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“Sarah E. Mendelson and her collaborators make a compelling case for the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a promising project for re-energizing progress on social justice, economic development, and human rights. In their vision, law remains a guiding standard, but the SDG approach puts law to work with a tool kit of community organization, operational know-how, and rigorously generated data. Academe has a central role to play in educating the new generation of principled pragmatists in the outlook, skills, and information they will need to boost rights and justice to a higher level.”

Jack Snyder, Robert and Renée Belfer Professor of International Relations, Political Science Department, Columbia University

“The sobering fact is that the world is falling short of achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). But the contributors to this volume firmly reject the idea that the goals should be abandoned. Instead of running away from the SDG project, the authors here focus on practical next steps toward global sustainability and human rights. The chapters explore a range of novel ways of localizing the goals. They outline new methods of engaging the next generation of policymakers and scholars in human rights and development work, and highlight important leadership roles that universities can play in effectuating the SDGs going forward. In the process, contributors pinpoint ongoing – but surmountable – barriers to SDG implementation, such as the failure of government entities and researchers to capture disaggregated data that would support successful tailoring of policies to human rights-based goals. This is a book for those who understand that failure is not an option when it comes to the SDGs, and who are ready to lean into a sustainable future through concrete action.”

Martha F. Davis, University Distinguished Professor of Law, Northeastern University

Prescient in its exploration of the how inequality has riven United States society and compelling in its urgent call to use the UN Sustainable Development Goals as a framework for doing something about it here and beyond, this book is essential reading for policymakers, academics and advocates alike. Each chapter takes up separate arena for action. All of them center around Goal 16, on the role of higher education in building peace, justice and strong institutions. Each chapter features new primary source data and practical examples of how cities, universities, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and social movements together have used the SDGs to build stronger systems of accountability for fulfilling economic rights. The book centers the “unjust recovery” in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic in order to reveal the deeper systemic flaws that perpetuate inequality, while also making clear that student engagement with the SDGs is key to building the political momentum for tackling it.

Shareen Hertel, Wiktor Osiayński Chair of Human Rights & Political Science, University of Connecticut
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SERIES EDITOR PREFACE

Professor Wendy Purcell, PhD FRSA

Higher education (HE) makes an important contribution to realizing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Teaching and learning support the development of responsible citizens as scholars, leaders, entrepreneurs, and professionals. Curiosity-driven and socially impactful research and innovation help advance knowledge frontiers and find solutions for the world’s most pressing issues. As anchor institutions, universities and colleges are also active in civic and community settings, working in partnership with other stakeholders. Given the fierce urgency of (un)sustainable development, the climate crisis, and widening inequity within countries and across the globe, HE institutions (HEIs) need to do more and go faster to deliver fully on their potential to help achieve the SDGs.

The book series addresses the role of HE in advancing the SDGs, identifying some actionable and scalable initiatives, and pointing to opportunities ahead. In sharing the ways and means universities and colleges across the world are engaging with the SDGs, the series seeks to both inspire and enable those in the HE sector and stakeholders beyond to transform what they do and how they do it and thereby hasten progress toward Agenda 2030. Insights gleaned from case studies, reflective accounts, and student stories can help the HE sector both deepen and accelerate its engagement with the SDGs. Each book seeks to capture examples of how HEIs are fulfilling the delivery of their academic mission and progressing the SDG concerned. Illustrating the work of students, faculty, and staff of the institution, and that undertaken in collaboration with others, positions HE as a change agent operating at a systems level to help create a world that leaves no one behind.

This volume focuses on HE and SDG16 “Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions” and highlights the work of universities and colleges in achieving this goal to “Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all, and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels.” SDG16 is intimately entwined with all the other SDGs and is a key determinant in their delivery, advancing equity, and enabling solutions in pursuit of sustainability – transforming our world so that the human rights of all can be realized. Some five billion people however are estimated to have unmet justice needs, ranging from concerns over legal identity, to property rights and access to justice, and this demands a paradigm shift in how to consider human rights using the SDGs.

Curated cases and examples from across the globe are explored to illustrate how progress toward SDG16 is being made through the academic activities of HEIs as well as their work in partnership with other organizations and groups. Everyone should be able to live in peace, feel safe, and be free of the threat of violence whether physical or psychological with explicit protection for vulnerable populations. Working with justice sector institutions, HEIs can support access to justice services as well as help citizens participate in associated governance matters. These networks can be leveraged for student learning opportunities as well offering a source for research questions. This academic engagement can enable the co-creation of solutions with the community that support human rights and tackle abuses and barriers to drive radical inclusion and help improve the lives of everyone in an effort to leave no one behind.

While the SDGs represent global goals, the local dimension is what counts in terms of people’s lived experiences. So too then HEIs need to act locally and connect globally. This book calls out the importance of adopting a data-centric approach, with data gaps and data holes filled by university research, innovation, and outreach efforts. In this way, the actuality of people’s justice needs is better understood and can help shape the systematic transformation of justice services and institutions. Universities and colleges will also educate and train new cadres of scholars and practitioners who are genuinely empathic to people’s justice needs, with experience of justice in action, and focused on strengthening the justice system as a matter of collective urgency.

Universities and colleges play a critical role in developing new systemic and transformative solutions through interdisciplinary and multi-stakeholder collaboration and a purposeful focus on the SDGs. As organizations that have stood for many centuries in some cases, this demands that they adapt to new models of learning, research partnerships, and leadership and governance frameworks. Immersive engagement with the SDGs can catalyze pedagogic innovation, serve to refresh curricula, and stimulate new program development. It can also open new avenues for research, attract new sources of funding, and energize people to deliver on the academic mission. SDG16 is an enabler of sustainable development and vital to the pursuit of sustainability and the health of people, planet, and shared prosperity. This book illustrates this approach with HEIs bringing their key assets of curiosity and the pursuit of knowledge and its application to partners seeking solutions and driving innovation, operating in both local and global networks. Sustainability is a goal for today, and sustainable development is an organizing principle for universities and colleges.
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INTRODUCTION: SDG 16, HIGHER EDUCATION, AND THE BENEFITS OF NEW APPROACHES TO TEACHING AND RESEARCHING HUMAN RIGHTS

Sarah E. Mendelson

Carnegie Mellon University, USA

ABSTRACT

Why and how should scholars, students, and practitioners engage the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to help reframe and refresh how human rights is taught, understood, and lived? This chapter, and indeed all the chapters in this edited volume, answer this question from a variety of perspectives. Binding them together is the belief that business as usual is not working; while international and national legal frameworks are necessary, they are not sufficient for delivering justice, particularly when it comes to addressing socioeconomic gaps. Getting all this right is more than an academic or UN-driven exercise. Closing these gaps is essential to democracies delivering and requires paradigm shifts. In an era of doom and gloom, the good news is that innovations in higher education, another binding theme, can help grow the next generation that will deliver human rights and sustainable development well beyond 2030.

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; human rights; data; democracy delivering; paradigm shift; experiential learning

Why would or should the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and SDG 16 in particular (“peace, justice, and strong institutions”) be of interest to scholars researching human rights, to professors engaging students on human rights, to students who are beginning their careers hoping to advance human rights, and indeed, to practitioners working to make human rights real?1 In short, because of both the universality and the intersectionality of the SDGs, and how they represent a 21st century way of understanding the range of rights encompassed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).2 Rights cannot be separated from development, and development cannot be siloed from peace.

In 2015, the global community adopted the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs with the principle of “leave no one behind.”3 This framework is scheduled to run through 2030. The relevance of the framework, however, will likely extend for decades to come. Moreover, the SDGs were presciently built to address the challenges that have emerged as urgent in many communities – from inequality to the climate crisis, from pandemics to declines in life expectancy, from an increase in violence and conflict to the enabling of corruption. It is a framework that recognizes development happens everywhere – not just in the “global south” or in so-called “developing” countries.

Awash in crises at the midpoint of the world’s commitment to the 2030 Agenda, there are numerous calls to “rescue” the SDGs, most prominently from the United Nations (UN) Secretary-General.4 Meanwhile, in the human rights community, a downbeat cottage industry has arisen (again) around pessimistic themes such as the “end times” and a failed, “last utopia.”5

This volume details multiple pathways out of such doom and gloom and helps advance the closely aligned and timely endeavors of creating peaceful, just, and inclusive communities – exactly what SDG 16 is all about. The volume explores ways in which innovations in higher education, and specifically, how human rights and the SDGs are taught, can help make relevant human rights in the 21st century for new generations. Universities have a critical role to play in creating SDG literacy as well as a refreshed approach to human rights education, or a paradigm shift, helping to grow what I have called “Cohort 2030.”6

In this introduction, I reflect briefly on why such a paradigm shift is needed. John W. McArthur, the Brookings Institution scholar, reminds us that “doing things differently is central to the purpose of the SDGs.” Quoting the 2030 agenda, he notes that the SDGs are about “‘transforming our world,’” and the “‘universal, integrated, and interrelated nature’” of the SDGs “‘seek(s) to realize the human rights of all.’”7 While those statements may be commonplace to some readers, many in the human rights community know nothing about the SDGs or may feel that because they are voluntary and not legally binding, they are not relevant. There is, however, something of a counter movement developing, including and going beyond senior scholars and practitioners from the human rights community represented in this volume.8 There is a growing sense that the emphasis on legal frameworks has been too abstract and that the type of rights most associated with the human rights movement, namely political ones, has been too narrow, too predictable, and often disconnected from the pressing, unmet needs of local populations.

The UDHR continues to be the framing document on rights relevant for the 21st century. But many aspects of it have been unevenly adopted. The United States, despite its role as a global leader on human rights, has downplayed the socioeconomic elements of the UDHR for decades. This oversight – intentional during the Cold War, and largely unchallenged in the post-Cold War triumphalist period – helped contribute to the extreme inequalities and inequities plaguing the country 25 years into the 21st century. The United States is not the only democracy failing to deliver for large swathes of its populations; authoritarian forces are taking advantage of that fact. At the same time, the downbeat and pessimistic academic cottage industry concerning human rights has developed precisely because the legal frameworks are so often ignored. Thus, the doom and gloom loop.

Another factor driving the need for new approaches to human rights relates to what might be understood as “the health of civil society.” As a Russia scholar, starting over 20 years ago in the early 2000s, I was exposed to gross human rights violations, the phenomenon of closing space and other threats to civil society – all signs to come of the ever more catastrophic trouble wrought by the Putin regime. I was, however, also aware that many in the Russian human rights community had little interest in engaging the larger public – a condition that would surely contribute to their societal and political isolation. The activists were more closely aligned with donors in New York and Geneva than their neighbors in Moscow, Perm, or Ryazan.9 That struck me then as a serious problem. Fast forward 20 years later, most members of the Russian human rights movement have either been murdered, jailed, or live in exile.

The health of civil society would only get worse and not just for Russian human rights activists. By the time I was serving in the Obama administration, between 2010 and 2017, what was known as “the closing space phenomenon” around the world would evolve into its own epidemic.10 In many places, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) were portrayed as “alien” or “foreign agents.” Governments would share laws country-to-country and then adopt draconian versions in their own country not unlike the Russian ones – which have been on overdrive with 50 new, repressive laws passed between 2018 and 2023.11 The murder of Russian political activist Alexei Navalny in February 2024 shocked most but did not surprise many given the long list of those the Kremlin considered enemies and who have since perished.12 In country after country, the public and policy responses to such violence have largely been full of sentiment but not much else. More signs of trouble concerning the health of global civil society.

While the closing space phenomenon was gaining speed, however, between 2012 and 2015, the SDGs were also coming together. From my perch at USAID, leading the agency’s democracy, human rights, and governance work (and, in the US interagency process for what eventually became SDG 16), that emerging framework held the promise of stimulating a possible refresh, or renewal, with the potential to help deliver rights – a way to drive outcomes, results, and relevance. The SDG framework recognized that development happens everywhere and revealed the interconnectedness of so many issues that had previously been siloed, including rights and development. It could enable tackling problems domestically in the United States that by the 2020s were clearly seen as relevant to the global human rights movement, such as deep and sustained inequalities. Addressing them would also be important for credibility in US foreign policy advancing human rights and democracy around the world. Specifically, the SDGs elevated socioeconomic issues which, from an American perspective, had been set aside or siloed in favor of issues relating to political rights – by not just the US government but many in civil society.13

The bill for that bargain in the United States came due in 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic powered multiple dynamics including a long over-due reorientation. The previously prioritized gaze to abuses abroad rather than across town became untenable for many of us who had worked internationally all our lives. The vast inequalities in the United States emerged as both development and human rights issues. The SDGs seemed even more relevant, not less.14

With the adoption of the SDGs, I was not alone in viewing a 21st-century way of understanding the range of rights encompassed in the UDHR. Most recently, that understanding has been boosted by none other than the UN’s Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. The High Commissioner, Volker Türk, notes that the SDGs come from the human rights treaty bodies and mechanisms that have existed for 75 years. Speaking in April 2023 in Washington at CSIS, he argued “95% of SDGs are anchored in human rights obligations.”15

Fundamentally, what is relevant about the SDGs for the health of civil society and other communities, shared by those in this volume and others who joined us in May 2023 for a strategic convening at The Rockefeller Foundation’s Bellagio Center, is taking the concept of “leave no one behind” seriously, and then using data – especially disaggregated data by gender, race, class, locality – to help shape demand-driven policy responses to the social justice gaps that, in fact, have left many behind. Compared with traditional approaches to human rights, this method is different from an exclusive focus on treaties or conventions that states have or have not signed on to.

This approach does not negate the importance of legal frameworks. It is rather to suggest an additional approach is needed, particularly when researching and engaging students as well as local communities: growing a Community of Practice – including the authors in this edited volume and going well beyond, to include those who are engaged in field building using the SDGs to improve the quality of people’s lives – to refresh and renew how we think of and measure human rights using disaggregated data.

Creating a discipline that listens and responds to people’s justice needs is one important aspect of democratic renewal described in several chapters in this book. Such a discipline should not be understood as merely academic. To quote Claudia López, the then-mayor of Bogotá, Colombia, speaking in April 2023 at the “Cities Summit of the Americas” in Denver,

The future of humanity lives in cities. How do we build the cities according to the SDGs… [to meet] the social justice challenges? Colombia won’t meet the SDGs without cities…take care of people first if we want them [people] to take care of democracy…dictators who don’t care about their own people don’t care about the planet.16

At this midway point to 2030, we need to work differently and field build sustainable development.17 While several chapters in this volume explicitly address access to justice (SDG 16.3), the focus in other chapters goes beyond SDG 16 to enliven what is referred to as the SDG16+ agenda for peaceful, just and inclusive communities.18 Multiple SDGs – including SDG 1 (no poverty), SDG 2 (zero hunger), SDG 3 (good health and well-being), SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 5 (gender equality), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), SDG 11 (sustainable cities and communities), and SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals) – are touched on in various ways in several chapters.

This volume, like most, is a product of its time. It emerged from Zoom discussions held in the summers of 2020 and 2021 as part of the Brookings Institution and The Rockefeller Foundation flagship “17 Rooms” exercise with several of the authors joining me (and Nancy Lindborg in 2020 as co-moderator, and Elizabeth Andersen in 2021 as co-moderator).19 This volume also benefited from discussion at the Bellagio Center in May 2023 as well as an earlier related event in July 2019. I thank the participants in all of these convenings for sharing their insights.

In summer 2020, as communities around the world hunkered down in isolation due to COVID-19, and as the United States underwent a (partial) social justice awakening, in Room 16 (of 17), we posited that there might be a real break with the past – and the opportunity for a “just recovery” going forward.20 With trillions of dollars being spent around the world, we thought the moment for a reset was possible; whatever pressing social justice gaps that preceded the pandemic might successfully be closed. In summer 2021, we continued with that line of inquiry although by then, we had some data to suggest that the hoped for “just recovery” had not and would not come to pass.21 The issues that were laid bare by the pandemic, however, necessitated thinking differently concerning what we understood to be pressing human rights issues as well as the delivery of human rights, one refreshed by association with the framework of the SDGs.

The authors of these chapters have deep experience in human rights and are engaging the SDGs to help refresh approaches to human rights. In Chapter 2, Elizabeth Andersen discusses the contributions that higher education can make to help the 5.1 billion people globally who have unmet justice needs. Closing the massive justice gap requires new ways of thinking about justice services, and universities can play a significant role by bringing contemporary data analytics, multi-disciplinary collaboration, and innovation to bear in advancing a new people-centered approach to delivering “equal access to justice for all.” Alvaro Herrero’s Chapter 3 analyzes the nexus between the judiciary and the SDGs, with a particular focus on the experiences of justice sector institutions in localizing SDG 16. In general, judiciaries have been reluctant, or at least passive, in taking responsibility for measuring and implementing the goals of the 2030 Agenda. Herrero makes specific recommendations on how higher education can help shift the culture that permeates justice sector institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean. Thomas Probert’s Chapter 4 is especially poignant as he reflects on the power of the work that his mentor and our friend Christof Heyns, a giant in the field of international human rights law and to whom this volume is dedicated, did as he pioneered merging moot courts and the SDGs. Thomas begins by highlighting the significance of human rights education as part of a broader SDG16+ agenda, and on two methods developed in the sphere of human rights education – moot courts and shadow reporting – and contemplates the broader application of these participatory techniques as vehicles to activate the next generation as champions of sustainable development. He proposes means for research and advocacy around topics of interest and concern to students in their local context and argues that an appropriate introduction to the mechanics of development work, at both national and international levels, can excite and inspire engagement with Agenda 2030. In Chapter 5, Ariel Armony explores three questions relating to the SDGs and Higher Education: How can we incorporate the SDG agenda across the Higher Education curriculum? Are SDGs a marketing strategy for universities? How can the SDG agenda help improve collaborations between Higher Education institutions in the global south and global north? Gaea Morales, Anthony Chase, Michelle E. Anderson, and Sofia Gruskin in Chapter 6 explore what the SDGs and human rights look like in practice at the local level drawing on a partnership between local universities and the office of the mayor of Los Angeles. The co-creation of student “Task Forces” with city officials and the use of the SDGs in planning over time showed how localization created opportunities to identify and act on human rights issues through SDG implementation at the city level. In Chapter 7, with contributions from CMU students, I report on an effort to assess the impact of COVID-19 relief funds in two American cities and find social justice needs unmet. Like my colleagues in this volume, most of my professional life has been focused on international human rights and development. The dramatic inequities that the pandemic laid bare led many of us to assess disparities closer to home. The research grounds my argument for a paradigm shift in how we teach and train human rights using the SDGs.

Uptake of the SDGs by those researching and teaching human rights is in no way guaranteed. A large share of the global human rights community does not embrace – let alone know about – the SDGs. Ambivalence in this community is driven (again) in part by the voluntary nature of the SDG agenda, as opposed to one shaped by legal obligations. (Although, as one State Department lawyer pointed out to me, almost all of what the UN does is not legally binding.) The authors of this volume and I, however, hope that our chapters will collectively tackle some of that ambivalence. A new approach that goes beyond laws does require a paradigm shift in the methods that currently dominate human rights education. We are proposing that this takes place through partnership with a Community of Practice – a network of experts using new models and generating innovative learning agendas together with local stakeholders. If you, reader, are interested in such a community, we invite you to engage with us.

This volume has obvious limitations. Our chapters do not cover the world. There is much more to be written about concerning the intersection of human rights and the SDGs plus the numerous challenges confronting the globe. We hope that this volume, however, will stimulate additional research and help show younger as well as older generations how the SDGs are relevant to addressing these and many other challenges that have yet to be solved.
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ABSTRACT

Over halfway through the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals, SDG16’s promise of access to justice for all remains a distant pipe-dream. Progress has been limited as the COVID-19 pandemic, new armed conflicts, and rising authoritarianism have in many jurisdictions exacerbated justice problems and hobbled institutional responses. Reversing these negative trends and closing the justice gap will require new ways of conceptualizing and delivering justice services, taking a people-centered, problem-solving approach that draws on data about people’s justice needs and marshals multi-disciplinary expertise, cross-sectoral collaboration, and innovative policy tools to solve them. Drawing on the analysis of an unprecedented global legal needs survey covering over 100 countries, this chapter describes this challenge and highlights the critical role that institutions of higher education can play in stimulating and supporting the much-needed transformation of our justice systems. It profiles exemplary initiatives at colleges and universities bringing their capabilities to bear on the justice challenge and draws lessons learned for institutions looking to follow suit. In doing so, institutions of higher education can not only help close the justice gap but also build trust in justice institutions and contribute to a rejuvenation of the human rights movement.

Keywords: Access to justice; people-centered justice; legal needs; data; innovation; multi-disciplinary


INTRODUCTION

Sustainable Development Goal 16 (SDG16) promises access to justice for all, underscoring the importance of effective, accessible justice systems for sustainable development. Unfortunately, halfway through the 15-year SDG process, realizing this goal remains illusory. Research suggests that as many as 5.1 billion people have unmet justice needs.1 This global justice gap includes 1.1 billion people who lack legal identity, 2.1 billion who work in the informal economy, 2.3 billion who lack proof of land tenure or housing rights, and 1.4 billion who lack access to justice to solve their everyday civil justice problems.2 Many of these deprivations are overlapping and cascading in people’s lives, disproportionately affecting poor and marginalized populations and significantly confounding efforts to “leave no one behind.”3

Closing this massive justice gap requires new ways of thinking about justice services and how societies deliver them. An emerging new people-centered approach to justice draws on contemporary data analytics to improve understanding of people’s justice needs and transform justice institutions to meet those needs. A robust justice data ecosystem coupled with multi-stakeholder collaboration and innovation can help meaningfully improve access to justice. As multi-disciplinary centers of innovation and excellence, universities have a particularly significant role to play in bringing these methodologies to bear.

