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Abstract: The United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals1 play a growing significance in the work of public
libraries in Denmark. This article highlights national and
local projects, points out learnings and discusses a frame-
work for getting started working with the SDGs, including
what skills library professionals need to achieve these
goals.
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Nachhaltigkeit in Dänischen Öffentlichen Bibliotheken
Wie beeinflussen die Ziele für nachhaltige Entwicklung
ihre Arbeit?

Zusammenfassung: Die Nachhaltigkeitsziele der Verein-
ten Nationen spielen eine immer wichtigere Rolle bei der
Arbeit Öffentlicher Bibliotheken in Dänemark. Dieser Arti-
kel beleuchtet nationale und lokale Projekte, zeigt Erfah-
rungen auf und erörtert die Rahmenbedingungen für den
Einstieg in die Arbeit mit den SDGs, einschließlich der
Fähigkeiten, die Bibliothekare benötigen, um diese Ziele
zu erreichen.

Schlüsselwörter: Nachhaltigkeit; Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals; Öffentliche Bibliotheken; Dänemark

1 Introduction

This article focuses on national and local political develop-
ments addressing the United Nations Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs)2. Insights from national and local pro-
jects, large and small, are presented and required skillsets
to work with the SDGs in a library setting are discussed.

Over the last years, the SDGs have become more visi-
ble in the public debate in Denmark. They have also played
a growing significance in the agenda of the national and
local governments and how private companies communi-
cate about themselves. It has become increasingly crucial
to be aware of work with and work towards the Agenda
2030 goals. The Danish government has developed an
action plan in 2017 that describes the work ahead, centered
on the global goals.3 The updated action plan was pub-
lished just before deadline of this article. Libraries are
given an important role in the new plan:

“The Government will strengthen the libraries’ work
with and dissemination of the World Goals to make the
libraries a facilitator for the popular anchoring of the UN
World Goals. The initiative involves i.a. events on the
World Goals in libraries, a World Goals certification pro-
gram for libraries and skills development for librarians
regarding the dissemination of theWorld Goals”.4

KL (Local Government Denmark),5 the association of
the 98 Danishmunicipalities, has also developed an action
plan6 that encourages the municipalities to work with the
SDGs. Municipalities are not obliged to do this unless it is
part of national legislation. However, it would be cause
very bad publicity if a municipality or library was neither
aware of, nor worked actively with the SDGs. It would be a
sign that libraries are not aware of the changes in the world
around them.

The municipalities in Denmark fund the public li-
braries. Besides being the natural location for the popula-
tion to find information about the SDGs, libraries know
that they are apparent partners and information centers
about the SDGs and related issues. There are both local
initiatives at libraries and projects at national level – and a
lot more to come.

Many of the projects have been on hold since last year
because of the global pandemic. Some projects are
planned, but have not yet been launched. Nevertheless,
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the SDGs have a continuously more important place in
what libraries are doing, especially if measured by what is
going on currently at national level in early 2021.

Fig. 1: SDG Poster, ©United Nations

In the following, I will describe two local projects and two
national projects with the aim to inspire libraries to start
with their own SDGwork. I will also touch on new perspec-
tives of what libraries can do – not only in a Danish con-
text– toworkwith the SDGs. Iwill also point outwhat skills
librarians and information professionals need to work
towards the global development goals of theAgenda 2030.

2 National sustainability projects in
Denmark

DB20307 is a network for organizations working with the
SDGs who want to connect their work to the population via
public libraries. It is hosted within the Danish Library
Association8 and has public libraries as members. Other
members are the Danish Union of Cultural and Information
Academics,9 different think tanks, universities, and private
partners.

