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With only three years until 2030, achieving the 2030 Agenda requires 
a radical shift towards large-scale, impactful local implementation of 
projects and policies aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). Despite the current political instability, climate crisis and grow-
ing inequalities affecting the world, the 2030 Agenda provides a solid 
and actionable pathway for collective action based on common values. 
National and international hesitations and mistrust are offset by local 
and regional governments’ (LRGs’) steadfast commitment to creating a 
more sustainable, prosperous and equal world for all people through 
good governance and quality local public services.

The world is not on track to achieve SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) 
by 2030. While access to clean drinking water, basic hygiene services, 
and sanitation has improved compared to 2015 levels, an estimated 2.1 
billion people still lack access to safely managed drinking water and 
3.4 billion to safely managed sanitation. The data on wastewater, water 
quality and water management show little to no progress, and regional 
disparities reflect higher water stress in regions such as North Afri-
ca and West Asia. Picking up momentum requires better monitoring, 
accessible and localized financing, water-related cooperation, multi-
stakeholder partnerships for water management and a more inclusive 
multilateral system.

SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) is one of the most on-track SDGs, 
with global electricity access reaching 92% in 2023. Nevertheless, the 
global community should redouble its efforts to meet the targets for in-
dicators such as access to clean cooking, renewable energy consump-
tion and production, and international financial support for clean and 
renewable energy. Fully achieving this SDG requires targeted work to 
foster renewable energy and energy efficiency at scale to meet climate 
targets. Consistent investments adapted to local and regional realities 
can help continue the current positive trend and achieve universal ac-
cess.

Notable advancements have been made around SDG 9 (Industry, In-
novation and Infrastructure) too. Global infrastructure is expanding 
in parallel with industrial growth and innovation. Internet coverage 
is steadily growing, although significant regional disparities persist. 
Manufacturing growth shows a similar pattern, with least developed 
countries especially far from achieving SDG 9 industry-related targets. 
Meanwhile, global CO2 emissions from fuel combustion and industrial 
processes reached an all-time high in 2024, marking an 8.3% increase 
from 2015. This situation jeopardizes the achievement of not only SDG 9 
but the whole agenda. Urgent measures such as more inclusive financ-
ing for small enterprises, green innovation, and accessible, sustainable 
and resilient infrastructure are required to move closer to achieving the 
targets.

Amid ever-increasing urbanization, achieving SDG 11 (Sustainable Cit-
ies and Communities) is more important than ever. Nowadays, housing 

1. Localizing human rights and 
public services through SDGs 
6, 7, 9 and 11

https://iris.who.int/server/api/core/bitstreams/83d75861-6c96-4083-b163-8accb9c711cc/content
https://iris.who.int/server/api/core/bitstreams/83d75861-6c96-4083-b163-8accb9c711cc/content
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/extended-report/Extended-Report-2025_Goal-6.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://www.irena.org/-/media/Files/IRENA/Agency/Publication/2025/Jun/IRENA_POL_Tracking_SDG7_energy_progress_2025.pdf
https://stat.unido.org/portal/storage/file/publications/sdg/2025/sdg9-report-2025.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
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Source: Johnnathan Tshibangu, Unsplash

affordability and tenure security are among the most 
pressing issues to tackle in most parts of the world, 
with up to 3 billion people experiencing affordability 
difficulties and 1.1 billion living in informal settle-
ments. Strengthening and equalizing access to land, 
transport and inclusive public spaces are key actions 
to foster positive transformations. Urban policy in-
creasingly addresses climate adaptation and dis-
aster risk mitigation, while the use of participatory 
mechanisms to include citizens in decision-making 
processes is growing. 

Multilevel governance, participatory budgeting and 
better climate planning frameworks can help future 
proof our communities and build sustainable cities. 
Overall, stable and reliable financing lays the foun-
dation for transforming urban and local policies into 
impactful and transformative actions. Greater fiscal 
devolution from national governments and improved 
local access to funding opportunities from interna-
tional organizations, development banks and private 
stakeholders can accelerate progress in this regard. 
Wide spending gaps also hinder achieving SDG tar-
get 11.4 on cultural and natural heritage: the global 
median public expenditure was only USD 21.22 per 
person in 2023.

LRGs demonstrate consistent commitment to the 
2030 Agenda, regardless of national and interna-
tional vacillations. Through self-organized networks 
such as the Global Taskforce of Local and Region-
al Governments (GTF), they are taking multilateral 
cooperation into their own hands and fostering tight 
collaborations to achieve the SDGs. In their ongoing 
efforts to lead the localization of the 2030 Agenda 
based on values of democracy, equality, inclusive-
ness, care and sustainability, LRGs are using local 
public service provision to deliver sustainable de-
velopment in practice, to real communities and in-
dividuals. As a consequence of their actions, not a 
prerequisite, they call for better recognition as ac-
tive decision-makers and crucial stakeholders for 
achieving the 2030 Agenda.

