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France and the Sustainable Development Goals

Jean-Pierre Cling, Sylvie Eghbal-Teherani, Mathieu Orzoni and Claire Plateau*

The 2030 Agenda adopted in 2015 by the United Nations General Assembly is broken down 
into 17 goals and 169 targets. It covers the three traditional dimensions of sustainable develop-
ment: the economic, social and environmental. It led to the development of a set of monitoring 
indicators known as the Sustainable Development Indicators (SDI), of which there are 232. 
This dashboard approach is within the spirit of the recommendations made by the Stiglitz 
Commission [2009] on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress. The 
SDIs now constitute a reference framework for monitoring national policies. This framework 
is, however, flexible and adaptable to the context of the various countries or regions across 
the world. Both France and the European Union (EU) have therefore developed their own 
dashboards, derived from the global SDIs, though more restricted, each involving around a 
hundred indicators.
This report is based on the EU’s dashboard indicators and examines France’s position in 
comparison with other Member States, both in overall terms and more specifically, on an 
indicator-by-indicator basis. Generally speaking, France sits around mid-table within the EU. 
Poverty and monetary inequalities in the country are relatively low. Although life expectancy 
is high, this does not translate into the perception of better health and the country remains a 
poor performer in terms of road deaths. In the field of education, France is above the European 
average except when it comes to reducing underachievement among 15-year olds. Access to 
employment is still difficult, particularly for the younger generations. In terms of environmen-
tal progress, France has had mixed results: while its energy consumption has decreased, as 
is the case for the EU as a whole, it is struggling to meet some of its objectives, for example 
with regard to renewable energy. Its use of nuclear energy explains its good performance in 
terms of greenhouse gas emissions. France is performing at around the European average with 
regard to air pollution caused by fine particulates and the development of organic farming; 
artificial land cover per capita in the country is higher than elsewhere on the continent.
Finally, the aim of the SDIs and EU dashboard is to quantify the quality of the institutions 
and their social link. The low homicide rate does not prevent a high prevalence of feelings 
of insecurity. The confidence of the French people in the European institutions is fairly low.

The framework defined by the UN: the 2030 Agenda

In September 2015, the 193 Member States of the United Nations (UN) adopted the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, known as the “2030 Agenda” [UN 2015], which consti-
tutes a new global political framework. In line with its standard definition, sustainable deve-
lopment aims to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
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generations to meet their own needs1. It is a global approach consisting of three dimensions, 
the economic, social and environmental, which are very closely linked and which must be 
analysed consistently and as a whole.

The 2030 Agenda contains 17 goals and 169 targets. It establishes an integrated policy 
framework for the next 15 years, covering the various dimensions of sustainable development. It 
brings together two previous agendas, that of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and 
that of the World Summits2. The MDGs, adopted in 2000, only covered developing countries and 
focused essentially on reducing poverty and human development. The last World Summit, held 
in 2012 and called “Rio+20”, prioritised the environmental aspect of sustainable development. 
The 2030 Agenda also includes commitments from other international agreements and expands 
its scope to include the rule of law and good governance (justice, fighting corruption, security, 
etc.).

The monitoring of that Agenda required the creation of a list of indicators. A group of experts 
(IAEG-SDGs3, Box 1), composed of representatives of 27 national statistical institutes (including 
Insee on behalf of France) was tasked with defining those indicators. They were adopted in 
March 2017 by the Statistical Commission and in July 2017 by the United Nations General 
Assembly [UN, 2017]. In total, 232 indicators were selected (Figure 1). Although this number 
of indicators may seem very high and call into question the ability to communicate with such 
a dashboard, it was difficult to select fewer than 232, given the 169 often multi-dimensional 
targets4. An annual report issued by the UN Secretariat, presented to the High-level Political 
Form (HLPF), analyses the progress made with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
on the basis of those indicators [UN, 2018].

In order to empower each country to achieve the objectives of the 2030 Agenda, the global 
indicators calculated by the UN agencies are based, as far as possible, on the official statistics 
and data issued by the national statistical institutes, which are invited to expand the statistics 
they produce by incorporating new sources. If there are no national data enabling a reliable 
estimate to be determined, the agencies must always consult the country concerned to seek 
validation before publishing their own estimates.

However, the global indicators are not necessarily applicable to all national contexts owing 
to the specific characteristics of each country; therefore, regional, national or even infra-national 
indicators are necessary in order to monitor and track the proper implementation of the 2030 
Agenda. For example, the first global indicator measuring the population living with less than 
$1.25 a day (the international poverty line) is clearly not relevant in the case of developed 
countries. In addition, some countries already had their own sustainable development strategy 
with a framework of indicators that they wanted to adjust on the basis of the global Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG). Furthermore, the level of statistical development in a given country 
may make it possible to use more sophisticated indicators than those used at a global level. 
For these reasons, the list adopted by the UN to monitor the SDGs at a global level is, in part, 
different from that chosen by the European Commission for monitoring at European level and 
even the list defined in France (Box 2).

1. This definition first appeared in the Bruntland Report, the official name of which is “Our Common Future”. This report 
was drawn up in 1987 by the UN World Commission on Environment and Development, chaired by G. H. Bruntland.
2. Summits between world leaders held every ten years since 1972 by the UN with the aim of defining means of stimula-
ting sustainable development at a global level. The last World Summit, known as “Rio+20”, took place in Rio de Janeiro 
in 2012, 20 years after the Rio de Janeiro 1992 World Summit.
3. Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) indicators.
4. The number of indicators would be even higher – 4000 to 5000 sets at least – if the request to break the indicators down 
by all the population categories were to be taken into account
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The European Sustainable Development Indicators

At European level, there was already a list of Sustainable Development Goals, firmly 
embedded in the European treaties and integrated into key cross-organisational projects and 
sector initiatives and policies. The first European strategy to promote sustainable development 
was adopted by the Council in June 2001 and amended in 2006. Between 2007 and 2015, 
the European Commission published a report every two years on the progress of that strategy, 
which was based on a dashboard of Sustainable Development Indicators (SDIs) drawn up by 
Eurostat together with the Member States. The “Europe 2020” strategy, which is a strategy to 
coordinate economic policies within the European Union (EU) over a ten-year period, was also 
part of this framework.

Box1
The global Sustainable Development Goals, a statistical challenge

Defining the Sustainable Development Indica-
tors (SDIs) has been a complex task because the 
targets were often vague and statisticians were 
therefore required to interpret them in order to 
select the indicators. What does “enhance global 
macroeconomic stability” mean (target 17.13) and 
how can it be measured? Or even, what do “access 
to basic services” (target 1.4), or “promote a [...] 
multilateral trading system” (target 17.10) mean? 
At times, this led to the selection of multi-dimen-
sional or composite indicators required to grasp 
the complexity of the matter (for example 15.2.1 
on “ sustainable forest management”). At times, 
the statisticians selected non-statistical indicators 
to measure the targets, for example in the case of 
“end all forms of discrimination against all women 
and girls” with an indicator signalling the presence 
or absence of a legal framework intended to pro-
mote gender equality (5.1.1). Around 26% of the 
indicators do not fall within the field of statistics. 
Other indicators were selected even though we 
did not know at the time how to produce them. 
Numerous indicators belong to areas in which the 
official statistics are still undeveloped, for example 
governance. Finally, some indicators were chosen 
even though their definition or methodology is still 
to be defined in accordance with international stan-
dards. For example, this was the case for indicator 
2.4.1, which relates to areas under productive and 
sustainable agriculture. What does “productive and 
sustainable land use” mean?

