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Introduction

The global development paradigm is at a critical crossroad. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has not only exposed the vulnerabilities of 
global economies no matter their positions in the global development 

curve, but also showed the divergence the capacities of the Global North and South 
to combat the crisis. Further, the post-pandemic economic revival is not exhibitive 
of the axiomatic north-south divide. Yet, there is no denying that social security 
and the welfare state—or the lack of it in certain economies—were important in 
providing a much-needed cushion under shocks. Indeed, the pandemic has been a 
‘global common’.  

At the same time, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which have 
emerged as the cornerstone of global development governance in recent years, 
ended up the victim of this new ‘global common’. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, encompassing a shared vision of peace and prosperity for the 
planet across space and time, was adopted by all the UN member nations in 2015 
at the end of the tenure of the Millennium Development Goals. This entailed 
the global call for the adoption of the 17 SDGs that seek to reconcile sustainable 
living, distributive justice, and economic progress through the co-existence of 
equity, efficiency and sustainability principles in development governance. In 
other words, the emerging challenge of development governance should be viewed 
through the prism of reconciling the “irreconcilable trinity” of equity, efficiency, 
and sustainability (1)—a monodimensional equivalent of the Penrose Tribar (2). 
This trinity delineates what development economist Mohan Munasinghe calls the 
“discourse of sustainomics” (3).

In course of this reconciliation, the SDGs emphasise that humanity can survive 
and flourish on this planet with all other species, and are largely dependent on the 
ecosystem services provided by biodiversity. The destruction of the biodiversity 
entails losses in various provisioning and regulating services of the ecosystem and 
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raise questions on the long-term sustainability of life and livelihoods. In the process, 
SDGs stress on various equity parameters (such as ending poverty and deprivations, 
reducing inequality, improving human capital) and efficiency parameters (such as 
spurring economic growth and industrialization), all while combating the forces 
of climate change and meeting conservation goals. And the much-needed global 
partnership to realise the SDGs is espoused under SDG 17. 

The growth trajectories of the world economies have been visibly exhibiting 
convergence clubs between the developed and developing nations, essentially 
generating ‘twin-peak’ (4) development scenarios. Against this backdrop, the SDGs, 
which provide a common framework for all countries pursuing holistic long-term 
development, tends to present trade-offs, not only among the contending goals, 
but also from a trans-boundary perspective. For example, advancement on SDG 9 
(industry, innovation and infrastructure) will always have the historic tendency to 
have negative externalities on SDG 13 (climate action). Again, the adoption of ‘green 
growth’ strategies in some of the most advanced nations may have essentially left a 
negative footprint on the developing world, as these countries gradually shift their 
lower-value chain production units to the Global South. If the progress made by the 
developed world with respect to certain SDGs comes at a cost of developing nations, 
the global community is merely engaging in a zero-sum game. Moreover, having 
a common set of targets for all countries ignores the legacy of the unsustainable 
growth trajectory pursued in the past by some and also puts undue pressure on 
developing countries, substantially limiting their growth trajectories in pursuance 
of sustainable development.

The pandemic has only worsened the manifestations of these trends. Given the 
changes in societal, economic, and environmental orders due to COVID-19, the 
inherent trade-offs that affect sustainable development may be adding to the crisis; 
the complex network of inter-linkages among the SDGs and across countries will not 
allow the whole framework to function if one of them falls apart. Efforts at mitigating 
the severe fallouts of the pandemic can be synergised with achieving the SDG targets 
if countries give due consideration to sustainability (5). To meet the targets of the 
SDGs, a renewed focus and ample financing avenues from both public and private 
channels is needed. An urgent emphasis on directed policy action is needed to bring 
about the desired reforms, keeping in mind the limitations imposed by these trade-
offs. The pandemic has also caused the international political processes to change to 
advance the sustainable development agenda, as we see the digital space becoming 
the new norm. 

Amid the lack of resources, aligning policies to the SDGs may be a more difficult 
challenge for the Global South as compared to the Global North. The developed world 
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and international organisations should play a more proactive role by synergising 
their efforts with the interests of the Global South. However, to drive policy change, 
it is important that the essence of the SDGs be embraced along with tending to the 
social and economic issues arising in the aftermath of the pandemic. Embracing 
these development goals will help the world prepare better for global crises as they 
have the potential to ensure access to universal health coverage and better primary 
services, more inclusive and prosperous economies (6), and renewed environmental 
efforts and societal resilience. 

