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Abstract: Since the inception of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, there has been
much conceptual progress on the linkages across the 17 goals and their 169 targets. While this kind of
conceptualization is an essential first step, action must now move towards systematic policy design,
implementation, and multi-stakeholder collaborations that can translate such understanding into
concrete results. This study is a reality check of such quasi-political global development agendas by
the United Nations and its implications on Austrian forestry. Although forestry is not a goal in itself,
forests as an element have been included under SDG15 (Life on Land). In this study, the linkages
of forestry with potential synergies or trade-offs within and between the SDGs have been assessed
through a literature survey and complemented with the perception of opinion leaders across the
Austrian forestry sector on the same. The insights about awareness, design, implementation, and
the necessity of mainstreaming the SDGs into the policy structure of Austria were reviewed. Besides
facilitating the goals of sustainable forest management (SFM) in Austria, the SDG15 is not only
strongly related to, but is likely to aid, the achievement of other SDGs, such as human health (SDG3),
provision of clean water (SDG6), affordable & clean energy (SDG7), and climate action (SDG13).
The opinion leaders perceive the SDGs as well-placed but broad. Some this broadness is a positive
aspect of the SDGs. On the other hand, the 15-year (2015–2030) tenure of the SDGs is perceived to be
inadequate to match the temporal scale of forest development. Apparently, the success of the SDGs
will strictly depend upon coordination, governance, and most importantly, awareness among all
stakeholders. Therefore, in addition to “leaving no one behind”, the SDGs must evidently provide
incentives benefitting everybody.
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1. Introduction

The United Nations’ (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also referred to as Agenda
2030 [1], which came into effect from January 2016, is an overarching blueprint for action to end poverty,
protect the planet, and ensure overall peace and prosperity. Comprising 17 goals and 169 targets, with
tenure until 2030, the SDGs include themes such as climate change, economic inequality, innovation,
sustainable consumption, and peace and justice, among other priorities [2]. With planned targets,
indicators, and wide international consensus, the SDGs come across as a successful process for
sustainable development globally. The goals are mostly interconnected and are seen as interdependent
on each other [3], which is not only key to their overall success but may also pose certain challenges in
their way of fulfillment.
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Briefly, the SDGs combine (i) a human security agenda with basic needs (SDG1 end poverty,
SDG2 zero hunger, SDG3 health & wellbeing), (ii) universal objectives (SDG4 education, SDG5
gender equality, SDG10 reduced inequality), (iii) social development (SDG8 economic growth, SDG9
infrastructure & innovation, SDG11 sustainable cities), (iv) a planetary boundary agenda which
includes confining factors (SDG13 climate change, SDG14 marine ecosystems, SDG15 terrestrial
ecosystems) and particular sensitive factors (SDG6 water quality, SDG7 energy supply, SDG12
consumption patterns), and (v) framing meta targets like peace and global partnership (SDG17) [4].
The SDGs much like the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), realized the importance of ensuring
the sustainability of the life support systems on Earth. But, unlike the MDGs of 2000 [5], the SDGs
envision an “inclusive world” that is not restricted to developing countries alone, and therefore it is
no lesser than a social movement where the goals and targets will likely stimulate action in areas of
critical importance for humanity and the planet over the next decade [3].

Forests, as important earth support-systems, play a major role in sustaining food security,
regulating the water resources, and mitigating climate change, besides providing an economic aspect
with a wide range of other ecosystem services [6–11].

Sustainable management of forests and conservation of terrestrial ecosystems with their
biodiversity has been explicitly recognized within SDG15 [3,12]. SDG15 aims to “protect, restore and
promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification,
and halt/reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss” [1]. This goal includes 12 targets, each
of which can be assessed by a set of indicators (see Table A1, Targets and Indicators).

Utilization of European forest dates back to more than 7000 years, giving evidence on early
Holocene forests [13–15]. But it was in the latter part of 1713 {when the term sustainable forest
management (SFM) officially was mentioned in the “Sylvicultura Oeconomica” authored by Hans Carl
von Carlowitz, which finally ushered in an era of formal forestry education in Europe [16]. The concept
of SFM in the early 1990s included the definition of what can be expected from forests and wooded
land [17] and was restricted to aspects of growing forests for the production of timber alone. Today,
SFM has moved from its historic goal of sustainable timber production to simultaneously provide
multiple ecosystem services [18], playing a crucial role in the steady supply of economic and ecological
benefits [7]. Target 15 4 of SDG15 specifically prescribes the sustainable management of mountain
forests, which form the major terrestrial ecosystems in countries such as Austria [12]. Austria has
a long tradition of SFM, the foundation of which is a complex pan-European concept that has been
developed over time [19]. The indicators used in this Pan-European concept were adapted to Austrian
conditions by taking into account aspects such as the dominance of small-scale forest land holdings
and highly differentiated biogeography [20]. The SDGs have been recently discussed in light of their
potential of realizing the goals of SFM, biodiversity conservation, climate change mitigation, and
bioeconomy [3,12,21–25]. However, in the context of forestry, major knowledge gaps still exist in our
understanding of the interactions between goals and targets of Agenda 2030 [3,12].