The IAEG-SDGs was tasked with examining the 
suggestions made by the UN agencies responsible 
for each of the indicators and validating them. 
Given these restrictions, there is currently no uni-
form monitoring of the 2030 Agenda. A review of 
the list of indicators has been planned for 2020 

with the aim of remedying this. On 4 April 2019, 
34 indicators (as opposed to 84 in mid-2016) 
remained to be defined or did not have a calcu-
lation method in accordance with international 
standards (category 3). Above all, those 34 indi-
cators are also not distributed equally among the 
various goals (Figure 1). For example, they relate 
to over 50% of the indicators for Goal 12 on sus-
tainable consumption and production patterns or 
Goal 13 on climate change, which are both signi-
ficant goals of the 2030 Agenda. Of the indicators 
that have been concretely defined with a solid 
methodology, 105 indicators have data for at least 
50% of the countries and 50% of the population 
of each global region (category 1) and a little less 
than half (98 indicators) do not yet have data for at 
least 50% of the countries and 50% of the popu-
lation of a global region (category 2). The latter is 
the case for SDG 5 on gender equality and SDG 
16 on governance.

Providing information for all the Sustainable 
Development Indicators therefore constitutes a 
considerable challenge for public statistics, which 
has the obligation to fulfil this task. Without an 
adequate response, some indicators would be 
produced by other stakeholders, and much more 
easily at that as the proliferation of data using more 
accessible digital processing techniques has mul-
tiplied the producers of indicators; however those 
data would lack the necessary transparency and 
guarantees to establish their quality and indepen-
dence. The public statistics agencies must work in 
partnership with the various international bodies, 
researchers and experts from the various domains 
and civil society and coordinate the work in order 
to maximise the return from the new data sources 
and the various experts.
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1. Availability of the indicators on the global list 

Notes: the number of SDG indicators (see Definitions) is greater than 232 as some are used to monitoring different goals. Counting these indicators twice, the 
number comes to 255.
Source: United Nations, data extracted in April 2019..
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Since adopting the 2030 Agenda in 2015, the EU, in coordination with its Member States, 
has committed to integrating the Sustainable Development Goals into the European political 
framework and has announced that it will regularly conduct detailed monitoring of the SDGs 
from 2017 onwards [European Commission, 2016]. It is in this context that a new list of 
indicators, selected on the basis of defined principles and criteria, has been drawn up for the 
EU following a wide consultation5.

In terms of the relevance of the policies, all of the indicators selected examine how the EU 
policies contribute to implementing the 2030 programme. These are performance indicators 
measuring the impacts and results of the EU policies and initiatives in a way that is simple, 
clear and easy to understand. Furthermore, all the indicators selected must make it possible 
to unambiguously interpret the intended direction of change, as defined in the EU policies 
and initiatives. In this sense, this set of indicators complements, from an EU point of view, 
the global indicators established by the United Nations by adapting them to the needs and 
specifics of the EU.

As regards the quality requirements, the European list of SDIs, in contrast with the global list, 
only includes indicators for which regular production of data is guaranteed. Furthermore, the 
data and metadata must be accessible to the public online. The list of indicators also takes into 
consideration the standard quality criteria for European statistics that feature in the European 
Statistics Code of Practice: frequency of dissemination, timeliness, geographic coverage, 
comparability between countries and across time, as well as the length of chronological series. 
All the indicators selected comply with international or European standards, where applicable, 
which is the case for the indicators based on the European statistics produced within the 
European Statistical System. However, the set of European SDIs also includes several indicators 

Box 2
The French Sustainable Development Indicators

The French approach has been parallel and quite 
similar to the European approach. France defined 
its first sustainable development strategy in 2003, 
following international commitments it had taken 
during the World Summit in Rio in 1992 and reaf-
firmed in 2002 at the Johannesburg Summit. As a 
member of the UN, France committed to take the 
Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda 
into consideration when defining its policies. This is 
the context in which a working group combining 
various stakeholders, led by the National Council 
for Statistical Information (Cnis) and chaired by Jean-
René Brunetière developed a dashboard of 98 indi-
cators to monitor the implementation of the SDGs 
at national level [Cnis, 2018]. The list of indicators 
includes the 10 wealth indicators derived from the 
Law of 13 April 2015 (known as the “Eva Sas Law”). 
This law had proposed the inclusion of “new wealth 
indicators” in order to evaluate public policies (see 
Worksheet 21 on the Sustainable Development 
Indicators and the Government’s annual monitoring 
report [Prime Minister, 2018]).

This national dashboard is a supplement 
to the global SDG monitoring and does not 
replace it. France’s participation in the UN 
agencies’ collection of national values for the 
global indicators is still necessary and it makes 
it possible to compare France’s position and tra-
jectory against those of other countries and to 
provide information for this component on the 
progress report presented to the UN High-level 
Political Form.

In total, the dashboard for monitoring indi-
cators at national level is approximately com-
posed as follows: one third of the indicators come 
from the global list, one third are similar versions 
(slightly different definition) and one third are 
supplementary indicators. The list of indicators 
defined for France has the advantage of being 
more adapted to the French context and, as is 
the case for the European list, to the availability 
of the indicators. The disadvantage of this is that 
there is no international comparability for some 
of the indicators.

5. The list was drawn up by Eurostat after consulting the statistical institutes of the Member States, the Commission ser-
vices, the committees of the European Council, the European Statistical Advisory Committee (ESAC), non-governmental 
organisations, universities and other international organisations.
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produced outside of the European Statistical Systems, in particular in the areas not sufficiently 
covered by the official European statistics, but for which data from external sources are available 
and meet the quality requirements (for example regarding climate change, marine or terrestrial 
ecosystems). For these indicators, Eurostat shares the responsibility with the institutions that 
produce the statistics (which include non-governmental organisations).

The set of EU SDIs is structured in line with the 17 Sustainable Development Goals and 
includes 100 different indicators, which appears to be the upper limit for efficient monitoring 
and communication. The indicators have been distributed evenly across the 17 goals to ensure 
a balance among the various areas. As a result, each goal has five or six indicators. Therefore, 
41 indicators are used multiple times, i.e. they are assigned primarily to one goal, but are also 
used as secondary indicators for other goals. This means that each objective is monitored via a 
total of 5 to 12 indicators. These multifunctional indicators are useful for highlighting the links 
between the various goals and improving the analysis in the monitoring reports. Of the 100 
indicators, 88 are updated annually, and the remaining 12 less frequently; 69 indicators are 
derived from European statistics and 31 from other sources. This list of indicators is aligned as 
closely as possible to the UN list: 53 indicators come from or are similar to the list of global 
indicators drawn up by the UN. Finally, the EU indicators are distributed by sex, age group, 
level of education, region, level of urbanisation, income and disability, wherever this is relevant 
and possible.

While maintaining a constant total number of indicators (100), the list drawn up by Eurostat 
in 2017 is adjusted each year in order to incorporate indicators from new sources of available 
data and to take into consideration the new European priorities in the best way possible. The 
progress made by the EU in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals is analysed in an 
annual report [Eurostat, 2018] using this list of indicators.

Sustainable development in Europe: an overview

Throughout the rest of this document, we will refer to the EU list of indicators in order to 
analyse how France and the EU countries are performing in terms of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals.

The statistical methods used to analyse the data (Box 4) show that the differences between 
the EU countries lie primarily in their economic and social indicators: GDP/capita and poverty/
inequalities; health; education/employment. The income/health/education categories corres-
pond to the components of the Human Development Index as defined by the United Nations 
Development Program [UNDP, 2018]. Indicators associated with the environment and energy, 
which focus on the third dimension of sustainable development, are of a different nature, and 
the difference between the countries in this regard varies depending on the indicators. Lastly, 
the indicators associated with governance shed light on security and the functioning of the 
institutions.

The countries can be split neatly into two groups (Figure 2), roughly dividing the EU popu-
lation into two equal parts6. This classification is the same as that used by the United Nations7 , and 
is justified by the fact that the resulting differentiation has an economic, social and institutional, 
as well as geographical dimension.