This GP-ORF volume explores the potential to alter the trade-offs existing within 
the SDGs framework into synergies considering the post-pandemic development 
priorities. The volume is divided into the three main domains that define Agenda 
2030—people, planet and prosperity.

People: Robust Processes and Better Societies

The challenges faced by the developed and the developing world with regards to 
augmenting their human and social capital is likely to vary to a great extent, primarily 
owing to the latter’s limited economic opportunities. The nature of the constraints 
faced by the two sets of countries is also very different. For example, with respect to 
food security (SDG 2), the developed world may be more concerned with ensuring 
nutritional security at large (7), while the developing countries still reel under the 
pressure to ensure food sufficiency as well as nutritional security. This section is a 
compilation of essays based on SDGs 1-6 and SDGs 16 and 17.

There is no doubt that the pandemic has dampened various developmental 
opportunities in the last two years. These range from global poverty (SDG 1), increasing 
by around 120 million (8), to women suffering a higher proportion of job losses due to 
the economic crisis (9). Here again, the effects have been disproportionately shared by 
the developing world (10). However, this also creates opportunities to make progress 
along SDG 17, forging strong public-private partnerships, and through regional 
cooperation. In India, the World Bank has been financing the provision of food and 
support to the disadvantaged classes through community kitchens and providing 
financial services (11). Against this backdrop, it is important to explore the potential 
challenges and opportunities arising within different countries’ development agenda 
while focusing on the multiple ramifications of the COVID-19 pandemic (and the 
subsequent lockdowns and curfews imposed by countries as a response) as being felt 
by people across communities.
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Planet: Synergising Enterprise, Environment and 
Communities

With reference to environmental policies allowing for the preservation of natural 
capital at sustainable levels, even while pursuing global economic growth, the 
developing world has been placed somewhat unfavourably. The pandemic and 
the response it has necessitated from governments across the world led to a large 
diversion of resources towards protecting lives and livelihoods and, subsequently, 
away from environmental protection schemes. The resource-limited developing 
world has suffered the brunt of this diversion, and there must be sufficient cognisance 
of this in the global community. This section focuses on the SDG 7 and SDGs 12-15.

In February 2021, a new strategy on adaptation to climate change (12) was adopted 
by the European Commission, promoting focus on Africa and Small Island states 
through scaled up international finance and stronger global engagement. According 
to the State of India’s Environment 2021 report (13), no state is on track to meet all 
SDGs by 2030. Budgetary allocations to the Ministry of Environment, Forests and 
Climate Change have also decreased from the previous year (14). However, certain key 
proposals such as the Green Hydrogen Energy Mission, Jal Jeevan Mission (Urban), 
Deep Ocean Mission, voluntary vehicle scrapping policy, and capital infusion to 
key agencies such as Solar Energy Corporation of India, Indian Renewable Energy 
Development Agency, Clean Air programme and Swachh Bharat Mission 2.0, need 
to be acknowledged in favour of achieving the planetary goals in the SDG framework. 

Prosperity: Of Lives and Livelihoods

The International Labour Organization has projected a loss of 90 million full time jobs 
and a decline of global labour income by 8.3 percent in 2021 (15). While employment 
in financial and insurance activities and information and communication sectors are 
seeing an increase, accommodation and food services, and the retail, manufacturing 
and construction sectors have been hit the hardest. These indicate significant decline 
in the productivity of the existing physical and human capital, which generates 
disincentives for private sector participation in augmenting these forms of capital 
further. The OECD lowered its forecast for India’s real GDP value in the fourth 
quarter of 2021 by 7.8 percent from the pre-pandemic prediction (16). The pandemic 
also saw an increase in the role of the gig economy (17), while the tech industry (18), 
which is growing at 2.3 percent year on year, could lead India’s economic recovery. 
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Even before the pandemic hit the developing countries, these economies were 
showing signs of distress and employment loss due to adverse shocks generated 
from the more advanced parts of the world. Moreover, while almost all countries 
were quick to respond to these economic fallouts by introducing fiscal and monetary 
stimulus, the average figures were significantly lower (19) for the developing world. 
This is expected to create a lasting and sustained impact on the growth trajectory of 
these nations unless the trade-offs and synergies existing among the countries within 
the SDGs framework are utilised effectively to further economic growth, job recovery 
and reduced inequalities, albeit with sustained international support. This section is 
a compilation of essays on SDGs 8-11.