In this article, we consider the viewpoint of the forestry sector and analyze the interlinkages
of SDG15 with SFM, along with other relevant goals of Agenda 2030. The objective is to examine
whether the SDGs amend or further strengthen the currently implemented SFM concepts in Austria.
Our focus is to review the synergies and the trade-offs within and between the SDGs in the context
of the Austrian forestry sector. We further complement this review by incorporating the perceptions
of forestry and its alignment to the SDGs among the key opinion leaders from the Austrian forestry
sector such as forestry institutions, policy-making bodies, research institutes, and international NGOs
and stakeholder platforms.

The narrative of this article, presented in the results and discussion, is divided into two parts.
The first part is an overview, and the second is the perception of opinion leaders. The overview begins
with a brief scope of sustainability and SFM along with forestry policies and processes of Europe and
Austria in concurrence with global goals. This is followed by synthesis of the interlinkages of SDG15,
moving over to sustainability as a concept in the design of the forestry business and ending with the
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impact of sectoral view of forestry. In the perceptions section, we examine the views on the SDGs by
important opinion leaders in the Austrian forestry sector to draw the conclusion.

2. Methods

To understand the interactions of the SDG15 with other goals, firstly we reviewed relevant
literature, including scholarly articles and grey literature focusing mainly on the SDGs in relation
to sustainability and Austrian forests. Furthermore, the literature review is complemented
with perceptions of the opinion leaders collected through personal interviews with a structured
questionnaire (Table A2 in Annex). The participants for the interview were chosen based on their
role and experience within the research, practice, and policy framing bodies within the Austrian
forestry sector. To analyze these perceptions, we used the ethos of grounded theory [26], which
aims at developing a substantive formal theory, and thus a means of explaining social processes.
Additionally, we used Symbolic Interactionism [27] to interpret the respondents’ perceptions in
face-to-face interviews. This refers to the patterns of communication and interpretation between
people, mainly with a person of authority. Both the verbal and nonverbal responses that a listener
then transcribes are similarly constructed in expectation of how the original speaker will actually react
without pretense [28]. The purpose of this is to bring forth a theoretical basis that could reveal the
different perspectives and the backgrounds of this understanding.

3. Results and Discussions

3.1. Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) and Austrian Forests

Austria comprises 67% of the total territory complying with the EU definition of mountainous
area and about half of the country’s landmass is covered by forest [19,29]. The Austrian forest cover
has continuously increased in recent decades and is presently at 47.1% [29] and encompasses an
important part of Austrian culture, livelihood, biogeography, and economy. The concept of SFM is
deeply ingrained in forest owners of the country. A positive balance between the annual increment
in wood stocks (30 million m3) compared to its utilization (26 million m3), its high share of forests
with conservation and protective function (21.5%), and its focus on multifunctionality demonstrates
the aspects of sustainability in the Austrian forestry sector [30]. The value chain from forestry to
timber processing plays an important role in the economic development of the forest land-holding
communities. Particularly in mountain areas, forests provide a number of ecosystem services that are
essential for human well-being throughout. According to the Austrian Ministry of Sustainability and
Tourism, BMNT [31], the country could become a relevant model for SFM, and the environmental
standards of the country’s export-oriented timber industry are evidence of its international commitment
to the preservation of forests.

Austrian enterprises and institutions from the forest and timber industry are looking to expand
their activities abroad [32], yet, for the purpose of sustainability and global responsibility, the Austrian
Forest Program [32] demands that these enterprises and institutions must meet proper environmental
and social standards in all activities and exports. The country’s forestry sector has extensive expertise
in forest-related research, education, and practice [25]. Many of these enterprises are technological
pioneers in the fields of environmentally-compatible technology, at both the local and international
level. These technologies are presented all over the world as good practice examples within the
framework of the export initiative “Forst-Holz”, or “Forest-Wood” [33]. However, forests in Austria,
just like everywhere else, are vulnerable to global climate change [34–38].

