
The 17 proposed SDGs emerged from the OWG’s deliberations in 
New York1 and are now being debated prior to the UN’s September 
2015 summit. The thorough drafting process greatly expanded the 
scope of the original eight Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). The SDGs – and the 169 accompanying explanatory 
paragraphs – emerged by compiling the interests of a wide range 
of UN organizational stakeholders in addition to those of 193 
member states. The 2012 Rio+20 conference pressed firmly for the 
environmental dimension to be added to the traditional economic 
and social sectors, ignoring the more comprehensive 25-year-old 
human development paradigm. Through a supply-driven process, 
the three-fold sectoral imprint is clear to see in the OWG report. 
But what if the process had started with a demand-driven approach, 
which would have reviewed the main challenges to human well-
being facing the world today, requiring global solutions, and 
evoking a set of responses centered on UN actions? Would the 
result have been the same? Are the SDGs the right goals for these 
major global challenges, today and tomorrow?

THE CHALLENGE OF CHANGE 
There are six major global challenges that are likely to shape  
our future2:

1. climate change and environmental degradation; 

2. security challenges from terrorism, crime, and the breakdown 
of national governance;

3. growing migration and mobility; 

4. new realities of financial governance;

5. consequences of technological revolutions; and

6. reduction of poverty and inequality and the promotion  
of inclusion. 

This list does not include universal education and health care,  
but these six challenges will be key to a successful SDG campaign 

in two important ways: they will reshape the landscape in 
unprecedented ways; and they will affect all countries, irrespective 
of their levels of development. If the SDGs do not anticipate 
sufficiently the magnitude of change ahead, they will not prove  
“fit for the future.” More optimistically, however, as these 
challenges can only be solved through global cooperation, they are 
at least consistent with the spirit of global partnership enshrined 
by the SDGs.

ENVIRONMENT
The inclusion of seven environment-related goals (6, 7, 11, 12, 13, 
14, 15) is the most obvious contrast with the MDGs, which expire 
at the end of 2015. This extension reflects the ambitious concept of 
“sustainable development” defined and refined at the 1992 and 2012 
UN summits in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and in 2012. The words 
“sustainable” and “sustainably” occur twelve times in the titles of 
the goals. The natural environment, and especially climate change, 
certainly has the potential to completely alter our way of life, 
irrespective of who we are or where we live. And while 
environmental challenges are global and borderless, countries and 
peoples are by no means in an equal position to cope. The poorest 
and the most vulnerable will undoubtedly suffer the most. Thus, 
managing the environment is critical to any ambition to combat 
poverty and inequality and to raise levels of development in all its 
dimensions (see Figure 1). 

The SDGs aim to attain environmental and energy objectives on 
several fronts. But environmental challenges are complex because 
of inherent trade-offs. The most critical is the conflict between 
faster economic growth, on one hand, and environmental damage 
through the depletion and degradation of resources, on the other. 
Some developing countries claim that their growth should not be 
constrained by environmental considerations. The SDGs urge 
sustainability in economic growth, industrialization, and 
infrastructure and ask developed countries to take the lead in 
sustainable consumption and production. In addition to those 
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outcome document in which the 60 paragraphs (out of 178) devoted 
to “peace and collective security” invoke all the mechanisms 
available to the world organization.3 While no targets or timetables 
appear, it led directly to several practical measures, including the 
creation of the Peacebuilding Commission and Peacebuilding 
Fund. It also had a clear call for follow-up in urging all countries 
“to consider becoming parties to the relevant international 
conventions on organized crime and corruption and, following 
their entry into force, to implement them eff ectively.”⁴

Th e proposed SDG document refers to confl ict and security briefl y 
in the Preamble but the challenge is almost completely ignored in 
the goals themselves. Th e word “peace” occurs only once, under 
goal 4, and “confl ict” only in the Preamble. Security is mentioned 
in connection with food. Only goal 16 recognizes the importance 
of peace and stability, and the need to combat violence, traffi  cking, 
corruption, and bribery. Th e language is universal: “signifi cantly 
reduce all forms of violence and related death rates everywhere.” 
But while the document singles out the least developed countries, 
landlocked, small island and African states for special attention, 
there is nothing about states that are confl ict-prone or currently at 

war. The omission may ref lect the difficulty of 
defining such states, but a straightforward 
acknowledgement could have been expected. 
Looking at the state of the world today and during 
the forthcoming SDG era, peacebuilding will be a 
growing responsibility for the UN development 
system. At its deliberations in February 2014, the 
OWG discussed conf l ic t prevent ion and 
peacebuilding, but they are absent from the SDGs. 

