University of
East London

Pioneering Futures Since 1898

Briefing Paper 1

March 2020

Putting Newham and Tower Hamlets on the SDG Map

Abigail Lennox, Meera Tiwari, Allan Brimicombe and Susannah Pickering-Saqqa

SDG framework and its relevance for London

In September 2015, the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), a set of 17 time-
bound and quantifiable goals were adopted by
the United Nations and its 193 member
countries (United Nations, 2019). Developed
from the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) that preceded them, the SDGs (2016-
2030), consist of 169 targets and 244
associated indicators that are universal and
depend on the engagement of all counties, not
just developing countries as focused on within
the MDGs (Friedman and Gostin, 2016, p.14).

While the MDGs saw advancements in many
countries in terms of national averages,
concerns that they ignored disadvantaged
communities and about rising inequalities in
developed countries led to the SDG focus of
‘leave no one behind’ (Friedman and Gostin,
2016, p.14).

For the SDGs to be achieved, their integration
and adoption within governments at all levels
(national, regional and local) will be essential.
While there has been much enthusiasm and
effort at national and regional level and some
limited work around the multiple domains of
development within the SDG framework at city
level (eg SDGs for Manchester, mapped by
University of Manchester team), SDG mapping
at local level remains absent (University of
Manchester, 2018).

By focusing on boroughs across London, given
the high concentration of people and
significant challenges, such as employment,
housing and food security, there will be a
greater opportunity to attempt to address
these problems and mobilise change from a
local level as part of the global movement.

This research, funded by a UEL-London Scholar
grant, aims to track the progress for the
London boroughs of Newham and Tower
Hamlets using the overarching and inclusive
development framework of the SDGs through
its 17 goals and 169 indicators. The first phase
of the project brought together a team of 6
academics and 17 students. The objectives
were:

1. Develop SDG mapping toolkit that carries
out a statistical review at borough level to
indicate the current gaps, opportunities
and challenges the boroughs face in
achieving the SDGs by 2030.

2. Identify and map the progress of the SDGs
and its 17 goals and 169 indicators in
Newham and Tower Hamlets.

3. Apply the SDG mapping toolkit in other
contexts at a local level to transform how
the SDGs are implemented and achieved.
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Why Newham and Tower
Hamlets?

Newham and Tower Hamlets are boroughs of
great diversity, wealth and inequality. Their
many strengths are overshadowed by poor
living conditions, high unemployment,
economic exclusion and inequalities in
education, health and opportunities.

Newham - UEL’s home borough - and Tower
Hamlets are boroughs located in the inner east
part of London. Newham has one of the
youngest populations in the country, evident in
its dynamic culture and economy (Trust for
London, 2019). Equally, Tower Hamlets is a
place with a rich history which, from the
beginning as a historic dock and manufacturing
area, has grown and developed at a faster rate

than anywhere else in the United Kingdom
(UK) (Trust for London, 2019).

However, both boroughs can also be painted in
a different light. With 36% low-paid employees
and 37% people living in poverty, Newham
remains one of the most deprived boroughs in
London despite its progress since 2011 in
affordable housing and employment (Trust for
London, 2019). Similarly, Tower Hamlets
continues to have the worst unemployment
and child poverty rates in London (Trust for
London, 2019).

The SDGs offer a globally-agreed agenda for
sustainable and inclusive prosperity that can
help to tackle some of the borough’s most
significant challenges. By deploying this
universal yardstick for global development, the
project will draw attention to the gaps, the
opportunities and the challenges the borough’s
face in achieving the SDGs by 2030.

Our SDG mapping toolkit

To be able to carry out a statistical review, the current SDG framework has been contextualised, for
application at the sub-national level, and input into an excel spread sheet in preparation for data
analysis. Any indicators that are inappropriate at the borough level are identified or altered to reflect
the ethos of the goals and targets. Data is RAG-rated (Red, Amber, Green) to identify negative trends
(Red), progress (Amber) and positive trends (Green). This process highlights where targeted
interventions may be needed. Our toolkit also reveals where further work is needed to adapt the SDG
framework, making it relevant for cities and their boroughs. The Table on page 3 captures data for
SDG 12, Responsible Consumption and Production in both Newham and Tower Hamlets.
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SDG12, Responsible Consumption & Production, Newham and Tower Hamlets
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Methodological challenges in tracking SDGs

1. Most data is drawn from the national or Greater London statistics. While the data quality has been
high, the depth of detail at borough level is quite coarse. This has made it challenging to identify
inequalities at a local level, which is essential and necessary to assess whether the ‘leave no one
behind’ ethos of the SDGs is being met.

2. Some data has lacked detailed key information creating space for misleading interpretations of
notable gaps. This is especially evident with the data related to poverty, education, gender
equality, food security and inequality. In sum, there are extensive data gaps and doubts about how
to interpret key indicators that need to be addressed to monitor the SDGs effectively at borough
level.

3. For the 17 SDGs, there are 169 indicators established to help monitor and provide visualisations
that permit comparisons amongst countries. However, not all indicators carry the same relevance
at all levels, and some are inappropriate for the local level. Therefore, it raises the question of
whether the SDGs at the local level need to be implemented through a territorial dimension to
achieve the collective goal at any geographic scale
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