Therefore, in the future, maintaining the sustainability of Austria’s forest-based bioeconomy will
be a challenge given the likelihood of drastic changes in its production potential and risks under
climate change [7].
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3.2. Relevant Policies and Processes

Since 1990, the Pan-European Ministerial process for the protection of forests, aka Forest Europe,
comprised of 44 states, addresses issues and challenges in forest and forestry at a high political level
and establishes common solutions [39]. This cooperation has adopted a number of resolutions like the
Helsinki resolutions in 1993 [40] dealing with selective measures for the conservation and sustainable
management of forests. The Strasbourg Resolution S4 of 1990 [41] lays the modalities for the member
states of the European Union to mobilize their common resources for building concrete policies for
mountain ecosystems. In Europe, countries like Austria with extended mountain regions form a part
of the international framework of Forest Europe 2011 [39], which is dedicated to cross-border strategic
cooperation between regions dominated by mountain-forests. The Forest Europe process also lays
down 34 quantitative indicators & 11 qualitative indicators for SFM [39]. Most of these indicators are
observed to have a direct linkage with SDG15. These criteria have implicit links with other SDGs, such
as maintenance of the socio-economic functions of forests with SDG3 (health and wellbeing) and forest
production with SDG9 (clean energy) via the production of energy from woody biomass (Table 1).

Table 1. Criteria for sustainable forest management (SFM) from Forest Europe (2016) [19] and their
linkages with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) marked in gray.

Linkages with Relevant SDGs

Forest Europe 2012 Criteria of SFM

1 Maintenance and Enhancement of Forests and
their Contribution to the Carbon Cycle

2 Maintenance of Forest Ecosystem Health and
Vitality

3 Maintenance and Encouragement of Productive
Functions of Forests

4 Maintenance, Conservation, and Enhancement of
Biological Diversity in Forests

5 Maintenance and Enhancement of Protective
Functions in Forest management

6 Maintenance of other socio-economic functions
and conditions

The six criteria of the SFM from Forest Europe (2016) [19] are linked to multiple SDGs
demonstrating the holistic approach of the SDGs in addressing vital issues of sustainability such
as health, climate change, industrial innovation and infrastructure (Table 1). The majority of the SFM
criteria are strongly linked to SDG15 and SDG13. The Austrian Forest Act (1975) [42] amended in
2002 [32] deals with SFM with the four important principles of production, protection, environment,
and recreation. Supplementing these sub-national and national policies are the various trans-national
policies and instruments, such as the Alpine convention (1991) [43] which aims at environmentally
compatible use of the entire alpine region in an economically, ecologically, and socially-balanced way
through its Mountain-Forest Protocol [32].

The majority of Austria’s national and trans-national policies are inexplicitly linked to the SDGs,
especially the SDG15 for biodiversity and forests. Besides a number of national strategies on forests,
climate, and energy, under the umbrella of the Austrian EU-presidency, the “FTP Vision 2040 of
the European Forest-based Sector” was launched in 2018 in Austria [44]. This is another important
commitment for the European Forestry-based Sector. With 10 targets (Table 2) to be fulfilled by 2040,
it shows that the forest-based sector is a leading actor and an enabler of a circular bio-economy.
These strategies are in sync with some of the SDGs without even following the latter in its framework.



Forests 2019, 10, 205 5 of 16

The SDGs 3, 7, 8, 9, 12, 13, and 15 are observed to have been in practice always within SFM policies
and processes throughout Europe (Table 2).

Table 2. The synergies between the European forestry-based sector (Vision 2040) targets and their
relevant SDGs [44].

Relevant SDGs

TARGETS-VISION 2040

1.SFM, biodiversity and
resilience to climate change

2. Sustainable wood
production and mobilization

3. Added value from
nonwood ecosystem services

4. Zero waste circular society

5. Efficient use of natural
resources

6. Diversification of
production technologies

7. Safe jobs and linkages of
rural and urban regions

8. Renewable building
materials for healthier living

9. Fiber-based products and
80 % lower CO2 emissions

10. Renewable energy

Therefore, SDGs 9, 12, and 13 found emphasis in the Austrian Forest policies and SDGs like 3, 7,
8, and 15 are part of the existing policies. With upcoming frameworks and processes like Vision-2040,
more sectors are being linked and addressed under the Forest umbrella (Tables 1 and 2).

3.3. Interlinkage and Trade-Offs between SDG15 and Other Goals

Although forests are not center-stage in SDG15 (Life on Land), two of the twelve targets, 15.a
and 15.b, explicitly refer to forestry [45]. Target 15.a mentions financial resources to conserve and
sustainably use biodiversity and ecosystems, and target 15.b, is about financing SFM. Under SDG15,
Austria can contribute to raising well-managed and healthy forests, not only for revenue-generating
timber products but for overall human wellbeing, thus connecting SDG15 to SDG3 (good health and
well being) and SDG8 (decent work and economic growth).

Target 15.4 emphasizes specifically the conservation of mountain ecosystems [12], including
biodiversity, and their role in the provision of goods and services. Biodiversity might be under
pressure as soon as forest management is intensified for the sake of management concepts. The overlap
of these targets is proving to be one of the demeaning factors in the full-fledged implementation of this
goal. But in Austria, these impacts are yet to be analyzed.