Conclusion 

The ‘decade of action’ must now be seen as the ‘decade in action’. The onset of the 
pandemic has impeded the progress on many goals and has led to a regression (rather 
than progression) of what was achieved. The challenges of meeting the goals were 
already quite steep, and the pandemic has only made it more difficult. There are two 
ways forward—spurring up action or readjusting the timeline. The post-pandemic 
economic recovery has been a challenge for many governments. They must now 
consider if the neo-Keynesian responses are going to prevail as they did during the 
pandemic, or if governments will need to act as enabling institutions to spur the 
market forces. The neo-Keynesian response has fallouts in the forms of presuuring 
the governmental exchquer. Therefore, the policy response from the perspective of 
better developmental governance at all levels (global, national, meso, and micro) 
needs to be one that creates enabling conditions for concerted efforts from all 
possible stakeholders (government, non-governmental institutions, the corporate 
sector, and civil society) to meet the goals within this ‘decade in action’. The essays 
in this volume also further this idea through the creation of a more integrated and 
transdisciplinary framework. 

The authors acknowledge Rohith Vishwanath and Aritrika Chowdhury for their 
research assistance.
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The Indian subcontinent and its neighbourhood are globalising. 
Economists believe that under benign conditions, it is an axiom that 
trade helps both parties, but this is not always true. In a festschrift on 

Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal (1), this author wrote:

“...Myrdal was the only strong critic of Trade Dominated Development Theory, in 
addition to the late Raul Prebisch in the late Sixties of the last century. The Values 
of the Washington Consensus, which Myrdal had analysed brilliantly in his critical 
book on Value and Social Theory” are in fact opposed to that interpretation.

This paper is in that tradition. It discusses trade and its effect on South Asian farmers, 
particularly on income and food security concerns. 

Changing Position on Trade and Agriculture 

In late March 2018, India’s Trade Minister Suresh Prabhu made a very important 
statement during a World Trade Organization (WTO) brainstorming session: “While 
some of the new issues being raised by others may also be of relevance to India, [it is] 
existing issues such as agriculture are critical livelihood issues which are extremely 
important for India” (2).

With this statement, India, which has played a leadership role in South Asia’s global 
agricultural trade policy position, modified a position that it, South Asia and the 
G77 had held for decades in agricultural globalisation debates. To understand what 
caused this change, it is necessary to go back. The larger context of globalisation in 
which trade takes place needs to be set as the backdrop in which India played a role 
in the world and its current marginalised position since the outcomes will depend on 
the functioning of global markets. 
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In South Asia, the food security angle is still compelling. The WTO’s proposed 
restrictions on India’s initiatives on food security are also sourced from its India 
pundits who work as experts with governments. For poor households in South Asia, 
two things matter—employment and rations at a subsidised price. 

The angst against food security stems from a political economy viewpoint. Studies by 
the Food and Agriculture Organization on poverty removal, where subsidised grains 
are modelled with a price support programme, demonstrate the viability of a two-
track approach if government budgets can support them. In India, this modelling 
originated in the Sardar Patel Institute (3). The opposite counterfactual uses the 
same general equilibrium modelling, with lower prices hurting agricultural incomes 
and food purchases and calories falling. 

A little history of the WTO’s opposition to price support programmes is informative. 
The original World Bank studies by Garry Purcell and Ashok Gulati (4) had argued 
that India taxes its agriculture, an assessment often used in the debates. But in this 
century, it can no longer be said that India taxes its agriculture while also asking it 
to cut down its subsidies. Indeed, Purcell and the World Bank changed their stance 
to say that no anti-agriculture bias existed and India did subsidise its agriculture (5). 
Statements of the following kind became common: Mary Whelan, chairing India’s 
trade policy review, said: “Concerns were expressed over subsidies for agricultural 
products and inputs, which have contributed to large grain stocks and export 
restrictions on agricultural goods” (6).

