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Abstract

Paramount to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the effective tackling of the 17 sustainable development goals
(SDGs) is the cooperation and coordination of the different levels of government—i.e. the supranational, national and local
levels. This is due to the very nature of the SDGs, which are multi-dimensional and intended to guide and boost sustainable
development at multiple scales. The European Union (EU) demonstrated a full commitment to the Agenda, making sustain-
able development a top priority. In fact, the five strategic objectives of the EU are modelled on the principles of the 2030
Agenda and the Cohesion Policy, EU’s most transversal policy, is designed to give a direct contribution to the tackling of the
17 SDGs. Introducing a new methodology to evaluate the sustainability of operational programmes co-financed by the EU,
the following paper aims to contribute to the building literature around the question of monitoring public investments re-
garding sustainability criteria. By matching the 169 targets of the 2030 Agenda with the 143 intervention fields of the
Cohesion Policy, with specific reference to Sardinia’s European Regional Development Fund and European Social Fund
2014–2020 Regional Operational Programmes, the present work introduces the key features of the model developed and its
first results. The model could be of valuable support to policymakers who now have an innovative tool to monitor invest-
ments’ coherence with the sustainability standards of the 2030 Agenda.
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Introduction

During the development and implementation of its Regional
Operational Programmes (ROPs), co-financed by the European

Structural and Investment Funds (ESIFs) for the current 2014–
2020 periods, the Autonomous Region of Sardinia (RAS) has
developed and applied an environmental sustainability
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assessment model of its programmes. These were evaluated
with reference to the environmental sustainability objectives de-
fined at a regional level as part of the Strategic Environmental
Assessment (SEA) procedure (Moro et al. 2014).

At the date of preparation of the Environmental Report, the
Managing Authority did not have a structured and systematic ref-
erence framework which today is represented by the UN 2030
Agenda and the National Strategy for Sustainable Development
(Strategia Nazionale per lo Sviluppo Sostenibile—SNSvS) (MATTM
2017). As a consequence, there were local objectives of ‘sustain-
able development’, which were regionalized and seen more as ‘en-
vironmentally oriented’, regarding the definition of ‘sustainable
development’ contained in Article 8 of Regulation [European
Union (EU)] 1303/2013.

With the adoption of the 2030 Agenda in September 2015, 193
UN Member States decided to make an important commitment:
leaving no one behind. This challenge leads to the revision of pol-
icy settings and actions both at a global and at a local level. The
European institutions, in defining the Cohesion Policy for the pe-
riod 2021–2027, have highlighted the central role of the sustainable
development goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda and their strategic
relevance for the future of the EU itself, also for the definition of
the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF).

The EU has been fully committed towards the implementation
of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, as stated in the conclusions of
the Council of the EU ‘A sustainable European future: The EU re-
sponse to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (Council
of the European Union 2017) and in the European Commission’s
reflection paper ‘Towards a Sustainable Europe by 2030’ (EC
2019a). The latter affirms the centrality of the Union in the defini-
tion of the 2030 Agenda and sets itself the goal of fully integrating
the SDGs in the EU policy and strategic framework. Moreover, as
recently stated in the EC Staff Working Document ‘Delivering on
the UN’s SDGs—a comprehensive approach’, ‘under the leader-
ship of President von der Leyen, the Commission has presented
an ambitious policy programme to deliver on sustainability in the
EU and beyond. The SDGs are an intrinsic part of the President’s
political programme and lie at the heart of the policymaking on
internal and external action across all sectors’ (EC 2020b).

Considering this context, it is important to stress that the
environmental assessment model already developed by the
Sardinia Region in the SEA procedure can be replicated and
adapted to support the Regional Administration in the evalua-
tion of the contribution of the Sardinia European Regional
Development Fund (ERDF) ROP to the National Strategy for
Sustainable Development. This methodology can surely provide
important elements of evaluation for the preparation of the
Regional Sustainable Development Strategy and it represents a
valid tool to assess the contribution of the ESIFs to the achieve-
ment of the new SDGs at the base of the 2021–2027 program-
ming (Sanna et al. 2019).

The present study aims at implementing a sustainability as-
sessment model of the operational programmes co-financed by
the EU referred to the SDGs, taking into consideration the rele-
vance that the SDGs have for the EU and the central role of
Cohesion Policy for the SDGs’ achievement and given the recent
commitments and objectives sanctioned by the European Green
Deal (European Commission 2019b) and the ongoing reflections
at the European Commission.

This article presents the assumptions and theoretical foun-
dations of the model as well as its first results deriving from the
pilot applications to the Sardinia ERDF and European Social
Fund (ESF) 2014–2020 ROPs.

The article is divided into three parts: the first part describes
the process currently in place in the Italian regions for the 2030
Agenda localization, and in particular the experience gained by
the Sardinia Region in building its own Regional Sustainable
Development Strategy; the second part describes the assump-
tions and the theoretical framework of the model deriving the
first conclusions; the last part reports the result of the pilot ap-
plication of the model referring to the ERDF and the ESF 2014–
2020 ROPs. Although designed and built specifically for the
2021–2027 programming period, in fact, the model is still appli-
cable to the current ROPs and the pilot application presented
here is an interesting calibration and validation exercise.