Target 15.5 aims at reducing the degradation of natural habitats of animals, which will positively
impact the protection of forests and mountain areas. Target 15.6 directs the attention to the utilization of
genetic resources [46] which is one important criterion in SFM. Genetically modified organisms (GMO)
are still a controversial topic. The socio-political and scientific dispute between developed nations
including Europe has already spilled over to international regulation of GMOs and highly influenced
the regulation and decision-making [47]. The target 15.a emphasizes the need for mobilizing finances
for the conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems. However, this can be a conflict of interest or at
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least low value for money, when at the same time there are undermining and contradictory policies in
other areas such as agriculture, transport and infrastructure, mining, and economic development.

SDG13 (Climate Action) a central issue in forestry. Forests are mitigating climate change, and are
also adversely affected, leading to the need for adaptive management in order to cope with climate
change [48].

SDG4 focuses on ensuring “inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all” [49]. There is an intrinsic connection between the management of
forests and education. If education is awareness and knowledge of know-how, SFM needs that
expertise. This has synergy with target 4.7 which mentions “education for sustainable development
and global citizenship” [1]. There are forestry training centers of the Federal forest and the Austrian
Research Centre for Forests (BFW) aiming at life-long learning in SFM and legislation on forests.
The University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences (BOKU), Vienna, offers academic training
in forestry, wood technology, and management of natural hazards. In addition, Austrian research
institutes and universities conduct research and have externally funded projects which indirectly or
directly contribute to almost all the SDGs [45].

SDG6 emphasizes "clean water". Forest productivity depends on the availability of water and
nutrient supply, and in turn, regulates the provision of a clean and sustainable water supply [50,51].
Mountains are considered as the water towers of Europe [51]. Water flowing in hill streams is the basis
of life in the valleys. The mountain forests and water are intrinsically related. In the context of target
6.6, to mitigate water scarcity, protecting the water-related ecosystem (i.e, forests and mountains) will
be very essential. Target 6.b is widely seen in central Europe with communities working together for
water management.

Forests have a major role in providing clean and affordable energy and are an extremely
carbon-efficient land use system [52], thus supporting SDG7 . Mostly as a byproduct of timber
production, bioenergy from woody biomass plays a big role in the supply of renewable energy.
With a more than 58.6% share in the renewable sector, biomass is the most important source of
renewable energy in Austria [53]. Despite a growing energy use of biomass, the stocks of wood
are continuously increasing in Austria, balancing the demand and supply of biomass for renewable
energy. In 2013, Austria avoided 13 million t CO2 eq. by using renewable energy instead of fossil
energy [53]. Roughly half of this emissions reduction is due to using renewable energy for a source of
domestic and industrial heating [53]. The traditional fuelwood production in rural areas is increasingly
adopted by small-holder foresters in central Europe. As the forest area in Europe is expanding [32],
there could be pressure to convert the forests to renewable energy plantations, which might even lead
to a greater area in tree plantations for energy production [54].

Target 8.9 of SDG8 stipulates that by 2030, policies to promote sustainable tourism that creates
green jobs and promotes local culture and products should be implemented. According to 2013 figures,
environmental economy or ‘eco-industry’ companies employ over 4.2 million people, with a turnover
of more than EUR 700 billion [55]. Tourism generates revenue and is an important source of alternative
livelihood for many rural communities which were traditionally governed by forestry and agriculture.
It is one of the key drivers of sustainable development as it benefits economic growth and elevates
general living standards as well as protects the environment.

SDG9 focuses on resilient infrastructure links between natural hazard prevention and
infrastructure protection and puts forestry on the agenda, particularly in mountain areas.
Accessibility to mountain forests through well-planned roads is encouraging the new generation
of foresters to take up management in a better way. Also, this will give the country’s tourism a high
impetus. Targets 8.2 and 11.a of SDG8 can be seen as part of the Rural Development Agenda. The topic
is currently relevant for central Europe but may be of increasing relevance in other regions in the
future [31].

The focus of SDG11 is sustainable cities and reviews affordable and resilience housing and can be
linked indirectly to timber production in forests under SDG15. Climate change, disaster resilience, and
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protection of natural heritage also form part of this goal showing a relation to SDG13. One cannot deny
the potential of forests and green spaces for enhancing human health, SDG 3. The Forest Europe Work
Programme 2016–2020 specifically includes a topic emphasizing the benefits and impacts of forests on
human health and wellbeing [56]. Fostering synergies between cities and forest sectors can enable the
creation of new businesses in forestry and promote sustainable production.

