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Background 

On 1 January 2016, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (‘SDGs’) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development — adopted by world leaders in September 2015 at a historic UN Summit — officially came 

into force and will apply universally to all countries. Although not legally binding, governments are 

expected to work towards the achievement of the 17 Goals. 

 

UNECE GRM is holding a face-to-face meeting to discuss approaches for managing risks in regulatory 

systems that would support member countries in moving forward on the SDG’s of the United Nations 

while building upon the ongoing work of GRM. Regulators and experts invited to the meeting are being 

asked to identify the targets that could benefit from a risk management approach in their regulatory 

activities to achieve the SDG’s. There is currently a broad range of technical and regulatory standards that 

are being used in international and national legislative and regulatory regimes. The Sanitary and 

Phytosanitary Agreement (SPS Agreement) and the Technical Barriers to Trade Agreement (TBT 

Agreement) of The World Trade Organization (WTO) have generated a whole variety of standards and 

guidelines. For example, the SPS Agreement has enabled the CODEX Alimentarius, the Organization for 

Animal Health and the Commission on Phytosanitary Measures to develop a suite of technical standards 

used in national regulatory regimes today. In addition, these agreements also use risk assessment and 

management approaches in the development such standards. Similarly, the International Organization for 
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Standardization (ISO) has generated a wide variety of technical and management standards that are used 

in a broad range of industries today. There are 169 targets that have been identified for the 17 SDG’s. 

Given that international standards may already exist for some of the SDG Targets, an analysis of the 

existing agreements or standards would be needed to identify gaps and overlaps of such standards to 

address the SDG Targets. Given the regulatory and technical focus of the UNECE, such an analysis would 

also identify priority areas for standards development in collaboration with member countries using a risk 

management approach. 

Meeting Context 

Based on the interest expressed, Goal 14 “Life below water” was recommended to GRM as an initial step 

for the meeting as Goal 14 covers a broad range of environmental, cultural, social and economic risks that 

could be effectively and efficiently managed through such risk management processes and technical 

standards. The recommendations resulting from this meeting will also be a key input into a symposium 

that is currently being organized jointly by the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) 

and UNECE. ICES has a long history in marine science and management advice of significant relevance to 

Goal 14 in relation to oceans and marine resources conservation and sustainability. Planned for the fall of 

2018, the scientific and management network of ICES and the trade and risk management network of the 

UNECE are being brought together to create a comprehensive and complementary forum for the 

discussions at the symposium regarding Goal 14 with the expectation that lessons learned from this 

symposium will also contribute to the broader SDG discussions. 

The meeting is planned for three full days of presentations and discussions. The first day will be focused 

on the role of technical and regulatory standards in trade as well as in the management of environmental 

risks such as natural disasters. The discussions will also include risk management standards and their 

applications to the development of technical and regulatory standards. The second day is focused on Goal 

14 taking into account the discussions of the previous day. Finally, the third day will focus on lessons 

learned from Goal 14 that could be relevant for the other SDG’s and recommendations for next steps and 

approaches for the UNECE and the joint ICES/UNECE symposium being planned for the fall of 2018. 

Day 1 UNECE Context 

Risks are managed through the implementation of management and operational measures to achieve an 

established policy objective. The risk assessment function of such risk management approaches identifies 

and analyses the risks within a policy context with a particular focus on the courses of actions that could 

be taken to achieve the objectives of the policy. This is in contrast with the common understanding that 

risk management is an assessment of likelihood and impacts. Furthermore, the mere definitions and 

understanding of “risk” differs significantly among managers, scientist and stakeholders as it may be 

rightly perceived as a hazard, a probability, a consequence, a potential adversity or threat, and even at 

times an opportunity. 