The 2030 Agenda—from global to local

With the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, 193 United Nation Member States have pledged
to ensure that ‘no one will be left behind’ and to ‘endeavour to
reach the furthest behind first’ (UN 2015).

The 2030 Agenda has to be achieved by every country within
2030—and some targets within 2020. It grasps the three dimen-
sions of sustainable development: economic, environmental
and social (UN 2015), through the 17 SDGs and their 169 targets.
As it is stated in the publication ‘Agenda 2030—da globale a lo-
cale’ (Cavalli 2018), the Goals highlight the peculiarities of differ-
ent local realities, hence it becomes fundamental defining SDGs
implementation strategies through local or regional develop-
ment plans.

In order to reach the Goals in a comprehensive way, local
strategies must supplement the National Sustainable
Development Strategies. With this in mind, Fondazione Eni
Enrico Mattei (FEEM) has been developing several information
and policy tools, with the dual aim of encouraging the con-
sciousness of local administrators towards the sustainability
issues of their areas, as well as increasing the just and
inclusive transition public awareness towards the overall
concept of sustainable development. As a consequence, FEEM
has carried out several analyses of the Italian territory: the
‘SDSN Italia SDGs City Index’ (Cavalli and Farnia 2018)—
updated in 2020 (Cavalli et al. 2020a)—outlines the sustain-
ability achievement of the Italian municipalities; Cavalli et al.
(2019) focus instead on the regional attainments, while
Cavalli et al. (2020b) zoom into the condition of the Italian
Provinces and Metropolitan Cities, in terms of sustainable
development.

The 2030 Agenda and the EU Cohesion Policy

With regard to the 2030 Agenda and its localisation, an interest-
ing discourse is around the European institutions and in general
the stakeholders involved in the definition of the EU Cohesion
Policy 2021–2027. What immediately arises is a strong consen-
sus around the importance of the SDGs vis-à-vis the definition
of the MFF at stake, but mostly how the SDGs are considered of
strategic significance for the very future of the EU.

The EU, with its Member States, has been fully committed
towards the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs,
starting with the European Commission communication of the
22 November 2016 (EC 2016), to the conclusions of Council of the
EU ‘A sustainable European future: The EU response to the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (Council of the European
Union 2017).

Another important document is the European Commission’s
reflection paper ‘Towards a Sustainable Europe by 2030’ (EC
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2019a), which reiterates the centrality of the Union in the defini-
tion of the 2030 Agenda and has set itself the goal of fully inte-
grating the SDGs in the EU policy and strategic framework, as
well as in its priority issues.

Moreover, the von der Leyen Commission has prioritised
sustainability within its mandate, so much that all the SDGs
are integrated in the six Political Guidelines. At the end of
2019, in fact, the Commission has presented the European
Green Deal as a growth strategy, to set the European economy
on the track to become competitive and efficient in terms of re-
source use, to turn environmental challenges into opportuni-
ties, and to ensure a just and inclusive transition (European
Commission 2019b).

It is interesting to notice that, earlier in that year, the
European Court of Auditors (2019) noted that ‘despite the EU’s
commitment to sustainability and the United Nations’ SDGs, the
European Commission does not report on or monitor how the EU
budget and policies contribute to sustainable development and
achieving the SDGs’. As a consequence, following the Political
Guidelines of the von der Leyen Commission, the European se-
mester integrated the SDGs within the Annual Sustainable
Growth Strategy and the country-specific recommendations,
which also consider the post-Covid-19 pandemic and its effects
(EC 2019c; 2020a). Moreover, considering the European Court of
Auditors’ remark (ECA 2019), the Commission is currently explor-
ing the possibility of developing a methodology for monitoring
the EU budget in terms of SDG expenditure (EC 2020b)—an issue
which will be more thoroughly explored in section ‘The method-
ological model’.

Finally, the Conclusions of the European Council (July 2020)
stated that ‘the importance of tackling climate change in line with
the Union’s commitments to implement the Paris Agreement and
the United Nations SDGs, programmes and instruments should
contribute to mainstream climate actions and to the achievement
of an overall target of at least 30% of the total amount of Union
budget and NGEU expenditures supporting climate objectives’. In
this regard, the European Commission had already introduced
in Regulation no. 215/2014 (EC 2014) a methodology, based on
the Rio Markers system (OECD 2011), also proposed for the pro-
gramming period 2021–2027, to calculate ESI Funds contribu-
tion to the climate change objectives. This method consists in
assigning a weighting, assessing whether and to what extent
the ESI Funds impact the climate change mitigation and adap-
tation objectives. The weights are attributed directly to the in-
tervention fields established by the nomenclature adopted by
the European Commission.

The authors here believe that this approach cannot fully
‘measure’ the ability of the EU’s action to contribute to the
SDGs, as for example, considering the ESF and its coefficients
for the calculation of support to climate change objectives, the
Regulation no. 215/2014 (EC 2014) and the Proposal assign null
coefficients for all the ESF intervention fields.