SDG12 is about responsible consumption and production, but in relation to the forestry sector,
it might act as a misnomer. The importing/exporting of timber and other wood products across
continents to fulfill nationwide demand cannot be called sustainable. Also, the energy used for this
transportation is not sustainable and will increase the carbon footprint, impeding the targets under
SDG13, climate action. Therefore, it requires a global scale policy analysis to decide on agreeable
options. One of the targets of SDG12 is to achieve the sustainable management and efficient use of
natural resources by 2030 and to significantly reduce their release into the air, water, and soil in order
to minimize their adverse impacts on human health and the environment.

Lastly, SDG17 promotes the development, transfer, dissemination, and diffusion of
environmentally-sound technologies to developing countries on favorable terms. According to Kroll
(2015) [57], Austria was one of the countries, leading with target 17.2, i.e., the capacity to monitor
the SDGs.

The above-mentioned SDGs and their targets are more relevant in the present Austrian context.
The nature of such interactions between the SDGs may be indivisible, enabling, reinforcing etc. (Table 3).
The interactions are focused on the Austrian Forest sector and therefore may differ slightly from the
interactions of SDG15 with forests of other parts of the world, such as in the tropical countries where
SDG15 is strongly related to hunger and poverty (SDG1 and SDG2 respectively).

Table 3. The interaction of SDG15 with other SDGs modified from Nisson et al. (2016) [58].

Interacting
Goals

Interaction
Type Explanation Example

SDG13,
SDG6 Indivisible Inextricably linked to the

achievement of another goal.

Sustainable forestry cannot be achieved without policies
for adapting and mitigation of climate change
Forest protecting and sustainable is intrinsically related to
regulating clean water sources

SDG3,
SDG11 Reinforcing Aids the achievement of

another goal.

Sustainable forestry and protecting productivity and
sustainability of forests aids in better human health and
wellbeing (SDG3),
Urban forests have an intrinsic value for sustaining green
space and living conditions of cities

SDG13,
SDG9,
SDG7

Enabling Creates conditions that
further another goal.

Protecting the forests and green cover enhances carbon
stocks and sequestration, which indirectly mitigates
climate change.
Innovations for genetic variations and adaptation under
climate change and increasing health of forests.
Innovations in Forestry based industrial sector can enable
viable conditions for sustainable production for example
cleaner bioenergy

SDG6 Consistent
Clean- water availability
management is symbiotic

with forestry

Sustainable forests are not likely to negatively impact any
of the other SDGs

None Constraining Limits options on another
goal.

Sustainable forests are not likely to negatively impact any
of the other SDGs

None Counteracting Clashes with another goal.

Sustainable forest management might seem to impact
sustainable agriculture and food security (SDG2) in other
countries but in the context of Austria, it is not likely to
have any negatively impact.

None Canceling Makes it impossible to reach
another goal.

Sustainable forests are not likely to negatively impact any
of the other SDGs
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3.4. SDGs and Austrian Forestry Business

Regarding the investments and profit in the forestry sector, whether it is from the timber industry
or recreation and esthetics or clean energy, everything contributing to the SDGs has repercussions
on society and business in particular. The Austrian forestry sector with around 145,000 forest
landowners plays an important part in the economy [23], especially in rural areas. Austrian forest
areas are expecting a 7% increase in removals of timber from for 2017, a rate which remained stable
throughout 2018. Some 0.3 million individuals obtain their main source of income from the forestry
industry in Austria, which achieves an annual production value of about €12 billion in more than
172,000 enterprises [59]. Forestry businesses in Austria comprised of the wood, paper, and board
industries involving 80% of private forest owners play an important role in the overall economy of the
country [32]. Timber is a stable element of Austria’s forest economy; in fact, with its export surplus of
almost 3.7 billion Euros, the forest and timber industry is, besides tourism, Austria’s most important
foreign-exchange earner [59]. In 2013, the forestry sector accounted for only about 2.5% of the GDP; in
absolute terms, the gross value added amounted to €8 billion. However, with a foreign trade surplus
of €4.16 billion, the value-added chain of forest timber-paper is one of the most important items of
Austria’s foreign trade exports [60].

With forestry enterprises utilizing new opportunities for value-added services from fibers and
other wood components, the economy of the sector is predicted to rise in value [61]. The country enjoys
this favorable trend for the wood processing industry as well. However, this assessment is under
pressure, especially in some parts of Austria where damage due to bark beetles has risen dramatically
since 2017 [62] and the prices of roundwood have dropped. According to the Austrian Market Report
of 2017, the paper industry expects some increase in supply for the year 2018 [59]. The forestry sector
is constantly changing to adapt to new needs. Although the commercial forestry sector of Austria has
a strong component of sustainability and with the SDGs in sight, businesses will need to rethink their
strategies and change behaviors to demonstrate their contributions to the global movement.

Forestry policies often address issues related to economic development, infrastructure, and
environment. While there are interdependencies between sectors under SDGs, decision and policy
making for each sector generally take place separately. The downside of this “silo” approach is
ineffective resource allocations and counterproductive policies [63].