This chapter will highlight ways in which colleges and universities can help with this justice system transformation, profile exemplary efforts to harness the capacities of higher education in this effort, and identify lessons learned. Universities can make important contributions to developing an effective justice data ecosystem and promoting cross-sectoral collaboration and innovation to meet people’s justice needs. Such leadership in higher education promises to help close the justice gap while developing new tools and approaches to advancing human rights and seeding a much-needed rejuvenation of the human rights movement.




GRASPING THE JUSTICE GAP: DATA, INNOVATION, AND COLLABORATION

Making progress toward SDG16’s goal of “access to justice for all” requires a radical rethinking of justice sector policies and services, taking as a point of departure the needs and experiences of people whom justice systems are intended to serve. Data is critical to this people-centered approach, to understand people’s needs and experiences of the justice system. The data tell a sobering story: our justice systems and current approaches to justice sector policy making and development are failing. Armed with these data insights, policy makers must employ outside-the-box thinking to identify innovative new ways of meeting people’s justice needs, including the use of non-legal tools and services, preventive approaches, and collaboration across sectors. Unfortunately, justice systems seriously lag other sectors in their capacity to gather and analyze data across relevant institutions, and they are often resistant to innovation and insulated from other sectors that are critical to finding sustainable solutions to justice problems. Breaking down these barriers to a data-driven, evidence-based, innovative, and collaborative approach to delivering justice is essential to closing the global justice gap.


Taking a People-Centered Approach

In most jurisdictions, justice sector policy making is done by and for justice institutions and actors, i.e., courts, law enforcement agencies, bar associations, and law schools, together with the judges, prosecutors, police, lawyers, mediators, and legal educators who populate them. The same goes for development assistance intended to improve the performance of these institutions. According to a 2020 US Government Accountability Office report, the vast majority of US rule of law assistance targets justice institutions with training and technical know-how for justice system operators, while just 5% aims to strengthen fairness and access to justice for those who need justice services.4

While policy making and development assistance focus on strengthening justice institutions, recent studies of the global justice gap reveal that most people do not turn to these institutions to solve their justice problems. Household surveys conducted by the World Justice Project (WJP) in over 100 countries revealed that roughly half of those surveyed had a legal problem in the preceding two years, yet fewer than one third sought assistance of any kind, and just 17% turned to lawyers, courts, or other institutions for help.5 The study found that barriers to accessing justice vary, but the most prevalent obstacle is that people do not understand their problems as legal or know that the justice system might provide relief. Less than a third (29%) were able to obtain information, advice, or representation necessary to address their problem. One in six people reported that it was difficult or nearly impossible to find the money required to solve their legal problem.6

These findings underscore that to close the global justice gap, we need to turn justice policy making on its head. Rather than strengthening justice institutions to which people do not turn, we need to focus on understanding people’s justice needs and developing policies and services to meet them. Fortunately, this paradigm shift is underway, spurred in no small part by the imperative presented by the SDGs. International organizations, including the United Nations Development Programme, the World Bank, the International Development Law Organization, and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, have embraced people-centered justice.7 USAID’s new Rule of Law Policy, announced during the 2023 Summit for Democracy, “places the individual affected by the law at the core of the policies, institutions, processes, and practices that comprise justice and related systems and services.”8 Meanwhile a growing cohort of governments, international organizations, and civil society organizations have formed the Justice Action Coalition to drive forward a people-centered approach to justice services across the globe.9




Data Gaps and the Need for a Strengthened Justice Data Ecosystem

Policy makers seeking to implement a people-centered approach to justice emphasize the importance of data to understand people’s justice needs, map their efforts to solve them, identify the barriers to justice they face, and develop and evaluate effective policy responses.10 Unfortunately, justice systems are notoriously laggard in gathering, analyzing, and using data. Compared to health or education systems, for example, we know relatively little about the quality of justice institutions’ services or their impact on their clientele. Moreover, most of the justice data available to policy makers is administrative data generated by justice institutions, and it therefore fails to capture the experience of the vast majority of people who do not turn to institutions with their justice problems.11 Data that does exist is often siloed in different justice institutions and collected in ways that are not consistent, comparable, or susceptible to disaggregation by key demographic or geographic dimensions. Finally, many justice institutions lack staff with expertise in data collection and analysis to support the kind of evidence-based approach to policy making that a people-centered approach to justice requires. In sum, justice systems globally suffer from an inadequate supply of and demand for justice data.12

Jurisdictions that are serious about pursuing people-centered justice and closing the justice gap will require a significant investment in data and evidence-based policy making. This cannot be left to any one institution. Rather, to build a robust and effective justice data ecosystem will require coordinated action by diverse actors, including courts, ministries of justice, planning and budget agencies, national statistical offices, bar associations, legal aid associations, social services agencies, and civil society organizations. A network of these entities is required to coordinate the consistent collection of justice data across sectors and institutions and to support policy makers in analyzing and using this data to develop, track, and evaluate innovative justice services that meet people’s needs.




Required Innovation in Justice Services

Recent research drawing on legal needs surveys makes clear that traditional justice institutions and actors are failing to meet people’s justice needs. Moreover, the size and nature of the justice gap are such that it cannot be closed simply by increasing the number of courts, judges, and lawyers or otherwise expanding existing justice services. In a 2016 study, the ABA Commission on the Future of Legal Services concluded that decades of efforts to expand free legal aid and promote pro bono legal services have done little to close the justice gap in the United States.13 As Professor Rebecca Sandefur has convincingly argued, such efforts to close the justice gap with more legal services are doomed to fall short, because they misconceive the problem as inadequate access to legal services, rather than inadequate access to justice.14 When we understand the justice gap as the inability of many people to obtain just outcomes, then we can conceive of many potential solutions, only some of which require the involvement of traditional legal services and justice institutions.

Reconceiving the justice gap in these terms underscores the importance of innovation in justice services to achieve access to justice for all. Drawing on design thinking, legal innovators have made important strides in recent years to rethink justice services to better meet people’s justice needs.15 Such innovation can take many forms and involve diverse actors. Some types of justice problems may lend themselves to effective preventive interventions to head off problems before they emerge or become acute. Systemic reforms that clarify rights, create expedited procedures, or shift burdens of proof may help eliminate a whole class of disputes or facilitate their swift resolution.16 A Washington, DC Access to Justice Commission study of probate law and practice is illustrative of such innovation. The Commission recommended simplifying the process and expanding the use of non-judicial administrative procedures, particularly in small estate cases valued at less than $80,000, the swift and efficient resolution of which can have significant impacts on a family’s housing tenure, wealth, and well-being. The vast majority (97%) of small estate cases in Washington, DC, involve self-represented individuals, so a simplified administrative procedure can go a long way toward achieving just outcomes.17

In other cases, just outcomes may be reached through alternative dispute resolution, informal justice mechanisms, or paralegal or other non-lawyer assistance. For example, in a 2021 study, the World Justice Project documented the effectiveness of alternative justice centers serving indigenous communities in Hidalgo state in Mexico. Indigenous mediators, trained by the state justice institutions and trusted by the local population, were able to facilitate processes by which parties to disputes identify solutions they find acceptable and just. These centers have proven particularly effective in reaching women and girls who struggle to obtain justice through formal justice institutions, and more than 85% of cases were successfully concluded with an agreed resolution between the parties, with high levels of satisfaction reported by participants.18 Justice service providers in many jurisdictions have innovated effectively by co-locating legal services with other social services, enabling a holistic, problem-solving approach that helps not only resolve the immediate legal problem but also address root causes or negative consequences that relate to it.19

Given the significant proportion of those with justice needs who do not understand their problems as legal, information and education about legal rights, responsibilities, and resolution options can be transformative innovations in justice service delivery. Recent years have seen impactful efforts across a wide range of communication channels and initiatives to get critical legal information and advice in the hands of those with justice needs. Among these innovations are the creative use of non-lawyer assistance (e.g., paralegals, allied legal professionals, non-lawyer court navigators, and even generative AI) and unbundled legal services, enabling consumers to engage lawyers for particular aspects of case representation for which they need and can afford assistance.20 In many jurisdictions, such innovations that involve changing who provides legal information and advice require changes to laws and regulations that govern the licensing and oversight of the legal profession, and such regulatory reform has proven contentious where the legal profession guards its prerogatives jealously.21

Technology provides a growing array of tools to facilitate all of the foregoing types of innovation. Online tools and apps can help people understand their rights and options, access forms, and generate pleadings. As an example, JustFix.org provides such resources and services to those with housing disputes in New York City, serving over 300,000 users in 2021, according to its annual impact report.22 Formal justice institutions have also embraced technological innovation. Particularly since the COVID-19 pandemic, court-sanctioned online tools are proliferating, in some cases providing full-fledged online dispute resolution platforms that can guide parties to minor disputes through a complete adjudication process that efficiently generates just outcomes, often without needing a lawyer or formal institutional intervention.23

While the justice gap remains vast, recent years have seen a dramatic growth in innovation in the delivery of justice services. With the right enabling environment, including financial resources, regulatory reform, and cross-sectoral collaboration, such innovation holds great promise for making inroads on the justice gap in the coming period.




Essential Cross-Sectoral Collaboration to Meet People’s Justice Needs

As the foregoing discussion of data initiatives and innovation illustrates and numerous studies confirm, closing the justice gap cannot be left to justice institutions alone. Collaboration among a wide range of justice sector actors and between them and other governmental and nongovernmental actors is essential to gathering and analyzing the data required to understand people’s justice needs as well as to devising and implementing innovative, effective policy responses.

Data from legal needs surveys highlight that people do not experience one-dimensional, single-issue justice problems, and solving them often requires navigating a complex system of laws, regulations, and judicial and administrative institutions as well as addressing extant social conditions contributing to or resulting from people’s justice problems. Analyzing data from legal needs surveys in over 100 countries, the WJP found that problems relating to housing, employment, family, money, debt, and public services co-occur frequently, with one problem often triggering another. The study found that those with housing problems are 45% more likely to have money and debt problems and at least 29% more likely to have issues with public services, employment, and family disputes.24 Analysis of the data points to certain root causes or demographic factors that can contribute to or exacerbate justice problems. For example, women and people living in poverty are more likely to lack proof of legal identity or legal documentation confirming land and housing tenure, which in turn increases their vulnerability to rights violations and other justice problems.25 Numerous studies of criminal justice cases point to the co-occurrence and cascading effect of both civil and criminal justice problems, as well as the frequent relevance of other social and health factors, such as domestic violence and substance abuse.26

Growing awareness of the multi-faceted nature of people’s justice problems and needs has over the past three decades led to a significant amount of innovative, cross-sectoral collaboration in the delivery of justice services. Models and best practices include family justice centers to deliver comprehensive services to victims of domestic violence under one roof; problem-solving courts and other holistic criminal justice services that integrate relevant civil justice and social services to address root causes as well as collateral consequences of involvement with the criminal justice system; and the “multi-door courthouse” model that incorporates alternative dispute resolution as well as social services in court services.27

Building and sustaining such collaboration requires buy-in, coordination, and support from diverse institutions and stakeholders. Drawing from its study of effective justice models across the globe, the Hague Institute for Innovation of Law underscores the importance of leadership and recommends that jurisdictions establish a task force with a mission to drive the type of coordination required to implement a people-centered approach to justice services.28 In the United States, such coordination has been advanced by state-level Access to Justice Commissions and, at the federal level, by the Legal Aid Interagency Roundtable, which is co-chaired by the Attorney General and the Counsel to the President and integrates the access-to-justice work of 28 federal agencies.29

Notwithstanding these exemplary efforts to promote multi-sectoral collaboration, the justice sector remains stubbornly siloed and resistant to the holistic approaches required to meet people’s justice needs. Too often, a combination of professional specialization, protectionism in the legal guild, and institutional values, such as judicial and prosecutorial independence and legal finality, keep justice sector actors from working together and with other sectors to take data-driven, evidence-based and innovative, problem-solving approaches to meeting people’s justice needs. Promising exceptions are emerging across the globe, but a justice sector paradigm shift will be required to close the justice gap. As elaborated in the following section, institutions of higher education are well-positioned to stimulate and sustain this critical shift.






THE ROLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Achieving the SDG’s promise of “access to justice for all” remains a distant pipe-dream, with an estimated 5.1 billion with unmet justice needs. Progress has been limited as the COVID-19 pandemic, new armed conflicts, and rising authoritarianism have in many jurisdictions exacerbated justice problems and hobbled institutional responses. As explained in the foregoing section, reversing these negative trends requires new ways of conceptualizing and delivering justice services, taking a people-centered, problem-solving approach that draws on data about people’s justice needs and marshals diverse expertise and policy tools to solve them. This section describes the important role that colleges and universities can play in seeding and supporting this new way of delivering justice, identifying exemplary efforts, and outlining lessons and recommendations that emerge from those experiences.


University Strengths in Data Science, Innovation, and Multidisciplinary Collaboration

Three key elements of the paradigm shift required in justice services are increased use of data and evidence about people’s justice problems and what works to solve them; innovation in the delivery of justice services; and cross-sectoral collaboration in support of these objectives. Each of these elements plays to a particular strength in higher education and points to the leadership role that colleges and universities should be playing in efforts to close the justice gap.

First, with respect to tapping data insights relevant to the justice gap, higher education has unique capabilities. Data science has over the past decade been one of the fastest growing fields of study, and many institutions have invested significantly in statistics and related STEM departments and centers to serve as hubs of this activity on campus, in some cases focusing these efforts specifically on justice issues.30 Institutions of higher education are well-positioned to mobilize state-of-the art faculty expertise and student researcher human resources to gather and analyze data on justice problems and solutions.

Examples of institutions that have undertaken innovative and impactful justice data initiatives abound and can provide inspiration for other education leaders. In some cases, universities have contributed to legal needs surveys, which, as noted, are particularly valuable in taking a people-centered, as opposed to a justice institution-centric, approach to understanding justice problems and identifying solutions. Such surveys are resource-intensive, and leveraging university expertise for survey design and data analysis can help make such data collection possible. The WJP Atlas of Legal Needs Surveys, which maps 236 such studies undertaken globally since 1991, includes at least a dozen in which institutions of higher education played a role, often in collaboration with local legal aid providers or access to justice commissions.31

As an alternative or complement to legal needs surveys, institutions of higher education can gather and analyze legal, institutional, or administrative data on access to justice issues and contribute resulting insights to relevant policy-making processes. This can take the form of studies mapping regulatory regimes relevant to access to justice, as has been done by the National Center for Access to Justice affiliated with Fordham Law School. Drawing on pro bono legal research as well as surveys of key justice sector stakeholders, its “Justice Index” evaluates, scores, and ranks each US state on the extent to which it has adopted best practices in the laws and rules that govern four dimensions of access to justice: attorney access, self-help access, language access, and disability access.32 Mapped against legal needs surveys, such data could helpfully reveal correlations between different access to justice policies and people’s justice outcomes to make the case for the most effective interventions.

Other institutions have undertaken analysis of administrative or case data to identify disparities in justice outcomes and to evaluate different policies for enhancing access to justice. An example is the work of the Institute for the Quantitative Study of Inclusion, Diversity, and Equity (QSIDE). Led by Williams College Professor Chad Topaz and drawing on contributions from student fellows and the expertise of academic and civil society partners across the United States, QSIDE has built databases and analyzed sentencing, arraignment, and detention decisions by judicial actors. Their findings highlight disparities in judicial decision-making and make the case for greater justice data transparency and judicial accountability.33 In a similar vein, scholars at the University of Michigan-affiliated think tank Poverty Solutions have launched the Prosecutor Transparency Project, a collaboration with the local prosecutor’s office and the American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan to gather and analyze administrative data for potential racial disparities in prosecutors’ charging decisions and to generate a public-facing data dashboard.34 In another compelling example of the valuable access-to-justice insights that such research can provide, scholars at the University of Pennsylvania analyzed administrative data from over a half-million criminal cases to evaluate the impact of holistic legal services – providing clients with interdisciplinary services, such as a social worker and housing advocate, as well as criminal legal defense. Random case assignment between two legal aid organizations – one providing holistic services, the other traditional legal services – created a natural experiment that enabled the researchers to rigorously measure the impact of the holistic approach, finding that holistic services reduced the likelihood of a prison sentence by 16% and the length of sentences by 24%.35 While these examples all draw from studies of criminal justice data, scholars can provide data insights on a wide range of civil justice issues as well. Poverty Solutions-affiliated scholars have, for example, undertaken systematic analysis of eviction case data in Michigan, identifying disparities in eviction rates across the state, correlations with various demographic characteristics, and low rates of legal representation among tenants facing eviction, among issues warranting policy makers’ attention.36

As data science progresses to encompass cutting-edge tools, including the use of artificial intelligence, big data, and web-scraping approaches, the expertise and insights of scholars will be all the more valuable to policy makers grappling with the justice gap. Moreover, colleges and universities, as institutions that are distinct from government and enjoy relative independence from shifting political and policy priorities, can play a critical role in breaking down policy siloes, promoting collaborations, and building and sustaining the inter-institutional data ecosystem required to address the justice gap. They can convene and coordinate relevant stakeholders to gather data in consistent and comparable ways. They can provide critical technical expertise and capacity building to analyze and use justice data where this is lacking among justice sector institutions. Finally, they can also sustain these efforts over time, to generate critical longitudinal findings that can help identify what works in addressing people’s justice needs.

As suggested by the foregoing discussion of higher education’s role in harnessing data to increase access to justice, academic institutions are also uniquely well-positioned to contribute the multi-disciplinary collaboration and innovation that closing the justice gap requires. Many of the examples of university data collection and analysis initiatives described here draw on diverse collaborations across research institutions and with government and civil society justice actors, and they are generating and validating new, outside-the-box approaches to delivering justice. Paul Heaton, Academic Director of the Quattrone Center for the Fair Administration of Justice at the University of Pennsylvania Law School, has cited his institution’s “low barriers to interdisciplinary cooperation” as critical to his center’s impact on justice issues. “For this sort of research to have maximum impact, you need to get a few things right,” he explains,

[y]ou need to marry the technical skill with the institutional knowledge and also need the ability to build partnerships and have access to practitioners, so when you generate new findings, you can take them out and use them to actually make people’s lives better.37

Universities are research communities rich in diverse expertise to bring to bear on solving the complex systemic problems at the heart of the justice gap. As noted, they have invaluable data science capabilities for collecting, analyzing, and using data to identify justice needs and devise and evaluate effective solutions. Multidisciplinary initiatives can also expose justice policy makers to relevant learning about systemic change in other fields. Professor Heaton argues, for example, that the justice sector can learn from the transportation industry, bringing to the study of miscarriages of justice the same rigor and forward-looking problem solving that transportation safety professionals apply to airline and rail accidents.38 Others have highlighted the learning that the justice sector could gain from the public health field, particularly in the use of data and technology and the provision of legal information and non-lawyer services.39

Cross-sectoral collaboration in the academy can give rise to new tools, approaches, and partnerships for delivering justice, such as technological innovation, effective communications strategies, or collaboration with cultural, social, education, or health institutions that can help bring justice services to the people who need them. The Stanford Legal Design Lab – a collaboration of Stanford Law School and its “d.school” – is an illustrative example of the creative justice sector problem-solving and systems change that can come from tapping university expertise in law, social science, and technology. Characterized as “an R&D Lab for a better people-centered justice system,” the lab has over the past ten years generated dozens of resources and tools for policy makers, court administrators, and other justice sector actors to help close the justice gap.40 The Center of Law and Technology at Duke University Law School similarly harnesses interdisciplinary applied research to improve justice services, including through courses in design thinking, a “Law Tech Lab,” and “Legal Design Derby” competition.41 Another inspiring example comes from Georgetown University Law Center’s Institute for Technology Law and Policy, which has recently launched an ambitious new Judicial Innovation Fellowship for technology industry fellows to work with partner courts to leverage technology, improve justice services, and generate replicable models for use in other jurisdictions.42 Technology is not the only source of innovation, as demonstrated by a project of Northeastern Law School’s East Boston Spatial Justice Lab. Funded by the National Endowment for the Arts, it draws on expertise in art, design, law, community organizing, and program evaluation to explore how arts events can build social cohesion and promote more just outcomes.43 Such initiatives demonstrate the exciting opportunities for change-making innovation through university-led interdisciplinary initiatives to address the justice gap.




Lessons Learned and Recommendations for Higher Education Initiatives to Close the Justice Gap

As highlighted in the foregoing discussion, there is a great need for a transformation of justice services, bringing new data-driven, evidence-based, innovative, and cross-sectoral approaches to meeting people’s justice needs. Institutions of higher education are well-equipped to lead this change, and many are already doing so. Review of these existing efforts to increase access to justice yields several lessons learned and recommendations for colleges and universities to consider as they develop initiatives in this area.