Therefore, it becomes necessary to develop tools capable of
providing an overview of the contribution of the funds towards
the achievement of the Union’s overall strategies, of which, cer-
tainly, the 2030 Agenda represents one of the largest containers,
as also highlighted by the European Court of Auditors (ECA
2019) and the European Commission (EC 2020b).

The path towards the regional sustainable development
strategy of Sardinia

Considering the process of localisation of the SDGs, it’s time to
shift the focus from the EU level to the one of the Sardinia

Region. The commitment of the Region towards the Goals
appears very clear, not only with its participation in the drafting
process of the National Strategy but mostly with the arrange-
ment of an own Regional Sustainable Development Strategy (in
Italian ‘Strategia Regionale per lo Sviluppo Sostenibile’, abbrevi-
ated as SRSvS) (Regione Autonoma della Sardegna 2018). The
path began surveying all of the regional policies of the past
5 years, in order to assess to what extent they can serve as a co-
herent and functional tool for the achievement of the National
Sustainable Development Strategy. What was shown by the sur-
vey is that several of the regional policies analysed belong to
the EU Cohesion Policies. This finding certainly calls for an ex-
tensive analysis and identification of the interconnections be-
tween the Sustainable Development Strategy and the new 2021–
2027 Cohesion Policy programming.

Thereafter, Sardinia Region together with the Ministry of the
Environment, Land and Sea (coordinating entity of the National
Strategy) has established a multiannual work programme,
which shall be seen as an awareness-raising path towards the
importance of the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and its
SDGs. The underlying reasoning is that, if we want to move
from a sectoral to an integrated governance approach, thus fol-
lowing the Sustainable Development Strategies’ guidelines, we
have to work and act in a novel manner. First, ceasing the sec-
toral rationales which act as an obstacle to such an integration,
also enhancing and exploiting the good practices already in
place in terms of sustainability; second, promoting mutual
learning between the different regional and local stakeholders.

With this in mind, the 28 December 2018 Resolution of the
Regional Executive (Regione Autonoma della Sardegna 2018)
called for the establishment on an institutional ‘control room’
(in Italian ‘Cabina di Regia Istituzionale’), which would act as
interdepartmental coordinating agency between the several
regional players. The control room is made up of an interde-
partmental working group of the representatives of each
departments’ and regional agencies’ general directorates (in
Italian ‘Direzione Generale degli Assessorati e delle Agenzie
regionali’). The general directorates include the representa-
tives of the Managing Authorities of the ROPs financed by
ERDF, ESF, FSC (which is the Italian fund for cohesion and de-
velopment, called ‘Fondo di Sviluppo e Coesione’), and
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development. Moreover,
civil society and local institutions are involved in spaces for
discussion and information through Territorial Boards (‘Tavoli
Territoriali’) and a Regional Forum.

The working group aims at integrating the National
Sustainable Development Strategy into the everyday regional
administration, guaranteeing the sustainable development es-
pecially in those highly critical situations, identifying the
emergency issues in the Region thanks to the expertise of the
representatives in the working group, but also through the
monitoring of the SDGs indicators yearly published by ISTAT.

The survey of the regional policies has then made it possible
to identify certain priority issues for the Regional Strategy. The
focus fell on those integrated interventions and implementa-
tions of the National Strategy which hopefully can be eligible for
funding by the Operational Programmes of the ESIFs and the EU
common agricultural policy.

Again, what emerged was a strong consistency between the
2021 and 2027 EU programming in the working groups, which
have followed the policy objectives of the ‘Proposal for a
Regulation of the European Parliament’ (EC 2018b). The re-
gional application was carried out in accordance with the fol-
lowing themes: a smarter Sardinia, a greener Sardinia, a more
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connected Sardinia, a more social Sardinia and a Sardinia
closer to citizens.

Such a thematic breakdown has enabled a common lan-
guage and vocabulary being spoken between the Cohesion and
the Sustainable Development policies within the working
groups. The result was facilitating an effective and constructive
approach towards the Strategy, as well as promoting mutual
learning for an integrated and three-dimensional sustainability
perspective across the entire regional administration.

Within this context, the present research was developed no-
tably with the objective of an exploration of the 2030 Agenda
targets and its interconnections, and an inquiry of the potential
that the regional-level Cohesion Policy may have on the SDGs
achievement. This work is bringing in significant results, espe-
cially when trying to understand to what extent the SDGs can
be localized at the regional or sub-regional level and whether
they can be achieved through the ERDF or the ESF. We can al-
ready anticipate that the Cohesion Policy funding does not al-
low to reach indistinctly and equally each 2030 Agenda target.
This is a finding which validates the narrowness and incom-
pleteness of any ‘one size fits all’ type solution for the achieve-
ment of the SDGs. Therefore, it is clear that the conjunction and
the cooperation of different financial sources as well as the im-
plementation of non-economic policies, such as regulations and
partnerships, are essential for the realization of the 2030
Agenda both at global and at local levels.

Sustainable development and 2030 Agenda in the
Regional Development Programme of the Sardinia
Region

The Regional Development Programme (in Italian ‘Programma
Regionale di Sviluppo’, abbreviated as PRS) is the regional pro-
gramming document which defines the policies and the strategies
which shall be realized over the course of the legislative period
(Regione Autonoma della Sardegna 2020a).