6.  The population of the first group of countries is 278 million (2016) and the population of the second group 233 million.
7.  Our grouping differs marginally from that of the UN, as it includes the Baltic states and Cyprus in Eastern and Southern 
Europe.
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The fi rst group, which is relatively homogeneous, consists of 11 countries in Western 
and Northern Europe: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Republic of Ireland, Sweden and the United Kingdom. These are the richest 
countries in the EU, all with a GDP/capita above the European average. In particular, this group 
comprises all the signatories to the Treaty of Rome, with the exception of Italy, as its recent 
performance is closer to that of the second group of countries.

2. Classifi cation of the EU countries for the SDG indicators 

© Geodan Insee 2015 400 km

Notes: on this map, Western and Northern Europe is shown in green; Eastern and Southern Europe has been split into three subgroups, shown in different 
shades of red: Southern Europe; Eastern Europe and Malta; Baltic states, Bulgaria and Romania (Box 4).
Source: Eurostat.
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As a result of their high level of income, these countries are also the least affected by poverty 
in its various forms. Income inequality in these countries is also lower. In accordance with the 
usual analyses [Deaton, 2013], the richest countries in terms of GDP/capita are also, on the 
whole, those with the healthiest population. In addition, these countries also benefit from both 
a better level of education and better employment conditions, as well as better governance.

The second group consists of 17 countries from Eastern and Southern Europe: Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Spain. These countries are classified as 
being behind those of the first group and below the European average in terms of GDP/capita 
(even though the gap is minimal between Italy, which belongs to this group, and France, which 
belongs to the previous group). The median GDP/capita in the second group is less than two 
thirds (62%) of that of the first group (€23,000 as opposed to €37,000). However, convergence 
in GDP/capita in the former communist countries of Eastern Europe (which are the poorest in 
this group) towards the European average can be seen, with a growth rate of 3.3% per year 
between 2012 and 2017, far greater than that of the group of rich countries (1.2% per year). Per-
formance in terms of poverty and inequalities, health, education/employment and governance 
is also generally much weaker. Together with Cyprus and Malta, the former Eastern European 
communist countries are the most recent members of the EU, joining during several accession 
rounds between 2000 and 2013.

Remarkably, France is closest to the EU 28 average for these indicators overall (Box 4).
As a result of the categories studied (as well as the problems regarding availability of data 

per country in the case of some indicators), the analysis is based on a little over half of the 
indicators selected by Eurostat, which relate primarily to the following eight goals: SDG 1

“Poverty”; SDG 3 “Health”; SDG 4 “Education; SDG 7 “Energy”; SDG 8 “Employment”; 
SDG 10 “Inequality”; SDG 11 “Sustainable Cities” and SDG 16 “Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions”. For each of these categories (poverty/inequalities; health; education/employment; 
environment/energy and governance), we select the most relevant indicators, which are often 
common to several SDGs8.

France has one of the lowest income poverty rates in the EU

France sits in 11th position within the EU in terms of its GDP per capita, expressed in terms 
of purchasing power parity. This is the lowest GDP/capita among the countries in Western 
and Northern European. While this indicator is commonly used to measure the wealth of the 
country, the adjusted gross disposable household income per capita gives an indication of 
purchasing power and saving capacity of households in the country. From this point of view, 
France does not stand out among the other countries of Western and Northern Europe and is 
in fourth position within the EU behind Luxembourg, Germany and Austria.

The situation in France and in the EU states in terms of poverty reflects, in particular, the 
levels of national income of each country and its distribution. Eurostat uses three dimensions 
to report statistically on poverty and social exclusion within a country: the first estimates the 
risk of income poverty (proportion of people living with less than 60% of the country’s median 
standard of living); the second assesses the population living in severe material deprivation; 
and the third evaluates low work intensity9. According to the composite indicator based on the 
three dimensions, France appears to be one of the European countries with one of the lowest 
rates of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2017 (17.1% as opposed to 22.4% at EU 

8. The Eurostat list of indicators includes numerous indicators that are common to several SDGs due to the overlaps 
between SDGs. For example, the obesity rate is classified under SDG2 “Hunger” but is also part of the supplementary 
indicators for SDG3 “Health”.
9. Work intensity refers to the number of months for which the household members of working age have been working 
and is expressed in comparison with the number of months for which they could theoretically have been working. 
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level). France’s relative position in comparison with the other EU states is, however, different 
for each of the three components.

Owing to its redistribution policy, France is one of the European countries with the lowest 
rate of income poverty after social transfers [Blasco and Gleizes, 2019]. Although this has not 
returned to the levels before the 2008 crisis, it has nonetheless decreased slightly since 2013, 
dropping to 13.3% in 2017, which is three points below the EU rate (Figure 3). Only three 
countries in Western and Northern Europe (Finland, Denmark and the Netherlands) and two 
in Southern and Eastern Europe (Czech Republic and Slovakia) have recorded lower poverty 
rates. The populations most affected in France are the unemployed, single-parent families and 
non-retired individuals who are not working, including students. However, having a job is not 
always sufficient insurance against income poverty. In France in 2017, more than 7% of people 
in employment were living below the poverty line, i.e. two points below the EU level.

The proportion of severely materially deprived people has been dropping since 2013, both 
in France (-1 point) and across the EU (-3 points)10. In France, this rate is 4.1% of the popula-
tion, compared with 6.6% in the EU (in Bulgaria, it is 30.0%). Furthermore, the proportion of 
people living in a household with a very low work intensity level is lower, relatively speaking, 
in France (8.1% in 2017) than in other countries in Western and Northern Europe, with the 
exception of Luxembourg. Nevertheless, several countries in Southern and Eastern Europe 
have considerably lower rates, first among which are Czech Republic, Estonia, Poland and 
Slovakia (rate below 6%).

The financial difficulties for households can have direct consequences on their housing 
conditions. In terms of overcrowding in housing or general housing conditions11, France is no 
different from the other countries of Western and Northern Europe. The share of people living in 
overcrowded conditions in France is 7.7%, practically the median of the countries in Western 
and Northern Europe and eight points below the EU as a whole. In Romania, almost half of the 

10.  The Eurostat indicator definition differs from that used in France for the annual report on the new wealth indicators 
in terms of the number of deprivations counted.
11. Leaks in the roof, damp walls, floor or foundation or rot in the window frames or floor; housing with neither a bath, 
nor a shower, nor indoor flushing toilet. 

3. People at risk of income poverty after social transfers in the EU in 2010 and 2017

Note: The 2017 values for Western and Northern European countries are distinguished in dark blue.
Source : Eurostat, EU-SILC, data extraction in February 2019. 
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population lives in a situation of overcrowding (47.0%) and the rate is above 40% in four other 
countries in Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, Latvia, Hungary and Poland). The proportion of people 
unable to maintain an adequate temperature in their housing in France is close to 5%, which 
places it among the countries with the lowest rate within Western and Northern Europe. The 
highest rate is observed in Bulgaria (36.5%).

Income inequalities in France

There are three indicators selected to monitor the Sustainable Development Goals in Europe 
that make it possible to bring together the various income inequalities within each country12 . 
The inequalities measured using these indicators are generally higher in Eastern and Southern 
Europe than in Western and Northern Europe (Figure 4).

The inter-quintile income ratio shows the ratio of total equivalised disposable income 
received by the 20% of the population with the highest incomes to that received by the 20%of 
the population with the lowest incomes. France (4.4 in 2017) is at the same level as the other 
countries of Western and Northern Europe, where this ratio varies between 3.5 (Finland) and 
5.4 (United Kingdom).

In terms of the share of disposable income of the bottomt 40%, France was mid-table in 2016 
among the countries of Western and Northern Europe, one point above the European average.

