OIKONOMIA GIUGNO 2025

STUDI
CONTRIBUTIONS

Introduction

his response offers a com-

mentary on Fr. A. Barre-

ra’s short paper, Balancing

Clashing Sustainable De-
velopment Goals with Catholic Social
Thought’s Order of Charity. Fr. Barrera
addresses the inherent tensions among
the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) arising from limited resources.
He proposes drawing on Catholic Social
Thought (CST) to triage and sequence
the SDGs, emphasizing the need for me-
trics to operationalize CST principles in
practical decision-making.

The SDGs are deeply interconnected,
with both synergies and trade-offs emer-
ging across targets. Some goals rein-
force one another—for example, clean
energy (SDG 7) supports both health
(SDG 3) and education (SDG 4)—while
others may conflict due to resource con-
straints or policy tensions [1]. Nilsson et
al. proposed a scale to classify these in-
teractions, ranging from strongly syner-
gistic to directly conflicting [2]. Further
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research has conceptualized the SDGs
as a network, identifying goals such as
reducing inequalities (SDG 10) as key
connectors [3]. More recent methods
also account for indirect interactions, re-
vealing complex ripple effects that chal-
lenge siloed policy approaches [4][5].
In this context, Fr. Barrera’s proposal
stands out for its integration of moral and
social dimensions. This approach—what
we might call quantitative social tea-
ching—is poised to become a valuable
reference point for future research on the
relationship between CST and develop-
ment issues. Its significance lies not only
in the solutions it offers, which are un-
doubtedly valuable, but also in the depth
of the questions it raises. At least three
critical issues merit further reflection.

Contextual Issues

The formulation of the SDGs followed
a predominantly quantitative, utilitarian

approach: we are presented with 17 go-
als, 169 targets, and over 200 indicators.
A metric was demanded, and the result
is a veritable quantitative cathedral. Yet
utilitarian ethics—at least in J. S. Mill’s
original formulation—also included a
qualitative dimension that allowed for
a hierarchy of objectives [6]. This ele-
ment, however, has been lost: within the
SDG framework, there are no explicit
priorities.

If this absence of prioritization were
not problematic enough, it is worth
noting that this year the Fourth Inter-
national Conference on Financing for
Development in Seville will define key
elements of the global development po-
licies needed for the coming decade—
particularly regarding the financing of
the SDGs. Some have already referred to
it as the “Judgment Day” of sustainable
development finance [7]. This makes the
current discussion not only timely but
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perhaps even overdue.

Moreover, the United Nations reports
that only 15% of the SDG targets are on
track [8], and financing gaps continue
to widen. Multiple crises have undermi-
ned poverty reduction and disrupted the
growth trajectories of low- and midd-
le-income countries, while donor fatigue
weighs heavily on the international com-
munity. For example, the United Sta-
tes—the largest aid provider—is actively
reducing its funding commitments. In
this constrained context, the imperative
to do more with fewer resources under-
scores the value of any framework that
offers guidance on prioritization. While
Fr. Barrera advocates for a quantitative
framework, his proposal also surfaces a
deeper, often overlooked question: the
need to reintroduce a qualitative dimen-
sion that is conspicuously absent from
the current SDG architecture.

Methodological Issues

The paper underscores the need for a
balanced approach to addressing both
immediate and long-term needs, ad-
vocating for a structured and ethically
grounded framework. At its core, this
challenge can be framed as a question
of resource allocation: where should
the money go first? This is essentially
the same dilemma expected to domina-
te discussions at the upcoming Seville
Conference. While various methodolo-
gies can inform such prioritization, Fr.
Barrera raises the bar by proposing the
definition of a minimum basket of goods
and services—a viable moral floor—be-
low which no one should fall.

This reframing shifts the focus from
mere allocation to the determination of
thresholds of sufficiency—for the po-
orest, for the broader population, and
for future generations. It is a task that
transcends the SDG framework and is
both technically complex and political-
ly charged. Several possible approaches
could guide this process, including: (i)
absolute and (ii) relative measures, such
as the World Bank’s international po-
verty line [9]; (iii) a marginal approach,
which seeks the highest return or impact
per additional unit of investment [10];
(iv) non-predatory approaches, which
reallocate resources without altering the
existing ranking—a method commonly
used in fiscal policies [11].