Gulati and colleagues subsequently fell in line and in 2005 admitted: “We report 
less disprotection of Indian agriculture in the 1990’s than in earlier studies” (7). The 
present argument, supposedly pro-agriculture and anti-consumption for the poor 
subsidies, is a fallback to those World Bank studies, and the attack is on food security.

The WTO picks up the old Indian general equilibrium calculations. In these 
arguments, poverty goes down by agricultural investment more than by food security 
entitlements. This happens because in these models, agricultural investment and 
food security are not provided, and one is forced to choose between them (Gulati says 
it is dumb to give food subsidies (8)). Agricultural growth reduces poverty, but a lot of 
the poor remain. Why not avoid the terrible choice and have both more agricultural 
investment and some food subsidies for the starving?

It is now being said that South Asian economies are ‘middle-income countries’, and 
poverty is eliminated or nearly so with economic reform. A research report presented 
to the Indian government says that World Bank studies show a large decrease in 
poverty in India (9), (10). These contrast with Indian studies that do not show such 
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a large decline in poverty. This is an interesting finding, but it needs some discussion 
because of its importance for policymaking. This issue is important in terms of 
growth and redistribution strategies. The findings are based on World Bank Poverty 
norms stated as ‘X dollars per person per day in purchasing power parity prices 
(PPP) in a particular year’. There is an interesting history to the origin and use of 
these estimates.

Indian estimates of poverty are based on minimum nutritional requirements in terms 
of calorie intake per person per day based on what is called the ‘Akroyd scale’.  This 
goes back to estimates presented in the 1970s by a task force chaired by this author 
(11). Subsequently, an attempt was made to add social needs to such requirements. 
The World Bank announced its first estimate of poverty with a ‘one dollar per person 
per day’ norm applied across countries and used PPP rates rather than exchange 
rates. Interestingly, the World Bank justified the usage of the ‘one dollar’ requirement 
norms as being equal to the Indian minimum nutritional calorie requirement norms. 
Even then it was pointed out that if purchasing power parity was worked out at US 
prices, Indian urban poverty was estimated at a very high figure. 

PPP prices create a very special problem because they are based on market exchange 
rate calculations, which are based on weights between countries that are estimated 
by their trade structure in terms of the commodity spread of exports and imports. 
This has nothing to do with the consumption pattern of poor people but creates 
considerable difficulties of a conceptual nature. Trade weights are not the weights of 
the consumption pattern of poor people and, as such, purchase parity norms can give 
weird results. For instance, such norms earlier showed that more than two-thirds of 
Indians in urban areas were poor, and now show that there is little poverty in India. 
The norms were wrong then and may be wrong now as well.  

Poverty in South Asia has been declining, according to all estimates, which has been 
happening gradually over the last four decades (particularly in Bangladesh). But only 
the very brave like the World Bank and economists working with or advising the 
government (12) will say that poverty has been nearly eliminated. The focus must 
remain in the real world and on the poor farmers.

Food security and farmer support programmes must be protected. This would 
then provide the basis for the no challenge clause that commerce ministers have 
reportedly been working on to defend public stock holding in the green box over 
the ten percent subsidy limits. This is important if South Asia wants to escape the 
trap of the so-called peace clause—Article 13 of the WTO Agreement in Agriculture 
(AOA), which protects a country’s food procurement program against WTO action, 
subject to certain conditions being met—of four or eight years, giving up the eventual 
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abolition of hunger over temporary relief from the global grain cartels. The problem 
is more severe as the food security laws in South Asia provide for non-grain subsidies 
to the real poor, such as a glass of milk to the poor lactating mother. It should be easy 
to establish a knowledge network to support the no challenge position against the 
line against food security (13). 

It is important to take a stand because models that support agriculture without any 
nuance on the size of farmers are like Trojan horses. A consistent stand is essential 
since—as the DG of WTO, a friend from another developing country, pointed out—
the opposition will press for trade facilitation, and our bargaining space will get to 
be narrower.