4. Indicators relating to poverty and inequality in 2017

Sustainable  
development goals

EU SDG indicators

Median 
Eastern 

and 
Southern 
Europed

Median 
Western 

and 
Northern 
Europe

France EU28

Goal 1 - No poverty

People at risk of poverty or social exclusion (% of population) 25,6 18,1 17,1 22,4
People at risk of income poverty after social transfers¹ 

 (% of population) 20,0 15,6 13,3 16,9
Severely materially deprived people (% of population) 10,1 3,4 4,1 6,6
People living in households with very low work intensity  

(% of population aged less than 60) 7,8 9,5 8,1 9,5
In work at-risk-of-poverty rate (% of employed persons aged 

18 or over) 9,3 6,9 7,4 9,4

Goal 7 - Affordable 
 and clean energy

Population unable to keep home adequately warm¹  
(% of population) 8,0 2,7 4,9 7,8

Goal 8 - Decent work  
and economic growth

Growth rate per capita²(%, annual average 2012-2017)
2,8 1,2 0,8 1,5

Goal 10 - Reduced 
inequalities

Real GDP per capita (Chain linked volumes (2010), euro per capita) 23 000 37 100 31 100 30 000
Adjusted gross disposable income of households per capita 

(PPS (current prices)) 16 652 24 696 25 022 22 151
Relative median at-risk-of-poverty gap¹ (% distance to poverty 

threshold) 26,0 20,1 16,9 24,1
Income distribution¹ (Income quintile share ratio) 5,4 4,3 4,4 5,1
Income share of the bottom 40 % of the population²  

(% of income) 19,9 22,5 22,5 21,1

Goal 11 - Sustainable 
cities and communitie

Overcrowding rate² (% of population) 27,1 7,2 7,7 15,7

1. Indicator retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France.
2. Indicator similar to the one retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France.
Source: Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.

12.  The source used for these indicators is the European SILC system. This may lead to slight differences with the statistics 
disseminated for France by Insee, calculated using another source (Tax and social incomes survey/ERFS). 



11� The French Economy, 2019 edition - Insee Références

Finally, the intensity of poverty, which measures the relative gap between the median 
standard of living of poor people and the country’s poverty line, was 16.9% in 2017 in France 
and is considerably lower than the EU level (24.1%) and that of other countries in Western and 
Northern Europe; within this group, only Finland has a lower rate (13.7%).

France has the highest life expectancy among the countries of Western and 
Northern Europe

In general, the situation in the countries of Western and Northern Europe is better than in 
the countries of Eastern and Southern Europe, even though some of the countries in Eastern 
and Southern Europe are some of the highest performers for certain SDG indicators associated 
with monitoring the health of the EU population.

Life expectancy at birth in France is the highest in Western and Northern Europe (82.7 
years in 2017) and is among the highest in the EU (Figure 5), ranking third in Europe behind 
two Southern countries, Spain and Italy (83.4 and 83.1 years, respectively). Between the early 
2000s and 2017, life expectancy at birth in the EU increased by more than three years. Although 
it is still higher for women than men, the gap is narrowing. Indeed, in France, as in all other 
European countries, life expectancy has progressed quicker for men (+3.8 years over the period) 
than for women (+2.7 years).

While life expectancy gives an assessment of lifespan, it does not indicate whether people 
are in good health. For this reason, indicators relating to perceived health are used to supplement 
the information on life expectancy. From this point of view, France stands out from the other 
countries of Western and Northern Europe as it is one of two countries (along with Germany) in 
which the percentage of the population perceiving themselves to have good or very good health 
(67.4%) is below the European average (69.7%). Paradoxically, while women have a higher life 
expectancy than men, fewer perceive themselves to be in good health. In France in 2017, 65.7% 
of women and 69.2% of men considered their health to be good or very good, leaving a gender 
gap of 3.5 percentage points. In 2017, men considered their health to be better than women in 
all EU Member States, with the exception of Ireland [Moisy, 2019].

5. Indicators relating to health in 2017

Sustainable development goals EU SDG indicators

Median 
Eastern 

and 
Southern 
Europed

Median 
Western 

and 
Northern 
Europe

France EU28

Goal 2 - Zero hunger
Obesity rate by body mass index (BMI)² in 2014 

(% of population aged 18 or over)
17,3 15,3 15,3 15,9

  Goal 3 - Good health and 
well-being

Life expectancy at birth¹ (years) 78,4 81,7 82,7 80,9
Share of people with good or very good perceived health 

(% of population aged 16 or over)	 65,3 71,3 67,4 69,7
Smoking prevalence² (% of population aged 15 or over)	 28 19 36 26
Death rate due to chronic diseases in 2015 (number per 

100 000 persons aged less than 65) 157,6 104,2 104,2 122,1
Death rate due to tuberculosis, HIV and hepatitis in 2015 

(number per 100 000 persons)	 2,8 1,4 2,1 2,9

Goal 8 - Decent work and 
economic growth

People killed in accidents at work² in 2016 (number per 
100 000 employees) 2,1 1,4 2,7 1,7

Goal 11 - Sustainable cities 
and communitie

People killed in road accidents¹ in 2016 (number per 100 000 
persons)) 6,2 3,9 5,2 5,0

1. Indicator retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France
2. Indicator similar to the one retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France
Source : Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.
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6. Death rate due to chronic diseases in the EU in 2010 and 2015

Notes: the 2015 values for the countries of Western and Northern Europe are given in dark blue.
Source: Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.

In France, death rates due to road traffic or accidents at work are higher 
than in the EU

Life expectancy is dependent on the conditions of mortality in the year in question. Increases 
in life expectancy therefore correlate strongly with reductions in causes of early death. While 
deaths due to chronic and transmitted diseases are tending to decrease, the gaps between the 
two groups of countries remain considerable (Figure 6). In France, the death rate due to chronic 
diseases was 104.2 per 100,000 inhabitants in 2015, which does not stand out among the 
countries of Western and Northern Europe. In contrast, France, along with Austria, does stand 
out on account of its death rate due to tuberculosis, HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) and 
hepatitis (2.1 per 100,000 inhabitants for the three diseases combined), significantly higher 
than other countries in Western and Northern Europe in 2015. However, this rate is below the 
EU level (2.9 per 100,000 inhabitants).

Road traffic accidents are also a major cause of death. In France, the rate of people killed 
in a road traffic accident in 2015 was 5.2 per 100,000 inhabitants. In this respect, France’s 
performance is poorer than the majority of countries in Western and Northern Europe, with a 
rate close to the European rate. Furthermore, France also stands out on accounts of the high 
number of people killed in accidents at work, 2.7 per 100,000 employees in 2016, which is 
higher than the European Union rate (1.7 per 100,000 employees)13 .

Among the risk factors for health, tobacco consumption is responsible for a significant 
percentage of morbidity (cancers, cardiovascular and respiratory diseases) and early mortality. 
France stands alone among the countries in its group due to its high prevalence of tobacco use: 
in 2017, 36% of people aged 15 or above stated that they were smokers. With the exception 
of Austria and France, all the other countries in Western and Northern Europe are below the 
European rate – 26% in 2017. France has one of the poorest ratings in the EU (ranked 26th 
behind Bulgaria and Greece). In terms of obesity (body mass index of 30 kg/m² or above), also 
associated with an increased risk of morbidity and mortality, the situation in France in 2014 

13. As the definitions are not standardised, comparisons between the European Union states for this indicator are difficult.
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was more favourable than that seen in most of the other European countries. The obesity rate 
among the French population aged 18 or above (15.3%) is lower than the EU level (15.9%) 
and far lower than other countries within its group, such as the United Kingdom (20.1%) and 
the Republic of Ireland (18.7%).

In terms of education, France is performing at similar levels to other 
countries in Western and Northern Europe

Overall, in the fields of education and employment, while the gaps between the countries 
in Western and Northern Europe and those in Eastern and Southern Europe are narrower than 
in the areas discussed above, they are still significant.

In terms of education, France is performing at the same level as the countries of Western and 
Northern Europe and above the EU average, except when it comes to reducing underachievement 
among 15-year olds where its results are less positive. France also does not rank as well in the 
field of employment, with performance closer to that of the countries in Eastern and Southern 
Europe.