Incorporate Collaboration with Affected Communities and Policymakers from the Start. To maximize the policy relevance and eventual uptake of research findings by policymakers, it is important to engage with key policy actors from the design phase of university research initiatives. This ensures that research takes advantage of existing data, addresses real-world policy challenges, and has buy-in from the actors whom the research aims to influence.44 The most effective university initiatives cited in this chapter involved close consultation between university researchers, affected communities, and policymakers to co-create research and develop and implement collaborative solutions.

Intentionally Build in Learning Opportunities for Students. The transformation of justice systems will require not just research insights from established scholars but also the development of a new generation of justice system actors and policy makers trained to bring multi-disciplinary and innovative approaches to justice system strengthening. Building this cohort is an important contribution that higher education can make to closing the justice gap. University initiatives to address justice gap issues should incorporate educational opportunities for students and young scholars. Models abound among the initiatives profiled in this chapter. They include curricular innovations, such as the justice design labs at Stanford and Duke, or the Big Data for Justice Summer Institute at UCLA45; student fellowships and research opportunities, such as are enjoyed by the QSIDE Institute fellows46; and research conferences and competitions to which students can contribute, such as the Duke Legal Design Derby and the QSIDE Institute’s annual Data for Justice conference.

Build Interdisciplinary and Quantitative Skills Among Law Students. A particular focus for educational innovation should be the development of social science skills, including the capacity for quantitative analysis, among law students, many of whom will eventually assume leadership roles in justice institutions. While some schools are incorporating such learning opportunities in law school curricula, much more can be done to keep pace with the rapidly developing data science field. A recent literature review on data science education mapped significant scholarship about innovation in teaching data science to diverse professionals, including in the fields of health, education, business, and environmental science.47 Notably missing were studies of innovation in teaching data science to legal professionals. This is a gap in legal education that urgently needs to be filled. Promising models include opportunities for joint degrees, certificate programs, or coursework in complementary disciplines for law students, as well as specialized interdisciplinary centers within law schools, such as the Center for Law and Technology at Duke Law School, or the Quattrone Center for the Fair Administration of Justice at the University of Pennsylvania Law School. Such approaches are essential to equipping law students to be the future transformational leaders of justice systems we need to close the justice gap.

Connect University Justice Initiatives to Global Agendas, including the International Human Rights Movement and the SDG Process. While a number of university initiatives such as those profiled in this chapter are bringing higher education resources to bear on the justice gap challenge, few of these programs are explicitly framed in terms of or connected to relevant global policy agendas, such as the international human rights movement or the SDG process.48 This is a missed opportunity to strengthen the research and educational experience by bringing to bear comparative approaches and best practices, global datasets, and international standards. Connecting individual institutional efforts to global processes such as the SDGs creates opportunities to pool research capacity and build a shared research agenda across institutions and jurisdictions to reach common goals. The American Bar Foundation’s Justice Data Observatory initiative is an illustrative example of the benefits of such an approach, knitting together diverse partners across institutions to develop a shared research agenda with specific reference to implications for the SDG effort.49 Framing university access to justice initiatives in terms of global policy agendas also provides students with valuable exposure to transnational policy processes and can help prepare them to be effective global citizens. Finally, connecting to global policy processes promises a broader impact of university research, which can reverberate beyond the immediate local policy context and become a global reference point for insights and best practices on closing the justice gap.






CONCLUSION: THE OPPORTUNITY FOR THE HUMAN RIGHTS MOVEMENT

As detailed in this chapter, there is an enormous need for new approaches to solving people’s justice problems. Mobilizing institutions of higher education is a key strategy for meeting this need, bringing to bear their multidisciplinary expertise, particularly with respect to data science, as well as their capacity to foster innovation and build multi-sectoral collaboration to transform the delivery of justice services. While tapping universities for this cause promises major dividends for efforts to close the justice gap and achieve SDG16’s objective of “access to justice for all,” it can also help provide the international human rights movement with new tools, strategies, champions, and constituencies.

As described elsewhere in this volume, recent years have seen a backlash against the mainstream international human rights movement, in particular its focus on civil and political rights and its preoccupation with legal tools and strategies perceived to advance specialized minority interests while neglecting economic rights and interests resonant with broader publics. Both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights enshrine the right to an effective remedy for violations of human rights. In modern human rights practice, this right has most often been conceptualized and advanced as a remedy for a particular individualized violation of civil and political rights, delivered through an adjudicated legal process, often before a national or international court. Such legal processes typically focus narrowly on obtaining justice for the particular litigants to the case. Sometimes this litigation can generate systemic change to address the injustices of which the particular case is illustrative. But rarely can it provide a solution to the broad social and economic issues that frequently contribute to or result from injustices.

Reconceived as a societal commitment to close the justice gap, however, the right to a remedy takes on a different cast and is susceptible to a broader set of strategies for its vindication. Abandoning a narrow, legalistic framework for the right to a remedy and bringing the problem-solving tools of social science, data science, and systemic policymaking to bear could be transformative for the human rights movement. Data analysis of the injustices people confront can highlight different dimensions of their problems and the barriers to solving them they face. Multi-sectoral collaboration and problem-solving that harnesses technology and other innovative tools can generate remedies for thousands – even millions – of such problems, often without setting foot in a courtroom.

The SDGs – with their broad agenda, encompassing economic and social rights, and emphasizing data-driven approaches and cross-sectoral collaboration – provide a particularly valuable framework for developing such a new approach to human rights. Doing so promises to bring experts from diverse academic and professional disciplines to join ranks with the lawyers who have dominated the human rights movement in recent decades. Claiming credit for closing even a fraction of the global justice gap affecting 5.1 billion people would go a long way to building much-needed popular support for the embattled human rights movement.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter analyzes the state of localization of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the judiciary in Latin America and the Caribbean, arguing that while important and promising progress has been made in the region, there are still numerous barriers that limit the progress of the 2030 Agenda in the justice sector. It argues that while SDG 16 was the entry point for this agenda, justice systems are gradually broadening their focus and addressing other SDGs. It also highlights the importance of higher education institutions, such as law, public policy and social science schools, in driving a cultural shift within justice sector institutions toward strengthening both knowledge and implementation of the SDGs. The chapter also provides numerous examples of experiences with the implementation of the SDGs by judiciaries and supranational institutions related to the justice sector, showcasing the expansion of this agenda in the sector beyond traditional institutions. Some of the barriers to greater progress in the 2030 Agenda in the justice sector are a product of the culture of judicial institutions, their lack of public management capacity, the absence of monitoring and evaluation, and the limited application of digital tools that allow one to take advantage of the value of data and new technologies. Finally, the chapter notes that the recent advancement of the open justice paradigm and the transformation of the curricula of higher education institutions are two clear opportunities in the medium term to increase the involvement of the judiciary in the SDGs.
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INTRODUCTION

The main objective of this chapter is to evaluate the different possibilities for the judiciary to address the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs were originally conceived as an agenda with targets and indicators to guide, orient, and coordinate the efforts of countries to achieve sustainable development. In any given country, this generally falls to the executive branch, which designs policies, allocates resources, implements projects and evaluates results. However, the range of actors involved in the implementation of the SDGs has rapidly expanded. Local governments, such as cities, provinces and subnational governments in general, joined the 2030 Agenda endeavor, articulating efforts to localize the SDGs and align their government plans with the goals and indicators designed by the United Nations. This gradually included other state actors that began to think about how to contribute to the achievement of the SDGs, such as Supreme Audit Institutions and ombudsmen, among others. Institutions of higher education, as well as the private sector, have also played roles in advancing the SDGs.

The SDGs have, in fact, gradually become the common language that brings together all international and regional spheres of debate and policy advocacy associated with sustainable development. Thus, conferences related to issues such as education, environment, health, urban development, gender, and poverty, among others, have begun to be framed and organized within the conceptual framework of the SDGs, their targets, and indicators. The language of the SDGs thus has become a common tool in the field of sustainable development, with high levels of impact and effectiveness.

In this context, the two factors mentioned above, the broadening of actors and the universalization of the SDGs as a common language in the world of sustainable development, influenced the judiciaries and justice sector institutions to begin to feel challenged and attracted by this agenda, characterized for the most part by language, tools, and methods foreign to the daily practice of judicial institutions. Despite their lack of familiarity with the global agenda of sustainable development, justice sector leaders were attracted to this new global project to promote inclusive, sustainable and leave-no-one-behind development.

The following sections analyze the process by which the judiciaries became involved with the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda, what were the most common lines of work, and what are the gaps and opportunities to deepen the work of justice sector institutions in this field. They also explore the potential role of higher education institutions, such as law and social science schools, in raising the awareness and knowledge of both the judiciary and today’s law students, who are the future members of the judiciary, on development and human rights issues, thereby engaging them in a rights-based and/or public administration approach to the SDGs.




JUDICIARIES AND THE SDGs

Justice sector institutions encompass a broad range of entities including courts, law enforcement agencies, prosecutors, public defenders, prisons and correctional facilities, legal aid organizations, anti-corruption agencies, and oversight bodies. Their entry point into the 2030 Agenda has usually been SDG 16. Goal 16 is about promoting peaceful and inclusive societies, providing access to justice for all and building effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels.1 It is based on the premise that people everywhere should be free from fear of all forms of violence and feel safe in their lives, regardless of their ethnicity, faith or sexual orientation, and should live in peaceful societies and enjoy equal access to justice, ensuring that vulnerable populations are not marginalized or abused. In addition, Goal 16 aligns with the broader human rights framework by promoting societies that respect and uphold individual rights, as well as the right to privacy, freedom of expression, and access to information. In short, this goal is closely intertwined with the functioning of justice sector institutions, as they play a pivotal role in upholding the rule of law, ensuring access to justice, and combating various forms of injustice, including corruption and human rights abuses. Given its focus on strengthening institutions, SDG16 is considered to have a facilitating or enabling role in the implementation of all the SDGs.

Below are the SDG 16 targets:


	16.1 Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related death rates everywhere;


	16.2 End abuse, exploitation, trafficking, and all forms of violence against and torture of children;


	16.3 Promote the rule of law at the national and international levels, and ensure equal access to justice for all;


	16.4 By 2030, significantly reduce illicit financial and arms flows, strengthen the recovery and return of stolen assets and combat all forms of organized crime;


	16.5 Substantially reduce corruption and bribery in all their forms;


	16.6 Develop effective, accountable, and transparent institutions at all levels;


	16.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory, and representative decision-making at all levels;


	16.8 Broaden and strengthen the participation of developing countries in the institutions of global governance;


	16.9 By 2030, provide legal identity for all, including birth registration;


	16.10 Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with national legislation and international agreements;


	16.A Strengthen relevant national institutions, including through international cooperation, for building capacity at all levels, in particular in developing countries, to prevent violence and combat terrorism and crime;


	16.B Promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws and policies for sustainable development.2




Justice sector institutions are instrumental in achieving the SDG 16 targets, as they are responsible for enforcing laws, protecting human rights, promoting transparency, and fostering citizen participation in decision-making processes. However, for the actions of justice sector institutions to be effective and contribute to the achievement of these targets, they must act in a coordinated manner and with a strategy that encompasses them, as the underlying problems are complex, in many cases multi-causal, and difficult to solve. For this reason, in practice, in Latin America and the Caribbean, most of the policies designed to address the challenging issues contained in SDG 16 are often led by the executive branch. The majority of initiatives come from Executive Branch agencies, such as ministries of justice, ministries of public security, access to justice programs, transparency and/or anti-corruption offices, among others.3 Moreover, given its focus on promoting effective, inclusive institutions at all levels, SDG 16 is seen as playing an instrumental role as an accelerator of the overall SDG framework, and thus its rule of law and rights-oriented side tends to be overshadowed by its non-judicial, institution-oriented dimension.

In Latin America, the most outstanding SDG 16 reforms, monitoring initiatives, and projects have not been led by the judiciary but by the executive branch, both at the national and subnational levels (i.e., governors and mayors). In turn, many of them relied on the participation and active support of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), which became the driving force in the design of innovative projects for the localization and monitoring of SDG 16 through research and pilot initiatives.4 Some of those pilot programs, which included initiatives in Tunisia, Senegal, El Salvador, Uruguay, Indonesia, and Mexico, among others, usually comprised of objectives such as developing and implementing inclusive monitoring methodologies that engage both government and civil society; making the monitoring process open and transparent and ensuring that data was publicly accessible; and using an inclusive approach to SDG16 monitoring to propel implementation, by engaging stakeholders not only in monitoring but also in identifying solutions to the challenges revealed in the reporting. UNDP also supported localization initiatives. For example, in 2018, the UNDP office in Argentina and the government of the city of Buenos Aires implemented an innovative project aimed at measuring SDG 16, particularly the dimensions related to open government, one of the strategic axes of the government’s strategic priorities (targets 16.5, 16.6, 16.7 and 16.10).5 These initiatives, while focused on SDG 16, were neither led by justice sector institutions nor focused primarily on justice-related issues.




STATE OF THE ART

Nevertheless, the judiciary has gradually begun to explore the range of possibilities offered by SDG 16. On the one hand, the familiarity of judicial institutions with the 2030 Agenda, including the SDGs, their discourse, and SDG methodology, has increased. This is evident when reviewing the judiciaries’ communication strategies, as well as its institutional documents and strategic plans, where a greater presence of content or references related to the SDGs can be found.6 On the other hand, some judiciaries have already incorporated specific programs on the SDGs or are participating along with other branches of government, in efforts to localize and monitor the 2030 Agenda.7 Some examples from the Latin America and Caribbean region are discussed here.

In Costa Rica, in 2016, the judiciary, together with the highest authorities of the executive and legislative branches, signed the National Pact for the Advancement of the SDGs within the framework of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In doing so, it committed to (i) incorporate the SDGs and targets that the country has committed to in the 2030 Agenda into the planning and budgeting instruments of the judiciary; (ii) strengthen institutional capacities for the development of policies, plans, programs and projects for the implementation and monitoring of the SDG targets; and (iii) be accountable to the public on the progress and gaps in the implementation of the targets related to the SDGs.8

Interestingly, the Supreme Court made a link between the goals defined by the State of Costa Rica and the guidelines and objectives of the Judiciary’s Strategic Institutional Plan.9 In this way, it adopted a comprehensive approach to the SDGs, articulating its strategic plan with the broad scope of the SDGs as a whole, going beyond the classic approach of many judiciaries, which tend to focus exclusively on SDG 16.

The Brazilian judiciary has also been working intensively on the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. It has been a pioneer in the region in the institutionalization of the 2030 Agenda in its strategic planning. In 2019, the Inter-Ministerial Committee for the 2030 Agenda in the Judiciary was created. In addition, a set of 12 national strategic goals for the federal judiciary was approved, including Goal 9 that focused on integrating the 2030 Agenda in the judiciary at all levels of the justice system. Specifically, this Brazilian Goal 9 proposed actions to prevent excessive judicialization of conflicts and to reduce litigation, which resulted in the indexing of a database of 80 million judicial processes for each of the 17 SDGs. Moreover, the Supreme Court established programs aimed at reducing gender inequalities (SDG 5) by balancing opportunities for men and women in the judiciary at all levels, and at promoting the more sustainable use of transportation and more efficient energy consumption (SDG 12) through the implementation of a solar plant for electricity generation to provide for clean and affordable energy solutions.10

In Mexico, the Electoral Tribunal of the Federal Judiciary maintains a permanent mechanism with the United Nations through various offices and programs, in accordance with the SDGs.11 Since 2016, it has collaborated with the UNDP in the study, design, implementation, and monitoring of a series of initiatives and institutional projects that contribute, in particular, to the achievement of SDG 10, on the reduction of inequalities, and SDG 16, on peace, justice and strong institutions.

The Supreme Court of the Dominican Republic has incorporated the language of the SDGs and references to the development strategy of the 2030 Agenda. For example, its Strategic Plan 2020–2024 includes references to Target 1.4 of SDG 1, which states that it must “ensure that all men and women, especially the poor and vulnerable, have equal rights to economic resources and access to basic services.” It also makes several references to the importance of the SDGs in a global context, particularly SDG 16 for justice sector institutions. However, it does not have an integrated program in relation to the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs.12

In the province of Chaco, Argentina, the State Supreme Court, together with the executive and legislative branches, implemented a joint strategy to advance the 2030 Agenda. In this context, the head of the judiciary undertook a training and sensitization plan on the nature and implications of the SDGs and later identified a set of specific goals and targets to be prioritized in the judiciary’s efforts to implement the 2030 Agenda, including SDGs 1, 3, 4, 5, 10, 11, and 16.13

In addition, some institutions related to the justice sector have highlighted the importance of the involvement of judiciaries in the 2030 Agenda. For example, the Ibero-American Commission of Judicial Ethics has advocated for a strong involvement of the judiciary in the implementation of the SDGs. It is considered that justice systems are essential parts of the state and the most obvious recipients of Goal 16 and its targets. Therefore, it is incumbent upon justice systems to align their resources and development plans with the goals of the 2030 Agenda.14

In 2018, the Ibero-American Judicial Summit of Supreme Courts issued a declaration to promote the SDGs within the judiciary.15 Its main recommendations were:

(i) Urge Ibero-American judicial systems to consider and incorporate the objectives of Goal 16 in the development of public policies;

(ii) Promote the incorporation of the SDGs in planning and programming instruments aimed at improving access to justice for all; and

(iii) Promote the dissemination of the Goal 16 targets and their ownership by society.

For its part, the Judicial Council of Central America and the Caribbean has created the Specialized Working Group on the SDGs. Its main objective is to promote the implementation of the SDGs in the judiciary.16 The Council has issued several statements and reports to promote international cooperation and the formation of partnerships between international organizations and justice sector institutions to advance the 2030 Agenda, and to disseminate the SDGs in the judiciary and the Supreme Court.17

Other UN agencies have also deployed efforts to increase the engagement of judiciaries in the implementation of SDGs. For example, UNESCO published a guide for judicial operators aimed at advancing the involvement of judicial leadership in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.18 Drawing on testimonies from the Supreme Court justices and rule of law experts, the guide includes practical recommendations for the localization of SDG16, with a strong focus on transparency and access to public information.

The experiences outlined here show that actual progress in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in the justice sector is still uneven. Although there are several noteworthy initiatives, there remains a gap in both quantitative and qualitative terms. The number of judiciaries that are deeply engaged in the implementation of the SDGs is still low. Very few Supreme Courts have specific programs to advance the 2030 Agenda. In most cases, judicial institutions are sympathetic to this agenda but do not make systematic efforts or allocate budgetary or human resources. On a positive note, it is worth noting that in Latin America, supranational judicial institutions such as the Ibero-American Judicial Summit and the Central American and Caribbean Judicial Council are increasingly engaged in promoting and disseminating the SDGs, which is a promising sign of interest and potential commitment to this agenda.

The models used so far by the judiciary to promote the SDGs fall into two categories. The first is to use SDG 16 as the backbone of the link between justice sector institutions and the 2030 Agenda. Thus, SDG 16 is the sole focus of the targets, linking justice initiatives primarily to issues such as access to justice, reducing violence, homicides, victims of trafficking, preventing the exploitation of children, and reducing bribery, corruption, and persons deprived of their liberty without a conviction. This approach indicates a bias toward the 2030 Agenda, considering it as a sustainable development agenda that is alien to the judiciary, with the exception of SDG 16. In other words, this vision suggests that only the issues articulated around SDG 16 would be subject to the intervention or responsibility of judicial institutions. Moreover, it could be argued that this vision implies a limited self-perception of the judiciary in the functioning of the state, limiting its role or intervention to handling conflicts, legal matters or jurisdictional issues.

The second model consists of a broader engagement of the judiciary with the development agenda, which is reflected in localization initiatives with a wide range of goals linked to a broader set of SDGs. There is no longer an exclusive focus on SDG 16, but rather the 2030 Agenda is approached as a comprehensive roadmap for development in which judicial institutions have a responsibility. The underlying premise is an understanding of the judiciary as a branch of government, with broad responsibilities shared with the other branches, and a vision of judicial institutions that goes beyond conflict resolution.




OVERCOMING DIFFICULTIES AND CHALLENGES

A number of factors can be identified that work against deep, sustained, and comprehensive engagement of the justice sector with the SDGs. Most of them are related to aspects of institutional values, institutional capacity, and management models of justice sector institutions. Here, I offer an analysis of the main obstacles that delay or prevent the judiciary from making greater progress on the 2030 Agenda as well as suggestions for shifting cultures. To that end, there is a specific role that higher education institutions can play.

The perceptions of judicial authorities limiting their role in development issues

Within judicial institutions, there tends to be a very limited conception of their institutional and political roles. This implies limited activity in everything that is not strictly related to the administration of justice, i.e., the functioning of the courts and the resolution of conflicts. As a result, leadership of the justice sector is self-limiting or limited in its involvement to issues that affect society or require the participation of all branches of government. In this regard, the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs are clear examples of issues that can be the subject of attention and work by the justice sector, as long as the judicial authorities have a broad and proactive vision of the role of the judiciary in the political system. To change this perception, will likely take a broadening of education on the SDGs in feeder schools to the judiciaries.

A reluctance to engage in projects with the Executive Branch

One of the institutional responses to attempts to concentrate power or the abuse of constitutional powers is the ability of the courts to monitor the other branches’ compliance with the constitution, i.e., judicial review. Supreme Courts and Constitutional Courts have the prerogative to control whether the acts, decrees and laws of the legislative and executive branches follow the rules of the game established by the relevant Constitution.