DB2030 hosts conferences and other learning and net-
work opportunities. The network has recently developed a
three-course learning program for librarians.10 This pro-
gram is hosted by the Danish Union of Cultural and Infor-
mation Academics. It will cover the following topics:

1. Target groups, partnerships, and communities of ac-
tion,

2. Equality and inequality,
3. Consumption and biodiversity.

The courses will be held from mid-May to mid-June 2021
and aim to give librarians concrete skills to use in their
work with the SDGs in their local setting. The intention is
to expand the program to cover more themes during the
months to follow. The modules are held online and consist
of a series of short presentations. Following these, partici-
pants are invited to take part in voluntary networking and
knowledge sharing in breakout rooms.

DB2030 also works actively on a Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals declaration positioning the library as a knowl-
edge institution and entry point to all world goals. The
library as location for information, knowledge, and facts
will form one aspect. The library as a proactive player who
can contribute to concrete actions and changes through
initiatives, facilitation, and citizen involvement will be the
other aspect. Furthermore, DB2030 has contacted the Dan-
ish government and the European Commission, urging
them to regard libraries as active partners in anchoring the
SDGs in the everyday life of Danish and European citizens.

Last but not least, DB2030 is working in a partnership
with the Danish organization CHORA to establish an SDG
certification for library buildings, based upon an already
existing certification for Danish elementary schools.

3 SDGs, elderly citizens, and
libraries

Another national level project in the making is the Danish
Think Tank’s “Libraries of the Future” project called
“SDGs, Elderly Citizens and Libraries”.11 It will run over
two years and receive over 700,000 Euro funding from the
Velux Foundations.12

In collaboration with libraries in seven municipalities
across Denmark (with plans to extend to thirty municipa-
lities), the project intends to engage senior citizens in local
communities around the SDGs. Furthermore, the scope is
to strengthen the well-being of the senior citizens by en-
abling them to contribute of making a meaningful differ-
ence, in cooperationwith others.7 https://db2030.dk/.

8 https://www.db.dk/english.
9 https://kulturoginformation.dk/.../the-danish-union-of-cultural-a
nd-information-academics.
10 https://kulturoginformation.dk/fag-og-politik/nyheder/2021/faa-
et-kompetenceloeft-og-skab-folkelig-forankring-af-verdensmaalene-
paa-dit-bibliotek.

11 https://www.fremtidensbiblioteker.dk/uploads/website/pdfer1/K
ortprojektbeskrivelse.pdf.
12 https://veluxfoundations.dk/en.
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The project is rooted in a solid interdisciplinary part-
nership between project partners from libraries, municipa-
lities, senior citizens’ organizations, researchers and or-
ganizations working with the Sustainable Development
Goals. According to the plan, it will start during the first
part of 2021.

Ravinder Kauer-Pedersen, the library manager of Bal-
lerup Public Library, one of the participating libraries,
says:

“The project is a unique opportunity to build a bridge between
generations. We see that many are ready to act towards a better
and more sustainable world. Here we have the opportunity to
turn a practice into a framework the library can use to support
local actors and help ensure public support. If we succeed, the
goal is to change citizens from a passive role concerning a com-
plex and perhaps overwhelming global agenda to active partici-
pation in local action-oriented communities.”13

4 Local examples

Many libraries are working with the SDGs, so the examples
in this article could easily have been a lot of other Danish
libraries. Unfortunately, the information on many library
web pages is a bit out of date – even if we consider the
lockdown during the corona pandemic. I have chosen the
examples of Ballerup Public Library and Aarhus Public
Library because they have a long experience with this work
and because they both have the SDGs as part of their
library strategy.

4.1 Ballerup public library

Ballerup14 has been working with the SDGs from several
perspectives since 2019. Besides being one of the partici-
pating libraries in the DB2030, as mentioned earlier, they
host a yearly festival called “The World’s Best Solutions
LIVE”15 that presents to the public different angles relating
to sustainability and the SDGs. After the festival in 2019,
they invited other Danish libraries to an event to share
their learnings. The library also has a key focus on profes-
sional development for staff centered on sustainability and
the SDGs.