The ISO 31000:2009 risk management standard comprises a suite of documents that includes principles 

and guidelines1, vocabulary and definitions2 as well as risk assessment techniques3. The suite of tools is 

                                                             
1 ISO. 2009. Risk Management Principles and Guidelines. International Standards Organization. ISO 31000:2009. 
2 ISO. 2009. Risk Management Vocabulary. International Standards Organization. ISO GUIDE 73:2009. 
3 IEC/ISO. 2009. Risk Assessment Techniques. International Organization for Standardization. IEC/ISO 31010:2009. 



designed for the management of any form of risk in a systematic and transparent manner within a given 

scope, policy context, and continuous improvement framework. It is the risk management process steps 

of the standard that provide for the practical implementation of risk management approaches. The 

process integrates the risk assessment function within the policy context and objectives, supported by 

communication and consultation as well as monitoring and review. In a legislative and policy context, the 

risk management process is based on legislation, policies, management strategies and implemented 

management measures4 . The information, criteria and inputs needed for the process are based on the 

relevant legislative and policy objectives and are most relevant to the type of technical and regulatory 

standards needed to lead such a process and achieve policy objectives. 

However, it is the definition of risk that sets apart ISO 31000:2009 from other risk management and risk 

assessment framework (Box 1). With a focus on achieving objectives such as the targets and goals of the 

SDG’s, the end result of risk management process is the development and implementation of 

management and operational measures to reduce the uncertainties of achieving such objective. 

Box 1. UNECE Risk management regulatory framework. 

ISO 31000:2009 provides a general definition of risk as an “effect of uncertainty on objectives”. It follows from this definition 
that managing risks is not a process that is added on top of other managerial decision-making systems. Rather, risk 
management is essential to all organizational activities and processes. In the context of a regulatory system, all decision-
making processes should similarly be based on the consistent application of risk management tools, in order to ensure that 
existing and new regulations contribute to managing uncertainty and achieving well- defined societal objectives. 

ISO 31000:2009 also states that an effect of uncertainty on objectives is “a deviation from the expected” 

In a regulatory management context5, a report prepared by the UNECE states: 

The coherent application of risk management to regulatory work is intended to develop a well-balanced system, as 

opposed to one that veers between two extremes: 

a) Excessive or over-regulation, i.e., regulations that are too stringent with respect to the risk they set out to 

address, and 

b) Insufficient regulations, which fail to address risk and unnecessarily or inordinately expose citizens and 

economic operators. 

Respecting this principle ensures that risk management is not just applied within one regulatory authority or 

business process but is a central process underlying all regulatory activity. 

The balance between these two extremes is very much the challenge that policymakers, legislators and 

even regulators face in light of the management approaches needed to address the targets in order to 

achieve the SDG’s. Given that international agreements and standards may already exist for some of the 

SDG Targets, an analysis of the existing agreements or standards needed for the SDG’s may help identify 

gaps in terms of risk management processes and technical standards needed for the SDG Targets. Given 

the regulatory and technical focus of UNECE, such an analysis would also identify priority areas for 

standard development in collaboration with member countries. 

                                                             
4 UNECE. 2012. Risk Management in Regulatory Frameworks: Towards a better management of risks. 
ECE/TRADE/390. http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trade/Publications/WP6_ECE_TRADE_390. 
5 UNECE. 2012. Risk Management in Regulatory Frameworks: Towards a better management of risks. 
ECE/TRADE/390. http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trade/Publications/WP6_ECE_TRADE_390.pdf 



Day 2 Goal 14 Context 

Ecosystem-based approaches to management have been the hallmark of oceans and fisheries 

management for decades. Similar to current the SDG contexts6, management objectives should be 

consistent with sustainable development goals and reflect societal choices. However, the management of 

human activities should follow precautionary and prevention principles and use the best available 

technologies and environmental practices to reduce the uncertainties of achieving the objectives. In 

oceans and coastal management, however, most current planning initiatives have been focused on setting 

ecosystem, cultural and socio-economic objectives as well as indicators to measure the performance of 

these objectives7. Lesser attention and study has been devoted to the development and effectiveness of 

technologies and environmental management practices to manage the operational aspects of the human 

activities in the marine environment. ICES has examined the use of ISO standards as a means to advance 

the ecosystem-based approaches to managing risks8 as well as quality management systems to marine 

planning processes9. Generally, this work suggests that such standards could bridge the ecosystem 

approach to management practices. 