The three papers that are part of the 10th Towards 
the localization of the SDGs report analyze how LRGs 
are localizing the SDGs under review at the 2026 

High-Level Political Forum. They highlight their ac-
tions and policies on water and sanitation, energy, 
infrastructure, industry and innovation, culture, and 
sustainable and inclusive communities. They show-
case how LRGs’ efforts around these SDGs contrib-
ute to advancing human rights–based governance 
that reduces inequalities and fosters care, democra-
cy and inclusive development for all.

Specifically, the three papers focus on the following:

•	 Paper 1 analyzes how LRGs localize SDG 7 
(Affordable and Clean Energy), SDG 9 (Indus-
try, Innovation and Infrastructure) and SDG 11 
(Sustainable Cities and Communities) through 
local public service provision. It emphasizes 
the interconnectedness of the SDGs and LRGs’ 
cross-cutting action and leadership on key is-
sues such as housing, mobility and energy.

•	 Paper 2 describes LRGs’ crucial role in advanc-
ing SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), noting 
that accelerating progress requires bottom-up 
innovations as well as national and international 
efforts to ensure appropriate institutional and 
financial conditions for localization.

•	 Paper 3 focuses on the crucial target 11.4 
(“Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard 
the world’s cultural and natural heritage”), 
showcasing how localization of culture and her-
itage permeates all policy sectors, people’s lives 
and the planet.

The findings presented in these papers stem from 
thorough secondary and primary research conduct-
ed by UCLG/GTF. Key collaborations within the GTF 
– including with ICLEI (paper on SDG 6); with think 
tanks, experts and academia (paper on SDGs 7, 9 
and 11); and with the UCLG Culture Commission (pa-
per on SDG 11.4) – made these papers’ production 
possible. The papers also benefitted from firsthand, 
bottom-up insights collected directly from LRGs and 
LGAs. Their contents offer not only a comprehensive 
state-of-the-art review on localization of the select-
ed SDGs but also precious tools for advocacy, poli-
cy-making and peer learning.

https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2025/05/annual_report_2025_final.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper1.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper1.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper1.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper1.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper2.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper2.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper3.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper3.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/HLPF2026paper3.pdf
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2. Background: Culture and 
cultural rights in resilient, 
sustainable cities and 
territories
The international community has long acknowledged cultural diversi-
ty as an important heritage of humanity – the product of thousands of 
years of history and all peoples’ collective contributions through their 
languages, ideas, techniques, practices and creations. Diversity in-
cludes multiple layers and can be found within each individual’s unique 
identity. It forms an integral part of cities’ and territories’ essence; it 
enriches them, gives them a narrative and makes them attractive plac-
es to live and explore.

Alongside diversity, culture reveals common aspects of humanity, helps 
us find meaning in stories and ways of being that are different from our 
own, sparks inspiration, and allows us to express emotion and care and 
learn from others. Through culture, we can recognize one another as 
equals. Culture is a common good, which requires protecting and shar-
ing. It can also serve as the glue connecting communities, enabling 
care for one another in a world facing many critical challenges.

For years, many local and regional governments (LRGs) worldwide have 
placed culture at the centre of their vision of sustainable, resilient cit-
ies and communities. We can only achieve sustainable development if 
citizens make meaning of the places they inhabit, and if we properly ac-
knowledge the world’s diverse ways of life, knowledge and aspirations, 
which involve different paths towards sustainability. Likewise, effective 
human development requires fully considering the value of cultural fac-
tors such as heritage, creativity, diversity and knowledge.

Recognizing cultural diversity goes hand in hand with affirming univer-
sal human rights and fundamental freedoms. Culture can only enable 
sustainable development if every person can fully exercise their human 
rights, free from discrimination.

Cultural rights are an integral part of human rights. No one can appeal 
to cultural diversity to infringe upon, nor limit in scope, human rights 
guaranteed by international law. The cultural freedoms of individuals 
and communities both stem from and precondition real democracy. Cul-
tural rights serve as the backbone of the Global Taskforce’s approach to 
culture in sustainable cities, ensuring that no one and no place are left 
behind in accessing and participating in cultural life, and that diverse 
cultural expressions and legacies are represented and acknowledged. 

Accordingly, this paper examines how LRGs contribute to achieving 
SDG target 11.4, how cultural aspects have been partly mainstreamed 
across several SDGs and how future global sustainable development 
agendas could be better localized and more effective by giving cultur-
al aspects a more prominent position.
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Target 11.4, which calls to “strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard 
the world’s cultural and natural heritage,” is the most explicit reference 
to cultural aspects in the SDGs. It reinforces the local dimension of cul-
tural life and emphasizes the important role of LRGs and localization 
strategies in protecting cultural heritage, and more broadly, in caring 
for cultural life. Indeed, several analyses have emphasized the close 
connection between developing sustainable urban areas and protecting 
cultural heritage.