3.5. Perceptions of the SDGs Within the Austrian Forestry Sector

The above overview compiled through the general literature survey is supplemented by
perceptions collected from 30 opinion leaders across the Austrian forestry sector, each of them
representing a working group ranging from approximately 5 individuals (in research institutes)
up to more than 100 (in the forestry institutes, non-profit, and the ministry units). The names of the
respondents are withheld in the text for privacy purpose. The words/phrases emphasized on by the
respondents during the interviews are highlighted by quotation marks.

The perceptions on the synergies of the associations of the different SDGs with forestry slightly
differed between the respondents from different backgrounds. The similarities and differences are
discussed in the following sections. Frequent expressions of the opinion leaders are presented within
quotations. “Useful and not so useful SDGs” and their level of association with forests: According to
the respondents, SDGs 13, 3, 6, 7, 9, and 13, are directly associated with SDG15’s forestry sector, and
SDGs 2, 8, 11, 12, and 17 are not as closely associated with their immediate work, whereas SDGs 1, 4, 5,
10, and 14 are distantly related with almost no impact on their work (Figure 1).

“SDGs are political in nature.” Almost all of the respondents were positive about the “very
political nature” of Agenda 2030. Notable was their expression which portrayed the way the different
groups of academics, non-profits, and the policy-making bodies perceived the SDGs. In Austria, it is
observed that except for the policy-making bodies, there seemed to be a high rate of disinterest in the
SDGs among private foresters and researchers with regards to familiarizing themselves with Agenda
2030, which they deem to be a metapolitical process. “As a small-scale forester I think SDG framework
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is not relevant for me” or “As a researcher working on temperate forests, I don’t think I will use the
SDGs for my work” and “It’s more at the international level, rooted in a political process at the UN
level” are some of the responses noted during the interviews. Therefore, a kind of reluctance has been
observed among forestry practitioners and research bodies to delve into the SDG milieu since it is
“very politically inclined.” An important reason for this seems to be the lack of proper awareness and
the absence of incentives for the implementation of the SDGs in personal or development projects.
The political bodies, on the other hand, seem to be assured that the political nature of the development
goals is very appropriate in the sense that political entities like the SDGs require a top-down approach
for integration into the masses. This will not be possible without political will.

Figure 1. Interrelations between SDG15 (Life on Land) and other SDGs. The length and width of the
lines relate to the apparent closeness of the SDGs with SDG15.

The “most important” SDG13 climate action has a direct bearing on forests. Therefore, according
to the responses of SDG13, climate action is strongly connected to forests. In 2012, Austria was one of
the first EU states to combine a strategic approach to climate change adaptation with a comprehensive
action plan for the implementation of concrete recommendations for action which was revised and
adopted in 2017. This new strategy was developed with a scientific approach and with evaluations
from all stakeholder groups [28]. Therefore, as mentioned in the literature review, the perceptions
corroborate showing that SDGs 3, 6, 7, are well connected to SDGs 13 and 15 (Tables 1 and 2).

“Very important” SDG9 (Innovation, infrastructure): This goal is observed as important for the
forestry businesses in Austria. With timber production and tourism being two top revenue generators,
the forestry business forms a big chunk of the Austrian economy. Even at policy levels, SDG9 imparts
the importance of new innovations in the sustainable development of the forestry sector and greater
business infrastructure.
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“Underrated” SDG17: Partnerships for the goals also find a moderate position on the strength of
the linkage with SDG15, as according to some respondents, it is important but tends to get overlooked.
It has the strongest connection with not only SDG15 but also to the rest of them. This is supposed to
bridge the gaps between governments, the private sector, and civil society by sharing the development
vision through the global goals [64].

“Short-term vision”: Forests are long-lived communities. For well-managed forests, the ideal
rotation period spans across decades. Therefore, decisions taken today will have consequences after a
long period of time. So, the respondents observed that forestry targets under Goal 15 with tenure until
2030 involves a short term process whose success in the forestry sector will be difficult to assess.

“At times incomprehensible”: Most of the respondents admitted, some explicitly and the rest
indirectly, that although these 17 goals with well-endowed and thoughtfully designed targets are meant
to meet global development processes, they run the danger of being too general and broad. The SDGs
are set with scientific, social, and political consensus after a series of worldwide brainstorming efforts,
but galvanizing them into proper action is a challenging task. Some of the respondents suggested
that a more targeted approach would provide clearer guidance and make it easier to oversee the
implementation of the goals. Also, coordination issues for this implementation are another crucial
question as to who will come forward to coordinate. Also, with the different governance structures
and different levels of development of different countries, these global goals undertaking the umbrella
approach to sustainable development do not seem adequate. Evidently, the forestry element with
the global SDG targets will not be similar for forests in different biomes or socio-political contexts.
However, broadly, the SDGs touch upon every aspect of sustainable development without “leaving
anyone behind“.