The 2020–2024 Regional Development Programme of the
Sardinia Region was born in parallel with the definition phase of
the European Reference Framework for the programming of the
Cohesion Policy 2021–2027. As a consequence, the frame of refer-
ence for both of them consists of the 2030 Agenda as well as the
National and Regional Sustainable Development Strategies. The
aim is that of shifting from a sectoral to an integrated gover-
nance approach, with a strong sense of identity and capable of
blending competitiveness, attractiveness and solidarity. Thus,
with the PRS 2020–2024, the Regional Government seeks to define
policies and strategies for the economic growth of the Region,
while monitoring their impact on the environment, the preserva-
tion of biodiversity and while fulfilling social requirements such
as the development of individual potentials or the attention to-
wards community needs.

The Regional Development Programme is complex and am-
bitious and certainly requires major efforts but mostly appropri-
ate tools and operating partnerships from the Regional
administration. This is necessary if we want the approach to be
translated into the real and effective achievement of the SDGs,
at the regional and sub-regional levels, and not to remain a
mere declaration of intents.

In this respect, the methodology developed by the present
work allows the Regional Administration to be equipped with a
support tool for the definition of the best-performing program-
ming options vis-à-vis the 2030 Agenda.

A mixed-method model

Before going into details about the model, it is useful to briefly out-
line the main points of the Cohesion Policy for the 2021–2027 pe-
riod, based on the proposal presented by the European
Commission in 2018, and the following amendments by various in-
stitutional actors during the negotiations, which are still ongoing.
The regulatory framework arising from it constitutes the basic
structure of the proposed model. Obviously, at the end of the legis-
lative procedures and in case of further developments, any new
model designed shall adapt to and follow the same framework.

The Cohesion Policy of 2021–2027

The Cohesion Policy is the EU’s main investment policy aimed
at strengthening its economic, social and territorial cohesion,
by providing benefits for all the regions and the cities in the EU.

The Article 174 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU
(Official Journal of the European Union 2012) is the foundation
of the European social, economic and territorial cohesion policy
and makes explicit that the EU intends to strengthen its eco-
nomic, social and territorial cohesion and to reduce disparities
of development between the various regions. As a consequence,
particular attention shall be paid to the regions suffering the
most from severe and permanent natural or demographic
difficulties.

The EU Cohesion Policy is ‘one of the most transversal and
cross-cutting policies, which contributes to most, if not all 17
SDGs. In addition, key cross-cutting principles and objectives,
such as sustainable development, elimination of inequalities, pro-
motion of equality between men and women, integration of
gender perspective, as well as combatting discrimination are
mainstreamed at all stages of implementation of the policy.
Priority granted to the partnership principle makes sure that na-
tional and subnational actors are engaged and take ownership on
delivering EU priorities through co-financed projects’ (EC 2019a).

The MFF, the EU’s long-term budget, finances the EU
Cohesion Policy with a share of resources equal to e355 billion
(around a third of the budget) in the current programming cycle
2014–2020. Instead, in the next 7 years, the MFF Proposal, cur-
rently under discussion, provides a similar allocation of resour-
ces. In fact, according to the conclusions of the European Council
of July 2020 (European Council 2020), the commitment appropria-
tions of the ‘Cohesion, Resilience and Values’ of the MFF 2021–
2027 will not exceed e378 billion. Of this amount, around 330 will
be allocated for the ‘Economic, social and territorial cohesion’
(sub-heading 2a), excluding the extraordinary interventions for
recovery and resilience in response to the CoViD-19 emergency
(ibid.).

Hence, the implementation of the Cohesion Policy occurs via
the distribution of the resources allocated in the MFF through
the ESIFs, whose structure for the next programming period—
according to the Commission proposal [COM (2018) 375 final of
29.5.2018 and following amendments]—has been revised and
simplified according to the following formulation:

CF: Cohesion Fund
ERDF: European Regional Development Fund
ESFþ: European Social Fund Plus
EMFF: European Maritime and Fisheries Fund
AMIF: Asylum and Migration Fund
BMVI: Border Management and Visa Instrument
ISF: Internal Security Fund
JTF: Just Transition Fund
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The ESIF directly contribute to the achievement of the
Commission’s priorities and growth strategy.

In particular, the Commission proposed to allocate e226.3
billion in 7 years to the ERDF, while the Cohesion Fund (CF),
which does not have Italy among its beneficiaries, will be able
to count on almost e47 billion (at current prices). Moreover,
more than e100 billion (at current prices) are attributed to the
new ESF Plus (ESFþ).

In total, according to the recent conclusions of the European
Council of July 2020 (European Council 2020), e322 billion of
resources will be devoted for the ‘Investment in jobs and
growth’ goal, while less than e8 billion will be allocated to the
‘European territorial cooperation’ goal (Interreg).

It is important to clarify that these numbers only refer to the
proposed and not final MFF strategy. However, if some changes
may happen during the ongoing negotiations, the financial
amounts and their distribution through funds should not differ
from those shown here.