In addition to target 11.4, other SDG targets contain explicit or implicit 
references to cultural aspects. Notably, these include targets 2.5 (use 
of genetic resources and associated traditional knowledge), 4.7 (educa-
tion to promote a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship 
and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to 
sustainable development), 8.3 (creativity and innovation in job creation 
and entrepreneurship), 8.9 and 12.b (local culture and products in sus-
tainable tourism), 16.4 (recovery and return of stolen assets) and 16.10 
(public access to information and protection of fundamental freedoms).1 

Globally, the assessment of target 11.4 relies on indicator 11.4.1, which 
measures total per capita expenditure on the preservation, protec-
tion and conservation of all cultural and natural heritage. The data are 
disaggregated by different categories, including level of government. 
Efforts to track this indicator’s global achievement have experienced 
challenges, such as the lack of available data in many countries. Nev-
ertheless, the number of countries reporting data has rapidly increased 
over the past few years, reaching 92 countries in 2025, compared to only 
30 in 2020. 

The existing data indicate marked disparities in the amount spent by de-
veloped and developing countries (with a median of USD 83 and USD 4, 
respectively, between 2019 and 2023) as well as in the average share of 
local government expenditure on cultural and natural heritage within 
total public expenditure on heritage. One-third of reporting countries 
indicate that over 50% of expenditure on heritage came from local 

3. Local governments’ 
contributions to target 11.4 and 
to culture in the SDGs
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https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789210028462
https://www.uis.unesco.org/en/node/264
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789210028462
https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789210028462
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governments, while another one-third noted local 
government expenditure amounted to 25% or less. 
Country-level investment in heritage protection over 
time has varied significantly: while 57% of countries 
reported increased investment in 2024 relative to 
2021, other countries (including approximately half 
of those from Western Europe, North America, and 
Latin America and the Caribbean) decreased spend-
ing.

However, comprehensively understanding efforts to 
safeguard cultural heritage goes beyond quantita-
tively measuring expenditures to qualitatively ana-
lyzing aspects related to policies, strategies, plans 
and measures. Examining governance mechanisms, 
citizen participation, diversity, and the goals and val-
ues inspiring the preservation, interpretation and 
use of tangible and intangible cultural heritage also 
proves important. When we look at local policies and 
strategies addressing heritage, their close connec-
tions with broader development challenges become 
obvious. For instance, climate change, commercial 
exploitation and accelerated urbanization affect ef-
forts to protect and safeguard heritage. Interpreting 
and understanding the relevance of heritage today 
also requires sophisticated approaches – recognizing 
and engaging with multiple interpretations of herit-
age in diverse and polarized societies, and drawing 
inspiration from knowledge and practices of the past 
to address contemporary challenges. A qualitative, 
in-depth analysis can shed light on the meaning of 
heritage and its policy dimension.

In this respect, previous analyses undertaken by the 
Global Taskforce have underscored, for instance, 
how cultural heritage policies should integrate di-
versity and inclusion concerns. They should consid-
er different voices and stories of citizens and resi-
dents, integrate a gender lens and a cultural rights 
approach and factor cultural heritage into approach-
es to the climate crisis. Cultural policies, practices 
and actors are pivotal for achieving all the SDGs. 
Failing to include cultural components that could 
boost SDG implementation, or to address identified 
culture-related constraints that could prevent their 
achievement, would be a missed opportunity.

Many cities and LRGs include cultural rights, herit-
age, creativity and diversity as substantial compo-
nents of their sustainable development policies and 
strategies, promoting democratic, caring communi-
ties and SDG localization. Evidence from many cit-
ies and territories around the world illustrates how 
they integrate cultural heritage – and culture more 
broadly – into these policies and strategies. The fol-
lowing subsections highlight seven specific ways.

PROTECTING AND REVITALIZING 
CULTURAL HERITAGE TO ADVANCE 
THE SDGs
By identifying, safeguarding and promoting tangi-
ble and intangible heritage assets that contribute to 
quality of life, local identity and community building, 
several cities and local governments evidence the 
multiple ways in which heritage policies intersect 
with many SDGs.

In San Antonio (USA), for instance, the Strategic 
Historic Preservation Plan, developed with strong 
community input and buy-in, outlines opportunities 
to educate and engage the community about cul-
tural heritage and sustainable development prac-
tices. This effort contributes to preserving the city’s 
unique sense of place, economic competitiveness 
and authenticity while considering social equity in 
programme delivery (exemplifying contributions to 
SDGs 4, 8, 10, 11 and 17).

In Brazzaville (Republic of Congo), the Poto-Poto 
Cultural Circle, based in a national heritage building 
renovated as a cultural centre, has become the hub 
for a broad urban network of artists and sociocul-
tural actors. It illustrates how a long-term cultur-
al vision can simultaneously foster the creativity of 

Source: Jack Ward, Unsplash

https://www.uis.unesco.org/en/node/264
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/hlpf_2023-p4.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/hlpf_2023-p4.pdf
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/san-antonio-advancing-sdgs-through-cultural-heritage
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/san-antonio-advancing-sdgs-through-cultural-heritage
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/poto-poto-cultural-circle
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/poto-poto-cultural-circle
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local young people, preserve heritage, diversify the 
local economy and encourage people to live together 
(SDGs 4, 8, 9 and 11).

Meanwhile, in Novi Sad (Serbia), the renovation of 
four historic heritage areas, which involved engaged, 
constructive dialogue with citizens and cultural ac-
tors, contributed to transforming decades-long mis-
trust into trust and sparking inclusive development. 
A subsequent evaluation identified multiple impacts 
in areas related to SDGs 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 16 and 17. 

