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PROJECT 
DESCRIPTION
The SDSN Canada Youth –  
National Consultation on 
Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) Engagement is a Canadian 
university and college campus 
engagement and consultation 
process designed to:

• Generate awareness of the SDGs  
and their relevance to a wide range  
of Canadian contexts.

• Consult youth on their perceptions  
of the SDGs and how they should  
be implemented in Canada. 

• Engage youth on the role 
campuses can play in localizing 
implementation of the SDGs. 

�e consultation process took  
place in Spring 2019 in two formats, 
each designed to have participants 
identify the unique experiences  
of youth across Canada and share 
thoughtful strategies to address 
these challenges: 

• SDG Town Hall (an online 
survey platform) enabled by 
TakingITGlobal.

• �ree Policy Jams (facilitated  
in-person group discussions) 
hosted by SDSN Canada member 
institutions Simon Fraser 
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CALL TO ACTION



 6

INSIGHTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Four main themes were identi�ed that highlight the major 
discussion points from the SDG Town Hall and Policy Jams. 
Taken together, these four themes illustrate the economic, 
social, and environmental dimensions required in order  
for the SDGs to be a successful driver of change in Canada. 
�e themes are:

Intergenerational relationships and justice – the unique  
mix of urgency, resentment and hope that many youth today 
are wrestling with as they look ahead to their futures and  
the futures of the generations that will follow.

Energy transition and climate action – an immediate  
need to take action to eliminate greenhouse gas emissions 
and mitigate changes to our planet’s climate.

Improving systems – the disengagement of youth  
towards political processes and their growing anxiety  
and distrust of political systems.

Developing a new understanding of prosperity –  
the societal de�nition of prosperity and the indicators  
used to measure it are out of step with the evolving  
social and cultural expectations around wellbeing  
and generational equity.

Each theme is framed according to the problem that  
needs to be addressed, followed by a vision for change  
by 2030. Actions and opportunities are also listed  
as speci�c policy recommendations.

3 Thunberg, Greta. (2019). Speech to British Parliament. Retrieved from: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/apr/23/greta-thunberg-full-
speech-to-mps-you-did-not-act-in-time

Intergenerational relationships and justice
�e United Nations de�nes sustainable development  
as development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs. Equitable and robust intergenerational 
relationships are at the heart of the messages delivered  
by the youth who participated in this consultation 
process. Short term outlooks reinforced by four to �ve year 
election cycles as well as dependence on fossil fuels and 
their associated infrastructure and government-industry 
relationships were themes that emerged both in the Policy 
Jams and the SDG Town Hall. 

Moving forward in a sustainable way requires us all  
to think constantly about what we owe to each other and 
to future generations. We need to frame our expectations 
of what living a good life means in the context of planetary 
limits and a holistic understanding of prosperity.
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Insights and recommendations

Energy transition and climate action

10 UNDP. (2019). Financing solutions for global development: Public guarantees. Retrieved from: https://www.sdfinance.undp.org/content/sdfinance/en/
home/solutions/public-guarantees.html

�e world faces a number of critical environmental  
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Insights and recommendations

Improving systems
For the SDGs to be an agenda of change, the systems 
of governance and implementation in Canada must 
improve. Overall, there is a feeling of a lack of transparency 
in governance, and that organizations working on 
sustainability issues are often isolated from each other. 
Understanding of sustainability issues and politics more 
generally among the population is also low.

People feel powerless to create change when every path 
forward appears to be a zero-sum option — where someone 
always loses. Too often, policy decisions are made at the 
expense of future generations for the sake of today’s labour 
market and the corresponding potential of taxable income. 
�is approach is not delivering a return on investment 
for the wellbeing of the citizenry, with more and more 
people reporting disengagement with the political process 
and their communities, along with growing anxiety and 
distrust. Just as �scal conservatives decry de�cits and 
seek to limit intergenerational debt, youth in Canada seek 
an opportunity to rebalance the economy to limit the 
planetary de�cit. 

 
Vision to 2030

�e erosion of our social fabric requires a speci�c  
remedy: deep commitment to an all-of-society approach 
to sustainable development; opportunities for ongoing, 
meaningful engagement at all levels of the political process; 
and a fundamental shift to openness and transparency  
within government and communities. �is vision requires:

• A ‘humanized bureaucracy’ that decentralizes 
government processes, speeds up action and limits the 
creation of barriers to collaborate.

• Greater investment in young people to prepare them 
to be open to change and sensitive to the challenges of 
sustainable development.

• A life-long approach to sustainability education to create 
the social license for a long-term lense on policy-making.

• Reduced redundancy and increased cooperation between 
various groups working on sustainability issues.

• A policy-making culture that is transparent, human-
centered and includes participatory budgeting process.

Actions and opportunities

Government institutions need to shift culturally toward 
more open, participatory and inclusive processes that 
consider intergenerational justice and equity. Increased 
transparency and accountability are by-products of this shift, 
two factors that are critical for creating an environment  
of trust and perceived equity. To achieve this:

• Engage in electoral reform of federal election processes.

• Create an independent o�ce of communication 
accessibility within every government department. �is 
o�ce will be responsible for ensuring that there is no bias, 
misunderstanding or lack of communication between 
di�erent departments and will help facilitate internal 
collaboration and partnerships.

• Create a framework for participatory budgeting at the 
federal level and long-term consultation that is designed  
to include vulnerable people;

• Establish and support networks that bring together 
organizations with similar mandates and agendas in order 
to share useful granting information, increase awareness 
of existing initiatives, and help to pool resources towards  
a common cause.

• Work with a pan-Canadian partner to implement 
sustainability education at the provincial level with a clear 
rubric for sustainability literacy.

• Support teachers and K-12 education through a 
sustainable development lens and focus on how to 
empower youth to participate in decision-making.

Figure 3: Survey responses to the query “I am con�dent that 
I have opportunities to in�uence government processes.”

Yes
30%

No
35%

I don’t know
35%
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Insights and recommendations
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