The Cohesion Policy 2021–2027 will focus its resources on
five policy objectives:

1. a Smarter Europe, through innovation, digitisation, eco-
nomic transformation and support to small and medium-
sized businesses;

2. a Greener, carbon free Europe, implementing the Paris
Agreement and investing in energy transition, renewables
and the fight against climate change;

3. a more Connected Europe, with strategic transport and digi-
tal networks;

4. a more Social Europe, delivering on the European Pillar of
Social Rights and supporting quality employment, educa-
tion, skills, social inclusion and equal access to healthcare;

5. a Europe closer to citizens, by supporting locally-led devel-
opment strategies and sustainable urban development
across the EU.

Most of the ERDF and CF investments cover the first two
objectives: a Smarter Europe and a Greener, carbon-free Europe;
ESFþ investments, instead, are entirely focused on the fourth
objective, a more Social Europe. According to the first EC pro-
posal, investments related to ERDF and CF funds should also
contribute to the achievement of a contribution of at least 25%
of EU spending devoted to climate action, an objective to be
monitored through the EC methodology already adopted for the
2014–2020 period, based on the intervention fields established
by the European Commission.

The five objectives mentioned above are then declined, for
the ERDF and the ESFþ, in further specific objectives: 21 and 11,
respectively. These are pursued through investments traced into
135 intervention fields, in addition to those dedicated to outer-
most regions, institutional capacity of public authorities and
cross-border cooperation, and technical assistance (minor modi-
fications to above-mentioned objectives and intervention fields,
as well as additional specific objectives, have been proposed by
the EC and the other European institutions during the negotia-
tions on the initial proposals, but no agreement has yet been
reached on these amendments). Among these, each Member
State and each region, according to their strategic choices, will
select the intervention fields which best serve their objectives,
taking into account the country-specific recommendations.

The methodological model

Despite the EU’s commitments towards sustainability and the
UN SDGs, ‘no systematic analysis or reporting framework [has

yet been published on] how individual programmes or parts of
the budget contribute to the implementation of the SDGs’ (ECA
2019). Taking up the European Court of Auditors’ remark, the
Commission is currently exploring the possibility of developing
a methodology for monitoring the EU budget in terms of SDG
expenditure (EC 2020b).

In particular, the European Commission has already intro-
duced (Regulation no. 215/2014) a methodology to calculate the
ESI Funds contribution to the climate change objectives. This
method, based on the Rio Markers system (OECD 2011), consists
in assigning a weight to each intervention field, assessing
whether and to what extent the ESI Funds impact the climate
change mitigation and adaptation objectives.

At this regard, a recent study (IEEP 2020) requested by the
European Parliament’s Committee on Budgets in order to inves-
tigate the possibility of adopting a more transparent, stringent
and comprehensive methodology for the quantification of cli-
mate—and biodiversity-relevant expenditures—highlights how
the methodology currently used by the Commission often leads
to an excessively ‘generous’ quantification of the climate-
relevant expenditure in many of the intervention fields. For this
reason, a possible revision of that methodology could include,
within the investment monitoring systems for the climate–bio-
diversity-relevant expenditures, only those expenditures capa-
ble of producing clear and verifiable results, linking ‘the
mechanisms for tracking the EU’s delivery of climate and biodi-
versity outcomes towards the UN SDGs’ (IEEP 2020).

In this context, the Autonomous RAS and FEEM have
launched a joint research project specifically aimed at studying
and implementing a model to assess the sustainability of the
ROPs co-financed by the EU with reference to the 17 SDGs of the
2030 Agenda.

The methodology developed and presented here intends to
provide the Regional Administration with a useful tool to sup-
port policy makers in defining the best-performing program-
ming choices with regard to the 2030 Agenda, in compliance
with the objectives of the political regional agenda.

In particular, RAS and FEEM jointly designed the methodol-
ogy (Cavalli et al. 2020c) taking inspiration from the model de-
veloped by RAS in the SEA procedure of the 2014–2020 regional
programmes, and so, they investigated the interconnections be-
tween the 169 targets of the 2030 Agenda and the 143 interven-
tion fields proposed by the EC.

In particular, the development of the model has implied the
following steps:

1. Given the ambiguity of some targets, the first step concerned
their correct interpretation, taking into account not only
their textual description but also the associated global indi-
cators (UN 2020).

2. The second phase involved the creation of a 169�143 matrix
populated by weights assessed considering the type of im-
pact that each intervention field has on the individual target
of the 2030 Agenda. As a result of a collective effort in which
all the authors — with their specific expertise —analysed
and discussed each case in order to reach the widest possi-
ble consensus, the impact was classified into none, indirect
or direct, respectively, equal to 0, 0.4 and 1 for each target
and intervention field combination. Specifically, a direct im-
pact is an impact which directly involves the component
without secondary steps, and, on the contrary, an indirect
impact is an impact which involves one or more intermedi-
ate steps. The nature of this impact can be considered as in-
trinsic to the fields of intervention and therefore it is valid
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for every territorial area (regional, national) for the imple-
mentation of the Cohesion Policy.