To perform this role with legitimacy and credibility, the judiciary must act impartially and independently. Therefore, members of the Supreme Court and other high courts shall avoid being in situations that could raise doubts about their independence and impartiality or be interpreted as improper approaches to the other branches of government. For this reason, judges tend to remain aloof from political power and avoid frequent contact with government officials, legislators, or representatives of political parties. Thus, over time, this concern for preserving the independence of judicial institutions has created a culture in which the judiciary tends to minimize its interaction with the other branches of government and, with few exceptions, avoids involvement in joint or cooperative projects. As a result, the judiciary often undertakes autonomous projects and operates in isolation from the rest of state institutions.

This institutional reluctance to work or interact with the Executive Branch may partially explain the low-level engagement by judiciaries in advancing the 2030 Agenda beyond rhetoric. Focal points for the implementation and monitoring of this agenda are usually located in the Executive Branch. They are also usually responsible for preparing and coordinating the Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs).19 This is also the case for Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) that are typically prepared and/or coordinated by the Executive Branches of local or subnational governments, such as the mayor’s office.20 Therefore, the prominence of the central sectors of government in promoting, coordinating, and monitoring the commitments made under the 2030 Agenda is undoubtedly a factor that discourages judicial institutions from becoming more involved. Instead of seeking common work-paces, opportunities for coordination and interaction, and platforms to strengthen joint efforts, judicial institutions tend to design their own roadmaps and pathways for their strategies to promote the SDGs. Again, there could be useful ways in which institutions of higher education, through efforts such as moot courts, could try and break down these silos.21

Limited project management capacity

Another factor hindering greater involvement of the judiciary in the 2030 Agenda is the limited institutional capacity of the justice sector in project management. Unlike the administrative structures of government departments, the judiciary does not usually have offices dedicated to coordinating project management. This is largely due to the fact that the organizational culture is not generally associated with project design and implementation. The management logic in judicial organizations contrasts sharply with that of the Executive Branch. It is not common to find offices dedicated to management coordination, priority project management, or systematic monitoring of project implementation. Nor is it common to find technological tools for management monitoring and control, such as software and management dashboards, or routine practices for monitoring the progress of management with the departments, such as periodic meetings, publication of information on project implementation, etc.

This limited institutional capacity for public management of the judiciary is also reflected in little progress in incorporating good institutional quality practices into the public sector. The judiciary has not made progress incorporating important recent developments in public management, such as reforms related to government centers. In the executive branch, government centers are the institutions and units that provide direct support to the president, the governor, or the mayor in managing government priorities. Although there are no documented cases in the judicial sector as yet, there is potential to do so. There are also no documented cases of Supreme Courts or Judicial Councils implementing delivery unit initiatives, which consist of a small team focused on facilitating the achievement of key government priorities.

These tools and institutions are key to advancing public management practices and for adopting project-centered management techniques. They are valuable assets to begin to make judicial institutions more open to consolidated public management practices in the executive branch. These types of reforms can in turn help judiciaries embark upon non-traditional agendas, such as the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda, and to expand its scope of action in the field of sustainable development issues. Again, the role of higher education, and specifically, graduate programs in public administration, have a role to play in advancing the SDGs with a particular focus on increasing the capacity of judicial institutions to at least engage with institutions that are focused on project management.

The lack of monitoring and evaluation

Another challenge for the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs is the absence of capacity to monitor and evaluate justice sector institutions. At the heart of the 2030 Agenda is the definition of sectoral development goals to which public sector institutions commit themselves. This requires, on the one hand, the capacity to define realistic goals based on sound diagnoses and, on the other, the capacity to implement monitoring and evaluation measures that will ultimately make it possible to determine whether the proposed goals have been achieved. However, the judiciary in general lacks dedicated personnel and resources oriented toward monitoring and evaluation. This can be a disincentive to participate in the efforts to adapt to the 2030 Agenda, as it requires planning, monitoring, and evaluation capacities. Pairing judicial institutions or advocating for shadow reporting by graduate students in capstone projects may be one way of addressing this gap.

The lack of evidence-based decision-making culture

In line with limited monitoring and evaluation capacity, judicial institutions also lack internal initiatives that promote the use of evidence in decision-making. This is not in itself an obstacle to greater engagement with the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, but the existence of such structures would greatly facilitate these types of projects. The ability to generate data, make diagnoses, evaluate results, and adjust the implementation of projects based on empirical evidence would increase the management capacity of the judiciary. This would create better conditions for the judiciary to become more involved and play a more prominent role in global sustainable development agendas. Increasingly, graduate programs in public policy emphasize not only evidence-based decision making but also the use of innovative technologies, such as artificial intelligence and other data platforms for advancing these skills and culture. Such programs also stress the importance for public sector institutions to introduce data governance mechanisms, which are key to unlocking the full potential of data. Justice sector institutions could benefit greatly from these approaches.

Lack of accountability culture

The 2030 Agenda requires a strong accountability component to regularly explain the progress made and, eventually, the obstacles or delays encountered. Setting medium- and long-term goals is not a simple task, and it involves some complexity at the time of implementation. It also involves generating interim information on the various stages of implementation. This exercise of measuring progress must be accompanied by an accountability strategy that allows the population to know the results. The judiciary is often not familiar with this type of practice, has not developed tools or programs to inform the population of the results of its management, and does not have the communications capacity required for this type of action. In addition to technical or institutional limitations, cultural factors also play a role. Often, Supreme Courts and other leading institutions in the justice sector do not feel comfortable with accountability, transparency, and communication mechanisms with the user community and the general public. All of this is an obstacle to encouraging judicial institutions to actively engage in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. This culture in many ways is out of step with recent advances globally in transparency and accountability discussed below, and in particular, through the Open Government Partnership and similar initiatives. For example, the International Open Justice Network, a regional civil society organization, has been a major advocate in recent years for the introduction of transparency and accountability reforms in Latin American judiciaries.22 The network has fostered coalitions that have successfully engaged academics and members of higher education institutions in open justice and people-centered reform initiatives, usually framed within the SDGs.

Low citizen participation

As with accountability, the judiciary is generally reluctant to adopt citizen participation tools or practices. This is the result of an institutional culture that for decades, if not centuries, has been characterized by a conception in which judges do not interact with citizens, “speak only through their judgments,” have no obligation to be accountable to the population, and use a language full of technical phrases, Latin words, and legal jargon to create a marked distance from the users of the justice system and the population in general.23 These closed practices and the lack of channels for interaction with the population are an obstacle to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, as the latter requires interaction with civil society organizations and citizens.24 It is only since the end of the 20th century that judicial institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean have begun to take steps to change this perception and to see the link with the citizenry as a virtuous opportunity. This shift has led to an opening of the judiciary that, although slow and gradual, allows us to see the beginning of an institutional change that promotes a new vision of the relationship between the courts and the people. It should be noted that, as with other open justice reforms, schools of law, public affairs, and social sciences have yet to adopt the current standards of institutional quality that could facilitate the advancement of the SDGs within judicial institutions.

Outdated educational paradigms

In Latin America and the Caribbean, justice sector institutions are staffed by professionals who come mostly from law schools, and to a lesser extent from social science, public policy, and public administration. Law schools, in particular, have curricula that are almost exclusively focused on legal issues, ignoring the judicial institution, its characteristics and problems. In other words, there is no focus on the fact that courts are part of complex, bureaucratic and hierarchical organizations, with well-defined processes and products, and are cross-cut by cultural aspects and technological resources. As a result, these graduates lack basic knowledge and tools related to the functioning and challenges of public sector organizations such as justice sector institutions. When they become leaders or members of these institutions, they inevitably have limited approaches, with shortcomings that prevent them from making a leap in institutional quality toward a new paradigm of management of the judiciary, which allows them to assume their responsibilities both with human rights and with sustainable development, inclusive governance, the 2030 Agenda, and the SDGs.




JUDICIAL INSTITUTIONS AND THE SDGs: THE WAY FORWARD

In spite of all the challenges described here, there are many opportunities to help make a quantum leap in engaging the judiciary in the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. As has been noted, many, if not all of them, involve in some way the next generation and the role of higher education. The following are some scenarios and factors that can be used to design and promote an effective strategy to increase the involvement of judicial institutions in this agenda.

The emergence of the open justice movement

Since the creation of the Open Government Partnership in 2011, a very active community of practice has emerged, particularly in Latin America and the Caribbean, promoting open justice policies. This paradigm consists of the application of tools for citizen participation, transparency, and collaboration in the functioning of judicial institutions. The open justice agenda has several points of contact with the SDGs, particularly SDG 16, which includes among its indicators some directly related to the pillars of open government, such as a significant reduction in corruption (16.5), effective and transparent accountable institutions (16.6), inclusive, participatory, and representative decision-making at all levels that is responsive to needs (16.7), and ensuring public access to information (16.10). In this context, there is a strategic opportunity to link the two agendas, with the expectation that they will mutually reinforce each other and create a catalytic effect that will accelerate reforms, particularly those demanded by the younger generation.

Building and fostering partnerships

Interest in the 2030 Agenda and SDGs is growing in the private sector.25 The same is true in scientific communities.26 We see this also in civil society organizations, in international cooperation, and in the international sustainable development community. At the same time, many of these institutions are interested in the functioning, reform, and modernization of the judiciary, the strengthening of the rule of law, and institutional quality reforms in the justice sector. In this context, there are multiple opportunities to generate partnerships to progressively increase the involvement of the judiciary in the 2030 Agenda, to promote and disseminate the SDGs within the broad set of institutions that make up the justice sector, and to transfer the necessary know-how to strengthen the institutional capacity of these institutions to embark on these types of reforms.

The formation of this type of partnership can help accelerate reforms through actions that contribute to closing the various existing gaps. For example, the knowledge gap must be closed in order to generate materials and practical tools that document different models for addressing the SDGs in the justice sector and provide step-by-step instructions for implementing programs to this end. The statistical and methodological gap must also be closed in order to have inputs and tools for generating data to set targets, to carry out monitoring exercises, and finally, to produce reports based on empirical data. Alliances can be created to articulate the efforts of organizations from different sectors, thus strengthening the communication agenda to highlight achievements and generate incentives for decision-makers in judicial institutions. Universities have a critical role to play in facilitating the development of the skills that form the basis of effective partnerships.

Build on efforts that already exist at the supranational level

In some regions, there are supranational regional institutions related to judicial institutions that have already engaged with the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, promoting dissemination, awareness, and even implementation actions. In Latin America, for example, the Ibero-American Summit of Supreme Courts, the Central American and Caribbean Judicial Council, and the Conference of Ministers of Justice of Ibero-American Countries stand out.

In addition, international organizations such as UNDP can be extremely important strategic partners. UNDP, in line with its mandate and in close collaboration with colleagues and partners within the UN system and beyond, has taken a leading role in implementing, monitoring, and reporting on peaceful, just, and inclusive societies, and the catalytic role of SDG 16 across the 2030 Agenda. This includes supporting the integration of SDG 16 into national and subnational systems and processes; developing inclusive mechanisms for monitoring, reporting, and accountability for SDG 16 at the national level; generating and disseminating knowledge on the implementation and progress of SDG 16; and building collaborative multi-stakeholder partnerships and linkages to support the achievement of SDG 16. Existing efforts should be leveraged to create synergies in the investment of resources, time, and knowledge.

Partner with national and international nongovernmental organizations including universities

Civil society is key to advancing the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs at the global level. In this regard, there are valuable nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that are already deeply engaged in this issue. For example, the World Justice Project (WJP) has made tremendous efforts to contribute to the measurement of SDG 16, in particular target 16.3 at the global level.27 The WJP proposed a new indicator that focuses on people’s access to legal aid services or information on civil, rather than criminal, justice issues.28 In this context, the WJP has conducted surveys of unmet legal needs in dozens of countries to contribute to the measurement of target 16.3. According to the WJP,

[…] access to civil justice is necessary for people to redress their grievances, access their rights and entitlements, and for the realization of the broader sustainable development agenda. Without the inclusion of a measurement on access to civil justice, there remains an important gap in the global monitoring framework for the implementation of the SDGs.29

There is a strategic opportunity to build bridges between the efforts of judicial institutions and organizations such as WJP but also, as Andersen, the head of WJP, argues in this volume, with universities. The joint contributions are key to demonstrating the role of justice institutions in achieving the goals of the 2030 Agenda. Working with NGOs and institutions of higher learning can fill gaps and address needs that strengthen and/or complement the efforts of justice sector institutions in implementing the SDGs. In other words, these types of partnerships are key to diversifying data sources for monitoring the progress of the 2030 Agenda by judicial institutions.

Leverage the explosion of social networking

The exponential growth in the use of social networks has created new patterns of interaction both among people and between people and governments. Thus, social networks serve as new channels of communication between public administrations and the population, and particularly younger generations. In this sense, these new technologies have created a wide range of opportunities to increase the effectiveness and speed of interactions that cannot be ignored by justice sector institutions. Across Latin American, Supreme Courts and appellate courts have begun to use platforms such as Instagram, X and YouTube on a daily basis to communicate with their users and the population in general, reaching younger generations in novel ways.30 This has also been the case for international courts such as the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. Social networks can be a key tool for designing new, promising strategies that allow for better accountability of judicial institutions and innovative actions to increase citizen participation. All this would allow the judiciary to highlight its initiatives and commitments around the 2030 Agenda, spreading the social value and public impact of the goals adopted.




CONCLUSION

The judiciary across Latin America and the Caribbean still has enormous potential to strengthen its interest in, and commitment to, the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. This chapter has highlighted the progress made so far, as well as the obstacles and opportunities to continue on the path toward sustainable and inclusive development that leaves no one behind. It has also provided some suggestions to support the efforts of judicial institutions in this regard and highlighted the existence of an ecosystem of judicial, governmental, and civil society actors that can be better harnessed to strengthen the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.

There is a premise underlying this chapter that deserves to be made explicit. Judicial institutions are different than they were a century ago. They are not simply impartial actors in the resolution of controversies between different actors in society. On the contrary, they are institutions that have evolved considerably, undergoing radical changes and significantly expanding their scope of action. In addition to the classic figures of judges, prosecutors, and public defenders specializing in gender, housing, and children’s issues, they have gradually been joined by sophisticated offices for legal advice and counseling, alternative dispute resolution, and centers for vulnerable groups. The judicial sector is no longer a passive actor, receiving conflicts to be resolved, but is proactively implementing policies to, for example, improve access to justice, reduce gender inequality, and increase environmental protection.

Therefore, when it comes to the SDGs, the judiciary can no longer remain neutral or indifferent. Judicial institutions play an extremely important role in political systems, with relevant implications for various aspects of the functioning of our societies, such as the protection of fundamental rights, the prevention of violence, the maintenance of harmonious social coexistence, the inclusion of disadvantaged groups, the defense of collective rights, and the control of abuses of power by political, economic, and social actors. In such a context, it seems inevitable that the judiciary should begin a transition from a role of passive platform for conflict resolution to one of strong leadership, commensurate with its institutional responsibilities. This will not only contribute significantly to the advancement of the SDGs but will also improve the public perception of the institutional authority of the judiciary.

Efforts of judicial institutions to adapt and implement the 2030 Agenda should not be limited to SDG 16 but ought to adopt a broader and more ambitious approach in line with the “new profile” of the judiciary in our societies. In other words, the judiciary is in a position to set targets related to the 17 SDGs, including issues such as gender, poverty, inequality, environment, climate change, and renewable energy. This approach would reflect a more realistic and appropriate conception of the breadth of its institutional role, more typical of a branch of government than of a mere conflict resolution body, and in line with the interests of future generations.

However, this will not be possible without the engagement of higher education institutions. The preceding sections have highlighted the multiple opportunities for law schools, public policy, and related disciplines to become catalysts for a paradigm shift to bring new approaches and tools to justice institutions. Universities are poised to play a central role in the cultural transformation of the justice sector in Latin America and the Caribbean which in turn will contribute to the advancement of the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda.

Finally, it should be emphasized that a broader and more ambitious approach to the 2030 Agenda also implies a greater commitment to human rights and fundamental freedoms on the part of judicial institutions. The SDGs as a whole reflect a broad constellation of human rights recognized in various international treaties, including fundamentally, socioeconomic ones. If the judiciary engages more deeply with the 2030 Agenda, it will also be committing itself to a new way of protecting fundamental human rights, which is at the core of its institutional mission in the constitutional system.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter will consider two experiential learning techniques drawn from human rights education – mooting and shadow reporting – and consider how they might inform initiatives to increase awareness of and participation in the work of the SDGs. It proposes a simulacre reporting exercise as a means of having students engage with the global indicator framework, national and local official data, relevant consultation or observation, and prevailing policy frameworks. This report, that could be drafted as part of a class or clinical group exercise, would enhance data literacy, data analytics, and data-presentation skills but would also encourage students to place normative frameworks in the context of the lived experience of their local communities.
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“One could hardly think of a better way to advance the cause of human rights than to bring together students, who are the leaders, judges and teachers of tomorrow … to debate some of the crucial issues of our time in the exciting and challenging atmosphere of a courtroom, where they can test their arguments and skills against one another in the spirit of fierce but friendly competition.”

Nelson Mandela, welcoming participants to the 1995 African Human Rights Moot Court Competition1


BACKGROUND

The concept of “SDG 16+” draws upon an emphasis on interlinkages and co-dependencies between different parts of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and brings together the core governance and safety concerns of SDG 16 with those other targets that play a vital role in undergirding such development.2 Among them is Target 4.7 on – among other things – human rights education. Target 4.7 aims to ensure that by 2030

all learners acquire knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including among others through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship, and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development.3

Making the connection between human rights education (alongside other pro-developmental and conscious global citizenship education) and the broader SDG 16+ agenda also has implications for the creation of meaningful partnerships for the Goals. Agenda 2030 will not work as an elite-driven top-down exercise in or from New York. It has often been highlighted that one of the advantages of the SDGs over the MDGs is their universality. A corollary of this is the importance of the activation of a “cohort 2030” across the world.4

The activation of such a cohort will directly contribute toward another vital quality necessary to make the Agenda as a whole function, namely accountability. The framework was designed partly to act as a peer-reviewed network of State-level exchange (via fora such as the High-Level Political Forum), but to be effective there must also be a meaningful level of ground-up participatory reflexion. Without education for the general population about the SDGs, this reflexion will only ever be partial.

Thus far, a great deal of sensitization and awareness-raising around the SDGs has been about branding. The SDGs have undoubtedly been well-branded, and the cubes and colors have to a certain extent achieved recognition. However, at that level, they will always remain aspirational rather than practical, and organizational rather than operational. The public pursuit of accountability to aspirational objectives will always be inherently political, and though some may argue this is a strength – it is possible, after all, that a politics of generality can empower a more technical process of review – its promises may prove empty, and its energy could easily be misdirected, without capacity at local levels to engage with the technical policy implications.

Therefore, this education regarding the SDGs needs to extend beyond the modification and updating of syllabi within development studies, political science, or international law programmes. Something further is needed to have learners experience the ways in which the SDGs can shape policymaking at local, regional, or national levels.




TWO EXAMPLES FROM HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION

Human rights practitioners will recognize this two-level operation: the way in which the rhetorical deployment of the language of human rights can be divorced from the more mechanical operation of the “work” of human rights protection.

Here, I want to learn from two techniques developed and used within (mainly legal) human rights education as a means of sensitizing while developing both knowledge and skills, at different levels: namely the facilitation of human rights moots and the production of human rights shadow reports. At least at the university level (and I shall discuss below how at least the moot can and has been deployed with younger learners), these techniques build upon a conviction that the next generation of practitioners will only truly understand the mechanics of human rights law through their use. Participatory and experiential learning offer the potential for transformative engagement both with detail and with purpose.

It is worth noting that at the outset of the African Moot, which imagined a court before which the human rights questions of the continent could be litigated, the African Court of Human and Peoples’ Rights did not yet exist! The dynamic energy created around the prospect and purpose of such an institution was planted in the fertile minds of a generation of law students, who have gone on to become the current cohorts of human rights professionals (and other lawyers) across the continent. Many of them are working in the context where access to justice in front of the Arusha Court is still a remote possibility.5

The practicalities of conducting a moot are quite simple: a problem is designed, usually involving a fictitious State (or group of States, to introduce more complex, public international law questions), and a set of established facts. A litigating posture is then envisioned with an applicant alleging violation of several human rights, and the State, as respondent, disputing the extent to which their conduct violates provisions of the instrument in question (in the case of the African Moot, the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights). Teams are invited to draft written briefs for both of the two parties, and then based on the written submissions, a certain number of teams (in the case of the African Moot, one per country) are invited to the oral arguments.

Moots bring multiple benefits for law students: in addition to the obvious skills development with respect to problem analysis, issue-finding, and research, the written memorials are an opportunity to showcase drafting and argumentation skills. For those teams selected for oral presentation, there are clear opportunities to practise oral presentation and time management. More normatively, well-designed problems or cases allow students to explore the integration and synthesis between different branches of international law.6 Likewise, the problem can allow for the important inclusion of topics or populations, spotlighting issues that receive insufficient attention within conventional legal education in particular contexts (minority rights being an obvious example).