“The emerging prospect of bio-economy in Austria.”: The forest-based sector is one of Europe’s
biggest producers and users of bio-based energy. Traditional forest-based industries have evolved
as great potential enablers for a future sustainable bio-economy [65]. However, the SDGs pose a
purpose for governments to make additional demands on the different sectors like forestry, health,
or business for developing new innovations in each of these sectors to progress towards the goals.
According to the UN investment report of 2014 [66], to achieve the Global Goals by 2030, the estimated
investment is approximately 5–7 trillion Euros a year. Since more than half the chunk of this investment
is being expected from the private sector, there should be some gains for the private sector by
implementing the SDGs. Therefore, there should be some incentivizing mechanism similar to corporate
social responsibility (CSR) [67] through which any public or private sector business, organization,
or institution implementing the SDGs should earn visibility and promotion so as to benefit from the
implementation itself, besides business-as-usual. Therefore, along with “leaving no one behind”, the
SDG motto should also include “something for everybody” for it to be mainstream.

“Will I use the 2030 goals framework within my work in the recent future?” To this, “I do not
know” and “it depends” is what most of the academics undertaking forest-related projects within
Austria have to say. For them, there is still no clarity as to what value-addition could be received from
incorporating the SDG framework into their project proposals for future projects. For forestry institutes,
adequate funding for their work is one of the important criteria. Therefore, the SDG framework must
provide some funding provisions under which projects will allocate additional funds for integrating
this development framework into their activities. Otherwise, the SDGs have the danger of being just a
“check-box” entity for a country-reporting exercise.

“No central role”: Lastly, speaking on the role of SDGs in the overall Austrian forestry sector,
the majority of the respondents expressed that until now the SDGs have had no role in the Austrian
strategic development process, mainly in the forestry sector. However, it definitely has the potential
for the future. Also, the demand for reporting the country-wide implementation-status of the SDG
agenda at the international level might push for better implementation within certain sectors.
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4. Conclusions

The SDGs are commonly perceived as a dynamic agenda which requires a coherent, coordinated,
and integrated approach. However, even after 4 years of its existence and innumerable dialogues,
there has been little change in the implementation narrative of Agenda 2030 in Europe. Is this a
matter of worry? Maybe for now, but not necessarily. The SDGs are found to be interlinked with
the targets of the SFM in the European forestry sector. All these interlinked socio-economic, political,
and environmental sectors must be approached in a balanced and synergistic way through strategic
management and planning. Regarding forests in Austria, it is observed that none of the other SDGs
hamper the attainment of the targets of SDG15. In fact, they complement, facilitate, and directly
reinforce the other goals such as climate action, clean energy, water conservation, and much more.

Notably, the opinions of Austrian forestry stakeholders vary depending on the institutions,
interest groups, and the political inclinations. However, some common trends exist since the majority
of the stakeholders have concerns regarding the intentional broad scope of the SDGs, which was
viewed as a challenge when evaluated for specific sectors. On the contrary, the SFM strategy was
viewed as a mechanism that is based on thorough discussions of the pros and cons of the objectives
and the tradeoffs between its targets. SFM is therefore currently more instrumental for the European
forestry sector and as-of-now global agendas like the SDGs seem to be secondary for the already
existing sustainability targets of a country like Austria which enjoy a legacy of SFM.

Reiterating the fact that for SFM to be implemented in practice, some of the components that
need to come together are a broad-based commitment to comprehensive sustainability in forestry,
including the protection and safeguarding of ownership rights and rights of use. In this aspect, Austria
can always be an example for other countries under similar circumstances. Since the sustainability
tradition is already well integrated into Austrian forestry sectors, awareness of the scope of the SDG
framework can be helpful to some extent. Moreover, SDG is a tool which extends beyond forestry, and
therefore, bridging the knowledge gaps can be advantageous to understand the linkages with other
sectors. For the efficient implementation of the SDGs, a constant science/policy dialogue should be
maintained. In addition, a sound legal framework and an effective institutional structure along with
a well-balanced funding system should be in place. Also, mainstreaming the goals into the already
ongoing government processes, the European Union and Austrian national policies with cross-scale
policy coherence can serve as solutions to achieve the targets of Agenda 2030. The SDG Action Plan
(2019–2022) being prepared by the Austrian Ministry of Sustainability and Tourism (BMNT) for release
in 2019 could be a major initiative in this direction for mainstreaming the SDGs in the Austrian
forestry sector.
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Appendix A

Table A1. SDG15 of the Agenda 2030 aims to protect, restore, and promote the sustainable use of
terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land
degradation and halt biodiversity loss. This goal has 12 targets. Each target can be assessed by a set
of indicators.