INTEGRATING CULTURAL HERITAGE 
INTO APPROACHES FOR CARING, 
INCLUSIVE CITIES

Framing local strategies within cultural consider-
ations and drawing on the rich wealth of intangible 
knowledge, cultural practices and tangible heritage 
assets can contribute to improving inclusion, partici-
pation and policy effectiveness. 

For instance, La Paz (Bolivia) implemented tradi-
tional medicine centres known as Qullañ Utas, which 
intertwine culture with care for life. The centres pro-
vide health services and information to users – inte-
grating traditional Indigenous knowledge and medi-
cal practices, fostering the use of native languages 
and using an intercultural approach (SDGs 3, 10, 11 
and 17).

Meanwhile, in Malmö (Sweden), the City Archive in-
cludes a focus on human rights. It recognizes diverse 
heritages and combats racism and discrimination 
through regular collaborations with civil rights and 
LGBTQIA+ movements, Black archives, the Finn-
ish-Swedish minority and the Roma community 
(SDGs 4, 10, 11, 16 and 17).

CONNECTING CULTURAL HERITAGE 
PRESERVATION WITH INCLUSIVE 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Several LRGs have adopted strategies and pro-
grammes that recognize the potential of cultural 
heritage to influence innovation and creativity, at-
tract tourism and act in synergy with economic strat-
egies. At the same time, they have taken measures 
to ensure economic benefits are balanced with social 
inclusion and the multiple values of heritage.

In Lisbon (Portugal), for instance, the Lojas com 
História (Historic Shops) programme seeks to pre-
serve shops with a historic value. It provides rent 
protection and contributes to their preservation 
while energizing and reinvigorating the commercial 

activities essential for their existence (SDGs 8, 11 
and 12). 

Meanwhile, the Greater Amman Municipality (Jor-
dan) has implemented policies and measures to 
strengthen traditional handicrafts through work-
shops and training courses, fostering innovation in 
heritage practices and enhancing cultural tourism 
and youth employment in heritage-related activities 
(SDGs 8, 10 and 12).

RECOGNIZING CULTURAL HERITAGE AS 
AN ASSET IN CLIMATE ACTION

Some local and regional efforts to address the cli-
mate emergency have mapped, disseminated and 
integrated traditional knowledge and practices, as 
well as other cultural assets, illustrating the impor-
tant role of culture in climate action. 

In the Historic Centre of Morelia (Mexico), for in-
stance, local strategies have promoted reusing ex-
isting buildings, urban landscapes and monuments 
for new purposes. These efforts reduce stress on the 
environment and enhance the circular economy and 
contemporary creativity without losing heritage val-
ues (SDGs 3, 4, 11, 12 and 17). 

Meanwhile, the state of California (USA) conducted a 
cultural heritage and climate action integration anal-
ysis as part of a comprehensive effort to understand 
how culture intersects with the climate change–re-
lated work of its boards, departments and agencies. 
The initiative analyzed areas where culture or her-
itage was already playing a role and areas where it 
could add new value. A subsequent analysis identi-
fied synergies with 13 SDGs.

PLACING ACCESS TO CULTURE AS A 
CENTRAL ASPECT IN RIGHTS-BASED 
CITIES

By addressing obstacles hindering access to and 
participation in culture and placing equity at the cen-
tre of cultural strategies, LRGs demonstrate their 
commitment to human rights for all.

The Culture for All project in Xi’an (China), which 
aims to expand citizens’ access to cultural opportuni-
ties, provides an example of this. It has involved ma-
jor investments in building neighbourhood libraries 
and small museums at metro stations. The project 
has also enhanced collaboration among various the-
atres in planning and presenting free performances, 
among other initiatives involving effective leader-

https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/cultural-policy-regeneration-urban-heritage-through-culture-dialogue
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/cultural-policy-regeneration-urban-heritage-through-culture-dialogue
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/traditional-medicine-information-and-guidance-centres-qullan-uta
https://www.agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/city_docs/visit-sept2022_malmoe-eng__en.pdf
https://lojascomhistoria.pt/
https://lojascomhistoria.pt/
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/reviving-folklore-and-cultural-heritage
https://agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/2025-05/report_10_-_culture_and_climate_resilient_development_-_en_2.pdf
https://agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/2025-05/report_10_-_culture_and_climate_resilient_development_-_en_2.pdf
https://agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/2025-05/report_10_-_culture_and_climate_resilient_development_-_en_2.pdf
https://agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/2025-05/report_10_-_culture_and_climate_resilient_development_-_en_2.pdf
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/culture-all-policies
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ship, financial contribution, extensive advocacy and 
partnerships. Such efforts have contributed to SDGs 
3, 4, 8, 10 and 11.

In Montevideo (Uruguay), cultural policies have in-
tegrated a gender perspective. This integration in-
cluded identifying gender gaps, addressing visible 
and invisible forms of discrimination and abuse, rec-
ognizing women’s contributions, raising awareness 
and establishing a dedicated equality team within 
the Department of Culture. Overall, this work has 
addressed SDGs 4, 5, 10, 11 and 17.

