seventeen. They 

also showed some concerns with most of the goals. Respondents noted that goal 6, which is 

related to clean water and sanitation, can be easily achieved by 2030 as this has enough 

government attention. The problem with water would arise later after 2030 when the population 

will increase as the region fall under the water-stressed area. The use of potable water has some 

merits, but since such water came from desalination, there could be problems with this approach 

in the future. The government, therefore, needs to keep a close eye on this not only to comply 

with the UN but also to tackle the great challenge associated with the future water requirement. 

The World Resources Institute also indicated that the UAE is among the 17 countries that fall 

under the category of extremely high water stress (Hofste et al., 2019). With regard to goal 7 

(affordable and clean energy), all the respondents agreed that the price of energy in the UAE is 

comparatively low and everyone has access to electricity. The respondents, however, questions 

on the commitment towards renewable energy and stated that such commitment now should 

come out of the documents to the ground. The respondents also showed a greater concern with 

goals 12 (responsible consumption and production) and 13 (climate action). There was an 

agreement among the respondents which reflects that if the government does not take serious 

action related to these goals, they may not be achieved by 2030.  

Different respondents rated the overall commitment which includes the commitment from the 

government, private sectors and the individuals towards UN SDGs at different rates. The overall 

rating considering all the participant's responses stand at 2.8 on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = no 

commitment at all, 5 = strong commitment). This clearly, reflects that even if there is a 

commitment to achieve these goals, it is not recognized very well at least from the respondents 

participated in this study. The government and other sectors, therefore, need to demonstrate their 



 

commitment and should publicize such commitment so that it can be easily recognized by 

society.          

Most of the respondents agreed that there is a wide range of opportunities that exist for the UAE 

to achieve UN SDGs. The majority of these opportunities noted by the respondents were related 

to the business and displaying the countries among the nations which are highly civilized and 

mature. Respondents 3 and 5 precisely mentioned investment of the renewable energy sector 

which will not only help the country to achieve the UN SDGs, reduce the emissions, but also 

make the UAE as a hub for renewable energy technologies. Similarly, respondents 1 and 7 noted 

that currently, different industrial sectors are producing a huge amount of waste in different 

forms. Recycling and reuse of such waste will not only reduce the burden of waste on the 

environment but will also reduce the cost of manufacturing and construction when the waste will 

be used for different purposes.     

There was a consensus among the respondents that the main challenge towards achieving the UN 

SDGs is the reflection of the commitments of the government. Participants 9 and 10 noted that 

currently, such commitment even if exist is not displayed properly. Respondents 1 and 3 

mentioned that although the top government institution is very clear on the importance and 

achievement of UN SDGs, there are problems among the lower organizations ranging from 

coordination to implementation. They noted that there are cultural and managerial issues at lower 

organizations and such issues detracting the top government commitment to achieving any goal. 

Participant 8 emphasized on the erection of a national-level committee which is fully empowered 

to lead the agenda of UN SDGs. Coordination among the government entities which have a 

major role in different goals was also identified by remaining respondents as a major challenge 

towards achieving these goals. 

Different respondents provided different views on what the UAE has to do to achieve the UN 

SDGs in due course of time. Respondents 1 stressed on the prioritizing the key goals where the 

progress is very low and then develop an effective strategy to achieve it. Such a strategy should 

jump from the paper and the progress should appear on the ground. Respondents 2, 3 and 4 

advised that it would be better to learn from the experience of other countries that have achieved 

or shown good progress on UN SDGs. Respondents 6 and 8 noted that these goals will never be 

achieved without a strong commitment and coordination among different government entities. 

The government needs to establish a high-level committee that is empowered to lead the cause. 

Such a committee needs to be fully empowered and can direct all the concerned government 

institutions. What needs to be done and by whom should be prepared and distributed among 

concerned organizations. There are possibilities that one goal will have several actions that need 

to be taken by different organizations, such actions, therefore, require high levels of 

coordination. Similarly, respondents 5 and 7 also emphasized on a national-level plan that 

highlights what should be done and by whom to achieve these goals. 

The next section provides the overall conclusion of the research presented in this paper.      