In France, participation in early childhood education attendance in 2016 was 100% (Figure 
7). This puts the country in first place in Europe in terms of school enrolment for young children 
between the ages of 4 and compulsory school age.

Achievements of students aged 15 in reading, maths and science have been assessed every 
three years since the year 2000 via the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
implemented under the leadership of the OECD. In France in 2015, the rate of underachievement 
was 21.5% for reading, 23.5% for maths and 22.1% for science. These results place France in a 
poorer position than the EU average. Among the countries of Western and Northern Europe, only 
Finland (in 2015) achieved the goal set by the EU of reducing the percentage of underachieving 
adolescents to below 15% in those three subject areas by 2020.

In 2017, 8.9% of young people aged between 18 and 24 in France left initial education 
without obtaining a qualification or with only the Diplôme National du Brevet (junior secondary 
education certificate) and are not in training. This rate of people leaving the education system 
early means France is outperforming the EU average (10.6%), which is the case for two thirds 
of the countries. The rate in France is significantly lower than the level in Germany (10.1%) and 
the United Kingdom (10.6%) and below the EU target established as a goal to reduce levels to 
below 10% by 2020. While the early school leaving rates have been dropping in the EU since 
the early 2000s, the gaps between the countries remain pronounced. For example, the early 
school leaving rates remain high in Spain (18.3%) and in Romania (18.1%).

In general, countries with a low share of early leavers from education and training have a 
relatively high rate of people who have completed tertiary education. In France, the percentage 
of the population aged between 30 and 34 who have completed tertiary education is 44.3% 
(2017), which is among the lowest rates in countries of Western and Northern Europe, although it 
is above the EU level (39.9%). This rate can vary by a factor of two between EU countries as the 
gaps are partly associated with different education systems: for example, 58% of the Lithuanian 
population has completed tertiary education, the highest level in the EU, while Germany has 
a relatively low rate of 34%, which can be attributed to the importance of apprenticeships 
within its education system.

Lifelong training allows people to improve and develop their skills so they can adapt to 
changes in the labour market. In France, adult participation in learning14 was 18.7% in 2017. 
Only Sweden (30.4%), Finland (27.4%), Denmark (26.8%) and the Netherlands (19.1%) have 
higher rates. Adult participation in learning is higher in Western and Northern Europe than in 
Eastern and Southern Europe by more than 10 percentage points (17.2% compared with 6.9%).

14. The European definition is different from that usually used in France. International comparisons of this indicator 
should be made with caution.
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Access to employment is more difficult in France, particularly for 
the younger generations

Despite a fairly high performing education system, France stands out from most of the EU 
countries as access to employment is more difficult in the country. In France, 71.0% of people 
aged 20 to 64 were in employment in 2017, within the meaning of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO). The employment rate in France remains a little lower than in other countries 
in Western and Northern Europe: in Germany and Sweden, this rate is around 80%. The rate 
of employment in France is also a little lower than the EU level (72.2%), which is approaching 
the 75% goal set for 2020. Between 2012 and 2017, the employment rate in France, and in 
the EU, increased overall, particularly among women, in connection with greater participation 
in the labour market. Furthermore, France is among the ten or so European countries with the 
highest levels of equality in this area, with an employment rate for women 7.9 percentage 
points less than that for men in 2017 (compared with 11.5 percentage points across the EU). 
In addition, the percentage of women not working due to family responsibilities in France is 
one of the lowest among EU countries (18.3% as opposed to 31.0% across the EU in 2017).

Access to the labour market for young people seems to be more difficult in France than 
in the majority of other European countries. The employment rate for 20 to 34 year-olds who 
have recently left education (having completed at least upper secondary education) in France 
was 74.4% in 2017: this is one of the lowest rates among EU countries, and a long way from 
the EU goal of 82% by 2020 and the current European rate (80.7% in 2017). The gap is even 
more pronounced when compared with other countries in Western and Northern Europe. For 
example, in Germany and the Netherlands, the rate is above 90%. What is more, France also 
stands out among the other countries of Western and Northern Europe as it has the highest 

7. indicators relating to education and employment in 2017

Sustainable development 
goals

EU SDG indicators

Median 
Eastern 

and 
Southern 
Europe

Median 
Western 

and 
Northern 
Europe

France EU28

Goal 4 – Quality 
education

Early leavers from education and training by sex¹   
(% of population aged 18 to 24) 9,3 8,2 8,9 10,6

Tertiary educational attainment (% of population aged 30 to 34) 34,3 47,9 44,3 39,9
Participation in early childhood education in 2016 ( % of the age 

group between 4-years-old and the starting age of compulsory 
education) 91,4 97,1 100,0 95,3

Underachievement in 2015 in :    
- reading¹ (% of 15-year-old students) 18,1 21,5 19,7
- maths¹ (% of 15-year-old students) 25,4 20,1 23,5 22,2
- science (% of 15-year-old students) 24,6 18,5 22,1 20,6
Employment rates of recent graduates (% of population aged 20 

to 34 with at least upper-secondary education) 80,7 86,6 74,4 80,2
Adult participation in learning² (% of population aged 25 to 64) 6,9 17,2 18,7 10,9

Goal 5 – Gender equality
Gender employment gap (percentage points) 9,5 7,9 7,9 11,5
Inactive women due to caring responsibilities( % of inactive 

population aged 20 to 64) 34,0 24,6 18,3 31,0

Goal 8 - Decent work 
and economic growth

Young people neither in employment nor in education and 
training¹ (% of population aged 15 to 29)) 13,3 9,1 13,9 13,4

Employment rate² (% of population aged 20 to 64) 71,3 75,4 71,0 72,2
Long-term unemployment rate (% of active population) 3,3 1,9 4,2 3,4

1. Indicator retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France.
2. Indicator similar to the one retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France
Source: Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.
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proportion of young people neither in employment nor in education and training (NEET): 13.9% 
of young people aged 15 to 29 in 2017. The situation in France is therefore closer to that seen 
in some countries in Eastern and Southern Europe, although levels are not as low as in Greece 
and Italy where the percentage of young people neither in employment nor in education and 
training is over 20% (Figure 8).

Lastly, France also stands out as it has a long-term unemployment rate (4.2% in 2017) that 
is higher than the EU average (3.4%). This puts France in last place among the countries of 
Western and Northern Europe.

A nuanced picture in terms of environment

Environment and energy are important aspects of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
However, in contrast with the social and economic fields, the analyses conducted on the 
basis of the European set of indicators for monitoring the SDGs do not make it possible to 
create groups of EU countries with similar environmental and energy profiles. In particular, 
the proximities vary depending on the subject and it is not possible to find a general divide 
between the two groups of countries, Western and Northern Europe and Eastern and Southern 
Europe, for these categories.

Managing energy consumption, both in terms of quantity and on the basis of the origin of 
the energy produced, is one of the Sustainable Development Goals. In particular, the intention 
is to produce energy that is secure, affordable and sustainable in the long term. Another major 
Sustainable Development Goal aims to combat climate change, of which there are numerous 
consequences, such as rising oceans and their acidification or the increase in natural disasters.

For several years, France, as well as almost all the other European countries, have been redu-
cing their final energy consumption, which has dropped by around 9% since 2005. However, 
final energy consumption in households per capita was still high in 2016, both in France and in 
the other countries of Western and Northern Europe: with 596 kg of oil equivalent per capita, 
France has similar levels to the rest of this group of countries, but is slightly above the level of 
European consumption (558 kg oil equivalent per capita) (Figure 9). The very significant gap 

8. �Young people aged between 15 and 29 neither in employment nor in education and 
training in the EU in 2017

Notes: the 2017 values for the countries of Western and Northern Europe are given in dark blue.
Recent breaks in series for numerous countries, including France, mean it is not possible to show the development between 2010 and 2017.
Source: Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.
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in final energy consumption per capita between the countries of Western and Northern Europe 
and those in Southern and Eastern Europe is due to the gaps in standard of living between those 
countries, and, in certain cases, to the climate factors and the structure of their consumption 
broken down by energy type. In France, the growth in energy productivity, i.e. the capacity to 
produce more with the same amount of energy, is on average above 2% per year, as was the 
case for the European Union between 2010 and 2016, and its productivity is at the same level 
as the European average.