The city of Yopougon (Côte d’Ivoire) has designed and 
implemented several initiatives that see culture as a 
key factor in fostering social cohesion and broaden-
ing employment opportunities and civic participation 
among young people, addressing SDGs 1, 4, 8, 10, 11, 
12 and 17.

FOSTERING PARTICIPATION IN 
CULTURAL LIFE FOR MORE DEMOCRATIC 
CITIES

Policies committed to encouraging everyone’s par-
ticipation in cultural life frequently serve to empower 
disadvantaged or marginalized groups and can sup-
port creating more plural and inclusive governance.

One example is the Capital of Youth Culture initia-
tive in Gwanak-gu (Republic of Korea), which aims 
to actively engage youth in the local community and 
public policy processes and to enhance the cultural 
rights of young people who have been socially ex-
cluded. By doing so, it has responded to local chal-
lenges such as youth alienation and mental health 
needs. Young people have supported designing and 
implementing local policies and engaged in creative 
activities, shifting from beneficiaries to policy lead-
ers and contributing to SDGs 3, 8, 10, 11, 16 and 17. 

Meanwhile, the Ortaklaşa initiative led by the Mar-
mara Municipalities Union (Türkiye) and the Istan-
bul Foundation for Culture and Arts has promoted 
collaboration between civil society and local govern-
ments in the cultural sector, fostering innovative lo-
cal partnerships and emphasizing the realization of 
cultural rights as central to local democracy. The ini-
tiative has supported new approaches to governance 
and management and fostered learning, research 
and the design of new practical tools, addressing 
SDGs 10, 16 and 17, among others.

CONNECTING CULTURAL VALUES WITH 
LOCAL SUSTAINABILITY STRATEGIES

Several cities and communities have developed sus-
tainability strategies that integrate cultural visions, 
narratives and values to foster inclusive, locally rele-
vant and effective approaches.

For example, the Bilbao City of Values project de-
veloped by Bilbao (Basque Country, Spain) has 
strengthened cultural values as the backbone of 
sustainable development. It brought together a wide 
cross-section of local stakeholders in a participatory 
process to develop a “Bilbao Charter of Values” and 
implement several joint activities, fostering equal 
access to culture and citizens’ enhanced participa-
tion in cultural activities (SDGs 9, 10, 11, 16 and 17). 

In Ramallah (Palestine), the Moving Culture Forward 
initiative emphasizes the role of culture as a tool for 
resilience and resistance under occupation and dur-
ing the war in Gaza. It involves the promotion of cul-
tural practices to maintain social cohesion, as well 
as international networking and solidarity, touching 
on SDGs 10, 16 and 17 in particular.

The areas of work and examples described in the 
subsections above illustrate the manifold connec-
tions between heritage, culture and sustainable de-
velopment, evidencing how localized initiatives con-
tribute not only to target 11.4 but also to numerous 
other SDGs. While the SDGs’ lack of more explicit 
references to cultural aspects has not prevented 
LRGs from taking action, the absence of an integrat-
ed framework, such as a dedicated Culture Goal, 
has arguably hindered more robust investment in 
culture as part of sustainability efforts. The next sec-
tions further explore this issue.

Source: Toa Heftiba, Unsplash

https://www.obs.agenda21culture.net/en/good-practices/cultural-policies-perspective-gender-equality-montevideo-going-forward-its-cultural
https://www.obs.agenda21culture.net/en/good-practices/cultural-policies-perspective-gender-equality-montevideo-going-forward-its-cultural
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/educational-city-creative-and-innovative-youth
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/educational-city-creative-and-innovative-youth
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/capital-youth-culture
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/ortaklasa-culture-dialogue-and-support-programme
https://www.obs.agenda21culture.net/en/good-practices/bilbao-balioen-hiria-bbh-bilbao-city-values
https://obs.agenda21culture.net/index.php/en/good-practices/building-culture-forward
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eral global and regional civil society initiatives, was first established 
during the consultation process that led to the adoption of the 2030 
Agenda. Subsequently, it has continued to call for recognizing culture 
as part of achieving the SDGs and broader sustainability efforts. Over 
the past few years, the campaign has analyzed the presence of cultur-
al aspects in Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs), Voluntary Subnational 
Reviews (VSRs) and Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs). Cultural initiatives 
contribute to achieving many SDGs, yet the absence of an integrated 
framework – such as a standalone Culture Goal – prevents culture from 
taking a more substantial place in national and local approaches to the 
SDGs. 

Recent analyses, including on references to culture in VNRs submitted 
in 2025 and similar developments between 2022 and 2025, find that over 
one-half of VNRs include references to cultural aspects across SDGs 
outside of explicit culture-related targets. Indeed, an analysis of refer-
ences to culture broken down by clusters of SDGs demonstrates that 
cultural actors or factors are relevant in every policy area. The SDG 
clusters most frequently referenced within VNRs submitted in 2025 in-
clude agriculture, environment and climate (i.e. SDGs 2, 12, 13, 14 and 
15); community and resilience (SDG 11); and growth, jobs and innova-
tion (SDGs 8 and 9). VNRs also reference other SDGs, albeit to a lesser 
extent. 

