
ACCEPTING  
THE CHALLENGE – 
SWEDEN AND  
THE 2030 AGENDA
THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT Goals 
are a collection of 17 interrelated global goals 
agreed upon by the United Nations. Critics 
claim they are too many, too politicised or 
too ambitious. 

Perhaps they have a point. But Sweden, 
historically committed to collaboration 
and global issues, is dedicated to doing 
what it can to make the world more 
socially, economically and environmentally 
sustainable.

The urgency is real. After all, if these goals 
are met, it would mean an end to the threats 

of extreme poverty, inequality and climate 
change. And if they are only met in part, at 
least some progress will have been made. 
Business as usual is not an option. 

Sweden’s ambition is to be a leader in 
implementing the 2030 Agenda – both  
at home and globally. Many already view 
Sweden as one of the leaders in gender 
equality and environmental sustainability. 
But most Swedes see this as no more  
than a good start, mere inspiration for 
further effort.
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POVERTY IS BOTH RELATIVE  
AND UNACCEPTABLE.’

SWEDEN, ONE OF the most egalitarian 
nations on the planet, has a high standard 
of living and an advanced welfare system. 
There is no absolute poverty. But poverty is 
both relative and unacceptable. Sweden can 
do better both for its own people and for the 
global population. 

Fifteen per cent of Swedes have a disposable 
income lower than 60 per cent of the national 
median income, a local definition of poverty. 
Contrary to national goals, income disparities 
have increased in recent years.

Those most exposed to poverty are older 
women, single mothers, people with dis-
abilities and people born outside Sweden, 
especially newly arrived immigrants. 

A major concern is absolute poverty in  
other countries. Since 2006, Sweden has 
met its own goal of allocating one per cent  
of its gross national income to international 
aid. Lower, internationally agreed goals  
have been met since the 1970s.
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HOW DO WE ELIMINATE  
OBESITY AND HUNGER?’

ZERO HUNGER HARDLY represents a 
challenge for a prosperous welfare state; 
however, the full wording of this goal 
includes sub-targets, some of which do  
pose a challenge for Sweden. 

More than half of all Swedish adults are 
overweight or obese. The daily fika coffee 
break with pastries is a national institution 
which probably doesn’t help. 

A bigger challenge than fika is the pre ser- 
vation of biodiversity. With over 60 per cent 
of local animal breeds being vulnerable to 
extinction, the trend is negative.

Ecological cultivation has become more 
widespread since 2005, and the plan is to 
increase the share from 17 to 30 per cent  
in coming years. Sweden has also come a 
long way in reducing the use of antibiotics 
in animal production, and lobbies hard for 
global change.

Thirty-four per cent of Swedish public 
development assistance goes to the 
agricultural sector in countries that need  
to stave off hunger.

‘
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LIVE LONG AND PREVENT  
ANTIBIOTIC RESISTANCE.’

SWEDES ARE GETTING older. Life expectancy  
for women is about 84 years and for men 81. 
Average life expectancy has been constantly 
increasing since the 1960s, and if this 
continues, children born in Sweden today 
will live past 100. 

A big contributor is health care, which is 
dependent in part on the responsible use  
of antibiotics. In pursuit of fast-growing  
and cheap meat, two thirds of all antibiotics 
globally are given to healthy animals. 
Such overuse causes bacteria to develop 
resistance, resilience and immunity. Sweden 
has been proactive in getting antibiotic 
resistance onto the international agenda. 

Other international efforts include contributing 
to medical studies and primary health care 
and focusing attention on non-infectious 
diseases.

Domestically, Sweden needs to reduce 
disparities in health and well-being between 
different groups in society. Disadvantaged 
groups include LGBT persons, people with 
disabilities and indigenous people. The 
government’s goal is to eliminate avoidable 
health inequalities within a generation.

‘
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IN CONFLICT SITUATIONS,  
EDUCATION FOR WOMEN 
AND GIRLS IS PARTICULARLY 
CRUCIAL.’

EDUCATION IN SWEDEN is quite unique.  
It’s all free, even at university level, subsidised 
by the state. Attendance at primary and 
lower secondary school is compulsory. 

However, there are important challenges, 
such as the need to ensure that all pupils 
enjoy the same learning opportunities 
regardless of their circumstances and 
background. For students with certain 
disabilities and those who find it difficult  
to participate in ordinary teaching,  
specially adapted school are available.

Boys generally achieve poorer school  
results than girls. At the same time, girls 

experience mental ill-health to a greater 
extent than boys. This constitutes two 
important challenges.

Another issue is school safety. Ten per  
cent of girls and eight per cent of boys  
in school years 4–6 have experienced  
bullying at least once a month.

Sweden’s development cooperation 
prioritises education in conflict and post-
conflict situations and in humanitarian  
crises, where women and girls are 
particularly vulnerable. Swedish support in 
this area will continue to have a significant 
focus on gender equality and social equality.

‘
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SWEDEN THE MOST GENDER- 
EQUAL COUNTRY ON EARTH?  
WELL, IT’S A START!’ 

 

IN INTERNATIONAL CONTEXTS, Sweden is 
often mentioned as one of the countries that 
has done most in terms of gender equality.  
We ourselves think we’re far from done.  
The stakes need to be raised if humanity  
is to achieve gender equality and empower 
all women and girls globally. 

Sweden lives up to some of the targets 
associated with the overall gender equality 
goal; however, several challenges remain, 

from eliminating the differences in pay and 
employment rates between women and  
men to preventing all forms of men’s 
violence against women.

The Swedish government has an explicit 
feminist policy, the first of its kind, which 
means that gender equality is central in 
decision-making and resource allocation. 
Hopefully, that will help speed up the 
transformation.
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