These benefits for the development of the advocacy skills of law students have made moots a staple of legal education for centuries. More recently moots focussed on certain areas of law, especially international law, have been developed as a means of encouraging attention and excitement around the possibility for the use of those areas of law, and opportunities for future careers. From the perspective of a global campus for human rights, the competition between teams from the global north and the global south, or across other diverse demographics, can make a strong contribution toward universalism. The pride of a team from an African university winning a world moot competition in which teams from elite Western universities were also competing cannot be overestimated.7

But there is also a less-advanced, mass-popular version – the National Schools Moot – which is not intended necessarily to guide the next generation of lawyers but rather the next generation of citizens (and – indeed – indirectly, some of the older generations too). Less tied to an international human rights instrument, this model can be a more local exercise in constitutional awareness, where a rights-issue articulated in the SDGs can be argued with reference to the rights articulated in the domestic constitution. As such it can form a core part of a civics education curriculum for learners of any age. One theory of change here is that the activity not only has an impact on the learners themselves, but also upon family members and others with whom they discuss activities from their school day.

Such a device for suffusing an awareness of the SDGs, the “future we want,” and the legitimate expectations of the public concerning the steps taken by their governments to achieve them could be transformational.

However, a potential complication arises given the obvious significance of a confrontational or adversarial dimension of a legal proceeding for how the role-play of a moot court works. It is sometimes contended that one of the significant merits of the SDGs over conventional human rights frameworks, for those looking to advance justice and governance objectives, is that they represent a less-confrontational framing for important questions of rights. As such, therefore, it is difficult to conceive how one could create an “SDG moot” with an applicant and respondent.

Indeed, this challenge is in ways symptomatic of a broader concern about how human rights practitioners should leverage the SDGs: if the aspirations laid out in Agenda 2030 are treated like other rights documents, and passivity on the part of the State is responded to using the same grammar as in human rights politics, then an important opportunity to renew the agenda of justice may be missed. But at the same time, as discussed above, if the SDGs are allowed to remain aspirational rhetoric, rather than applied policy to confront demonstrated problems, then increasing awareness and literacy of them will be a hollow victory.

This highlights the significance of another potential benefit or consequence of a human rights moot that Christof Heyns and others have recognized. The design of the problems, and the fact that participants must prepare both sides of the case, lead to an outcome they described as “placing positivism in context.”8 Where legal rules meet real-world conditions, operative policy consideration (“lesser of two evils”) or principles of fairness may impact the interpretation of positivistic rules. Just as lawyers must learn to place rules alongside priorities, such as cost-effectiveness, development practitioners must wrestle with the interplay between internationally declared objectives and governmental realities such as sticky bureaucracies or the independence of magistrates and judges. They must also comprehend how policy choices are shaped by, for example, the collection of priorities or the lack of investment in data-processing within government records.

In addition to mooting, one can add another example of a participatory and experiential exercise from human rights education, namely the classwork of shadow reporting. This is usually undertaken by clinical groups in a law school setting (rather than as an individual assignment) and can involve direct engagement with both international mechanisms and individual rights-holders.

From a pedagogical perspective, this exercise seems more useful for getting into the detail of a particular issue or context, and maybe less useful for sensitizing a class to the mechanics of a wider process, and it relies upon a much higher baseline level of knowledge. But it still introduces important dimensions of the system to which it contributes (usually UN or regional reporting processes): starting, simply, with the fact that the process is going on, that the State in question has participated; at a more granular level, allowing exploration of the issues at question and what the State has said about itself.

Unlike mooting, shadow reporting does not involve role play but can still involve adversariality that can so contribute toward participatory learning by way of its critical perspective toward the State’s official position. This requires students to test the assumptions of the narrative presented in the State’s representation, to whatever treaty body, and to research a particular issue, or potentially a wide range of issues, using both official and unofficial data. An effective shadow report will both contextualize and augment. The process of writing it will involve challenging the veracity of objective claims made by the government and discussing the fairness of subjective assessments presented. This lays the groundwork for public accountability with respect to the implementation of national or other development agendas.

Meanwhile, like a well-designed moot problem, shadow reports can be used to cast a spotlight on subjects which are receiving insufficient attention elsewhere within a curriculum, or within national policy debates. The whole point is to add a perspective to the reading of the main report, often on behalf of a minority group whose interests have not been sufficiently included. In this respect, shadow reports that give a voice to otherwise ignored communities can strongly reinforce the SDG principle of “leave no one behind.” Importantly, rather than the fictional fact-pattern of mooting, in this case, students work with real issues, sometimes on behalf of actual clients. Engaging with these clients, directly learning the way in which existing policy may be excluding or marginalizing them is an important alternate way of “placing positivism in context.” These opportunities for consultation with, or at least close empirical observation of, affected communities can be some of the most enriching experiences of clinical legal studies.

These engagements can turn shadow reporting into fully participatory learning, but even without them, the process of producing such a report will be a more engaged form of assignment than a typical essay. It is also worth underlining that, alongside their pedagogical benefits, the products of this process, the shadow reports themselves, often play a vital role in facilitating the work of international organizations, and as entry-points for constructive dialogue with governmental stakeholders at national level.9

Shadow reports can make a vital contribution to the way in which treaty bodies undertake meaningful reviews of State practice. Depending upon the character of the mechanism to which they are submitted, they can also be the basis for direct engagement with officials for students themselves.10 At the very least, they provide the sense of making a contribution to a real-world process, and the sense of satisfaction when a pertinent question is asked of a State representative on the basis of research that had been contributed to the Secretariat by way of a shadow report. Neither experience should be underestimated. Likewise, shadow reports provide a mechanism for students effectively to advocate for real-world clients in front of real-world mechanisms, allowing them to appreciate the responsibility of representation as well as to tackle substantive issues.




THE PROPOSAL: A SHADOW OR SIMULACRE SDG REPORT DRAFTING PROCESS

The contribution here, then, is the proposal of an exercise for role-played participatory reporting – fusing the benefits of mooting and shadow reporting into a single exercise that can contribute toward a more sophisticated understanding of the operationalization of the SDGs, rather than just the branding.

This exercise could be run with senior schoolchildren (maybe 16–18 years) as well as with university students in a politics, governance, or human rights class. In order to make it a manageable classroom exercise, and for the reasons discussed above related to the overlap with human rights education, SDG 16+ should be an explicit framing.11

In cases where the State in question has recently produced a Voluntary National Report (VNR) or another form of an SDG Report (SDGR), it may make sense for this exercise to produce a genuine shadow report, one that engages directly with the real product. Given the participatory and inclusive way in which States are encouraged to produce VNRs, there may well be official opportunities to engage with the process. At present, the international consideration of VNRs (such as there is one) does not provide a forum for the discussion or strategic publication of shadow reports, but again, opportunities might be sought nationally.

Alternatively, given the proliferation of Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs), another possibility would be for universities to engage with local authorities in their city or municipality in order to contribute toward the drafting of some kind of comprehensive local review.12 As noted, these can be an opportunity to highlight the interests of a particular community, as part of “leaving no one behind.”13

In other circumstances, though, it is proposed that this could be an entirely simulacre report writing process, at the national level.


What Should Such a Report Include?

This chapter is not the space for a detailed discussion of what actual VNRs or SDGRs ought to look like (indeed, not even to suggest that there is a singular model), but it is worth dwelling on what might be encouraged for inclusion within a shadow report so as to create the richest engagement for the students with the full range of the SDGs.

The students should be guided in how to find, verify, present, and discuss the various types of data. They should explore which policy-making organs are likely to have the greatest role to play with respect to each of the many issues potentially raised by the target and indicator framework. Finally, especially for more advanced students, they ought to explore how peer-reviewed or other research from the academy or other sources might inform or critique government policies that have been adopted.


Data

There should be detailed engagement with the agreed international indicator framework, including reference to the feasibility of collection and presentation of the relevant data based on official statistics. This data aspect is an element of the SDGs that often gets overlooked in introductory texts and is considered too technical. This tendency is a serious misstep, and certainly, at the university level, an underestimation of the capacity and potential of students. However, when presenting the exercise, it is worth bearing in mind that the teacher or lecturer may need to dwell on how these indicators interact with the relevant targets, rather than relying on the students’ background reading. Moreover, in the event that an official statistic is not available, or an available official statistic only partially captures the scope of the indicator, then they should engage in a discussion of localization (or domestication) and the use of proxy indicators.

Domestication, and especially a normative assessment of the appropriateness of domestication in specific cases, seems likely to be a non-intuitive concept to students who are not well-grounded in empirical social science research, or who are not familiar with the mechanics of official statistical organizations. This presents an opportunity to increase students’ awareness of such mechanics and the agencies involved (and in certain cases, potentially the opportunity for engagement with such agencies).14

Students should also be introduced to the principle of disaggregation. This has become a buzzword for the SDG community in a way that has arguably been slightly overwrought.15 Statistical confidence is surely the first hurdle and while, for administrative data, the capacity to disaggregate is merely a function of granular collection, for some of the other (and some or the most important and least well-covered indicators) survey-based data, the “lift” required to get results that can be disaggregated becomes a lot heavier. However, the principled normative reason for the emphasis on disaggregation where possible is an important means of unpacking what it really means to “leave no one behind.”

One part of disaggregation that may be accessible, and which may appeal to a student group, would be localization. In contexts that are more data-rich, universities may wish to consider a simulacre VLR rather than a simulacre VNR, regardless of whether, as noted, they are formally collaborating with local authorities.16 In circumstances where it is not possible to reinforce an official local process, the university should still consider having the students design some form of public consultation as part of their writing process.

In many contexts, the students will be frustrated in their search for official data about large proportions of the indicator framework. This frustration is worth exploring from a normative perspective (including in the context of SDG Target 17.19 focused on measurements of progress by 2030) but also creates a learning opportunity with respect to the way approximations might be inferred from imperfect or over-specific, non-official sources of data. There should also be opportunities to evidence a report with more narrative data, telling stories about the impact of policies, or about the persistence of challenges, by drawing upon observational research or consultation.

Having been introduced to the official indicator framework and encouraged deeply to research specific parts of the SDG 16+ agenda, it is likely that students will want to propose a number of additional indicators. This could be a valuable part of the exercise, and an opportunity to explore the policy equities involved, and the potential process for making such a proposal.




Policy

Perhaps the greatest difference between a typical shadow report and the proposed simulacre exercise lies with respect to the applicable policy environment. Whereas a shadow report would assume that the case for existing policy has already been expressed, and rather focus on its shortfalls, and make the case for reforms, in the simulacre exercise the students are encouraged to be carrying the government pen, making the case for the progress that has been made, now more than half-way through the lifespan of the SDGs.

The report would fundamentally be asking: what are the policies and programmes that contribute most directly to the achievement of these targets? Depending on the structure of the State (for example, whether there is a centralized planning department, or a national development plan), this research may look quite different, but in most cases, it will involve developing a granular knowledge of how high-level policy goals are translated into administrative action.

Of course, where students have been able to engage with a prior VNR, or even a baseline report, then such a policy review can focus on more recent policy innovations. Where these reports have not been written, then a more holistic analysis may be appropriate. In addition to presenting the intention of the policy, however, depending on the data revealed, the report may also need to include a realistic analysis of the challenges faced in the implementation of these programmes.




Applied Research

The inclusion of applied research, especially peer-reviewed technical research is probably more appropriate in the case of university-level students (though advanced school-age students could be introduced to curated examples). This could be a particularly interesting part of the exercise for multi-disciplinary human rights classes, or for other groups with a diversity of academic backgrounds. There is also the potential for students at a more advanced level to consider the design of their own research with the indicator framework in mind, or for a linkage to be designed between this reporting exercise and further research of the clinical group.

Again, there would be a subtle distinction between the shadow and simulacre versions – whereas the former can adopt an advocacy stance of “this seems to work; why is the State not doing it?” while the latter – in circumstances where State policy is unresponsive to available evidence – is harder to draft. As discussed in the next section, one device to assist here would be the role-play of consultants, creating a little space between the author and the responsible government ministry.






The Possibility of Role-Play

Acknowledging the reality of the way in which many States go about drafting their VNRs or SDGRs, one way of presenting this exercise to a class would be to envision a contract as consultants, rather than government actors themselves.17 This would allow the teacher to act as the government agency contracting the service, the client, and can create potentially helpful learning moments.

Alternatively – or additionally – classes could create a simulacre of the kind of intra-ministerial drafting teams that many States use to ensure widespread contributions to their SDG reporting. Small teams could act as representatives from those governmental departments whose work is most implicated by the targets included among SDG 16+ (Justice, Police, Correctional Services, Social Development, Home Affairs, Education, etc.). Another team, representing the consultants, could then canvass these departments for briefings on the relevant policies.

These “report drafting committees” would likely be a venue for interesting role play in contexts where States have already engaged in some way with the SDG process – creating an opportunity for an overlap between simulacre and shadow drafting. Where the prior engagement has shortcomings – for example, where a questionable decision has been taken with respect to domestication, where relevant data has been excluded from reporting, where policies have (in the view of the class) been mis-represented – then the teacher could role-play a scenario where the “consultants” make representations to their “client” about a revised approach in the “upcoming” report.






THE POTENTIAL

Just as with the clinical techniques from human rights education discussed here, the proposed exercise seems likely to have several pedagogical upsides. The exercise provides an opportunity for a detailed investigation of various problem areas addressed by the SDG 16+ agenda, the design of the various targets, the utility of the indicator framework for measuring them. Beyond this, the exercise will require a qualitative and deeply contextualized assessment of the extent to which that developmental challenge is experienced in the given context, or how the marginalization of certain groups may exacerbate it. Moreover, the exercise can provide an informative lesson about the current state of the problem (coupled with data literacy skills, data analytics, and data-presentation). It will introduce the current state of government policy directed toward the problem area, which could involve a political assessment of motives and values. It should involve consultation with affected groups, or at least close observation of their lived experiences. Finally, it will offer an opportunity for a potentially detailed literature review of the “pracademic” literature on “what works?”

More broadly, of course, the central thrust of the exercise is to lead to greater ownership of the SDGs, both in their aspiration and purpose, but also in the practice of development, and of the instrumentality of the indicator framework. Both this knowledge and experience can play a foundational role in gestating and growing “cohort 2030.”18

In considering this broad potential significance, it seems worth weighing the merit of the emphasis on the data and the government processes (the simulacre report) over the advocacy for greater attention paid to “what works” and (nongovernmental) development programming (more akin to the shadow report). Put differently, why is it significant that students become aware of and engaged with the mechanics of the SDGs in addition to the purposes and objectives?

This is not a binary option: especially for younger learners, it is important that the promise of “what works?” or “what can work?” is centered as well as questions such as “is there political will to achieve this?” But, especially now, during the second half of the lifespan of the SDGs, it seems important to focus on questions of review and, to return to the theme introduced at the outset, accountability.

The set of questions this entails – (i) to what extent is a goal being advanced by existing policy? (ii) are there particular groups who are being left behind? (iii) what can be done to catch up? – could be one of most transformative impacts of a human rights-based approach upon the work of the SDGs. For learners, these are not questions that can be encouraged without creating opportunities to engage with the targets of SDG 16+ in a more instrumental and data-driven way. Exercises such as the one proposed here, whether simulacre or connected with material assistance to official processes, can help achieve this outcome.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter delves into the significant role Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) play in advancing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) aim of strengthening and refocusing institutional efforts toward the 2030 Agenda and beyond. Acknowledging the limited progress made toward the 2030 Agenda, the chapter discusses the extent to which universities are meeting their social and ethical responsibilities in fostering sustainable development and human rights. Through an examination of the relationship between universities and the SDGs (including criticism of their role in reinforcing urban inequalities), the chapter articulates a vision for HEIs to embrace transformative partnerships, interdisciplinary approaches, and community engagement to rebuild public trust and reinforce their place as pivotal actors in driving social and economic progress. Three essential tasks for HEIs are identified: fostering SDG synergies, establishing trust and collaboration with local communities, and advancing a data-informed progress assessment that provides a roadmap for how to use the SDGs to further new agendas.
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“We do not need more warnings. The dystopian future is already here.” With these words, the United Nations (UN) High Commissioner for Human Rights Volker Türk set the stage for an appraisal of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. As Türk told delegates at the Human Rights Council in Geneva on September 11, 2023, “we are on target for [the 2030 Agenda] to become a tragic monument to the failure of our generation to erase extreme poverty and realize human rights.”1 Former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s promise that the 2015 adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) would be “a defining moment in human history” has gone largely unrealized, with many arguing that the world is further from the sustainable development achievements now than it was nearly a decade ago. In fact, a UN progress report acknowledged that “progress on more than 50 percent of targets of the SDGs is weak and insufficient; on 30 percent, it has stalled or gone into reverse.”2 This disappointing trajectory has led many to question whether institutional leaders worldwide are truly committed to realizing the promise of SDGs. New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof went so far as to describe the 2023 UN General Assembly in New York as a combination of “Cocktails, Steak, and Hypocrisy.”3 This frustration was echoed by the many protestors who gathered around Times Square in New York at the start of Climate Week in September 2023, calling for the US government to act on climate change and stop fossil fuel dependency. The signs they carried expressed angst and rage: “We can’t work in a wildfire,” “Climate S.O.S,” and “Stop Co2lonialism.”4

If the 2030 Agenda is unrealistic or already a failure, what is the purpose of adhering to the SDGs? By reaffirming this agenda, and even committing more resources to it, are we as institutional leaders complicit in the hypocrisy Kristof described? The purpose of this chapter is not to settle these questions, but to reflect on the SDGs’ aim of strengthening and refocusing our institutional efforts toward the 2030 Agenda and beyond. I will center on Higher Education Institutions (HEI) specifically in the United States and consider some lessons that hold promise but require immediate, focused, and sustained action from universities. With this, I will also highlight some specific and actionable strategies that HEIs can take on to better facilitate the SDG agenda. As I will detail below, universities are uniquely positioned to support the ideals of the SDGs, and achieving these goals can measurably improve public confidence in universities as well as enhance the university experience for students, faculty, staff, and communities alike. My discussion will highlight SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions.


WHY UNIVERSITIES?

The literature on the connection between universities and the SDG agenda is abundant. A search across sources using the keywords “SDG” and “HEI” on Google Scholar returned 7,290 articles since 2015. In addition to possessing extensive research capabilities, many universities are also home to centers and institutes that facilitate the cross-fertilization of ideas. With these resources, HEIs facilitate the exchange of knowledge, ideas, experiences, and best practices that help shape cross-cultural understanding and collaboration through partnerships within and across nations. Partnerships play a vital role in harnessing the full potential of universities in advancing the SDG agenda by bridging local and global engagement. Collaborations among universities, governments, businesses, and civil society organizations can amplify the impact of sustainable initiatives, leverage resources, and contribute to scaling solutions. Universities serve as key conveners for smart investment in their cities and regions, act as engines for knowledge production, and train new generations of practitioners.5

Universities’ decisions have significant implications for their communities. Some institutions have adopted Carnegie Mellon University’s model of the Voluntary University Review (VUR).6 In the process, universities have learned not only about the hard work of tracking and reporting their engagement with the SDGs but also the challenges involved in accelerating actions and sustaining institutional commitment.7

The world communicates about the SDGs through voluntary reporting. Designed initially at the state level, the process (and product) has evolved to include cities and regions conducting Voluntary Local Reviews. In 2020, Carnegie Mellon adapted the process to the university setting through a first Voluntary University Review (VUR) to assess how CMU’s education, research, and practice aligned with the SDGs. As CMU provost Jim Garrett wrote in the introduction to that first VUR,

Our intention is for CMU’s VUR to be a framework for us to track what we are doing across the 17 Global Goals and where we might find opportunities to do more. We also hope that by issuing this VUR, we will spark action at other institutions of higher education to do the same.8

Can universities make a difference concerning SDG implementation? In the introduction to their book on Higher Education and SDG 17, Ángel Cabrera and Drew Cutright argue that universities’ engagement with the 2030 Agenda should focus on four steps: building networks of research, facilitating cross-disciplinary collaboration, expanding access to tertiary education, and developing binational and multinational alliances. Starting with the appropriate management tools, universities should develop sound plans and evaluate existing programs and initiatives utilizing dynamic formats. These efforts need to align with institutional priorities, strengths, and strategic goals. Transformational partnerships represent a key vehicle to advance this agenda.9

The perspective that the university is a responsible stakeholder has been questioned by those who argue that the rise of the university as a corporate structure creates major roadblocks to building just and inclusive communities. This is not a minor criticism, as cities and their regions face the challenges of a post-COVID-19 pandemic era, a generalized crisis of representation, legacies of racism and colonialism, climate change, health disparities, and long-standing shortages in housing, food supply, and other basic needs.10

While universities often report having a positive economic impact on their regions, their role in effectively working to promote more equitable growth in their communities has become a focus of concern.11 Critics stress that HEIs have become a powerful actor in urban governance, having emerged as the dominant employer, real estate holder, health-care provider, and even agent of policing.12 Furthermore, the physical expansion of universities often results in higher housing costs and the displacement of lower-income residents. Critics have also noted that the university’s claim to advance a social justice mission – for example, under the framework of the SDGs – is often contradictory to the institution’s position vis-à-vis its employees’ working conditions and well-being.13

The link between universities and the SDG agenda is not only grounded in the capabilities of HEIs, but also in the ethical responsibility of universities serving their local communities and adhering to values that align with the needs of global communities.14 Linking the utilitarian demands of these institutions and their ethical ideals requires universities to design strategies for engagement that address both the imperatives posed by today’s knowledge economy and their commitment to extend prosperity and well-being to society at large.15 This requirement is particularly relevant for SDG16 – on Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions – because sustainable and inclusive development is inextricably linked to good governance, robust and resilient rule of law, independent civil society, and the protection of human dignity.