 

4. Conclusion: 
The UN SDGs agreed by all nations on the earth under the umbrella of the UN is a great 

achievement of the current decade. These goals are important to improve the quality of life on 

earth in a sustainable way; therefore, efforts are underway to achieve these goals. Some countries 

are leading these efforts and are on the path to successfully achieve these goals by 2030; 

however, some countries are still in the preparatory stage. This article discussed the progress and 

commitment of the United Arab Emirates towards these goals. GCC countries are normally 

regarded as the main consumer of the earth's resources, and somehow it is reflected from the 

waste and CO2 generation in the region.  The results and analysis presented in this paper reveal 

that the Emirate's progress towards achieving the UN SDGs is slow and none of the Goals are on 

track to be achieved by 2030. The latest progress reports complied by Sachs et al. (2019) on 

these Goals shows that Emirates is leading the GCC region and ranked first among the GCC 

countries. Advanced countries such as the United States and the United Kingdom still have not 

achieved any of these goals. Sweden which raked as first in 2018, has only achieved two Goals 

so far. The global index score used by Sach et al. (2018) to rank the countries based on their 

progress towards UN SDGs report the Sweden score as  85 which is quite more than the score of 

Emirates (= 69.7). Similarly, in 2019, Demark was ranked first with a total global index score of 

85.2 while Sweden stood at the second position. Emirates’ was able to score the 65th position in 

2019 ranking. While the assessment of each sustainable development goal required detailed 

information related to a particular goal, which is not in the scope of this paper, however, to 

provide a snapshot of the situation that why Denmark or Sweden is ahead of the Emirates in 

terms of global index score. In this regard, it needs to be noted that although Sweden had 

achieved two goals in 2018, however, in 2019, they have now achieved three goals and further 

seen goals are on track to be achieved by 2030. Similarly, as of 2019, Demark has also achieved 

three goals and six others are on the right track to be achieved by 2030. The situation over 

Emirates' progress is, however, not as of Sweden or Denmark. Emirates' apart from not achieving 

most of the goals, the majority of these goals are not on track to be achieved by 2030. Apart from 

this, relevant information for the effective assessment of many goals in Emirates is currently not 

available. The progress of Emirates on Goal 13 (Climate Action) is, however, reducing and there 

as major challenges which the country is still facing. The most important challenge in this regard 

is the CO2 emissions from energy as most of the energy used in the country is produced from 

fossil fuels. In this regard, different clean energy strategies developed by the Government are 

some good steps towards climate action, but at the same time, these strategies are undermined by 

the construction of the coal plant. Similarly, some of the goals as noted in table 1, are getting 

more riskier. Most of the indicators related to Goal 14 (Life Below Water) are getting worse. 

There are regulations that exist to protect demersal species, however, these regulations are not 

effectively implemented. Long-term and effective conservation and management plans to prevent 

further declines in a number of species are therefore important to achieve this Goal. The 

conservation and sustainably use biodiversity and ecosystems is therefore important to achieve 

both Goals 14 and 15. Some of the initiatives started by the Government, however, reflect the 



 

commitment to achieve all the remaining Goals by 2030. In fact, the Emirates Government has 

adopted the UN SDGs as National Sustainable Development and a high level of the council is 

monitoring the progress of each Goal assign to different Ministries and Government 

Organizations. In relation to Climate Action, the ‘UAE Green Agenda 2015-2030’ launched in 

2015 and ‘National Energy Strategy 2050’, launched in January 2017, target to achieve 50% 

clean energy by 2050 and to reduce electricity and water consumption by 40%. The Government 

aims to invest a total of US $ 163.35 billion to achieve the target of ‘UAE Green Agenda’ and 

‘National Energy Strategy 2050’. The sub-national agency, however, should not aim for a 

reduction in business, as this can increase the overall greenhouse gas emissions. To successfully 

achieve UN SDGs, the government needs to ensure that all responsible organizations work 

closely with a high level of coordination. The plans and progress of each organization need to be 

closely monitored so that to ensure that they are in the right direction and don’t create an 

obstacle for another organization working on different goals. Although the results of the semi-

structured interview held with a number of respondents reflect that the Emirates would be able to 

achieve the UN SDGs by 2030, however, they also identify some challenges which need the 

attention of the government. The participants particularly stressed on the need for very close 

coordination among the national agencies responsible for different goals. The Emirates 

Government needs to keep a close eye on the progress of all the Goals, particularly those which 

have significant and major challenges ahead. At the same time, the Government needs to share 

their experience with other countries, particularly in the GCC region so that the overall progress 

towards UN SDGs could be excelled.    
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