3. The third step led to the creation of a second 169�143 matrix
populated, in this case, by weights that take into account
the orientation and the magnitude of the impacts (with a
non-zero weight). The impact was classified into positive or
negative indicated with a plus (þ) or a minus (�) sign, re-
spectively—very low, low, medium and high equal to 0.1,
0.4, 0.7 and 1, respectively. Compared to the methodology
developed by the Autonomous RAS in the SEA (Moro et al.
2014), a novelty has been introduced here: the coefficient 0.1,
capable of tracing and considering also more modest cause–
effect links between investments and SDGs. It is necessary
to specify that the attribution of the entity of the impacts in
this third step took into account, specifically, the territory,
the characteristics and the needs of the Sardinia Region.
Hence, unlike the first matrix, the assessments of this sec-
ond matrix are not applicable in other contexts without prior
verification and calibration of the coefficients that would re-
quire the intervention of experts of the specific geographical
context of interest.

4. Lastly, the third and final matrix was obtained from the
product of the two aforementioned matrices (the matrix of
zero, indirect and direct impacts and the matrix related to
the orientation and the magnitude).

It was then necessary to construct a series of synthetic
measurements capable of capturing the aggregate impact of
each intervention field not only on the individual Goals but also
on all of them. For the first purpose, the arithmetic mean of the
impacts on the targets belonging to the same Goal was calcu-
lated for each intervention field; the value obtained therefore
represents the expected average impact of a given field on a
specific Goal. This step is made necessary by the nature of the
targets, namely by their numerical asymmetry in the various
SDGs.

In order to understand the intervention field’s transversality,
the sum of the respective impacts on the Goals was then taken
into account. The higher this value, the more the investment in
an intervention field is suitable for the achievement of the 2030
Agenda; values <1 represent the cases in which only a portion
of the investment is beneficial to the 2030 Agenda; values
greater than unity are instead desirable as the entire invest-
ment is channelled into the SDGs.

Reading the coefficients of the conceptual mathematical model
developed in this research project (graphically represented in
Figs. 1 and 2) allows us to come to an important conclusion. The
analysis indeed highlighted how the EU’s Cohesion Policy may fail
to guarantee the commitments undertaken by the European and
national institutions to achieve the targets of the 2030 Agenda.
This confirms that the investments supported by this policy can-
not be a ‘one size fits all’ type solution. Rather, this process
requires conjunction and cooperation from different financial
instruments and sources as well as the implementation of non-
economic policies (regulation, partnership, etc.). As the graphs
show, the majority of the intervention fields have low or no
impacts on SDGs, especially for Goal 16 (Peace, justice and strong
institutions) and 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). While on the con-
trary, SDG 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure) are the most
affected ones, followed to some extent by Goal 13 (Climate action),
1 (No poverty) and 7 (Affordable and clean energy).

These first results are influenced by the ‘global’ nature of the
2030 Agenda targets, some of which refer exclusively to the de-
veloping countries, and whose difficulties certainly cannot be
addressed with the European Cohesion Policy.

At this point, it is necessary to specify that these are only the
preliminary results of the research, which is still in a second ex
post control phase and that was developed and tested on the ar-
chitecture of the 2021–2027 programming proposed by the
European Commission. Hence, the study will be updated after
the final approval of the regulations, expected due to the first
months of the next year.

Figure 1: Heatmap representing the impact matrix, populated by weights assessed considering the type of impact (null, indirect or direct) that each intervention field

(Y-axis) has on each target of the 2030 Agenda (X-axis).
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Moreover, the application of the model also allows calculat-
ing the synthetic sustainability index of a given Programme
starting from the financial resources associated with each inter-
vention field. By weighing the financial assets activated by the
ROP on each intervention field with the coefficients calculated
as described in the previous section for each Goal, it is possible
to determine which resources contribute directly or indirectly to
the achievement of the SDGs at the regional level. The compos-
ite index is nothing more than the ratio between these
amounts, assessed at the Priority Axis and/or the whole
Program level, and the relative appropriations. Therefore, the
synthetic sustainability index represents the extent of the por-
tion of the ROP resources which contribute to the 2030 Agenda,
compared to the total programmed resources.

First results from the model

This section will illustrate the first results of our conceptual
mathematical model. It is necessary to specify that these are
only the preliminary results of the model, which is currently in
a second ex post control phase. Specifically, the results refer to a
matrix built specifically for the Sardinia Region and that is com-
posed horizontally by the targets of the 17 Goals of the 2030
Agenda and vertically by the 143 intervention fields. A first hori-
zontal analysis deals with the intervention fields that in a
greater or lesser way contribute to the achievement of the SDGs.
Then, a vertical analysis looks at the Goals that are more or less
impacted by the Cohesion Policy.