VNRs, VSRs and VLRs address different aspects of the relationship be-
tween culture and sustainable development. Whether culture is seen 
as an enabler of sustainable development (e.g. as a determinant of pol-
icy effectiveness) or as a barrier to it (e.g. where cultural factors and 
practices prevent the achievement of development goals, most notably 
around gender inclusion), the need to understand and address cultur-
al behaviours and attitudes to achieve lasting change is clear. In many 
cases, these reviews also explicitly acknowledge that the arts, culture 
and heritage sectors have a unique power to make this happen.

An analysis of 73 VLRs submitted until 2021 found that 74% included a 
cultural dimension in 2030 Agenda implementation, with substantive 
narratives on the matter. LRGs integrate culture in diverse ways, rang-
ing from high-level policy frameworks to practical project implemen-
tation, dedicated cultural plans and supporting aspects of other policy 
goals. While no comprehensive analysis of VLRs has been conducted in 
recent years, several recent VLRs illustrate how LRGs continue to place 
culture in their localization strategies:

4. Culture in VNRs, VSRs and 
VLRs: A short analysis

https://culture2030goal.net/
https://culture2030goal.net/sites/default/files/2025-08/af_culture2030goal_2025_0.pdf
https://culture2030goal.net/sites/default/files/2025-08/af_culture2030goal_2025_0.pdf
https://culture2030goal.net/sites/default/files/2026-01/af_culture2030goal_vnr-analysis-2022-2025.pdf
https://agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/2025-05/af_culture2030goal_2021_2.pdf
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•	 In its 2023 and 2025 VLRs, for instance, Buenos 
Aires (Argentina) emphasizes culture, sports 
and tourism as one of the five core areas of its 
local development strategies. At both the stra-
tegic and programmatic levels, the city views 
cultural participation and cultural heritage 
preservation as an end in themselves as well as 
a contribution to local objectives around health 
and wellbeing, inclusive economic development 
and social inclusion. 

•	 The 2024 VLR presented by Subang Jaya (Ma-
laysia) presents examples of how participation 
in cultural activities contributes to women’s 
empowerment and employability. It describes 
the close connections between safeguarding 
traditional knowledge and preserving natural 
habitats due to the cultural significance of local 
forests.

•	 As part of its 2024 VLR, Basildon (UK) involved 
artists and creative collectives and organiza-
tions in designing participatory activities to 
consult marginalized groups in the process of 
drafting the report and raising awareness about 
the SDGs. Among other strategic aims, the lo-
cal 2024–2028 Corporate Plan includes ideas 
to harness the borough’s creative and cultural 
potential.

•	 The 2023 VLR by the Emboreet village (Manyara, 
Tanzania) illustrates the cultural dimension of 
implementing the SDGs in a variety of ways. 
The village’s efforts to raise awareness of and 
localize the SDGs are integrated into traditional 
governance mechanisms. Initiatives to empower 
women and support their engagement in eco-
nomic activities include supporting traditional 
crafts through specific microfinance schemes. 
The VLR recognizes that progress on achieving 
some SDGs, such as SDG 5 (gender equality), is 
being slowed down by traditional gender roles; 
addressing this requires actively engaging with 
cultural factors.

•	 In line with the international Culture 2030 Goal 
campaign and the belief that “addressing the 
transformations required to meet the challenges 
of the 2030 Agenda cannot be achieved without a 
cultural approach,” Strasbourg (France) added 
an SDG 18 to address culture. As described in 
its VLR and territorial assessment of 2015–2023 
developments, specific targets include promot-
ing access to culture, promoting the message of 
peace and democracy, preserving cultural herit-
age, promoting cultural rights through amateur 
cultural practices, fostering artistic and cultural 
education, supporting new creativity and pro-
moting bilingualism and regional culture. The 
VLR also identifies synergies between culture 

and other SDGs, including those addressing ed-
ucation, climate action and international part-
nerships.

Overall, based on evidence from VLRs, VSRs and 
VNRs, LRGs appear to address culture as a dis-
tinctive objective in their SDG strategies more fre-
quently than national governments. In particular, 
VLRs pay specific attention to issues such as cultural 
identity, diversity and rights; knowledge, education 
and cultural facilities; tangible heritage and spatial 
design; protection, management and economy of 
culture; and intangible heritage and performing arts.

Despite stakeholders’ general understanding of the 
importance of culture for sustainable development, 
culture acquires a more central position particu-
larly in SDG localization. In this respect, the two-
pronged strategy of localizing the SDGs and providing 
an integrated framework for culture in sustainable 
development through a dedicated Culture Goal could 
enable more effective strategies – combining cul-
tural sensitivity and contextualization, inclusive and 
diverse representation and participation, the protec-
tion of cultural heritage and the promotion of crea-
tivity.