In short, the SDGs are not going to confront 
the need for greater security. It is time to draw a 
much more explicit distinction between weak 
states and other countries in setting targets and 
allocating resources.

MIGRATION
International migration can result in economic 
gains for both source and host countries, and the 
OWG report addresses the problems associated 
with planned migration in goal 10, on reducing 
inequality. Th e text on migration is contained in 
two sub-paragraphs: “Facilitate orderly, safe, 
regular and responsible migration and mobility 
of people, including through the implementation 
of planned and well-managed migration policies” 
(10.7); and “by 2030, reduce to less than 3 per 
cent the transaction costs of migrant remittances 
and eliminate remittance corridors with costs 
higher than 5 per cent” (10 c). Goal 8 also calls for 
protecting the labor rights of migrant workers.

Orderly migration is a substantial generator of 
earnings for many source countries, and of 
valuable labor and skills for the hosts. But beyond 
facilitating remittances and protecting labor rights, 

cited, goals 8 and 9 are also of central importance to sustainability. 
But many economic and other practical policy considerations are 
in the mix. Th ese factors, and the tensions between growth and 
environmental management remain vague.

Th ere are also trade-off s in energy. For example, large-scale energy 
generation oft en benefi ts city-dwellers at the expense of those in 
rural areas – e.g., large dams. Th e SDG response is “universal access 
to aff ordable, reliable and modern energy services” (goal 7). Again, 
we fi nd a rhetorical twist of the phrase that highlights universal 
access, but no guidance on how.

So while the SDGs are fitter for the future in giving greater 
attention to environmental and energy considerations, they gloss 
over complex interactions and trade-off s.

SECURITY
Security and peace are preconditions for development. But in a 
large number of countries, development is stymied by confl ict and 
criminality in their many forms. At the 2005 World Summit, over 
150 heads of state and government approved a comprehensive 
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Figure 1: Six Challenges and 17 SDGs: Proximate and Related Connections 
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1.End poverty in all its forms everywhere       

2.End hunger, achieve food security and improved 
nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture 

      

3.Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 
all at all ages 

      

4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 
and promote life-long learning opportunities for 
all 

      

5. Achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls 

      

6. Ensure availability and sustainable management 
of water and sanitation for all 

      

7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, 
and modern energy for all 

      

8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all 

      

9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive 
and sustainable industrialization and foster 
innovation 

      

10. Reduce inequality within and among countries       

11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable 

      

12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production 
patterns 

      

13. Urgent action to combat climate change and its 
impacts 

      

14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas 
and marine resources for sustainable 
development 

      

15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of 
terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, halt and reverse 
land degradation and halt biodiversity loss 

      

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 

      

17. Strengthen the means of implementation and 
revitalize the global partnership for sustainable 
development 
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the responsibilities of the host countries in assimilating growing 
numbers of migrants are not mentioned, despite the fact that 
immigration has become a hot political issue. More glaring is the 
omission of any references to forced migration provoked by 
conflict, economic hardship and environmental stress—all factors 
in the dramatic escalation of sea-borne migrants across the 
Mediterranean. The scale of spontaneous international migration 
and displacement now exhausts the resources of humanitarian 
organizations and is unlikely to abate. 

Within countries, the dramatic movement from rural to urban 
areas has now resulted in a global majority of city-dwellers. This 
reality is not explicitly acknowledged except to plead for upgrading 
slums, universal access to services and integrated regional 
planning. There is no mention of best and worst practices in urban 
management. The movement of people is now one of the most 
important flows of our globalizing world. The flows of goods, 
services, and money are the topic for many international 
institutions – it is surely time to be much more explicit and focused 
in managing the movement of people.

MANAGING MONEY
We are now in the “beyond aid” era of development, although 
much of the debate surrounding July’s Financing for Development 
Conference stil l assumes an increase in ODA. Since the 
Millennium Summit, there have been major changes in the patterns 
of financial flows, with a diminishing relative role for traditional 
forms of development cooperation. Aid will continue to be 
important in supporting humanitarian action and assisting fragile 
states. While total amounts of aid have risen in recent years 
(enhanced by the contributions of middle-income countries), it is 
being supplanted as an input to development by foreign direct 
investment, private capital, worker remittances, export receipts, 
taxes, and mining royalties. Dependence on aid has also 
diminished in countries that have succeeded in mobilizing more 
domestic resources. Thus, whereas development and aid tended  
to be bracketed together as indispensable partners, the narrative 
has now changed. The challenge is managing the available 
resources productively.