From a legislative and regulatory perspective, it is not necessarily the same “competent authority” and 

stakeholders that can address every target for a given SDG. For example, the targets listed for Goal 14 

(Box 2) covers a very broad range of environmental issues from pollution, to fisheries and biodiversity that 

depend on very specific management and operational measures to achieve their respective targets. 

Depending on the target, there are also existing international agreements and regulatory standards that 

have been implemented to address these101112. In some cases, a given target may be undermined by the 

low performance of a management regime to achieve a target of another SDG. In addition to contributing 

to the achievement of other SDG’s, achieving Goal 14 targets also depends on the demands generated by 

the other SDG’s. The linkage between the SDG’s may also need to be understood within a risk 

management context. 

Box 2. The targets for the Sustainable Development Goal 14 Life below water. 

 By 2025, prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities, 
including marine debris and nutrient pollution 

 By 2020, sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems to avoid significant adverse impacts, 
including by strengthening their resilience, and take action for their restoration in order to achieve healthy and 
productive oceans 

                                                             
6 Rice, J., Trujillo, V., Jennings, S., Hylland, K., Hagstrom, O., Astudillo, A., and Jensen, J. 2005. Guidance on the 
Application of the Ecosystem Approach to Management of Human Activities in the European Marine Environment. 
ICES Cooperative Research Report, 273, 22 pp. 
7 Cormier, R., Kelble, C. R., Anderson, M. R., Allen, J. I., Grehan, A., & Gregersen, Ó. 2016. Moving from ecosystem-
based policy objectives to operational implementation of ecosystem-based management measures. ICES Journal of 
Marine Science, fsw181. http://doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/fsw181 
8 Cormier, R., Kannen, A., Elliott, M., Hall, and P., Davies. 2013. Marine and coastal ecosystem-based risk 
management handbook. ICES Cooperative Research Report No. 317. 60 pp. 
9 Cormier, R., Kannen, A., Elliott, M., and Hall. P. 2015. Marine Spatial Planning Quality Management System. ICES 
Cooperative Research Report No. 327. 106 pp. 
Series 
10 FAO. 1995. Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries. Rome, FAO. 1995. 41 p. 
11 UN. 1982. United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
12 UN. 1992. Convention on Biological Diversity of the United Nations 



 Minimize and address the impacts of ocean acidification, including through enhanced scientific cooperation at all 
levels 

 By 2020, effectively regulate harvesting and end overfishing, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and 
destructive fishing practices and implement science-based management plans, in order to restore fish stocks in the 
shortest time feasible, at least to levels that can produce maximum sustainable yield as determined by their 
biological characteristics 

 By 2020, conserve at least 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas, consistent with national and international law 
and based on the best available scientific information 

 By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies which contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, eliminate 
subsidies that contribute to illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and refrain from introducing new such 
subsidies, recognizing that appropriate and effective special and differential treatment for developing and least 
developed countries should be an integral part of the World Trade Organization fisheries subsidies negotiation 

 By 2030, increase the economic benefits to Small Island developing States and least developed countries from the 
sustainable use of marine resources, including through sustainable management of fisheries, aquaculture and 
tourism 

 Increase scientific knowledge, develop research capacity and transfer marine technology, taking into account the 
Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission Criteria and Guidelines on the Transfer of Marine Technology, in 
order to improve ocean health and to enhance the contribution of marine biodiversity to the development of 
developing countries, in particular small island developing States and least developed countries 

 Provide access for small-scale artisanal fishers to marine resources and markets 

 Enhance the conservation and sustainable use of oceans and their resources by implementing international law as 
reflected in UNCLOS, which provides the legal framework for the conservation and sustainable use of oceans and 
their resources, as recalled in paragraph 158 of The Future We Want 

There has been great strides in the ecosystem-based science to enhance our understanding of marine 

ecosystem and their impacts by human activities with a particular attention to monitoring and indicators. 

However, the lack of coherence and consistency in frameworks, processes, approaches and definitions 

have been considered as one of the challenges to operationalize13 an ecosystem-based to the 

management of human activities1415. Although current environmental management systems provide 

guidance for industry, there is limited or no guidance for an ecosystem-based management system16. 