Source: Roberto Carlos Roman Don, Unsplash

https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/field-document/buenos_aires_2023_en.pdf
https://www.gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/field-document/buenosaires_2025.pdf
https://www.gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/field-document/subangjaya_2024.pdf
https://www.gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/basildon_2025.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/field-document/emboreet_village_manyara_2023.pdf
https://www.gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/field-document/strasbourg_2025.pdf
https://agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/2025-05/af_culture2030goal_2021_2.pdf
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Building on the evidence presented in previous sections, this final 
section outlines proposals and examples on how a dedicated Culture 
Goal in the post–2030 Agenda could take shape. It relies on work un-
dertaken in recent years by the Culture 2030 Goal campaign, including 
broad-ranging consultations and an indicator mapping and expert as-
sessment. This work led to the presentation of a draft Culture Goal 
in September 2025, on the eve of the United Nations Educational, Sci-
entific and Cultural Organization’s Mondiacult 2025 conference. Such 
work also builds on culture and sustainability efforts by many cultural 
organizations, activists and governments over the years.

Ultimately, proposing a Culture Goal aims to fill a gap in mainstream 
approaches to sustainable development. Cultural aspects are neces-
sary in sustainability and the SDGs’ achievement because they respond 
to the individual and collective need to make meaning of the society 
we inhabit and our relation to the planet and to one another. Cultural 
factors are a critical component of SDG localization strategies, adapting 
the goals to local circumstances and ways of doing. Cultural participa-
tion not only supports developing one’s identity and expressing human 
dignity but also contributes to other development goals related to social 
cohesion, civic participation and public space. 

These aspects have frequently been neglected – partly due to being seen 
as secondary, partly due to doubts about the ability to capture them in 
concrete, measurable targets. The proposed Culture Goal helps allevi-
ate those doubts. 

A CULTURE GOAL

isn’t a way of 
promoting a 

particular culture 
or a particular 

understanding of 
culture

A CULTURE GOAL

affirms the 
importance 

of connecting 
cultures and 

human experiences

A CULTURE GOAL

proposes 
mechanisms 

to support and 
promote all 

aspects of culture 
in their diversity

Source: Culture 2030 Goal campaign

5. The way forward: Towards a 
Culture Goal

https://culture2030goal.net/sites/default/files/2025-10/culture2030goal_culture-goal-v10-eng_0.pdf
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With the motto “Ensure Cultural Sustainability for 
the Wellbeing of All,” the proposed Culture Goal out-
lines an integrated framework that could be imple-
mented at national, regional and local levels. Indeed, 
some of its proposed targets address areas in which 
LRGs have already demonstrated their expertise and 
value-add. These areas often include key aspects of 
local cultural life, such as the exercise of cultural 
rights, the ability of Indigenous Peoples to strength-
en their institutions and the implementation of a 
regenerative cultural approach to ecosystemic gov-
ernance. The proposed Culture Goal includes the 
following specific targets:

1.	 Realize cultural rights for all, by fostering inclu-
sive access to and participation in cultural life, 
creativity and diversity of cultural and artistic 
expressions, in particular for women, children, 
older persons, persons with disabilities and vul-
nerable populations.

2.	 Promote a culture of peace and non-violence, 
global citizenship and appreciation of cultural 
and biological diversity.

3.	 Protect and safeguard cultural and natural her-
itage and leverage it as a resource and enabler 
for sustainable development.

4.	 Protect and promote the diversity of cultural 
expressions to strengthen the creativity, devel-
opment capacity, resilience and regenerative 
capacity of individuals and communities.

5.	 Promote the economic and social rights of art-
ists and cultural professionals, artistic freedom 
and safety, as well as local art, culture and prod-
ucts, notably in the context of artificial intelli-
gence.

6.	 Enhance legal conditions and practical opportu-
nities for the mobility of cultural professionals 
and cross-border creativity in the creation of 
cultural goods, services and practices.

7.	 Enhance the conditions for Indigenous Peoples 
to strengthen their own institutions, cultures 
and languages, and to pursue their development 
in keeping with their self-determined needs and 
aspirations.

8.	 Implement a regenerative cultural approach 
to ecosystemic governance, including environ-
mental protection, sustainable urbanization, 
land planning, landscape management, biodi-
versity stewardship, agriculture and natural ar-
eas management. 

a. Strengthen cultural institutions, in-
cluding through international coopera-
tion, to build capacity at all levels and in 
all policy areas to realize cultural rights 
and sustain cultural pluralism.

b. Ensure that cultural considerations 
are taken into account in all international 
development goals, at the outset of and 
throughout all policy-making processes, 
whether or not associated with pre-exist-
ing cultural targets.

As this chapter has shown, LRGs around the world 
have engaged in policies and projects that illustrate 
their action in several of these areas, including en-
suring inclusive access to and participation in cul-
tural life, safeguarding cultural heritage and lever-
aging it as an enabler of sustainable development, 
and promoting the diversity of cultural expressions. 

Proposed targets (a) and (b) evidence the aim to 
strengthen capacity for cultural policy-making and 
consideration of cultural aspects in policy and pro-
ject design, implementation and evaluation at all 
levels, including at the local level. Several of the ac-
companying indicators included in the Culture Goal 
proposal should also contribute to strengthening 
local capacities and making the local links between 
culture and sustainable development more visible. 