Target Indicator

Target 15.1
By 2020, ensure the conservation, restoration and sustainable use of
terrestrial and inland freshwater ecosystems and their services, in
particular forests, wetlands, mountains and drylands, in line with
obligations under international agreements

INDICATOR 15.1.1
Forest area as a proportion of total land area
INDICATOR 15.1.2
Proportion of important sites for terrestrial and
freshwater biodiversity that are covered by protected
areas, by ecosystem type

TARGET 15.2
By 2020, promote the implementation of sustainable management of
all types of forests, halt deforestation, restore degraded forests and
substantially increase afforestation and reforestation globally

INDICATOR 15.2.1
Progress towards sustainable forest management

TARGET 15.3
By 2030, combat desertification, restore degraded land and soil,
including land affected by desertification, drought and floods, and
strive to achieve a land degradation-neutral world

INDICATOR 15.3.1
Proportion of land that is degraded over total land area

TARGET 15.4
By 2030, ensure the conservation of mountain ecosystems, including
their biodiversity, in order to enhance their capacity to provide
benefits that are essential for sustainable development

INDICATOR 15.4.1
Coverage by protected areas of important sites for
mountain biodiversity
INDICATOR 15.4.2
Mountain Green Cover Index

TARGET 15.5
Take urgent and significant action to reduce the degradation of
natural habitats, halt the loss of biodiversity and, by 2020, protect
and prevent the extinction of threatened species

INDICATOR 15.5.1
Red List Index

TARGET 15.6
Promote fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the
utilization of genetic resources and promote appropriate access to
such resources, as internationally agreed

INDICATOR 15.6.1
Number of countries that have adopted legislative,
administrative and policy frameworks to ensure fair and
equitable sharing of benefits

TARGET 15.7
Take urgent action to end poaching and trafficking of protected
species of flora and fauna and address both demand and supply of
illegal wildlife products

INDICATOR 15.7.1
Proportion of traded wildlife that was poached or illicitly
trafficked

TARGET 15.8
By 2020, introduce measures to prevent the introduction and
significantly reduce the impact of invasive alien species on land and
water ecosystems and control or eradicate the priority species

INDICATOR 15.8.1
Proportion of countries adopting relevant national
legislation and adequately resourcing the prevention or
control of invasive alien species

TARGET 15.9
By 2020, integrate ecosystem and biodiversity values into national
and local planning, development processes, poverty reduction
strategies and accounts

INDICATOR 15.9.1
Progress towards national targets established in
accordance with Aichi Biodiversity Target 2 of the
Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020

TARGET 15.A
Mobilize and significantly increase financial resources from all
sources to conserve and sustainably use biodiversity and ecosystems

INDICATOR 15.A.1
Official development assistance and public expenditure
on conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and
ecosystems

TARGET 15.B
Mobilize significant resources from all sources and at all levels to
finance sustainable forest management and provide adequate
incentives to developing countries to advance such management,
including for conservation and reforestation

INDICATOR 15.B.1
Official development assistance and public expenditure
on conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and
ecosystems

TARGET 15.C
Enhance global support for efforts to combat poaching and
trafficking of protected species, including by increasing the capacity
of local communities to pursue sustainable livelihood opportunities

INDICATOR 15.C.1
Proportion of traded wildlife that was poached or illicitly
trafficked

Source: United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform, available at https://
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg15).

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg15
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg15
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Table A2. The questionnaire for personal interviews on analyzing the perceptions of sustainable forest
management (SFM) and its alignment to the global goals among the key stakeholders from the Austrian
forestry sector such as forestry institutions, policymakers, research institutes, and international NGOs.

Timestamp

Questions Full Name of Opinion leader

Affiliation (Office/Institution/Organization/Country)

Q1 Which SDGs according to you have linkages with forests and how would describe these
linkages (weak and strong)?

Q2 Which SDG out of the 17 is of key use for your work and which is the least or you think that
your work doesn’t touch upon which SDG?

Q3 SDGs are global in nature; therefore do you think the targets associated with each SDG should
be common everywhere or country-specific depending on the level of development?

Q4 Do you think SDG15, gives sufficient guidance for adaptive/sustainable forest management in
Europe (specifically your country)?

Q5 Do you think you can/should incorporate it in your future projects?

Q6 Do you think SDGs are a political process?

Q7 Although the main goal of the SDGs is to eradicate poverty but which goal do you think will
have more impact globally or be more successful by 2030?

Q8 In your opinion what specific steps can be taken to ensure that the SDGs are coherent with and
integrated into the UN development agenda?

Q9 Do you have any observations, ideas or inputs you would like to offer for the better working
of the SDGs?

(a) on awareness
(b) on implementation
(c) on design
(d) on institutional execution

Q10 Please briefly elaborate why do you think so (on Q9)?
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