Generally, there would be a need for harmonized vocabulary used across stakeholders and subject matter 

experts as well as for normalized planning processes and standardized decision-making criteria informed 

by scientific and technical knowledge. A risk management process conducted within the context of Goal 

14 targets may prove useful to identify gaps and in the development of technologies and environmental 

practices needed to achieve selected targets. 
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Day 3 Considerations 

Risk management approaches can be applied to a variety of management context and issues. Not all 

SDG’s, however, may need technical or regulatory standards to achieve their respective targets. In some 

cases, there may be institutional capacity issues to develop the necessary policies and strategies to 

achieve the targets in consultation with stakeholders. There may be the absence of governance and 

collaboration environments to facilitate such risk management processes including scientific and technical 

capacities to generate the knowledge needed to inform decisions. There may also be difficulties in 

translating the relevant international agreements and conventions into practical policy and legislative 

tools to enable the implementation of management strategies to achieve the targets. In some cases, there 

may simply be a lack of awareness of existing technical or regulatory tools including an understanding of 

risk management processes. The targets for each SDG will likely need different risk management 

approaches to either establish the policy context, identify the impediments, analyse the policies and 

evaluate the options to achieve them. 

  



Meeting: Sustainable Development Goals and Regulatory Standards 

Helmholtz-Zentrum Geesthacht, Geesthacht, Germany, 20-22 February 2017 

Contact: Roland Cormier 

Helmholtz-Zentrum Geesthacht 
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Institute for Coastal Research 

Max-Planck-Straße 1, 21502 Geesthacht, Germany 

Tel: +49 4152 87-1884 
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Objectives of the meeting: 

1. Confirm that an analysis of the SGD targets is a viable approach to identify priority areas for the 

development of regulatory and technical standards needed to achieve the SDG’s; 

2. Identify the SDG targets that would benefit from a risk management approach to develop regulatory and 

technical standards; and,  

3. Identify priority areas for the application of risk management processes in the development of 

regulatory and technical standards. 

Dates and time Agenda Lead 

20 February 2017 

09:00 Introduction and opening remarks  

09:30 Workshop structure and objectives  

10:00 Questions and discussions  

10:30 Break  

11:30 ISO 31000 Risk management standards  

12:30 Lunch  

14:00 Risk Management in Regulatory Frameworks  

15:00 Break  

15:30 International Regulatory Standards and SDG Targets  

16:30 Plenary discussions on Objective 1  

17:00 End of day  

21 February 2017 

09:00 Recap Day 1 discussions  

09:30 Approach for Goals 14 Life below water  

10:00 Break  

10: 30 Relevant agreements and policies for Goals 14  

11:00 Scientific and policy issues emerging from Goal 14  

12:00 Lunch  



13:30 Potential standards and criteria needs for Goal 14  

14:00 International processes and capacities for Goal 14  

15:00 Break  

15:30 Overview of potential SDG Targets for regulatory standards for Goal 14  

16:30 Plenary discussions on Objective 2  

17:00 End of day  

22 February 2017 

09:00 Recap of Day 2  

09:30 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals  

10:00 Break  

10: 30 Risk management process needs for SDG Target regulatory standards  

11:00 Institutional capacities for policy and standard setting needs  

12:00 Lunch  

13:30 Plenary discussions on Objective 3  

15:00 Break  

15:30 Recommendations for next steps and approaches  

16:30 End of the meeting  

Follow-up meeting 

ICES/UNECE Symposium on Management tools and standards in support of 

Sustainable Development Goal 14 “Life below water” 

Fall 2018, at Reykjavik, Iceland 

Conveners: Roland Cormier (Canada), Grímur Valdimarsson (Iceland), Mark Dickey-Collas (Denmark) and 

Andreas Kannen (Germany) 

This will be the first symposium organized by ICES that will be held in collaboration with the UNECE 

regarding the UN SDG’s. The symposium will create an opportunity for managers, policy developers and 

researchers to review concepts and address scientific, policy and regulatory challenges of operationalizing 

the ecosystem-based management through the use of technical standards and risk management 

approaches. The results and recommendations of the UNECE workshop to be held 20-22 February 2017 

will be used to scope the topics for the symposium. 
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