The Traditional Indian Argument

According to G.S. Bhalla (14), the avowed objective of the AOA was to create a free 
multilateral trade regime. The aim was to eliminate or considerably reduce obstacles 
to market access, including restrictions, controls and high tariff walls; to eliminate or 
considerably reduce domestic support; and to streamline the export subsidy regime. 
But the provisions of the AOA, the modalities adopted for making the reduction 
commitments, and the way these were translated into specific commitments all 
suffered from serious limitations. India played a role as a concept builder and 
strategist for developing countries. 

First, in market access, in the choice of the base year period of 1986-1989, prices 
were extremely low, and this enabled developed countries to get away with much 
higher than the true tariff equivalents. Second, most major players indulged in dirty 
tariffication that enabled them to come to higher figure base tariff equivalents by 
as much as 61 percent for the European Economic Community and 44 percent by 
the US. Because of dirty tariffication, developed countries retained very high tariffs 
for highly protected commodities such as dairy and sugar products. This resulted in 
the continuation of extensive border protection for several high-value agricultural 
commodities. On the other hand, oil seeds, fruits, and vegetables, which were 
less protected, were further liberalised (15). This policy proved deleterious to the 
interests of developing countries like India. Third, the method of making an average 
reduction in tariffs enabled the developed countries to make minimum reductions 
(of 15 percent) on highly protected sensitive items and much larger reductions in 
non-competitive products with low tariffs. The administration of tariff-rate quotas 
by developed countries was also discriminatory.
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The policy bind plaguing India is a difficult one, even if the arguments are not 
ideologically anti-trade or those of a lack of policy interest. If a feasible alternate 
transitional policy set exists, a sensible approach will be to try to establish a roadmap 
of economic policies for a few major crops first. This author argued that it was the 
only logical course in a liberalising economy, else agriculture would be left out of the 
process of reform with serious negative consequences (16). Economist Lance Taylor 
described a multifaceted price system (MPS) as a “transition from an administered 
towards a market regime”; he said the “homely virtues [of MPS] are perhaps 
becoming more evident” by citing the Polish and Indian examples and commended 
India for “developing effective multi-tiered pricing systems for their nationalized 
firms and even in agriculture” (17). In a review of the post-socialist transition from a 
global development economics point of view, Taylor said that MPS policy has a level 
playing objective, such that the transition to a global economy is knowledge-based 
and without avoidable human costs.

This author has argued that a framework of a similar kind should be evoked for the 
agricultural sector (18). It is important to develop a roadmap for principal crops 
that are not based on historical costs but on opportunity costs at the margin so that 
technological progress and South Asia’s inherent competitive advantages (good 
soils, the sun and monsoons) are given free rein to play. The capital costs for such 
an economy at the margin will be higher than historical costs. But current output 
costs will be lower per unit of output, although they will again require larger working 
capital requirements (see Table 1 for an illustrative set of policies for paddy).

Using the 1999/2000 cost of cultivation data for paddy in Punjab, it was found that 
the average cost of cultivation per hectare was INR 21,119, ranging between INR 
13,077 and INR 51,310 with a coefficient of variation of 27.06 percent. This is the 
range within which market intervention will fix a price. Of 30 tehsils (local unit 
of administrative division) for which data was collected, 14 had higher costs than 
the state average. But there was no information on if the costs were higher due to 
technical superiority or poor natural resource endowments. Tehsil-level irrigation 
data was available, and it suggested that poorly endowed water tehsils in southwest 
Punjab had higher irrigation costs—the average cost per kilo of paddy was INR 
3.84, and could range between INR 2.24 and INR 18.12 per kilo. In areas with per 
hectare costs higher than the state average, three had per kilo costs lower than the 
state average. These tehsils also had per hectare seed costs higher than the state 
average, suggesting a possible technical superiority. The existing policies include no 
allowances for higher capital costs and internalisation of technological superiority. 
The data highlights the problem, but without access to capital costs at a level of 
disaggregation, it was difficult to develop a long-range numerical marginal cost 
framework.
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Data from a watershed project on the river Pravara in Maharashtra was used to build 
a crude yet working example to illustrate the ideas being advocated. The LRMC 
principle requires the capital cost to be worked out in real and not accounting terms, 
and the current costs to be worked out for the efficient technology. The desirable 
economic profiles for paddy were worked out under two assumptions: an interest 
rate for long term investments of 7.25 percent, which would follow from the then 
stated monetary policy announcement, if operationalised on the field; and the then 
existing business-as-usual (BAU) rate of 14.5 percent. Similarly, the interest rate 
for working capital was ideally 9.75 percent and a BAU rate of 19.5 percent. The 
outcomes are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Example of Normative Price Calculations