For many poor countries, a critical concern is capital f light, 
estimated at some $1.4 trillion per year from Africa alone.5 Capital 
flight is the “unrecorded transfer of assets from one country to 
another” and occurs both legally and illegally. Legal flight is a 
problem rooted in both developing and developed countries: weak 
domestic institutions fail to prevent the transfer of substantial 
funds to tax havens by individuals and multinational companies, 
often facilitated by Western banks.6 “Grand corruption” thrives 
under conditions of poor governance and is characteristic of 
resource-rich developing countries. Corruption on a large scale 
also has corrosive effects on a country’s institutions and is an 
incitement to opportunistic crime.7

Tackling capital flight, and focussing on financial governance 
generally, is of primordial concern to both rich and poor countries. 
Better governance would go a long way towards providing the 
means of implementation of the SDGs (goal 17). After the 

Financing for Development conference in July 2015, it is to be 
hoped that financial governance will be incorporated into the  
final version of the SDGs. Currently, the only references to 
financing in the OWG report are two statements about debt 
sustainability and the need to “mobilize additional financial 
resources for developing countries from multiple sources”—but 
again, with no mention of who or how.

TECHNOLOGY
Part of the success in the achievement of the MDGs in the health 
domain can be attributed to the dissemination of new and effective 
vaccines and drugs to fight the most common diseases. These vital 
inputs, developed in part with aid resources, are a manifestation 
of the development opportunities of new technologies. Their 
absence only underlines their importance, as for the Ebola 
pandemic. There are new technologies in fields such as renewable 
energy that provide affordable power to people outside national 
grids. Another area of promise is in information and 
communication technologies that have helped to empower  
and mobilize previously marginalized populations and led to 
innovations in such areas as banking, micro-finance, health,  
and education.

The application of new technologies is a cross-cutting factor in 
many aspects of development. The OWG report acknowledges some 
of these technological opportunities through references in several 
of the goals (see Figure 1). But the full potential of new technologies 
is understated. Equally important, the hazards are not mentioned. 
New technologies have led to growing cyber-crime that disrupts 
productive networks and leads to the fraudulent diversion of 
resources. Information and communication technologies facilitate 
the expansion of terrorist networks, trafficking of people and 
narcotics. Ironically technologies come to market faster than ever 
and are reshaping our ways of life, but we are still too slow to make 
existing technologies available to promote development and combat 
poverty. In trying to safeguard the environment and create new 
supplies of sustainable resources to meet the demand of a still fast 
growing global population, technology is one of the few ways in 
which Malthus can be defeated.

POVERTY AND INEQUALITY
Poverty eradication is appropriately listed as goal 1. While the 
report does not attach priorities, poverty is implicitly the priority 
target. We list it as the last of the six major challenges because 
poverty eradication is directly affected by the other five.

They are disruptive phenomena that exacerbate poverty and inhibit 
progress in its alleviation let alone eradication. Without action  
to overcome these challenges, goal 1 is a pipe dream. In fact, 
eradicating poverty “in all its forms everywhere” will require action 
in many other areas, which is why the final column in Figure 1 is 
blocked for all the SDG goals.

The OWG also aims at inequality, which was insufficiently reflected 
in the national and global MDG aggregates. Inequality is primarily 
the subject of goals 5 (gender inequality) and 10. Whilst this 
acknowledges the present and future importance of this challenge, 
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how the SDGs will contribute could be much clearer, especially 
when national or international inequalities are the target.

CONCLUSION
The task of defining the SDGs and means of implementation is 
unfinished. The targets will need to be further defined statistically. 
The process of drawing up national SDG strategies has scarcely 
begun and the monitoring mechanisms undecided.

However, the frame of reference for the SDGs has been provided 
by the OWG and the UN Secretary-General, whose proposal to 
cluster goals has endorsed them as a basis for ongoing negotiation.8 
Thus, if the die has not formally been cast, it is unlikely that the 
framework of the UN’s development agenda will be very different 
from the existing draft. Yet the “supply-driven” process generated 
by the OWG has provided an insufficient roadmap. Why?

First, the parameters for the OWG deliberations were too narrow, 
based on a threefold sectoral definition of development rather than 
a people-centred UN human development approach.

Second, the deliberations should have begun with a more 
comprehensive review of the major challenges and crises 
confronting the world in order to ensure that the SDGs fully 
appreciate future challenges not just current priorities.

Third, the commendably inclusive process fell back on the 
limitations of intergovernmental deliberations that, in the interests 
of achieving consensus, exclude critical issues from consideration. 

Fourth, the OWG report is a reflection of the unfortunate tendency 
in the UN to disassociate “development” from its other main pillars 
of international peace and security, human rights and 
humanitarian action.

Means other than the SDGs – under UN or other auspices - will be 
needed to address some of the most outstanding development 
obstacles.
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