The use of renewable energies is progressing: the share of renewable energy in gross final 
energy consumption has increased by three percentage points in France since 2010, a rate 
that is slightly lower than that of the EU as a whole (Figure 10). By 2016, it had reached 16%, 
which is significantly less than those countries that have long prioritised these energies, notably 
Austria and countries in the north of Europe, such as Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Latvia 
(between 32 and 54% in 2016). France, together with the Netherlands in particular, is one of the 
countries in Europe lagging furthest behind in terms of achieving its objectives (23% by 2020).

France stands out due to the significance of nuclear among the energies used. The aim of 
this political choice was to manage its dependence on fossil fuels: in 2016, 47% of the total 
energy consumed was from imports (excluding uranium), which is significantly less than the 
EU as a whole (54%). This heavy reliance on nuclear for energy production makes a large 

9. Indicators relating to environment and energy in 2016

Sustainable development goals EU SDG indicators

Median 
Eastern 

and 
Southern 
Europe

Median 
Western 

and 
Northern 
Europe

France EU28

Goal 2 - Zero hunger

Area under organic farming¹ in 2017 % of utilised agricultural 
area 8,0 6,3 6,0 7,0

Ammonia emissions from agriculture (kg per hectare utilised 
agricultural area) 15,1 26,0 20,3 20,2

Goal 7 - Affordable and 
clean energy

Primary energy consumption² (index, 2005 = 100) 88,9 94,2 90,5 90

Final energy consumption¹ (index, 2005 = 100) 94,9 93,2 91,5 92,8
Final energy consumption in households per capita  

(kg of oil equivalent) 502 718 596 558
Energy import dependency (% of imports in total energy 

consumption) 47,1 47,1 53,6
Energy productivity (euro per kg of oil equivalent.) 4,9 9,0 8,5 8,5
Share of renewable energy in gross final energy 

consumption¹ (%) 17,4 14,8 16,0 17,0

Goal 9 - Industry, 
innovation and 
infrasructure

Share of busses and trains in total passenger transport²  
(% of total inland passenger-km) 18,4 17,5 18,5 17,1

Share of rail and inland waterways in total freight transport² 
(% of total inland freight tonne-km) 33,3 26,9 13,7 23,6

Goal 11 - Sustainable cities 
and communities

Difficulty in accessing public transport high or very high in 
2012 (% of population) 19,0 18,7 12,5 20,4

Recycling rate of municipal waste¹ in 2017 (% of total waste 
generated) 29,8 47,6 42,9 46,4

Exposure to air pollution by fine particulates (< 2.5µm)² in 
2017 (µg/m³) 18,7 11,2 12,0 14,1

Goal 13 – Climate action Greenhouse gas emissions (tonnes per capita) 7,3 10,8 7,1 8,7

Goal 15 - Life on land
Share of forest area¹ in 2015 (% of total land area) 39,7 31,0 31,0 41,7
Artificial land cover² in 2015 (per capita in m²) 384 448 456 363

1. Indicator retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France
2. Indicator similar to the one retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France
Source: Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.
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contribution to the country’s positive results in terms of greenhouse gas emissions as fossil fuels 
are major emitters of this gas.

In this way, France is one of the European countries with the lowest greenhouse gas emissions 
per capita: in 2016, emissions in the country were 7.1 tonnes per capita, which is 18% less 
than the EU overall15. Reduction in greenhouse gas emissions is one of the targets of the 2015 
Paris Agreement on climate change. The Member States have split among themselves the effort 
to reduce CO2 emissions by 2030; France must reduce its emissions by 37% compared with 
its 2005 levels. Between 2005 and 2016, French emissions reduced by 17%.

At global level, transport contributes one quarter of all emissions. Research into new means 
of transport and development of public transport are therefore very widely encouraged. In 2016, 
France was a little above the European level in terms of the proportion of public transport used 
for domestic passenger transport: 18.5% of journeys were taken via bus, coach, tram or train 
(excludes underground systems). Together with Luxembourg, Spain and Hungary, France was, 
in 2012, one of the four EU countries with the lowest proportion of the population stating 
difficulties accessing public transport (13%). The share or rail and inland waterways activity in 
total freight transport in France is well below the EU level (14% of tonne-kilometres of inland 
freight compared with 24%).

One of the objectives that France is striving to achieve is to reduce air and soil pollution, 
using both preventive action to limit emissions of pollutants and corrective action such as 
pollutant processing. In terms of air pollution, fine particulates, particularly from road traffic 
and industrial emissions, have a significant impact on the health of the population. With an 
average annual concentration of fine particulates (PM2.5) of 12 µg/m3 measured in agglome-
rations, France ranks equally among the countries of Western and Northern Europe, though is 
well behind Sweden and Finland, where the concentration of fine particulates in urban areas is 
significantly lower (5.4 µg/m3 and 4.9 µg/m3, respectively).

15. We do not have any comparisons between the states of the EU for carbon footprint

10. Share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption in UE in 2010 and 2016

Note: The 2016 values for Western and Northern European countries are distinguished in dark blue.     
Source : Eurostat, data extraction in February 2019. 
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Another factor of air pollution and of soil pollution is ammonia emissions, generated almost 
exclusively by agriculture. At 20 kg/hectare, French agriculture is at average European levels. It 
pollutes less than several of its immediate neighbouring countries such as Germany (38 kg/ha) or 
Belgium (47 kg/ha), but lags behind several other countries, such as Sweden (16 kg/ha), Finland 
(12 kg/ha) or Portugal (13 kg/ha). Changing agricultural practices is encouraged, in particular 
so as to limit the use of chemical products that affect both the health of the population and the 
environment. Europe is therefore encouraging the development of organic farming. Despite a 
doubling in the area cultivated under organic farming since 2010, France is still a little behind 
the European average for 2017 (6.0% and 7.0% of the total agricultural area used, respectively), 
well behind Austria which has been committed to organic farming for many years (23.4% in 
2017) and countries that have made quick transformations, such as the Czech Republic, Italy 
and Latvia (between 13.9% and 14.9%) and Sweden (more than 19%).

Furthermore, limiting and recycling waste are also major issues, both for the environment 
and the economy. Although only representing 10% of all waste within the EU, the choice has 
been taken at European level to make waste collected at municipal level a priority. The EU has 
established legally binding targets for the recycling rate of municipal waste, which must reach 
60% by 2030. The recycling rate of municipal waste is increasing in France, as is the case in 
most countries. However, with 43% of waste recycled in 2017, France is among the worst 
performing countries in its group.

Continued increase in artificial land cover in France

In terms of preserving the quality of natural environments, forests form part of the European 
development strategies due to their positive role in biodiversity, their capacity to reduce CO2 
emissions and to fight climate change. Forests and other wooded areas only cover 31% of the 
area of mainland France (2015), increasing slightly from 2009 (+0.8 percentage points). This puts 
France among the European countries with the lowest share of forest area, close to Germany 
(32%), significantly behind the EU in general (42%) and a long way behind countries with low 
population density such as Finland (71%), Sweden (66%) and Slovenia (63%)16 .

Furthermore, in 2015, artificial land cover per capita was higher in mainland France than 
in the majority of European countries. The growth in artificial land cover, to meet the need for 
new housing or new infrastructure, is a threat to the fragile balance of ecosystems. Developed 
areas continue to increase in France as throughout the EU, with the exception of Luxembourg. 
This represents 456 m2/inhabitant in France, more than any of its neighbouring countries, for 
example Germany (323 m2/inhabitant). Across the EU the rate is 363 m2/inhabitant.