S. 
No

Cost Item Normative Monetary 
Policy

BAU

1. Return on Net Worth 77.30 77.30

2. Return on Term Loan 27.05 54.10

3. Interest on Working Capital 26.00 52.00

4. Depreciation 129.26 129.26

5. Input Cost 400.00 400.00

6. Total 659.61 712.66

INR 0.55, or about 8 percent of the normative price, could be shaved off with a more 
appropriate monetary policy. If the tariff policy assumptions were not made, the 
required price was INR 7.13 per kilo.

Tax and monetary policy reform could account for around 23 percent of the fiscal 
cost of the package as compared to a price support programme alone.

There is a strong case for multilateral trade liberalisation and a reduction of tariffs 
on all commodities, including agricultural. It is, however, difficult to make a 
convincing case for unilateral liberalisation in the matter of agricultural tariffs, as 
some Indian experts do on welfare arguments of cheaper commodity availability. 
This is because developed countries kept tariff ceilings very high and, more 
importantly, because agriculture received huge subsidies. This author argued that, 
along with other developing countries, India should link the reduction of tariffs with 
overall negotiations on easing market access by the developed countries, including 
a reduction in domestic and export subsidies. Further, India could also argue for 
a higher level of protection under the special and differential treatment clause to 
meet exigencies like a flood of imports. India did ask for “the availability of Safeguard 
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mechanism under AoA to the developing countries alone when this is eliminated for 
the developed countries that are exclusively enjoying it at present” (19).

India also proposed to the WTO that all direct payments, decoupled income support 
and income insurance and income safety-net programmes, and direct payments 
under production limiting programmes should be included in the non-product 
specific aggregate measurement of support and should be subject to a reduction 
commitment as per the AoA. India’s other suggestions were that product-specific 
support provided to low-income resource-poor farmers be excluded from the AMS 
calculations, and that total domestic support should be brought down below the de 
minimis level within three years by developed countries and five years by developing 
countries.  

Agricultural Growth and Hunger

The issue is not of grain but access. One needs money to buy food, even if farmers 
produce it and shops have it. Agricultural growth is needed not to grow grain but 
to create a widespread source of income. When many people live in rural areas, as 
in India, only widespread agricultural growth can trigger broad-based rural growth, 
and this is the only guarantee to reducing hunger. The State can feed a few people, 
and it certainly must do so. The really starving are the destitute. Women-headed 
households, disabled wage earners and the old must all be given grain. Poor girl 
children must be given free meals to keep them in school, and poor pregnant women 
and lactating mothers must get the assistance they need. There are also sharply 
defined geographical pockets of starvation, placed there by the atrocities of man on 
nature and the environment. But on a mass scale, no government can do the task, 
and thus countries must grow so that there is work and people earn and can buy food. 
(20) 

Paradoxically, to grow on a widespread basis, grain growth must slow down more 
than in the past. Generally, the pattern is that non-grain crops grow faster than grain 
crops, animal husbandry and fish. Diversification is key, and incomes will grow fast 
in response to demand changes. But it may not happen fast enough. Reform and 
investment in rural infrastructure are needed, although it will be difficult to achieve 
since the rural economy is complex (21). 

This stance has a historical background to India’s and South Asia’s WTO negotiations. 
Two further arguments have a history (22). This was the perception that India never 
had a trade strategy and that the scope for intervention in agricultural markets was 
limited by the fiscal crunch. There was an element of force in these arguments that are 
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yet to be used for trade negotiations. The export strategy in South Asia in the 1970s 
of “supply planning” and an “appropriate system of incentives” gave way in the mid-
1980s to export set-offs, such as those of South Korea. Imports of edible oil, grains, 
and wage goods have been a part of policy since the mid-1970s. More generally, as 
agricultural policy moved from the emphasis on grain self-sufficiency in the 1970s 
to diversification in the early 1980s and a resource-based agro-climatic strategy by 
the late 1980s, the role of regional specialisation and trade became more explicit. It 
has been argued that agricultural diversification in large countries is basically driven 
by domestic demand (23). International trade would also hasten the process (24). 
This followed from trade theory and was welcomed (25). It has also been argued that 
the trading agricultural agro-climatic regions were also those that had more often 
than not followed sustainable land and water development policies (26). The fiscal 
argument is overdone since the intervention in agricultural markets should be only 
at the margin, in some regions and in particular contexts, and in any case, tariff, tax 
and monetary policy instruments were also available. 