These elements inevitably introdu-
ce significant complexity, calling for

methodological tools to manage it, such
as: (v) analytical techniques for dimen-
sionality reduction, which help simplify
high-dimensional data without losing
essential information [12]; (vi) pure
microeconomic modeling, for instance,
through ordered utility functions that
rank preferences or needs [13]. Beyond
these economic tools, further conside-
rations must be given to non-monetary
dimensions of well-being, including
social inclusion, mental health, and en-
vironmental quality. These factors point
toward a more political and philosophi-
cal terrain—exemplified by the work of
A. Sen and M. Nussbaum on the (vii) ca-
pabilities approach, which highlights the
multidimensional and dynamic nature of
human well-being [14].

Such quantitative frameworks could
play a crucial role in translating CST
principles into practice, ensuring that

ethical considerations are not only aspi-
rational but also operational. For exam-
ple, they could help in balancing poverty
alleviation with climate mitigation. Yet,
there is a fundamental trade-off betwe-
en data richness and policy usability: as
the number of social variables increa-
ses, data volume and complexity grow
exponentially, potentially overwhelming
decision-makers. The question of whi-
ch methodological path to pursue—and
under what normative assumptions—te-
mains open.

Ownership Issues

The SDGs emerged from negotiations
at the United Nations level, with relati-
vely limited engagement from external
stakeholders. While, as Fr. Barrera ri-
ghtly observes, there is broad consensus
on the goals themselves, significant ten-
sions remain, and important gaps per-
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sist—particularly in underexplored are-
as such as demography (targets 3.7 and
5.6") [15] and democracy (targets 16.6
and 16.7%) [16].

Barrera’s approach could offer a po-
tential solution to the lack of ownership
in the SDGs by advocating for greater
stakeholder engagement in both the tria-
ge and operationalization processes. His
framework fosters an order that priori-
tizes critical humanitarian emergencies,
rooted in the principle of human dignity.
Furthermore, it provides a method for
critically reassessing elements of the
SDGs that may not align with local sen-
sitivities, utilizing the concept of subsi-
diarity as a guiding principle.

Another significant issue related to
ownership and agency concerns the ba-
lance between generations, specifically
in terms of temporal dynamics and the
potential lags in policy implementation
(i.e., some policy decisions take longer
to fully materialize and address their un-
derlying needs). As Fr. Barrera rightly
points out, CST offers a powerful con-
ceptual tool for balancing these confli-
cting instances. The concept of Human
Integral Development ensures that the
needs of all individuals are considered
across every human dimension (Popu-
lorum Progressio, n. 14). It is also no-
teworthy that Gaudium et Spes (n. 70)
defined the concept of intergenerational
sustainability two decades before the
United Nations’ Brundtland Report.

Concluding remarks

Catholic Social Thought oscillates
between phases of denunciation (e.g.,
Rerum Novarum, Sollicitudo Rei So-
cialis) and phases of prophetic proposal
(e.g., Populorum Progressio, Caritas
in Veritate) [17]. Under Pope Francis,
we have witnessed both: the denuncia-
tion of an “economy that kills” and the
emergence of a new, decentralized acti-
vism within the Church, epitomized by
the Economy of Francesco initiative.
This initiative includes a renewed call
to promote bottom-up multilateralism,
as highlighted in Laudato Deum (n. 38).
A quantitative approach to CST could
undoubtedly reinforce these efforts, pro-
viding a structured framework to opera-
tionalize these moral imperatives.

NOTES

1. Target 3.7: “By 2030, ensure univer-
sal access to sexual and reproductive
health-care services, including for fa-
mily planning, information and educa-
tion, and the integration of reproducti-
ve health into national strategies and
programmes.” Target 5.6: “Ensure
universal access to sexual and repro-
ductive health and reproductive rights
as agreed in accordance with the Pro-
gramme of Action of the International
Conference on Population and Deve-
lopment and the Beijing Platform for
Action and the outcome documents of
their review conferences.”

2. Target 16.6: “Develop effective, ac-
countable and transparent institutions
at all levels”. Target 16.7: “Ensure re-
sponsive, inclusive, participatory and
representative decision-making at all
levels.”
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