The Culture 2030 Goal campaign continues to ad-
vance work around the proposed goal through addi-
tional consultations planned in 2026 and 2027, an 
invitation for national governments and LRGs to vol-
untarily adopt the goal, and other efforts to translate 
its guidelines into concrete action.

Relevant initiatives include the following:

•	 An analysis and participatory consultation on 
how several regional Capital of Culture pro-
grammes could better localize the SDGs and 
integrate their approaches with the proposed 
Culture Goal: This process involves collabora-
tion with the European Union’s European Capital 
of Culture; the Iberoamerican Capital of Culture, 
organized by the Union of Iberoamerican Cap-
ital Cities; the Mediterranean Capital of Cul-
tures and Dialogue, organized by the Anna Lindh 
Foundation and the Union for the Mediterrane-
an; and the emerging African Capital of Culture, 
organized by United Cities and Local Govern-
ments (UCLG) Africa. These programmes are 
being invited to test the proposed Culture Goal 
in their respective capital cities.

https://agenda21culture.net/capitals
https://agenda21culture.net/capitals
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•	 UCLG’s Seven Keys programme: This pro-
gramme involves participatory workshops that 
invite LRGs and communities to integrate cul-
tural dimensions into SDG localization. So far, 
Seven Keys workshops have been implemented 
in Brazzaville (Republic of Congo), Bulawayo 
(Zimbabwe), Burgos (Spain), Concepción (Chile), 
Izmir (Türkiye), Lilongwe (Malawi), Lisbon (Por-
tugal), Puerto de la Cruz (Spain), Saint-Louis 
(Senegal), Xi’an (China) and Yoff (Senegal). 

•	 Culture 21 Plus, a new framework for cultur-
al rights, citizenship and sustainable develop-
ment adopted by UCLG in 2025: This framework 
resulted from an extensive consultation process 
that renewed the commitment to making culture 
central in sustainable communities. To support 
local and regional implementation, it includes 
an adaptable set of modules enabling discus-
sion, learning, self-assessment and policy guid-
ance. Culture 21 Plus is closely connected to 
LRGs’ calls for a systemic transformation that 
bridges local actions and global trends; cares 
for and guarantees equal rights for all; is driven 
by well-informed, critical and empowered com-
munities; and is based on solidarity. It also evi-
dences how culture is integral to achieving this 
systemic transformation and serves to embed 
culture’s central place in SDG localization while 
paving the way for a future Culture Goal.

•	 Boosted advocacy for the Culture Goal initi-
ative: Cities and regions, including inspiring 
examples (e.g. Strasbourg, France; Hawaii, 
USA; Basque Country, Spain), are already im-
plementing SDG 18 on culture. In coordination, 

national governments (e.g. Brazil, Kenya, Mex-
ico, Spain) have explicitly supported the need to 
have a Culture Goal as soon as possible.

LRGs, when equipped with the relevant capacities 
and resources (e.g. legal competences, adequate 
funding, technical capacities) can effectively con-
tribute to localizing the SDGs and integrating a 
strong, substantial cultural dimension in the pro-
cess. Centring culture in future sustainable devel-
opment agendas should contribute not only to more 
effective policies and programmes but also to bet-
ter recognition of local communities’ interests and 
needs, leveraging their knowledge and practices and 
addressing cultural factors that hinder progress to-
wards more resilient, sustainable communities.

In this respect, United Nations agencies, regional 
organizations and national governments should sup-
port LRGs’ role in implementing policies and pro-
grammes connecting cultural aspects, in all their 
dimensions and according to local needs, with sus-
tainable development strategies. This support in-
volves recognizing the specific role played by LRGs 
in identifying local needs, involving communities and 
delivering services – and should go hand in hand 
with transferring legal competences and additional 
financial and human resources. It should also involve 
establishing suitable multilevel governance mecha-
nisms enabling coordination and synergy. Finally, all 
stakeholders should take steps towards a stronger 
integration of culture in the post–2030 Agenda, with 
a dedicated Culture Goal, drawing on the proposed 
version and other contributions that may strengthen 
this approach and its localization.

Source: Johnnathan Tshibangu, Unsplash

https://agenda21culture.net/our-cities/seven-keys
https://agenda21culture.net/documents/culture-21-plus-2025
https://uclg.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/uclgpactforthe_future.pdf
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N. NOTES
1 For more on this, see UCLG (2018), Culture in the 
Sustainable Development Goals: A guide for local ac-
tion; and GTF and UCLG (2023), A cultural boost in the 
achievement of the SDGs: How local and regional gov-
ernments are promoting cultural heritage and sustain-
able cities and territories.

https://agenda21culture.net/advocacy/culture-sdgs
https://agenda21culture.net/advocacy/culture-sdgs
https://agenda21culture.net/advocacy/culture-sdgs
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/hlpf_2023-p4.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/hlpf_2023-p4.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/hlpf_2023-p4.pdf
https://gold.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uploaded/hlpf_2023-p4.pdf
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