What emerges, briefly, is that the intervention field which
has the greatest impact on the Goals of the 2030 Agenda is 022,
which is ‘Research and innovation processes, technology trans-
fer and cooperation between enterprises focusing on the low
carbon economy, resilience and adaptation to climate change’.
Specifically, this intervention field presents its biggest contribu-
tions to the achievement of Goals 9 (Industry, innovation and

infrastructure) and 13 (Climate Action). Then, at the second
place in terms of contribution to the SDGs, we find the interven-
tion fields 027 (‘Support to enterprises that provide services con-
tributing to the low carbon economy and to the resilience to
climate change’) and 040 [‘Water management and water re-
source conservation (including river basin management, spe-
cific climate change adaptation measures, reuse, leakage
reduction)’]. As predictable, the former contributes more to SDG
7 (Affordable and clean energy), while the latter to SDG 6 (Clean
water and sanitation).

In contrast, the intervention fields that contribute less to the
achievement of the 2030 Agenda refer to those included in
‘Technical Assistance’: 141, 142 and 143, which correspond to
‘Preparation, implementation, monitoring and control’,
‘Evaluation and studies, data collection’ and ‘Reinforcement of
the capacity of Member State authorities, beneficiaries and rele-
vant partners’, respectively. This is not a surprising result be-
cause the actions of the Technical Assistance policy objective
are aimed at strengthening the Public Administration and the
communication strategy of the ERDF ROP. Therefore, rather
than being presented as investment fields aimed at achieving
the SDGs, they are more a sort of transversal tool at the service
of the regional organization.

Another aspect worth mentioning is the presence of inter-
vention fields that could negatively impact specific Goals of the
2030 Agenda. For example, investments in 080 ‘Seaports (TEN-
T)’, 081 ‘Other seaports’, 082 ‘Inland waterways and ports (TEN-
T)’, 083 ‘Inland waterways and ports (regional and local)’ have
negative impacts on Goal 14 (Life below water) or the interven-
tion fields concerning the construction of roads and highways
and railway lines have negative effects on Goal 15 (Life on land).

In regard to the vertical analysis of the SDGs, the most im-
pacted Cohesion Policy Goals are Goal 9 (Industry, innovation
and infrastructure), Goal 13 (Climate action) and Goal 1 (No pov-
erty). Specifically, Goal 9 is mostly impacted by the intervention

Figure 2: Heatmap representing the final product matrix, created multiplying the first impact matrix and the second matrix related to orientation (positive/negative)

and magnitude (very low, low, medium and high). The product matrix hence considers the type, the orientation and the magnitude of impact that each intervention

field (Y-axis) has on each target of the 2030 Agenda (X-axis).

Sustainable development goals and the European Cohesion Policy | 7

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jue/article/7/1/juab038/6463495 by guest on 02 D

ecem
ber 2022



fields 022 ‘Research and innovation processes, technology
transfer and cooperation between enterprises focusing on the
low carbon economy, resilience and adaptation to climate
change’ and 023 ‘Research and innovation processes, technol-
ogy transfer and cooperation between enterprises focusing on
circular economy’; Goal 13 is mostly affected by the fields 035
‘Adaptation to climate change measures and prevention and
management of climate related risks: floods (including aware-
ness raising, civil protection and disaster management systems
and infrastructures)’, 036 ‘Adaptation to climate change meas-
ures and prevention and management of climate related risks:
fires (including awareness raising, civil protection and disaster
management systems and infrastructures)’ and 037 ‘Adaptation
to climate change measures and prevention and management
of climate related risks: others, e.g. storms and drought (includ-
ing awareness raising, civil protection and disaster manage-
ment systems and infrastructures)’, while Goal 1 is mainly
impacted by the intervention field 127 ‘Addressing material
deprivation through food and/or material assistance to the
most deprived, including accompanying measures’. Instead,
considering the Goals less affected by the Cohesion Policy, we
find first of all Goal 17 (Partnership for the Goals), followed by
Goal 16 (Peace, justice and strong institutions) and then Goal 15
(Life on land).

Application of the model to the Sardinia ERDF
and ESF 2014–2020 ROPS

Although designed and built precisely for the 2021–2027 program-
ming period, the proposed model is easily applicable to current
programmes. Indeed, applying the pilot to programmes already
under implementation, whose selected projects and effects are
hence already known, can be an interesting exercise of calibration
and validation of the model functioning’s hypotheses.

The model was applied to evaluate the contribution of the
two programmes towards the SDGs, starting from the financial
monitoring data of the Sardinia ERDF and ESF 2014–2020 ROPs
(Regione Autonoma della Sardegna 2020b). Since it expresses
the expected medium- and long-term results, it was applied to
determine the contribution of the selected operations towards
the SDGs. The contribution was assessed considering the cost of
selected operations (total eligible cost) and not the expenditures
already made, which instead would have introduced an under-
estimation of the expected contribution. The important infor-
mation regards all the investments that the programme is going
to sustain and not only the operations already completed or in
progress. For example, the programme allotted e7 million on
Cycling infrastructure. As of 31 December 2020, the monitoring
system recorded an amount of total cost of selected operations
of eM9.51, whereas the expenditures already made amounted to
only eM1.65. The total cost of selected operations better repre-
sents the programme’s contribution to the SDG.

Assessment of the impact of Sardinia ERDF and ESF
2014–2020 ROPs on the SDGs

The application of the model to the Sardinia ERDF and ESF
2014–2020 ROPs displays overall a good level of reliability in
terms of assessments and compliance with the needs investi-
gated in this study.