Ballerup Library is one of the partners in Gro Selv,16 a
national project (“Grow yourself”) from the Danish Green
Think Tank CONCITO.17 Gro Selv is an open community of
young people who experiment with making sustainability
more tangible and practical in smaller and larger projects.
Examples are a yearly festival, workshops, events, and
fellowship around recycling, upcycling, growing, and pre-
paring sustainable food, and developing ways to take care
of the planet. They also have events for the community
centered on the SDGs and have hosted a children’s SDG
festival.

Ballerup is part of UPSCALE,18 a Nordic project about
how public libraries can be used as hubs for an upscaling
of collaborative consumption, contributing to transform-
ing into a low-emission society. Other international part-
ners include Public Library Innovation Exchange19 (PLIX)
with the theme of libraries and sustainability.

Thomas Sture Rasmussen, Development Consultant at
Ballerup Public Library, says that the SDG framework
serves as a shared language that makes it easier to estab-
lish new partnerships. This goes for the political level, the
private, and the educational sector.

4.2 Aarhus public library

In Aarhus,20 librarians started a project that shares some of
Gro Selv’s characteristics. In the beginning, it was a project
for young people to grow vegetables in a community gar-
den at the branch library in Risskov. The intention was to
create fellowships in the community, centered on sustain-
ability. The initiative has now developed into a project
open for people of all ages.

One of the learnings from the project is that goals in
sustainability often complement each other. By not only
growing the herbs and vegetables, but also eating food
together, those involved help reduce food waste. The li-
brary becomes a space for the community to work together,
to learn by getting their hands dirty, and to have an impact
at the same time.

In “Verdensrummet”, a project centered on SDG num-
ber 17 (partnerships), elementary school classes work to-
gether with local firms, other learning institutions, and the
library around the SDGs. This project will also be ex-

13 https://www.fremtidensbiblioteker.dk/verdensml-og-ldre, transl.
by the author.
14 https://bib.ballerup.dk/.
15 https://bib.ballerup.dk/nyheder/events-udstillinger/worlds-best-
solutions-live.

16 https://www.groselv.dk/.
17 https://concito.dk.
18 https://cicero.oslo.no/en/posts/projects/upscale-oppskalering-a
v-baerekraftig-deling-ved-hjelp-av-offentlige-biblioteker.
19 https://plix.media.mit.edu/.
20 https://www.aakb.dk/.
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panded to be relevant to a broader part of the public. With
a future location at DOKK1 in Aarhus, it will be a showcase
for the public where they will be able to learn more about
the SDGs.

The money the library earns from selling used books
goes into a special fund. Locals can apply for funds for
sustainability projects that make a positive difference in
Aarhus.

Some of the many events that Aarhus hosts at their
libraries are also centered on the SDGs. An example is that
Aarhus hosts repair cafes where people get help repairing
and thereby reusing things. “Aarhus wants to make the
SDGs tangible and understandable and support people’s
possibilities to make change together,” says Helene Bruhn
Schvartzman, who is leading the sustainability work at
Aarhus Public Libraries.21

Fig. 2: Repair Café at Aarhus Public Library, ©DOKK1

5 Key drivers for SDG projects

Regarding the projects mentioned above, both Aarhus and
Ballerup point out that the experiences of working in part-
nerships and connecting to the public in new ways present
critical learnings for the library. Both libraries are driven
by an eagerness to connect people and support them in
making changes that will have a positive impact on the
SDGs.

Another significant and important aspect I would like
to point out is that both libraries have in common that the
SDGs are mentioned explicitly in their library strategies.22

Both also refer to being a part of the municipalities’ strat-

egy for rolling out the SDGs to the public. As pointed out
earlier, this is not unique to the libraries mentioned in
this article. Many other libraries also mention the SDGs in
their strategies, examples being Roskilde, Hillerød and
Helsingør. Many libraries are working with the SDGs with-
out them being part of their library strategy. That could
result in the library working with a few events or a small
project, but not, in the long run, focusing on the SDGs.
Making the SDGs part of the strategy will make them part
of the organization’s DNA. That will result in the library
working towards these goals for the foreseeable future.