In the United States, public trust in HEIs has been in decline for some time. According to Gallup polling, Americans’ confidence in higher education has dropped drastically during the past eight years. In 2023, 22% of respondents expressed “very little” confidence in colleges and universities, up from 9% in 2015, while 36% of respondents had “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in higher education, down from 57% in 2015.16 Other surveys have shown similar trends, indicating that public opinion has increasingly questioned whether colleges and universities have a positive effect on their communities, regions, and the country’s well-being.17 There is also a growing chorus of voices – from within and outside of universities – that speak critically “about the objectivity, legitimacy, and accuracy of the academy as a locus of truth and facts.”18

Both those with and without college degrees question how well-equipped they are to succeed in the 21st century workplace. Part of this sharp decline in confidence and uncertainty around the value of a college degree is likely due to the rising costs of postsecondary education and/or difficulty gaining access to four-year institutions.19 Some factors that may have eroded public trust in higher education include attacks by conservative politicians, the effects of disrupted learning and traditional university life due to COVID-19, and numerous public controversies and scandals around admissions which has reinforced the idea that higher education is only for the wealthy and elite.20

In late 2023 and early 2024, US colleges and universities are also being widely criticized because of their responses to the Israel-Hamas war. HEIs have experienced tense disputes on their campuses, from protests to threats on students. The New York Times’s Michelle Goldberg has cogently argued that the complexity of the situation “should make it an ideal subject to teach critical thinking and how to have difficult discussions,” but the result has been very different, in fact, she contends that “it is being used as a toxin that threatens the entire academic enterprise.”21 Universities in the United States have struggled to foster debate while embracing a diversity of views, impairing their capacity to serve as an inclusive place for discussion of critical social and political issues. In other words, HEIs have shown poor performance in fostering conversations across different perspectives, arguably a fundamental component of their mission as educational institutions.

If universities want to play a meaningful role in elevating the relevance and effectiveness of the SDG agenda to solve public policy problems, they need to align their mission with their place in their local community and the global challenges we face today. The problems Higher Education has fostering meaningful dialogues that engage a variety of perspectives are compounded by the serious challenges facing democracies at large, which are not delivering equitably for large sectors of their populations. Even though this scenario is pessimistic, adopting the SDGs (and linking this agenda to the framework of human rights, as discussed below) provides an opportunity to reinvent the ways we address urgent challenges in communities across the world, while also contributing to building a new future for HEIs.




THE SDGs: GUIDING PRINCIPLE FOR A NEW HUMAN RIGHTS AGENDA?

Scholars have argued that embracing the role of the university as an institution committed to the public good requires a decision to move toward a new paradigm based on social responsibility, ethical engagement, and reciprocity.22 As universities seek to reimagine themselves and deliver this paradigm shift, they need to identify and develop best practices concerning curriculum changes, institutional commitments, and internal reorganization. They must also engage in frank conversations regarding the future role of US colleges and universities in enabling democratic practices to thrive within an increasingly fragmented and violent society.23

A new paradigm should reinvent the field of human rights by combining the SDG and human rights agendas in innovative ways. This is a vital opportunity for universities. As Sarah Mendelson writes, reflecting the views of a burgeoning Community of Practice, “Innovations in higher education offer a pathway to advance the closely aligned endeavors of creating peaceful, just, and inclusive communities. Universities have a critical role to play in generating a refreshed approach to human rights that includes SDG literacy.”24 Building a “human rights action plan” dovetails with the SDG agenda because, as established by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, civil and political rights alongside economic, social, and cultural rights, are indivisible and interdependent. As Volker Türk has argued, any attempt to separate these rights is detrimental to advancing a genuine human rights agenda.25 The SDGs can help reinvigorate and renew human rights education by localizing specific rights and translating them to particular contexts. This framework is necessary to bring human rights to local communities, address social justice gaps, as well as retool policies and how progress is measured.26

The responsibility of universities to advance the SDGs is part of their “indispensable role in the exercise of building, maintaining, and inspiring liberal democracy.” This is particularly germane to the research university, which “weaves together the four connections to democracy – social mobility, civic education, stewardship of facts, and pluralism.”27 These functions are essential to an integrated SDG and human rights agenda.




THE SDGs: A MARKETING TOOL?

Universities operate in a highly competitive environment. They are continuously vying for public recognition while devoting significant efforts to improve their rankings and prestige, particularly in comparison to their peers.28 University impact rankings that evaluate the extent to which academic institutions have successfully mainstreamed the SDGs into their strategies have gained significant attention in recent years and influenced institutional strategies, reputations, and stakeholders’ perceptions.

However, a growing number of studies have explored the relationship between such university rankings and their alignment with the SDGs, focusing specifically on the accuracy of those rankings in capturing universities’ sustainable development efforts. They also discuss the implications of these rankings on HEIs and propose methods to improve the quality of these university ranking systems in assessing SDGs.29 Research to date indicates that university sustainability rankings, while influential, may not adequately capture HEIs’ comprehensive efforts toward sustainable development. Inconsistencies in evaluation criteria, indicators, and methodologies across ranking systems lead to ranking discrepancies and limited alignment with the SDGs.30 Improvements in transparency, inclusion of qualitative indicators, automation of indicator mapping processes, and collaboration among ranking organizations are recommended to enhance alignment with the SDGs.31 Further research and diversified research methodologies are necessary to address the complexities and challenges associated with assessing HEIs’ performance vis-à-vis the 2030 Agenda and their alignment with sustainable development. The most attention has been paid to outlining better practices for implementing SDGs and standardizing frameworks through which successful SDG implementation can be assessed within university ranking systems to facilitate accurate institutional comparisons.

For example, the Times Higher Education Impact Ranking (THE-IR), a global sustainability ranking for HEIs, has received significant attention from the global academic community.32 The THE-IR is a comprehensive assessment of HEIs’ contributions toward the SDGs based on four different areas: research, stewardship, outreach, and teaching. As of 2023, the highest-ranked countries in the THE-IR were the United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada. While over 90 countries submitted to THE-IR assessments in 2023, researchers have argued that the THE-IR only helps academic leaders evaluate “just how difficult it is to classify and inventory work under each goal, capture the extent of their university’s engagement with the goals, and, perhaps most importantly, accelerate commitment and actions.”33

For example, Bautista-Puig, Orduña-Malea, and Perez-Esparrells find that the THE-IR does not effectively capture universities’ comprehensive impact on the SDGs. Using summative content analysis of THE-IR web-scraped data from 2019, 2020, and 2021, they conclude that because THE-IR evaluations are based upon universities’ highest performing SDG benchmarks, the areas of emphasis in the resulting performance rankings varied significantly across individual SDGs for all institutions, including those institutions with the highest rankings.34

Using an explanatory case study approach, Derakhshan, Hassanzadeh, and Nekoofar arrived at similar findings. They identified divergence across sustainability-related ranking systems and concluded that university impact ratings are insufficient in identifying institutions that positively influence their societies by achieving the SDGs.35 Comparative analyses of different sustainability ranking systems have also concluded that their reliability in evaluating university sustainability efforts is questionable at best. These difficulties in goal classification and progress tracking have led several scholars to advocate for greater transparency and standardization within and across sustainability ranking systems.36 Specifically, they call for limiting the use of THE-IR in decision making until a more comprehensive and reliable evaluation framework for sustainability efforts is developed, one that includes qualitative and quantitative indicators.

Improving the reliability of SDG assessment tools like THE-IR is essential because HEIs are in a strong position to bring about the broader cultural shifts required to successfully implement sustainability practices, which fundamentally requires adherence to non-monetary purposes and incentives that cannot happen without these shifts.37 While the incorporation of SDGs into university ranking systems has resulted in many HEIs emphasizing their sustainability efforts in order to market themselves to a more and more sustainability-conscious clientele, these efforts fall short of incorporating clear, transparent, and accountable sustainability visions; robust shared governance structures; and inclusive community engagement initiatives into all aspects of their operations. Since there are many different types of HEIs, their purposes need to be specific and so should their reporting on sustainability efforts.38




CONCLUSION: THREE PILLARS

The interconnection between human rights and the SDGs underscores that inclusive economic development and social justice are inextricably linked to good governance, robust and resilient rule of law, independent civil society, and the protection of human dignity. The interdependency between civil and political rights and economic, social, and cultural rights is as relevant to the 2030 Agenda as it is to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted over 75 years ago.39 SDG 16, the focus of this volume, which is explored in detail by other contributors, offers an opportunity for universities to leverage the connections and networks they have built over decades to co-create solutions with their communities and address socio-economic imbalances that hinder the goals of building peace, more just societies, and strong institutions.

The work ahead is complex. As some universities embark on these paradigm shifts, there are three pillars that deserve particular attention as we think about the role of HEIs in advancing the SDGs, as well as how to train the next generation of public policy experts and engaged scholars through the context of the SDG agenda.40

A focus on interactions between SDG targets is a critical component of any concerted effort to advance the 2030 Agenda in a university setting. Universities should first address the problems of siloed structures, single discipline thinking, and compartmentalized operations. In addition to structural and organizational changes, HEIs also need to find innovative ways to inspire and guide educators, administrators, researchers, staff, and students in advancing sustainable development. The promotion of “SDG synergies” offers a roadmap for multiple initiatives, including curriculum development, teaching approaches, institutional policies, and community engagement.41 This task is an essential and innovative component to help train the next generation of practitioners in this field. It is, however, not necessary to start from scratch. There are plenty of existing models that demonstrate the integration of sustainability practices into the university’s operations, communications, and engagement, such as the integration of a climate change and carbon emissions framework into university strategic planning.42 Other models include interdisciplinary collaborative networks that concentrate on research and teaching in and concerning the global south; teams that bring together researchers in environmental archeology, sustainability, business, and other fields; and sustainability-focused learning communities.43

This volume emphasizes the notion that “many of the SDGs address and elevate socioeconomic rights, which in turn, when implemented, can engage local communities and community leaders, make human rights more relevant for people, and improve lives.”44 In alignment with this idea, a second pillar of this volume is based on the notion that “local communities, not national governments, are often the front lines for developing rights-based approaches to socioeconomic challenges.”45

Localities differ greatly in terms of accessible social justice data for community members, government officials, scholars, and practitioners. Data gaps and lags, particularly when it comes to disaggregated data by gender, race, and geographical boundaries, make it extremely difficult to identify who is falling behind in cities. Academic institutions can be vital in bolstering the ability to apply data science to address this critical challenge. We must determine how to better use the data we already have and establish more direct and mutually beneficial relationships with local stakeholders so that they can participate in the data-creation process. New models of community engagement can help close data gaps and develop more effective strategies to share information with policy makers. Universities should pay attention to local populations, pose pertinent questions, and assemble diverse, multidisciplinary teams. Establishing confidence between HEIs and local communities is essential.46

Advancing justice in the context of SDG 16 often requires working on problems as defined by the community in order to localize the actual challenges they face.47 Universities have the capacity to embrace a “place-based” role and help facilitate social justice. As a result, universities can maximize the benefits of economic investments and opportunities for their communities to ensure that under-resourced, vulnerable, and underserved populations do not continue to be left behind.48

The third task for universities is to assess progress regarding the 2030 Agenda. This requires that they identify a suitable framework to assist them in the implementation of the SDGs. Institutionally, universities need to establish policies, strategies, plans, and governing structures to support mainstreaming the SDGs into their operations. Thematically, HEIs should support interdisciplinarity and the exploration of a variety of topics, widening the scope of subjects to address a greater number of SDGs, as well as diversifying themes to cover multiple SDGs at once. Structurally, HEIs should provide the necessary resources, equipment, materials, and operational support toward SDG implementation. Lastly, at the individual level, universities must facilitate and encourage concern, awareness, and commitment to the SDG agenda and equip their faculty, staff, and students with the necessary tools to advance a coordinated and effective sustainability agenda.49 As noted, a key dimension of this task is to work with local communities to create “people-centered data ecosystems, including open-source data portals” aimed at creating solutions to enhance rights for all.50

These three pillars – SDG synergies, trust and collaboration between HEIs and local communities, and progress tracking and assessment informed by data generated with community input – provide a roadmap for how to use the SDGs to teach, train, partner, and advance new agendas that position universities as responsible, place-based stakeholders, and connect people, information, and policies in more effective ways. The interconnection of the human rights framework and the 2030 Agenda places social justice at the center of the health of democracy and creates an unprecedented opportunity for HEIs to re-energize efforts aimed at socio-economic renewal in cities and regions in the United States and around the world.
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ABSTRACT

What does the relationship between the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and human rights look like in practice at the local level? With Los Angeles as a case study, we focus on the partnership between universities and the Mayor’s Office in the localization of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The co-creation of student “Task Forces” with city officials and the evolution of the use of the Goals in planning over time demonstrate how localization created opportunities to identify and act on human rights issues through SDG implementation at the city level.
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INTRODUCTION: THE SDGs AND HUMAN RIGHTS AT THE LOCAL LEVEL

In a 2018 keynote address, then-Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti launched the Los Angeles Sustainable Development Goals (L.A. SDGs), a city-wide effort to translate and implement the United Nations SDGs and the broader 2030 Agenda in L.A. City.1 Los Angeles was one of the first cities in the world to commit to the localization of the SDG framework. By 2024, according to U.N.-Habitat, over 196 local and regional governments have produced Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs), reports documenting local-level progress on the goals and showcasing local initiatives to implement the global goals.2 While illustrating the importance of taking on these global challenges locally, Garcetti quoted Eleanor Roosevelt speaking to the UN Commission on Human Rights: “‘Where, after all, do basic universal human rights begin? In small places…’ Without concerned citizen action to uphold these human rights close to home, we shall look in vain for progress in the larger world.”3 Nearly five years since Los Angeles’ launch, and with just over six years remaining until 2030, we return to these words and closely explore the links between human rights and the SDGs in the context of partnerships between city government and academic institutions in the local implementation of the 2030 Agenda.

The SDGs provide a common platform to measure progress toward peace and prosperity at global, national, and local levels on pressing issues. The 17 interrelated goals are meant to be achieved by 2030, but according to UN officials, this aspiration is “in peril.”4 In theory, this set of goals aims to promote sustainable development across social, economic, and environmental spheres. Unlike its predecessor, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the SDGs explicitly recognize that inequalities exist within, and not just across, countries. Furthermore, they exemplify how sustainable development requires cross-cutting rather than competing goals, with specific targets and measurable indicators. Another major difference between the MDGs and the SDGs lies in the negotiation processes.5 Stakeholder engagement was central in the drafting stage of the agreement, evidenced by the critical role of Major Groups and other Stakeholders (MGoS) in the development and adoption of the 2030 Agenda. MGoS consisted of nine main sectors, including women and Indigenous peoples, local authorities, and nongovernmental organizations.6

The SDGs are notable for expanding the concept of economic development to include attention to inequalities and non-discrimination, as well as a fundamental commitment to monitoring, evaluation, and stakeholder engagement. These contributions demonstrate how the SDG framework itself intersects with existing human rights norms. SDG 16 is one of the few explicit examples of human rights integration in the 2030 agenda, as it aims to “promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels,” and includes targets on promoting and enforcing “non-discriminatory laws and policies for sustainable development” (16.b) and “develop(ing) effective, accountable, and transparent institutions at all levels” (16.6).7 More holistically, goals such as those on food (SDG 2), health (SDG 3), education (SDG 4), decent work (SDG 8), and housing (SDG 11) echo human rights embedded in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and other relevant instruments.8

Scholars and practitioners alike, however, have critiqued the implicit nature of human rights principles within the context of the SDGs and their implementation. As Bexell et al. write,

the SDGs lack systematic references to the core human rights treaties with their related instruments. While the SDGs and human rights address similar issues, such as education, health, welfare, and many others, they build on divergent logics and are constructed differently.9

One of the persistent gaps in SDG implementation, vis-à-vis human rights principles, is a more robust conception of accountability. For example, can and how will duty-bearers be held to account for the implementation (or non-implementation) of their relevant SDG commitments?

While a comprehensive response to this question is beyond the scope of this chapter, we provide key insights into the practice of linking human rights and the SDGs at the local level. Localization, a growing trend in work on the SDGs, gives us a useful point of entry to contribute to this debate. As with virtually all UN frameworks, the SDGs were conceived to apply at the national level. They were adopted by UN member states and call for implementation at national levels; monitoring of their indicators is largely based on data produced by national statistical systems. And yet, increasingly, entities that are not national governments are voluntarily engaging in the SDG framework, including numerous cities (as well as universities and the private sector). We propose that focusing on the city level, including both city government and community actors, gives a unique vantage point in understanding the relationship and potential of linking the SDGs and human rights. This chapter, thus, shifts the focus from the national to the city level. We pay particular attention to the case of Los Angeles, where there has been considerable engagement by city actors with the SDGs. How has that intersected with human rights in policy and practice, and what broader lessons can be taken from such intersections?

Global human rights standards and norms have developed over decades to provide both a legal anchor and social imaginary that directs how governments interact with individuals and populations. We argue that, despite fair critiques of the SDG framework’s refusal to explicitly engage human rights at their onset, the process of SDG localization simultaneously makes clear the need to identify and act on human rights at the city level if SDG-based goals are to be met. Indeed, both the Danish Institute for Human Rights and the UN’s Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights have mapped ways that the SDGs and human rights can and should reinforce each other.10 Specifically, in the case of Los Angeles, SDG localization has provided city actors with a baseline understanding of how and where public services need to be strengthened, with particular attention to underserved communities. This focus has shown the need for more explicit attention to human rights standards and how they may be embedded in policies and various institutions in order to address gaps that have been identified so that the SDGs can be achieved. Thus, while both the SDGs and human rights are traditionally seen as independent international frameworks, they may be better understood as frameworks that are more likely achieved when conceptualized as interdependent. Localization of the SDGs in Los Angeles – accompanied (as we shall explain) by the growth of city-academic partnerships – precisely demonstrates this potential.




LOS ANGELES AND THE SDGs


Whose Efforts?

What has L.A. City done to move toward the SDGs and its targets as well as achieve human rights standards? To answer this question, it is important to first define who we talk about when we talk about “the city.” Scholars across disciplines have defined the city in different ways, from a hub, to actors not unlike the nation-state.11 For our purposes, when we talk about the city’s actions or efforts, we are talking about the city as government: consisting of multiple offices and departments, and the individuals that comprise them. We make this separation so that we can distinguish between SDG or human rights localization as a process by government actors, and localization by other actors that inhabit the city, which range from grassroots activists to private actors from the academic and industrial sectors. Furthermore, by defining the city as an organization, we can speak more precisely about the relationship between formal institutions and individuals, and dynamic processes of leadership, decision-making, and agenda-setting.

For the remainder of this section, we describe the case of Los Angeles in the broader context of the SDGs and embedded human rights norms. We begin with a brief overview of the SDGs in L.A., with a focus on the component of city-academic partnerships and “Task Forces” (TFs). We then focus on two key dimensions of the localization process: (1) TFs as a means to promote human rights; and (2) TFs as a means to strengthen capacity to address further challenges. In doing so, we highlight how the SDGs and human rights protection as well as advancement are linked in Los Angeles, citing both challenges and best practices.




City-Academic Partnerships: Introducing the Task Forces

Launched in 2018, the SDGs in L.A. is a multi-phase, multilateral project aimed at adopting and adapting the Goals across Los Angeles. It originated as a collaborative effort between the Mayor’s Office, Mayor Eric Garcetti, and the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation. Efforts to achieve progress on the 2030 Agenda have since been explicit and well-publicized by the L.A. City government, spearheaded by staff of the Mayor’s Office of International Affairs (MOIA). The VLRs are a key symbol of these efforts, as well as tools to engage with other cities, within and beyond the United States, with similar objectives. In 2019, L.A. was the first city to present a VLR that did not simply match SDG targets and indicators to existing city-level performance standards. L.A.’s VLR process included a nearly year-long, in-depth mapping strategy that categorized standards that were directly applicable, needed only slight modifications (e.g., to disaggregate from national to local level data), or were not applicable to the city context. The translated standards were then compared against existing L.A. city data to measure and present progress on indicators.12

The VLR itself, and the SDG efforts in L.A., were not isolated to city actors. Though one of the major outcomes, the VLR is only one product of ongoing partnerships between city and academic actors. These partnerships have taken the form of what we call “TFs.” While TFs are in themselves not innovative, as they have long proliferated across private and public sectors, we have a particular concept of TFs in the context of the SDGs in L.A. TFs are student research groups conducting fixed-term, problem-driven, and policy-oriented research, guided by academic advisors and overseen by a client, in this case, local government.13

Through the leadership of the MOIA and in partnership with various city departments, over 160 undergraduate and graduate students have participated in over 22 research projects in support of implementing and advancing various SDG targets. Broadly, the project teams play a key role in assisting the City to identify gaps in aligning plans and practices while highlighting cross-cutting issue areas for mobilizing multi-stakeholder partnerships. Since 2018, the City has partnered with multiple universities, including the John Parke Young Initiative at Occidental College, Arizona State University’s Thunderbird School of Global Management, the Luskin School of Public Affairs at University of California Los Angeles, Pomona College, and the Institute on Inequalities in Global Health at the University of Southern California.