On the one hand, the Sardinia ERDF 2014–2020 ROP reports a
sustainability synthetic index of 0.69, which is equivalent to
claiming that almost 70% of the selected operations contribute
directly or indirectly to the achievement of the global Goals of

the 2030 Agenda at the regional level. Moreover, the results
show that the ERDF ROP is more incisively oriented to certain
SDGs, namely Goal 9 ‘Industry, innovation and infrastructure’,
Goal 13 ‘Climate action’ and Goal 7 ‘Affordable and clean energy’
(Fig. 3) There is a need to find additional funding sources to as-
sess the achievement of the other Goals.

On the other hand, the Sardinia ESF 2014–2020 ROP reports a
sustainability synthetic index of 0.65, which means that approx-
imately 65% of the selected operations contribute directly or in-
directly to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda at a regional
level. The results confirm the vocation of the Social Fund: the
Goals that are most impacted are, in decreasing order, Goal 4
‘Quality education’, Goal 1 ‘No poverty’, Goal 5 ‘Gender equality’
and Goal 10 ‘Reduced inequalities’ (Fig. 4). ESF also gives an im-
portant contribution to Goal 13 ‘Climate action’, mainly due to
target 13.3 ‘Improve education, awareness-raising and human
and institutional capacity on climate change mitigation, adap-
tation, impact reduction and early warning’.

The contribution of the ERDF and the ESF to the 2030
Agenda shows how the two Operational Programmes impact
different Goals and how some Goals remain ‘uncovered’, as
they are not included within the objectives of the Structural
Funds. For example, as can be seen from Fig. 5, both funds
have a significant impact on Goal 1 ‘No poverty’, while neither
of them focuses on Goals 16 ‘Peace, justice and strong institu-
tions’ and 17 ‘Partnerships for the Goals’.

Conclusion

The tool we present to evaluate the sustainability of operational
programmes within the SEA procedures is useful for the prepa-
ration of the programmes and the related environmental report
done by the Proceeding Authorities (e.g. Managing Authority). In
addition, it can assist in the evaluation phases made by the SEA
Competent Authorities, the Environmental Authorities and all
the parties called to contribute within the procedure.

In this regard, it is appropriate to recall the provisions of the
Legislative Decree 152/2006, wherein paragraph 5 of article 34 it
is stated that ‘sustainable development strategies define the
reference framework for environmental assessments in the pre-
sent decree’ (Gazzetta Ufficiale della Repubblica Italiana 2006).
This regulatory provision, however, can become impassable in
case no suitable assessment tools—such as the ones presented
here—are to be detected. The assessment tool has to be capable
of identifying, within the plans and programmes, not merely
the ‘environmental dimension’ but, more widely, the intercon-
nections and the impacts of the latter with the components re-
lated to the economic growth, the fulfilment of the social
requirements connected with the development of individual
potentials, as necessary prerequisites for competitiveness and
employment growths.

Nonetheless, the developed methodology allows the identifi-
cation of not only the contribution of the intervention fields to
the achievement of the Goals but also the negative impacts of
them, making it possible to identify specific mitigating and/or
compensatory measures. Moreover, the analysis highlighted
how the EU’s Cohesion Policy may fail to guarantee the commit-
ments undertaken by the European and national institutions to
achieve the targets of the 2030 Agenda, confirming that the
investments supported by this policy cannot be a ‘one size fits
all’ type solution for the achievement of all the SDGs, which in-
stead require conjunction and cooperation from different finan-
cial instruments and sources as well as the implementation of
non-economic policies (regulation, partnership, etc.).
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Figure 3: Contribution of Sardinia ERDF (European Regional Development Fund) 2014–2020 ROP to the SDGs.

Figure 4: Contribution of Sardinia ESF (European Social Fund) 2014–2020 ROP to the SDGs.
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Our research suggests that the evaluation and monitoring of
the contribution of the EU to the 2030 Agenda requires a tool ca-
pable of capturing which and how many investments financed
by the EU through all European policies contribute to the SDGs.
Given that, this methodology is also proposed to ensure a har-
monized approach in the monitoring of the expenditures re-
lated to the 2030 Agenda in various EU policies in line with the
need expressed by the European Court of Auditors (ECA 2019)
and the ongoing reflections of the European Commission (EC
2020b). IEEP (2020) has stated that the ability of these invest-
ments to contribute to the 2030 Agenda also has to be explored
in terms of actual results. Thus, further analysis and evalua-
tions will become necessary, along with the monitoring of the
performance indicators connected to the SDGs, in order to eval-
uate any improvement over time and to capture, when possible,
even a direct correlation with the expenditures. We recommend
other Managing Authorities should participate in this testing,
which seems reasonable since some regions and the Italian
Ministry of the Environment have already expressed their inter-
est during recent institutional meetings. The involvement of
various actors could be decisive for reaching a shared model ap-
plicable throughout the whole national territory from the earli-
est stages of the 2021–2027 programmes. Allowing policymakers
to track and align spending to support the SDGs provides a solid
baseline that can guide public authorities (whether at the local,
national or European level) during future budget processes and
allocations.
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