6 Reflections on how to do SDG
projects in public libraries

6.1 No greenwashing

According to the Cambridge Dictionary Greenwashing
means “behaviour or activities that make people believe
that a company is doing more to protect the environment
than it really is.”23 Greenwashing is often mentioned in the
Danish public debate as both an issue to be aware of and,
by all means, to avoid. It is not enough to try to fit what the
library is already doing into the SDG framework and brag
about it by putting the logo for that specific goal up in front
of you. Common sense is that you should make fundamen-
tal changes and then brag about them when you see they
are working.

6.2 How to get started with SDGs in your
library

When a new field becomes part of the core of what you do,
you always need to consider if you have the right skillset.
As SDGs become part of what libraries need to do towards
2030 – and probably for many years to come after 2030 –
we need to consider what skills are required and how to get
them.

As we can see from the examples above, especially the
SDG learning project fromDB 2030, there is already a focus
on required skillsets in Denmark. It is essential to have
these skills to make a project a success and good questions
we need to ask ourselves as both staff and leaders going
forward could be:

21 Personal e-mail to the author.
22 https://bib.ballerup.dk/sites/ballerup.ddbcms.dk/files/files/pag
e/strategi_2020-2023_k01.pdf. 23 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/greenwash.
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Do I have the required basic knowledge about the 17
SDGs and their sub-goals to work with them as part of our
coremission for the years to come?
– Who shall we partner up with and what new skills do

we need in order to work professionally with the
SDGs?

– Can I combine knowledge from the different goals so
we canmake an impact onmore than a few goals?

– How do we, as a library, reach people in our commu-
nity who are not already interested in the SDGs? In
what way canwe reach them?

– How do we inspire the community to work with us as
partners on projects within the SDG framework?

– How can we make sure that we think outside the box
regarding the SDGs and not just support the most
prominent projects?

These questions are also the ones that are behind the
research phase of the upcoming 23 Things project24 about
the SDGs, building on the award-winning format of
23 Things and 23 Mobile Things.

7 Where do we go next?

As part of all the Danish projects, it is common to focus on
partnerships with other organizations or parts of the local
community. The SDGs are global goals with the scope to
make our entire planet better and in better shape. To make
this happen we need to work together on a global, regio-
nal, and local level. There is room for more cross-regional
and cross-national projects that will connect local commu-
nities to the more extensive global community. We need to
understand the challenges in other communities to see
how we as partners can actively support the global goals
on a global level.

Sharing knowledge and re-using ideas from others in
cross-national projects and making (video) conferences to
discuss issues and solutions are exciting options for the
future. Similarly, library professionals all round the world
need many of the same skills to make an impact in their
communities and beyond.

One of the things we urgently need are learning pro-
jects on a global level about the content of the SDGs, how
can we work with them and reach the public, how to make
meaningful partnerships, and how to share the stories for
best practice. The libraries that are leaders in this field
must share as much as they can to help libraries that have

just started the journey. This could represent genuine part-
nerships across borders, leading to the changes we need
and enabling the development more sustainable commu-
nities throughout the world.

While Danish libraries are aware of it and working
seriously with the SDGs the ambition is to expand further.
A way to do this could be that more libraries make the SDG
work part of their strategies.

8 Conclusion

The article calls for international partnerships, not only on
IFLA level but also cross-border partnerships between lo-
cal public libraries. This must include expertise from peo-
ple who know about the SDGs and about working with
strategic development. The aim should be to share knowl-
edge, ideas, and best practice and develop new ideas on
how to actively support public learning about the SDGs and
the possibilities for empowering people to act towards the
goals thatwillmake the planet better for all human beings.
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