The French population has limited confidence in the European institutions

Measuring goal 16, dedicated to peace, justice and strong institutions, which was 
added in extremis to the list of Sustainable Development Goals, using statistics is a real 
challenge [Cling et al., 2016]. In France, the standardised death rate due to homicide in 
2015 (0.5 per 100,000 inhabitants) is among the lowest in the EU, on par with Germany 
(only the United Kingdom and Ireland have lower rates) (Figure 11). Paradoxically, the 
best-performing countries in terms of homicide are generally those with the highest percen-
tage of the population reporting occurrence of crime, violence or vandalism in their area (and 
vice versa). This is the case in France (13.9% in 2016). This negative correlation suggests that 
the population is more demanding in terms of safety in countries with the lower crime rates.

16.   If we include France’s overseas departments, in particular French Guiana, the share of forest area in France increases 
very significantly, but still remains below the European average
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The indicators associated with justice have very strong intercorrelations and also correlate 
strongly with the country’s income level. In this way, the gaps between the two groups of 
countries are very pronounced (varying by a factor of two) in terms of the amount of public 
spending per capita on justice. France is below the European average in this area. The responses 
gathered in each country in relation to the perceived independence of the judicial system and 
the corruption perception index, which come from two different sources, are very similar. In 
terms of these two indicators, France is close to the European average. Here, we see the cor-
relation between confidence in the judicial system and the level of GDP/capita highlighted in 
international comparisons of developed countries [Algan, 2018].

Box 3
Water quality in the countries of the EU is improving

Indicators relating to aquatic environments are 
not availabe all the EU countries. Because of these 
lacking data, it has not been possible to integrate 

these indicators into the data analysis. Neverthe-
less, there are several findings to be gained from 
the data available (Figure).

European indicators relating to water and aquatic environment monitoring in 2017

Sustainable development goals EU SDG indicators

Median 
Eastern 

and 
Southern 
Europe

Median 
Western 

and 
Northern 
Europe

France EU28

Goal 6 - Clean water and 
sanitation

Phosphate in rivers in 2014 (mg PO4 per litre) 0,049 0,045 0,043 0,0681

Nitrate in groundwater in 2012 (mg NO3 per litre) 20,4 20,2 17,6 19,12

Goal 14 -  Life below water
Bathing sites with excellent water quality (as % of coastal 

water) 90,5 80,0 80,0 86,33

Bathing sites with excellent water quality(as % of inland 
water) 70,8 88,9 74,3 82,14

1. Data not available for 8 countries.  2. Data not available for 7 countries  3. Not relevant for 4 countries  4. 3 Not relevant for 3 countries.
Source: Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.

In terms of water, emphasis is placed on moni-
toring biological quality and combating pollution 
associated with intensification of agriculture, 
shortcomings in the treatment of household and 
industrial wastewater, and accidental contamination.

The concentration of phosphate in French rivers 
has remained more or less stable since 2010 (0.04 
mg/l), following a period of continuous reduction 
between 2000 and 2010 associated with various 
measures, including introducing phosphate-free 
detergents and improving wastewater treatment 
plants. This trend can be seen across the EU: the 
quality of surface water has been improving for 
a long time; however, it has plateaued, or even 
deteriorated in numerous countries over the last 
few years. In 2014, the extent of pollution varied 
between 0.01 mg/l in Finland to 0.17 mg/l in Bel-
gium; half of the states in the EU have levels of 
less than 0.05.

The concentrations of nitrates in groundwater 
fell across Europe between 2005 and 2012, retur-
ning to the levels recorded in the early 2000s. In 

France, this rate has remained more or less stable 
over the last few years, at 17.6 mg/l in 2012, which 
is 10% less than the EU as a whole. The impact of 
the evolution of practices, in particular reduction 
in the use of nitrogen fertilisers in agriculture, will 
not be visible for a few years. Water contamina-
tion by nitrates has health consequences as some 
of this water is consumed by the population. In 
areas that are particularly affected, contamination 
can be seen in coastal regions, which have expe-
rienced developments of green algae. Bathing sites 
are regularly inspected to ensure the safety of their 
waters. In 2017, over 80% of European sites had 
excellent quality bathing water, with this propor-
tion growing steadily since 2011. In France, this 
rate has also improved over the last few years by 
between 15 and 20 percentage points, reaching, in 
2017, 80% at seawater sites and 74% at freshwater 
sites, respectively. The majority of countries that 
have coastal bathing sites on the Black Sea and 
the Baltic Sea, as well as the United Kingdom, are 
significantly below the European average.
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Lastly, the population’s confidence in European institutions as stated in the Eurobarometer 
survey varies significantly from country to country, with France among those with the lowest 
levels of confidence in this area (Figure 12). Countries where the labour market situation is 
more favourable (NEET, long-term unemployment, etc.) and those with the lowest level of public 
debt have greater confidence in these institutions than others. ■

11. Indicators for monitoring governance in 2017       

Sustainable development goals EU SDG indicators

Median 
Eastern 

and 
Southern 
Europe

Median 
Western 

and 
Northern 
Europe

France EU28

Goal 16 - Peace, justice 
and strong institutions

Death rate due to homicide¹ in 2015 
(number per 100 000 persons) 0,9 0,6 0,5 0,7

Population reporting occurrence of crime, violence or 
vandalism in their area  (% of population) 8,2 12,4 13,9 12,0

General government total expenditure on law courts  
(euro per capita)) 54,7 119,1 78,8 99,5

Perceived independence of the justice system - Very good or 
fairly good   (% of population) 48 74 53 …

Corruption Perceptions Index (score scale of 0 "highly 
corrupt" to 100 "very clean") 57 82 70 75

Population with confidence in EU institutions by institution :    
- European Parliament (% of population) 47 58 39 45
-European Central Bank (% of population) 41 52 34 39
- European Commission (% of population) 45 56 36 42

1. Indicator retained by the CNIS for monitoring the SDGs in France
Source : Eurostat, data extraction in February 2019.

12. Confidence in EU institutions in 2017

Source: Eurostat, data extracted in February 2019.
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Box 4
Summarising the Sustainable Development Indicators: two approaches

Of the 100 Eurostat indicators, we have selected 
83, removing indicators for which we were not 
able to make an inter-country comparison (lacking 
data for too many countries or lack of data for spe-
cific countries). In three cases, the indicator on the 
Eurostat list in fact covers two or three sub- indica-
tors: this refers to the indicator relating to undera-
chievement broken down into reading, maths and 
science (three indicators), the energy consumption 
indicator, which differentiates between primary 
and final energy (two indicators) and the indicator 
relating to confidence in the European institutions 
(three indicators). Including these sub-indicators 
brings the list examined to 88 indicators.

Two statistical methods were used to analyse these 
88 Sustainable Development Indicators across the 28 
EU member states [Cling et al., 2019].

Principal component analysis
The principal component analysis (PCA) makes it 

possible to measure correlations, whether positive 
or negative, between indicators. The PCA, which 
was carried out for the 28 European Union Member 
States and 88 Sustainable Development Indicators, 
groups indicators into three broad categories of 
the economic and social domain: income/poverty; 
health; education/ employment. The indicators for 
each of these categories are strongly intercorrelated, 
which is also the case for the indicators in a fourth 
category regarding governance. In addition, there 
is also correlation between the four categories: 
wealth/poverty correlates with both health and 
employment/education (health and education/
employment, however, do not generally correlate). 
Governance is associated with one of the three 
categories above depending on the indicator. In 
contrast, the indicators relating to the environment 
in a broad sense (in particular SDG 7 “Energy”, 
SDG 13 “Climate” and SDG 15 “Life on Land”) 
are much more heterogeneous, generally having 
tenuous links with each other and with those of 
other categories. Among the exceptions are expo-
sure to pollution from fine particulates, greenhouse 
gas emissions and the recycling rate of municipal 
waste, which correlates strongly to the country’s 
level of wealth (GDP/capita or income/capita).