TFs have generally fallen within six key models or purposes: exploratory or mapping, stakeholder engagement, data assessment and collection, landscape analysis, best practice case studies, and proposals and recommendations (Fig. 6.1). Beyond structure, TFs have covered a vast array of themes and issue areas, grounded in the SDG framework, ranging from addressing poverty and homelessness to tackling climate change and advancing racial equity and justice.
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Fig. 6.1.    Summary of Task Force Models as Presented by Morales, Chase, and Gruskin at the Carnegie Mellon Workshop on the Margins of the World Justice Forum 2022.




The TFs and Human Rights Promotion

There have been TFs that have dealt explicitly with human rights translation and implementation within the SDGs framework, and one such example is “the Wicked Problems” practicum, spearheaded by the Institute on Inequalities in Global Health at the University of Southern California in the Fall semester of 2018. The practicum, the name of which draws from the original term from design theorists Rittel and Webber, sought to address the challenge of not only integrating or mapping existing human rights conventions and treaties onto the SDG framework, but also revising understandings of SDG implementation and measurement to include explicit attention to human rights targets.14 Given the breadth of the SDG framework, the practicum focused on the issue of homelessness, and whether and how the SDGs are equipped to target this challenge. In addition to the reports documenting links between the SDGs and human rights principles, one key contribution of the TF was to highlight a human rights-based approach to advancing the SDGs by framing city actors, and not just national-level officials, as duty-bearers.

There have been other TFs that, though not as explicitly tasked with addressing human rights, have also paved the way for further equity- and human rights-driven initiatives. For example, the earliest TF with Occidental College was tasked broadly with understanding how to map or align the goals with existing city-level policies in Los Angeles. Participating students brought up the potential to expand SDG 5 on gender equality, due to its binary conception of gender (i.e., women and men, girls and boys). Within the year, Los Angeles had responded with initiatives that advanced gender-inclusive language, such as in city government job postings and other employment documentation. Six years from the first TF, L.A. is one of the founders of “CHANGE–City Hub and Network for Gender Equity” (CHANGE Network) which “believes that to be successful, [city governments’] work must explicitly recognize and address intersecting inequalities predicated upon race, religion, ethnic origin, disability, sexual orientation, and gender identity or expression.”15 These innovations were accompanied by another set of joint TFs led by Occidental College and Pomona College, which involved working with the CHANGE Network to advance menstrual equity, grounded in conversations emerging from early TFs regarding the limited conceptualization and operationalization of gender equity and justice in SDG 5. At the local government level, Mayor Garcetti signed Executive Directive 35 in August 2022, which extends principles of gender equity beyond city government to contracting and procurement strategies.16 These examples demonstrate the ripple effect of SDG implementation on initiatives that can serve the promotion and protection of human rights.

City government officials and university partners continue to draw heavily from the findings of the initial mapping of SDGs, and attention to the alignment of existing city policies further highlighted opportunities to expand outcomes along racial and gendered lines that are not currently accounted for in the SDG framework.17 Returning again to the work of the Wicked Problems practicum, students and city actors were able to highlight severe disparities bridging SDG 3 on health and well-being and SDG 5 on gender equality by investigating maternal health indicators across race groups. Los Angeles County, and not the City of Los Angeles, holds the primary mandate on public health matters, which presents jurisdictional challenges in acting on health initiatives. However, these lessons addressed the need for more work centering race, in conjunction with gender, as a component of sustainable development. As one of the earliest TFs, the Wicked Problems practicum helped bring human rights principles more directly into the sustainable development agenda and established key questions that continue to drive even the most recent TFs that are explicitly engaging with what it means to realize gender and racial equity within and beyond city government.

The political moment in 2020 amidst George Floyd protests and a collective call to combat systemic racism across and within levels of government institutions further embedded these ideas in the work of SDG implementation. Since 2020, there have been more TFs addressing racial equity and what it means to advance diversity, equity, and justice more broadly at the city level. The lessons from prior TFs, combined with the historic moment of the 2020 summer protests, catalyzed partnerships beyond the MOIA to integrate also the work of the Mayor’s Office of Economic Opportunity and the Civil + Human Rights and Equity Department established in 2021.18 One concrete example is the creation of the Truth-in-Los Angeles project, which was explicitly grounded in SDG 10 on reduced inequalities, SDG 11 on sustainable cities and communities, and SDG 16 on peace, justice, and strong institutions. This TF through Occidental College emerged directly from conversations that began in the summer of 2020 and the growing acceptance within city government of a need for more intentional, city-driven efforts to confront L.A.’s history of racial injustice. The project produced a series of recommendations on how to initiate a truth and accountability process that is responsive to the unique and nuanced history of the city, and that a restorative justice practice requires not just inclusion of, but leadership from, grassroots and civil society actors.

The evolution of TFs through the various partnerships, from their initiation to various “deliverables” (such as reports and recommendations), demonstrates the potential of local SDG implementation to advance the promotion and protection of human rights despite only implicit reference to human rights norms and standards. What these examples make clear is that the city’s willingness to consistently and meaningfully engage with community stakeholders, such as universities, colleges, and their students, enabled the greater inclusion of human rights issues and approaches over time.




Measuring Matters: Data and Building Capacity for Human Rights

The City itself, and especially the L.A. SDGs process, has always been driven by data and measuring outcomes. This is most evident in the time and resources allocated to the development of the VLRs and maintenance of the SDGs’ reporting platform beginning in 2018.19 L.A. City invested heavily in building an open-access reporting platform for SDG indicator data by collating publicly available city- and county-level data across various sources. From the City standpoint, beginning by asking data-driven questions and aligning publicly available disaggregated data with SDG indicators was important for the process of establishing a baseline to measure progress, as well as for securing funding and resources from federal and other agencies that are similarly keen to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of public service delivery. However, the development of the data infrastructure was also key to advancing a human rights agenda more broadly. An understanding not only of baseline progress, but also of patterns in service provision and performance, helps both city officials and the broader community of stakeholders in the city to identify who is left behind, and by how much.

One key example of this process is the Wicked Problems practicum’s exploration of Black maternal health in Los Angeles. SDG 3 on good health and well-being proposes a global target for reducing the maternal mortality ratio (3.1.1) to 70 live births per 100,000 by 2030.20 The L.A. platform uses data at the County level for this particular indicator, due to limited data availability of city-level health indicators given the county’s mandate on health (Fig. 6.2).21 The results, however, remain useful given that L.A. City is the largest of 88 incorporated cities by population, and houses key county health institutions including the Los Angeles General Medical Center (formerly LAC+USC).22

According to the data, the maternal mortality ratio (deaths per 100,000 live births) in Los Angeles County has consistently been between 16 and 18 since 2003. However, when comparing L.A. County level data to data disaggregated by race, the results are quite stark. African American women have seen nearly three times the maternal mortality ratio of the county-level aggregate, and of all other racial groups independently from 2004 to 2016.
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Fig. 6.2.    Maternal Mortality Ratio Data from L.A. SDGs Data Reporting Platform.

This example demonstrates the power of data to highlight existing inequalities not just in SDG implementation, but in indicators that are relevant to human rights promotion and protection. However, this data-driven approach is more in line with an inequalities framework, rather than a more holistic engagement of the human rights framework. An inequalities framework prioritizes the discovery of disproportionate burdens and access. This approach is intimately tied to a human rights framework since human rights rely on an understanding of inequality to redress inequalities and injustice in its many forms. In the case of Los Angeles, the City needed to collect data in the early stages of SDG implementation to inform and direct more project-oriented and issue-area focused TFs that supported the various strands of the SDG framework. However, an approach explicitly organized around human rights principles moves beyond inequalities, and requires, at a minimum, six principles: universality, indivisibility, equality and nondiscrimination, participation, and accountability.23 Thus, discovering and naming inequalities is only one element of bringing human rights to bear in the context of SDG localization. That said, attention to disparities can serve as a springboard for further initiatives that allow for deeper integration of human rights efforts into SDG implementation.

This trajectory is evident in the City’s efforts to advance gender equity. In 2021, the City partnered with another TF at Occidental College to develop a set of gender-based indicators for the CHANGE Network. The resulting set of 52 proposed indicators are founded on an explicit recognition of “intersecting inequalities predicated upon race, class, religion, ethnic origin, and disability” and also encourage network members to look “beyond the gender binary.”24 A year later, L.A. City, as one of the co-founders of the CHANGE Network, co-developed a first-of-its-kind Voluntary Gender Review in 2022. The review, which brings together qualitative insights from across the network’s members (Barcelona, Buenos Aires, Bogotá, Freetown, London, Los Angeles, and Mexico City), recognized the importance of addressing women’s “intersecting marginalized identities such as race or ethnic origin” when assessing vulnerability and the policies put in place to address issues in healthcare and beyond.25






CONCLUSION: REDEFINING STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT FOR THE SDGs AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Human rights have not emerged passively or indirectly from the localization of the sustainable development agenda. This observation is the case even for SDG 10 on inequalities and SDG 16 on peace, justice, and strong institutions, the SDGs most commonly associated with human rights. Findings from various TFs have demonstrated that the SDGs on their own are insufficient in not only measuring, but also advancing human rights norms, especially at the local level. Human rights promotion through SDG localization requires deliberate efforts by actors across both city government and the broader city community. Specifically, future partnerships can benefit from the insight of human rights experts and practitioners, as well as grassroots and civil society actors.

However, we also recognize that human rights framing may look different within the context of the broader city space, namely outside of city government. For example, some city actors may be most concerned with issues around inequalities, while grassroots actors may be more concerned with seeking accountability. City actors may also define human rights priorities differently than other members of the community. These differences may not only result in different perceptions of levels of progress, but also of where the gaps exist, and therefore, where resources should be allocated. These may be direct consequences of larger systems in which governments and other stakeholders operate. City governments often possess their own pre-existing monitoring and evaluation systems that in some ways are more explicitly aligned with an inequalities framework due to their emphasis on measuring performance and gaps. Meanwhile, academics and grassroots or civil society actors may be more in tune with the language of human rights, due to their broader networks and backgrounds. Despite these differences in language, it is important to highlight that various audiences may be working together toward the same goal.

Thus, to achieve human rights and the broader 2030 agenda, the City government–the primary focus of this chapter–must intentionally act in concert with their local communities in all phases of policy development. While activists may be engaging with human rights frameworks in city spaces, such as in the pursuit of environmental justice or bodily autonomy, more can be done to bridge the gap in the ways city governments conceive of sustainable development and human rights principles.

We also recognize that stakeholder engagement must involve more than bilateral partnerships between cities and academia, such as in the TF model. Local community buy-in is key to moving forward from both sustainable development and human rights perspectives. Future TFs can more systematically work to identify processes and mechanisms for meaningful community engagement, and themselves better integrate diverse local perspectives, from the planning stage to its deliverables. Constructive engagements with international frameworks – the SDGs, human rights, and how we propose they can and should intersect – is thus a challenge that requires engaging all relevant stakeholders at all stages and is critical for truly advancing sustainable development.
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ABSTRACT

The hoped-for “just recovery” from the COVID-19 pandemic has not occurred. This chapter examines socioeconomic disparities laid bare by the pandemic in the United States. They have left a marked impression, suggesting that the concept of “American exceptionalism” has negative as well as positive connotations especially when compared with other high-income countries. Strikingly, democracy is not delivering for many Americans, and yet that is not a new situation, as much scholarship shows. These findings challenge received wisdom about how this country is in the aggregate labeled “developed” when many Americans live in conditions similar to or worse than those the World Bank categorizes as “developing.” Against this background, the chapter assesses experiential learning models for engaging students on the SDGs to assess these disparities. While researching social justice gaps in Pittsburgh and Atlanta with Carnegie Mellon students, however, the lack of disaggregated data emerged as a human rights issue and major barrier to fulfilling the SDG principle to “leave no one behind” (LNOB). These findings suggest a paradigm shift is needed, using the SDGs to advance human rights, elevating socioeconomic rights, localizing issues, generating disaggregated data to drive policy recommendations, and scaling up the community of practice that is engaged in this paradigm shift. Field building these aspects of sustainable development has the possibility to positively shape policies, outcomes, and help this democracy actually deliver for all, not just for some. For the United States to lead and bolster human rights and democracy around the world, inequalities at home must be addressed.
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AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM IN CONTEXT

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), apply to everyone everywhere. In recent years, since the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, the fact that the SDGs recognize development as a universal phenomenon has led some American global development and foreign policy experts to expand their professional focus from exclusively looking abroad to include the examination of political, economic, and social circumstances in the United States. This shift has also been driven by multiple crises and responses to crises: the pandemic that laid bare the public health disparities in the United States, coupled with the rise of social justice movements after the murder of George Floyd in 2020, plus the election violence of January 6, 2021. The “… distinctions between domestic and foreign policy,” Secretary State Antony Blinken noted in his first foreign policy speech, just weeks after January 6, “have simply fallen away. Our domestic renewal and our strength in the world are completely entwined.”1

The pandemic revealed that classifying and describing the United States as “a developed country” overlooked communities here living in similar or worse conditions as communities in countries the World Bank labels as “developing.”2 As the former Chicago mayor Lori E. Lightfoot noted

there are events in history that forcibly reveal the fault lines of a society and the failures of a nation to itself. The COVID-19 crisis in America was such an event, forcing us to confront the abject health care inequality across our cities and communities, as well as the imperative of engaging our democracy to take action.3

Or as the authors of a book on the American response to the pandemic argue “the pandemic told us important, painful truths about who America helps and who it leaves behind, even as it left some people further behind than ever before.”4 Compared to other high-income countries with robust social safety nets, we now know that many Americans are simply not well. Thus, individuals and organizations that have been prompted to join what I think of as a recent and growing “closer-to-home” school are driven by the array of facts concerning the absence of wellbeing for many Americans. The gaps are profoundly at odds with long-held assumptions and beliefs about the functioning of the American system previously taken for granted by researchers and practitioners working on democracy and human rights around the world.5

Yet when the pandemic struck and Congress passed the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) worth $1.9 trillion enabling $350 billion to flow to states, among other funds, it seemed remotely possible that these funds might drive a just recovery – closing social justice gaps.6 In summer 2020, as part of the Brookings Institution and The Rockefeller Foundation’s flagship “17 Rooms” exercise, as trillions of dollars were being spent around the world, I co-moderated a series of discussions for Room 16 with rights experts, and the questions top of mind were: Will Covid relief and recovery packages lead to a new, just recovery after the pandemic? Will we find a more just or unjust recovery?7 Specifically, will we find inequalities and social justice gaps that existed pre-Covid, prior to 2020, reduced or eliminated or will they persist? To make the work manageable, the research that emerged from those discussions focused on case studies in Pittsburgh, Atlanta, and Toronto. What this chapter attempts to do is apply a microscope to a sub-set of the social justice issues we explored in the two American cities to see if a positive impact is detectable.

What we found mirrors narratives that appear almost daily in the press. At the macro level, the US economy has recovered from the pandemic.8 As of late 2023 and early 2024, it appears, however, many American families have not. One study has found that “racial and wealth inequities have deepened since the Pandemic.”9 Moreover, as another analyst of inequality in the US has argued,

reliance on aggregate and average numbers … mask the nature of the economy Americans experience. Focusing on G.D.P. is a mistake, as it obscures the range of financial success and hardship in an economy as unequal as that of the United States.10

Put yet another way, as the Nobel Prize winning economist Angus Deaton has noted, “capitalism in America today is not working for two-thirds of adults who do not have a B.A.”11

Writing prior to the pandemic, the situation in many predominately Black communities was especially dire, according to the physician and social epidemiologist David A. Ansell. He argued that people living in those neighborhoods “…have life expectancies closer to those in developing countries….”12 He observed that “the gap between the US county with the highest life expectancy and the one with the lowest life expectancy is between thirty and thirty five years, more than twice the gap between Haiti and the United States.”13 He went on to observe that “Black America lags thirty places behind the United States as a whole on the Human Development Index….If Black America were a country, we would have to send in foreign aid.”14

That was the context prior to the pandemic. Since much of the government’s pandemic relief efforts ended, have yet to be allocated, or do not cover the issues that American families were and are facing, numerous articles have reported the overall lack of a just recovery.15 New York City has been especially hard hit: “the poverty rate has soared to 23 percent.”16 While child poverty in the United States was halved briefly in 2021, once the tax relief ended, by 2022, it had more than doubled to 12.4%.17 Infant mortality in 2023 was the worst it has been in 20 years.18 Maternal mortality rates in the US spiked in 2021, and for Black women, they were almost at the level of the global goal (SDG 3.1) of 70 per 100,000 live births. Life expectancy rates plunged. Over 17% of American households with children were food insecure in 2022. Equally shocking, some 34 million Americans experienced some form of food insecurity.19 Eviction rates are on the rise as is homelessness, and there are record numbers of renters who experience cost burdens where 30%–50% of their income goes to housing and utilities.20

From our study, the first top-line finding is that the federal funds were not only difficult to track, but they were not necessarily aligned with the specific social justice gaps that many citizens in these cities were experiencing.21 With help from the US Government Accountability Office (GAO), I was able to find what the US Treasury and the GAO have tracked. But as GAO experts noted, the data are difficult to analyze “without local context” well beyond the scope of this study.22 The Brookings Institution has tracked ARPA funds. What the tracker shows for Alleghany County, however, is that the vast majority of funds (as of June 2024) went to “government operations” (nearly 46%) and “infrastructure” (nearly 20%). In Atlanta, while only 29% went to “government operations” and zero went to infrastructure, and while the tracker notes just over $1.5 million went to address food insecurity, families, as described below, still experienced a jump in food insecurity.23 Below, I detail briefly data on food insecurity, unemployment, and maternal mortality. The findings about these three issues only underscore the universality of the challenges to just recovery and the need for the SDGs to apply everywhere, including in high-income countries.

Second, data accessibility and disaggregated data on social justice needs varied widely across localities with most cities having little or no crucial data points by race and gender. Data lags were years long. Timely data disaggregation is, however, a key tool to identify and address gender, racial, and other inequities as well as strengthen localization. It will be impossible to deliver on the SDG principle to “Leave No One Behind” (LNOB) in both the global north as well as the global south without such data. The lack of data is in and of itself a human rights issue. The gathering and management of data also emerged as pressing issues to be addressed. In most cases, the data are compiled by national and local NGOs or emerge from other ad hoc arrangements (often with universities) and not the city government where policymaking, including most critically, budgeting takes place.

Third, this chapter reflects lessons learned from an experiential learning exercise with Carnegie Mellon students and builds on discussions that began in Room 16 in 2020 and continued at the Bellagio Center in 2023 with a focus on reframing human rights using the SDGs including the need to measure and meet the socioeconomic needs of Americans. It benefits also from a growing and rich literature that has focused on the profound inequalities that exist in the United States as human rights issues discussed below. It also parallels the reframing that is coming from none other than the UN’s High Commissioner for Human Rights, Volker Türk, with his emphasis on both the SDGs and what he calls a “human rights economy.”24 Taken together, these approaches call for a paradigm shift in how we think about, research, and address human rights to fully embrace the socioeconomic ones that, if not addressed, will drive ever more inequality in the United States. To be clear, I am not making an argument for disengaging internationally. I am arguing that for the United States to lead and bolster human rights and democracy around the world, inequalities at home must be addressed. Otherwise, the United States is weakened as a global leader, and human rights as a movement suffers. The SDGs offer a frame to help solve this conundrum.

Below, I briefly draw from the literature that assesses the dramatic inequalities in America that should be framed as a human rights crisis. I then contrast the work from the CMU capstone with that of colleagues in Los Angeles discussed in Chapter 6. I briefly provide background to the study and the various methods used, as well as highlight a few top line findings. I conclude by drawing broader implications of the approach and the findings for how to research and train differently on human rights using the SDGs. The new approach is relevant both for democratic renewal at home as well as bolstering efforts to advance human rights and democracy around the world.




WHAT NUMEROUS STUDIES HAVE BEEN TELLING US ALL ALONG

Just weeks prior to the onset of the pandemic, a group of professors from the University of Pittsburgh, along with the mayor’s office released a report measuring inequality in Pittsburgh by race and gender. The findings were startling to some and painfully personal to others.25 It spawned a lot of anger especially from Black female residents who felt that the report did not provide solutions to issues that they had long known existed, such as high maternal mortality rates, but which they noted had been ignored.26 That study and its findings were not in any way unique to Pittsburgh, but the data cut against the narrative often associated with the city as one of “the most livable” in the United States. In fact, for Black residents, Pittsburgh was one of the least livable cities with mortality rates higher than in 98% of similar cities.27

Similarly, in 2017, a practicing physician with long experience working in both a public safety-net hospital and an academic hospital in Chicago published The Death Gap: How Inequality Kills. His main point had to do with the extremes in life expectancy rates in the United States between communities and argued because Americans view health as a commodity rather than as a human right, we tolerate these extreme inequalities. He offered concrete recommendations for how to lower these gaps in life expectancy including through universal health care. As the only high-income country without it, we have literally brought the life expectancy of all Americans down.28

Among human rights scholars and practitioners prior to COVID, Philip Alston had long paid attention to the pervasive and persistent social justice gaps in the United States. He is also one of the few human rights experts who tracked the predecessor to the SDGs, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). In 2005, he reviewed rather negatively the gap between the rights community and the development community calling them “ships passing in the night.”29 Indeed, his critique that the MDGs missed the boat with regards to human rights, to carry on the metaphor, contrasts starkly with the SDGs. Reading the 2005 article nearly 20 years later, I was struck by how many MDG targets carried over to the SDGs, such as infant mortality rates and access to clean drinking water, all the while grounded in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, to which the United States is one of 71 signatories, while 171 countries are also parties to the treaty.

In 2015, as Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Alston turned his gaze on, among other countries, the United States and was bracing in his critique of the human rights movement. “Extreme inequality should … be seen as a cause for shame on the part of the international human rights movement.”30 In his 2017 statement for the HRC and his final report regarding the US, he was scathing.

The United States is one of the world’s richest, most powerful and technologically innovative countries; but neither its wealth nor its power nor its technology is being harnessed to address the situation in which 40 million people continue to live in poverty

and called out the negative side of “American exceptionalism.”31 The persistent poverty he noted in his final report is the result of specific policy decisions including “successive administrations…determinedly reject[ing] the idea that economic and social rights are full-fledged human rights.”32

More recently, in 2023, sociologist Matthew Desmond also argues that persistent American poverty is designed by policies that benefit wealthier Americans as well as a result of difficulties accessing money earmarked for the poor. Echoing Ansell, he writes of how the US views health as a commodity rather than a human right. Echoing Alston, he notes the absence of a larger set of socioeconomic rights. Desmond makes the important point that it is not that some pandemic relief had no effect – specifically, the child tax credit and the moratorium on evictions – it is that they were discontinued.33 His book is about a rich country that tolerates millions of citizens, including “one in eight children” living in poverty, with more than two million having no access to clean drinking water or flushing toilets.34

That rich country tolerating poverty is vividly displayed by a number of mapping projects that capture in different ways the disparities across communities in the United States. The Index of Deep Disadvantage focuses, using 2019 numbers, on several indices including poverty levels, life expectancy, and infant mortality.35 Another effort looks at variation in distress across the United States to the neighborhood level also using a number of indicators such as employment, housing, and education. In the February 2024 edition, they find about 15.6% of the US population lives in “distressed zip codes.” That translates to 51.5 million people. Another 19.2% are “at risk” including nearly 63 million people.36 The Centers for Disease Control has its own set of indicators for social vulnerability.37 Cumulatively, they paint a portrait of a deeply unequal country, a distressed democracy.

Finally, beyond the literature, analysis has emerged from the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights laying out a “vision” about human rights to accelerate socioeconomic rights using the SDG frame specifically to address the rise in inequalities following the pandemic. “The pandemic and its aftermath vividly exposed decades of underinvestment in economic, social, and cultural rights.”38 Volker Türk’s vision of a “human rights economy” is one that, if implemented, would address many of the issues detailed in the literature, laid out in this chapter, and elsewhere in this edited volume. It is a vision of an economy that puts economic, social, and cultural rights at least on par with political and civil rights and “ensure(s) better allocation of social spending in areas such as health, social security, water services, sanitation, and education.”39 It is a vision that holds out the possibility of “…operationaliz(ing) the principle of leaving no one behind….” driving a paradigm shift in how we talk about and work on human rights.40




LESSONS IN EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING, HUMAN RIGHTS, AND THE SDGs

If the literature and some practitioners were already moving beyond the standard human rights focus on civil and political rights and refocused on the failure to deliver on socioeconomic rights in the United States, the work has been bolstered by the adoption of the SDGs. Yet how best to engage the next generation on this agenda? Because of crosscutting aspects of the SDGs, and the complexity involved in the implementation of the SDGs, generating fluency in the framework for students, especially if only tackled as abstract concepts, is challenging.

Among those who have pioneered work with students on the SDGs are colleagues in Los Angeles, coming from multiple local universities, working closely with the Mayor’s Office, and supported by philanthropy. Throughout our CMU effort, we consulted regularly with colleagues from the University of Southern California and on occasion with the Mayor’s Office. As is evident from the description in Chapter 6, as well as other articles on their effort, the L.A. Task Forces have been doing such work in a scaled manner for several years.41

I will briefly compare and contrast the CMU project with the excellent work done in Los Angeles because there are lessons to be carried forward. Ours was an overly complicated project that uncovered findings, but perhaps more importantly, it also suggested new and different ways of working. Theirs is a story of iteration and scaling up. Both are examples of using the SDGs to engage students on human rights in a way that makes issues concrete rather than abstract. Our efforts validated experiential learning as an especially productive approach to help students become familiar with the SDGs through the production of knowledge in collaboration with local stakeholders – in Los Angeles, the Mayor’s Office, and in the CMU work, with various local NGOs. The L.A. Task Forces focused on one, albeit complex and large, city. Our work focused on three (although we report here on two). Their work was done in deep and iterated collaboration with the Mayor’s Office over several years and supported generously by philanthropy.42 We too benefited from philanthropic support – from The Rockefeller Foundation and the Packard Foundation – albeit with smaller grants.

Between 2018 and 2020 – as a precursor to our capstone work described below and at an earlier Bellagio convening – colleagues and I had informal contact with the Mayor’s Office in Pittsburgh. We made good connections with colleagues there and one of our students co-authored Pittsburgh’s first Voluntary Local Review, but ultimately, we found Mayors’ Offices unstable. Former Mayor Peduto, an SDG enthusiast (and now affiliated with CMU), was replaced by a mayor who has shown no interest in the SDGs, and who has apparently a mixed record advancing post-COVID recovery more generally in the city.43 Anticipating that change in interest, our effort in 2021 pivoted to what we found to be a more promising approach and one we wish to build on; iterated engagement with local NGOs. We were guided by the social justice issues they flagged that they were confronting before COVID and their assessment as to whether the funds had an impact. We supplemented their answers with data where and when we could.

The L.A. effort was much larger and longer (and ongoing) involving 20 plus projects. This capstone project in contrast had a different origin story and a basic main question we were trying to answer coming out of a series of discussions in summer 2020 as part of the Brookings/Rockefeller Foundation flagship 17 rooms exercise. Ours was modest – involving work in summer 2021, the academic year 2021–2022, summer 2022, and summer 2023. Ten CMU students engaged in total versus over 160 students across Los Angeles. We had three faculty advisors at CMU and a laborious process getting IRB certified which the L.A. universities were not required to do. In Spring 2022, CMU students interviewed local stakeholders (confirming what we had heard previously – housing and food insecurity were top of mind) and attempted to find data and especially disaggregated data to understand who had been affected. The CMU students and the stakeholders along with colleagues from L.A. then went to The Hague for a workshop on the margins of the World Justice Forum confirming that the cities were not gathering disaggregated data, and the NGOs were then either trying to do it themselves or operating without any data.44

We initially set out to project where we would end up by 2030 on specific social justice issues. Would a city meet the SDG target or not? We tried to translate existing data into SDG targets and then project the actual numbers of people affected, building on a methodology – using “exponential smoothing” – that Brookings Institution colleagues, John W. McArthur and Krista Rasmussen, developed, as a way of taking LNOB seriously.45 If a country uses aggregate data and reports that 97% of the population experienced food security, then who are the three percent that were food insecure? What does the percentage mean in terms of number of people? Three percent can mean millions of people, and what does that look like over time? These are all critical questions, but we ultimately did not have enough data; McArthur and Rasmussen had used Canadian data to project the numbers by province while we could not get full access to city-level data that was disaggregated. The students also found methodologically that linear regression was more manageable than exponential smoothing giving them greater parsimony and replicability.

Following IRB certification, through interviews with local stakeholders and the assessment of local data, and where possible, disaggregated data, the teams and I examined whether social justice needs, reflected in a number of goals associated with the SDG16+ agenda, were being met, where data gaps existed, and whether and how local voice had a role to play in meeting these needs and closing these gaps. Along the way, we also learned lessons about data collection and local voice that will shape follow on-work and which became the focus of much discussion at the strategic convening in May 2023 at the Bellagio Center.46




FINDINGS AND COMPLEXITIES IN TWO AMERICAN CITIES AND IMPLICATIONS FOR SDG IMPLEMENTATION

Here I report just a few of the findings the teams found in Pittsburgh and Atlanta as well as supplement them. The areas of focus came after consultation with a cross section of local stakeholders, including academics and non-profit leaders. We sought (and only occasionally found) data on a range of issues including Food Support/SNAP (SDG 2.1) Maternal Mortality Rates (SDG 3.1); Infant Mortality Rates (SDG 3.2); Unemployment Rates (SDG 8.5); Shelter Visits (SDG 11.1); and Housing Cost Overburden Rates greater than 30% of income (SDG 11.1).

By drawing on the goals, targets, and indicators, or creating proxy ones, experts, citizens, and policy makers alike in theory can track progress or lack thereof. According to this approach, it is extremely likely that neither Pittsburgh nor Atlanta is on track to reach the majority of SDG targets. This situation is not unusual. In September 2023, at the midpoint to 2030, the UN reported that the world was off track with only about 15% on track.47

Food insecurity was flagged repeatedly by local stakeholders. Looking closely at some of the findings, the aggregate numbers do not begin to tell the complete story of who is most affected. The Charts 7.1 and 7.2 for the households in Pittsburgh and Atlanta below on the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), for example, when disaggregated by race, show how dramatically different the picture looks for white and Black populations.48
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Chart 7.1.   Households on SNAP in Pittsburgh by Race, 2015−2021.
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Chart 7.2.   Households on SNAP in Atlanta by Race, 2015−2021.

Recent reports suggest, in fact, that in Pennsylvania, the number of SNAP recipients surged in 2023. The detailed examination suggests that people working with local communities in need witness an economy that contrasts starkly with the rosy picture senior Biden administration officials tend to paint. In early 2024, the top White House economic advisor reported, “Any way you look at it, the American economy looks upbeat.”49 Yet those working closer to the ground, quoted just days before the White House advisor’s comments were issued, found

the combination of all of the other things that are happening right now, with stagnant wages, the loss of other benefits, like the child tax credit. All of these things are kind of contributing to the struggle that people have with putting food on the table.50

For Atlanta residents, the situation was perhaps even worse, with large delays for as many as nearly 125,000 people.51 As 2023 closed, families relying on SNAP were reporting “I can’t afford to feed my family.”52 Yet these findings emerge despite the outlay of over $1.5 million in food assistance that can be traced from ARPA funds to the city of Atlanta.53

The historic data from Pittsburgh and Atlanta show that Black residents were more likely than white residents to struggle with obtaining employment by large margins. While the aggregate number in Pittsburgh in 2015 was about 7%, the disaggregated data show that it was around 17% for Black residents. When we look at the data for 2021, from the US Census, the story is much the same. Large gaps persist and unemployment rates for Black citizens are high at just over 15%. In Atlanta, it is similar: the chart drawing on US Census data show the number for 2015 in the aggregate at about 7% but for the Black population it is about 13%. The trends continued, although with some relief for both Black and white populations in 2021. The main takeaway, however, from the Charts 7.3 and 7.4, is that pointing to the aggregate unemployment rate in Atlanta of 5.2% or in Pittsburgh of 7.2% for 2021 obscures the true economic picture for many citizens.

In assessing maternal mortality, not only do data gaps and data lags loom large, but what emerges as especially problematic is an assessment that solely looks at the aggregate numbers. The pandemic exacerbated disparities. As two authors note as part of the overall “fail” in the American response to the pandemic, “COVID-19 didn’t just shine a spotlight on the problems in our health-care system; it stacked multiple inequities on top of one another.”54 Chart 7.5 shows US mortality rates by race from 2018 to 2021 as tracked by the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
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Chart 7.3.   Unemployment Rate in Pittsburgh by Race, 2015−2021.
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Chart 7.4.   Unemployment Rate in Atlanta by Race, 2015−2021.
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Chart 7.5.   United States Maternal Mortality Rate by Race, 2018−2021.

Disaggregated data for maternal mortality rates are not publicly available in Pittsburgh or Atlanta. Data are aggregated and released only years later. The CMU students reported:

In the United States, state-level maternal mortality data is aggregated and distributed in reports by Maternal Mortality Review Committees (MMRCs).

MMRCs are multidisciplinary committees that convene at the state or local level to comprehensively review deaths that occur during or within a year of pregnancy (pregnancy-associated deaths). They include representatives from public health, obstetrics and gynecology, maternal-fetal medicine, nursing, midwifery, forensic pathology, mental and behavioral health, patient advocacy groups, and community-based organizations. There are concerns about privacy related to this data…. Therefore, the raw data that MMRCs utilize is not publicly available until it is aggregated by the respective state MMRC, and subsequently turned into a public report. Each MMRC reports their data differently, and on different timelines (i.e. Georgia aggregates their data by three-year increments making annual trend analysis impossible). This makes comparison of trends across different states difficult. Due to these complications, and the limited time and resources of the #JR [Just Recovery] team at CMU [as the capstone team referred to itself], state and provincial-level maternal mortality data was inaccessible.55

The CMU team noted that the

lack of maternal mortality data is evident from the PA Department of Health’s website which states that, ‘There is a lot that we do not know. To better understand maternal mortality and how to prevent these deaths, Pennsylvania established the Pennsylvania Maternal Mortality Review Committee (PA MMRC) to review all pregnancy associated deaths in the commonwealth.’

The team also noted:

Prior to the creation of the PA MMRC, there was no statewide effort in Pennsylvania to review maternal deaths. The PA MMRC report that came out in 2021 reviews the maternal deaths in Pennsylvania during 2018. This is the most recent maternal mortality data that the PA MMRC has released.

The team that worked on this project in summer 2022

reached out to multiple maternal and child healthcare experts from the University of Pittsburgh, Allegheny County Health Department, Carnegie Mellon University, and the MMRC members to figure out where the team could find the maternal mortality statistics for Pittsburgh. These professionals either cited unavailability of data or suggested trying sources … which do not have the required data.56

Here is a sampling of comments they received from the experts: “Unfortunately, receipt of these data from the state usually lags about two years behind, lately even more so with delays from COVID and prioritization of death records,” according to an official at the Allegheny County Health Department. (As if maternal mortality rates were not relevant or related to death records?) From an official at UPMC: “If there is any local data, it has not been analyzed to assess its accuracy which of course would have significant limitations.” A local journalist in late October 2023 confirmed these findings.57 In Atlanta, the story is the same: the CDC and the Department of Public Health aggregate at the state level.

Were more recent data available by race for Pittsburgh and Atlanta, as we have seen when we do have access, the findings for Black women would likely be terrible. Nationally, the CDC reported a sharp rise in 2021 in the United States when Black women experienced 69.9 maternal deaths per 100,000.58 That ratio is just below the 70 deaths per 100,000 that the World Health Organization has set globally for the SDG target to reduce maternal mortality by 2030.59 The United States is last in terms of high-income countries on maternal mortality. Compare the aggregated maternal mortality rate for the United States in 2021: the ratio was 31 per 100,000. In comparison, the average maternal death rates in the UK and in Western Europe were 4, in Eastern Europe 12, and in Central Asia 24 per 100,000 for 2021, according to the Gates Foundation.60

Missing disaggregated data ultimately means it is difficult – if not impossible – to assess who is being left behind. Data gaps and data lags, especially those concerning disaggregated data by race, gender, and geographic boundary, make it impossible to issue solid predictions about the future of the SDGs in these cities. If this is the case in American cities, we assume it is true in many cities throughout the world. As the world closes in on the 2030 agenda, the need for disaggregated data, the gold standard, is urgent.

While each city has missing data needed to measure accurate progress on the SDGs, it should be noted that Pittsburgh did conduct two Voluntary Local Reviews.61 The interviews with the stakeholders and the workshop in the Hague supplemented the missing data and helped fill in gaps. But the issue of who is responsible for collecting data in these cities emerged as a major issue. Cities may not have funds and expect the non-profits to do the collection. The non-profits do not necessarily have the data analytic skills nor the funding to do the work. In some cases, one does have to wonder if there is a political reason for not collecting and therefore measuring progress. A future research question for the Community of Practice referenced in the introduction to this edited volume, in assessing the hundreds of Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) that have been generated since 2016, is: do the VLRs access disaggregated data or instead opt for a mainly qualitative story? As Oxford University professor Daniel Armanios commented in Bellagio in May 2023, the politics of measurement need to be considered in cities. “What is being measured? Who is being asked?”62 A more general question going forward, noted by Columbia University professor Jack Snyder also in Bellagio, “how might we make the need for data gathering politically persuasive to policy makers?”63




THE SDGs, THE HUMAN RIGHTS ECONOMY, AND THE PARADIGM SHIFT

Experiential learning and capstone projects based on systems thinking are ideal modalities for engaging students on the SDGs. The approach in the CMU project was, however, overly complicated and burdened – turn over in student groups, three cities, IRB certification delays, data gaps, and multiple SDGs. That said, the study uncovered several critical findings. First, that the focus on LNOB is an important principle to add to the human rights pedagogy, and second, that the elevation of socioeconomic rights is critical in the United States today. Third, fundamentally, we need a better way to get timely disaggregated data, and we need to figure out how to build an open-source data portal that can show what is going on in real time. This will no doubt involve establishing close links to local stakeholders in a way that benefits them and in which they are engaged in the creation of data. We then need to translate the findings for policy makers (as colleagues did in Los Angeles) to generate policy responses. As the OHCHR vision notes, “the lack of updated, quality and disaggregated data obscures inequalities and stands in the way of fulfilling the commitment to leave no one behind.”64

As we arrive at the midpoint to 2030, there are a lot of calls for “rescuing” the SDGs and also, perhaps more helpfully, for “doing things differently.”65 I conclude by offering an approach that arose from this study; we need a paradigm shift in how we teach, train, and research on human rights that applies to human rights work at home and around the world. It also derives from my experience as the lead at USAID from 2010 to 2014 on democracy, human rights, and governance. On many occasions, I experienced what Alston described as “ships passing in the night.” Sometimes, it was more like ships crashing in the night. Rights were viewed as separate and apart, and even at odds, from development by many colleagues. The SDG framework when implemented can help lessen those dynamics, but we need a workforce fluent in the SDGs. Innovations in higher education offer pathways to help create such fluency. Specifically, universities have a critical role to play in generating a refreshed approach to human rights that includes SDG literacy, helping grow “Cohort 2030,” all in collaboration with cities and local communities. 66

What would such a paradigm shift look like? It has four inter-related elements:


	Elevate socioeconomic rights;


	Localize global norms and translate them into local action;


	Generate disaggregated data that can inform policy recommendations; and


	Scale the community of practice dedicated to these issues.




The SDG principle to leave no one behind needs to be embedded in human rights education. LNOB is fundamentally a call for human rights to be respected universally; the SDGs apply everywhere to everyone. The SDGs help broaden attention beyond political and civil rights and elevate socioeconomic ones, which during the Cold War, became enmeshed in East-West power struggles and were subsequently downplayed, at least in the United States.67 The pandemic laid bare the urgent need to address social justice and socioeconomic inequities in the global north as well as in the global south. These issues are bound up with what imperils democracy in the United States.

Human rights education should also focus on SDG localization and translation in specific contexts (sometimes referred to as “vernacularization” in the rights literature).68 Some human rights scholars have noted that it is the very lack of localization that has created significant barriers to the realization of rights.69 When viewed as only global and abstract rather than local and experienced by people, the disconnect drives or contributes to the current end-times-for-human-rights zeitgeist. Localizing the SDGs, as has occurred in cities around the world, and gauged through VLRs, has resulted in innovation and practical applications that directly and positively impact communities.70 These efforts at localization are worthy of study for good practices and examples of success.

Closely related to both LNOB and localization, human rights and sustainable development research and coursework should increasingly incorporate and/or generate people-centered data ecosystems. There are a number of ways to do this including through building community data portals using open-source software with the input of local community members. Ideally, this would be an iterative process, drawing on artificial intelligence platforms. As discussed during the 2021 flagship 17 Rooms exercise and validated during the 2022 Hague workshop, there is a growing demand among rights and social justice experts for the creation of such data ecosystems. Disaggregated data concerning local communities’ social justice gaps are necessary (along with policies and funds) to enable more just transitions post-pandemic. The research in Pittsburgh and Atlanta revealed numerous data gaps and lags obscuring the suffering of citizens made worse by the tendency to rely on aggregated data. Then there is the added step needed to translate data in real time into policy recommendations and engage policy makers at various local, state, and federal levels to generate timely responses.

Finally, to drive this paradigm shift, we need to scale the community of practice to share lessons learned, good practices in how to engage the next generation – Cohort 2030 – on these issues, having LNOB as a watchword, focused on socioeconomic rights, using disaggregated data, engaging the communities most affected.

These four steps link the UDHR with the SDGs, in addition to the numerous subsequent treaties and laws which students still need to learn. Best of all, these could drive demand for progress on all the people-focused SDGs. The second half of the SDG era needs to create sustainable futures in which rights are realized for all – in the United States and around the world. Perhaps readers will find the recommendations in this chapter, and other chapters in this volume, cogent ways to create such futures.
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