• The first category comprises the indicators 
associated with income, poverty and inequalities. 
This group includes the majority of the indicators 
for SDG 1 “Poverty” and SDG 10 “Inequalities” 
(with the exception of the indicator relating to asy-
lum applications, inclusion of which under this 
goal seems atypical).

There are also other indicators on this list that 
have high correlation with the significance of 

poverty in a country: smoking prevalence (SDG 3 
“Health”), the share of the population unable to 
keep home adequately warm (SDG 7 “Energy”) 
and the rate of overcrowding in housing (SDG 11 
“Sustainable Cities”). It should be noted that the 
majority of indicators for SDG 9 (“Industry, Innova-
tion and Infrastructure”) fall into this group, which 
reflects the correlation between the importance of 
innovation within a country and its level of income 
(the last two indicators for SDG 9 relating to the pro-
portion of public transport used for passenger tra-
vel and the share of railway and inland waterways 
activity in total freight transport are quite different 
in nature and are therefore not part of this group).

• In terms of health, there is close correlation 
between the indicators of SDG 3 (“Health”), which 
also often correlate with those relating to poverty 
and the level of national income (with the excep-
tion of self-reported unmet need for medical care). 
Therefore, the correlation coefficient between life 
expectancy at birth and the percentage of severely 
materially deprived people is -0.61. The correla-
tion coefficient between life expectancy and gross 
disposable income per inhabitant is 0.72. The indi-
cator relating to the population having neither a 
bath, nor a shower, nor or indoor flushing toilet 
in their household (SDG 6 “Water”) also falls into 
this group. It is also the case for the rate of deaths 
attributable to road traffic accidents (SDG 11 “Sus-
tainable Cities”) and the homicide rate (SDG 16 
“Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions”).

• In terms of education and employment, the 
indicators for SDG 4 (“Education”) are intercor-
related and correlate with the three indicators for 
SDG 8 (“Employment”), which relate to employ-
ment directly: young people neither in education, 
nor in employment and training (NEET indicator); 
employment rate; long-term unemployment rate. 
The employment gap between men and women 
(SDG 5 “Gender”) also correlates with these 
indicators. The latter likewise correlate with the 
indicators for SDG 9 on innovation (see above): 
gross domestic expenditure on R&D; R&D per-
sonnel in the country; patent applications, etc. As 
already mentioned, the indicators for education 
and employment also correlate negatively with 
the poverty indicators.

• Indicators associated with governance also 
relate to one of the three groups stated above 
depending on the case. For example, the death 
rate due to homicide relates, in practice, to indi-
cators associated with health (see above). The 
indicators associated with justice and perceived 
corruption are strongly intercorrelated and also 
correlate with the country’s income per capita. 
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Finally, the proportion of the population with 
confidence in the European institutions is strongly 
linked to employment conditions in each country 
(NEET and long-term unemployment in particular). 
Only the indicator relating to the population repor-
ting occurrence of crime, violence or vandalism 
in their area seems to be weakly correlated to the 
other indicators on the list.

France – the country closest to the average
France is the country that is overall closest to 

the non-weighted average of the EU 28 for these 
indicators. In statistical terms, France is the country 
contributing least to the overall inertia of the obser-
vations on the 28 states according to the results of 
the principal component analysis (PCA). It is the 
country with the lowest sum of the squares of the 
distances for each standardised indicator between 
the French value and the non-weighted EU average.

At the other end of this scale, there are four 
countries with the greatest differences: three coun-
tries from Eastern and Southern Europe (Bulgaria, 
Greece and Romania) and Luxembourg. Bulgaria 
and Romania have a particularly unfavourable 
situation compared to the EU average in terms of 
economic and social performance (see above), 
as well as governance (see corruption percep-
tion) and for some environmental indicators. 
Greece has the most difficult situation in the EU 
in macroeconomic terms (lowest growth rate in 
the EU between 2012 and 2017, highest level of 
public debt, etc.), in terms of employment (the 
lowest rate of overall employment and employ-
ment rate among young graduates, in particular) 
and in terms of confidence in European institutions 
(lowest percentage). Luxembourg is the richest 
country in the EU. On this basis, its economic and 
social performances are, on the whole, very posi-
tive, but it has mediocre performance for several 
environmental indicators (emissions of ammonia 
from agriculture, of CO2 per inhabitant, etc.).

Hierarchical cluster analysis
The hierarchical cluster analysis method 

(HCA) makes it possible to measure the proximity 
between EU countries. This method measures the 
distance between two countries using the dis-
tances between the standardised SDG indicator 
values for each of those countries. On the basis 
of this analysis, two groups of countries can be 
identified within the EU. On the one hand, the 
countries of Western and Northern Europe, and 
on the other, the countries of East and Southern 
Europe (Figure 2).

The variables that contribute significantly to 
the segmentation between these two groups are 
generally similar to the economic, social and 

governance factors that also emerge from the prin-
cipal component analysis, and generally belong 
to the four aspects described below. In the case 
of these indicators, the values are more positive 
in Western and Northern Europe than in Eastern 
and Southern Europe in terms of the average and 
median, with a few exceptions where the clas-
sification is the other way around (in particular 
household final energy consumption per capita, 
climate-related economic losses and the share 
of environmental and labour taxes in total in tax 
revenues).

The Western and Northern Europe group consists 
of 11 countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, Nether-
lands, Republic of Ireland, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom.

Among the 17 countries of Eastern and Southern 
Europe, a more detailed classification creates three 
subgroups:

– The first subgroup of Mediterranean countries 
consists of Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Portugal and 
Spain; this group is primarily categorised by the 
highest level of public debt in the EU (together 
with Belgium), low homicide rates (with the 
exception of Cyprus) and high life expectancy, a 
high poverty rate among people in employment 
and low rates of employment of recent graduates, 
a high percentage of young people neither in 
employment nor in education and training, a low 
employment rate, significant levels of long-term 
unemployment and a rate of growth in GDP/capita 
significantly lower than in the rest of the EU over 
the period from 2012 to 2017, etc;

–  The second subgroup consists of the three 
Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) 
together with Bulgaria and Romania; in par-
ticular, these countries have a low standard of 
living and the highest rates of poverty after social 
transfers and inequalities in the EU (together 
with Spain), a moderate level of public debt, the 
highest rates of homicide and road traffic acci-
dents and the lowest life expectancy in the EU 
(although Estonia’s performance in terms of mor-
tality and life expectancy is slightly higher than 
that of the other four countries in this group), etc; 
in contrast, the rate of growth on GDP per inha-
bitant in this group of countries was very high 
between 2012 and 2017;

- Finally, the other former Communist states 
in Eastern Europe (Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia) together 
with Malta; this group is characterised in particular 
by a low number of people who have completed 
tertiary education, low levels of inequalities, fairly 
negative perceptions of the independence of the 
justice systems and of the level of corruption.

Box 4(continued)
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Definitions

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These uni-
versal objectives, to be met by 2030, cover the three dimensions of sustainable development: social, economic 
and environmental; they apply to all countries or all stakeholders.
–	 SDG 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere.
–	 SDG 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture.
–	 SDG 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.
–	 SDG 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 
for all.
–	 SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.
–	 SDG 6: Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all.
–	 SDG 7: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all.
–	 SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment 
and decent work for all.
–	 SDG 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster 
innovation.
–	 SDG 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries.
–	 SDG 11: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.
–	 SDG 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.
–	 SDG 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.
–	 SDG 14: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable deve-
lopment.
–	 SDG 15: Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.
–	 SDG 16: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to 
justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.
–	 SDG 17: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable 
Development.
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