There was, therefore, considerable synergy seen in trade, diversification, and 
sustainable development. In agro-climatic literature, for example, economists and 
policymakers supported the recommendations of studies on diversification and 
agricultural markets (27). Scholars have also argued that South Asia can impose 
high tariffs if it wants to (28). These are contentious issues in any negotiation, as the 
comments in Trade Policy Reviews highlight. The arguments made previously keep 
being repeated. Thus, in the 2002 Trade Policy Review, Canada “noted that many 
tariffs remained high, and hoped that high tariff and non-tariff barriers would not 
impede access to high quality and competitively priced imported goods for Indian 
consumers” (29). Switzerland argued that “the rather large proportion of unbound 
tariff lines as well as the gap between bound and applied rates provided scope for 
uncertainty, and diminished the predictability needed by economic operators.” 
Japan “thought that India’s tariff was a bit too high” (30). The EU stated that “there 
was still a need to cut down the high number of rates and to simplify the complex 
tariff structure” (31). New Zealand “was concerned about the increase in the 
average MFN tariff from 35% in 1997/98 to 41% in 2001/02. New Zealand also had 
reservations about the extent of tariff escalation on agricultural forestry imports” and 
it “looked forward to working with India in the relevant negotiations to address some 
of these issues” (32). The US “asked about India’s plan to simplify its tariff and excise 
structure, and to reduce rates, which were prohibitively high” and even Norway 
wanted tariff simplification to “cover fish and fish products, and hoped it would do 
so at the lower levels” (33). When the US administration commented adversely on 
India at the 2017 Buenos Aires Ministerial Meeting, it was following a long tradition. 
But then again, former US President Donald Trump’s trade war gave India space for 
tariff raising (34). 
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Some economists and policymakers, on the other hand, keep on repeating earlier 
arguments in a mechanical way, without appreciating that now the arguments are 
that: South Asia does not discriminate against agriculture as much as it did in the 
past; there is a new playing field in the case of rice and wheat; it subsidises agriculture 
in a big way; and that such subsidies will always be up for discussion in the next 
round.

A version of this paper was presented by the author at the Durgabai Deshmukh Memorial Lecture 2021 
and was titled ‘The Janus Face of Agricultural Policies, Kisans and Sethias: Local and Global’. 
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L 
 
esbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) people face 
many economic challenges, whether they live in high-income, middle-
income, or low-income countries. It is no exaggeration to say that 

all countries are developing countries when it comes to LGBTI people’s rights and 
broad inclusion. LGBTI advocates and researchers in many countries have been 
making visible what is often invisible—economic inequalities created by exclusionary 
practices in markets, political spaces, and social settings (1). This essay outlines some 
of the synergies and barriers for addressing those inequalities in the context of the 
sustainable development agenda. LGBTI people have much to gain from broader 
inclusion, and they have much to contribute to economic development when given 
the opportunity. 

On balance, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development offers hope to LGBTI 
people, even as it perpetuates their invisibility. Calls for equality pervade the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), emphasising the accompanying pledge 
“that no one will be left behind” (2). For example, SDG 5 calls for gender equality and 
the empowerment of women and girls, and SDG 10 calls for reducing inequality and 
promoting “the social, economic, and political inclusion for all, irrespective of age, 
sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion, or economic or other status.” Although 
left unnamed in the 2030 Agenda, LGBTI people have read their inclusion into 
these goals. The category of “women and girls” should include lesbian, bisexual, and 
transgender women. And as in the past on many human rights issues, it is possible 
to use the “or other status” umbrella and “no one left behind” promise to argue for 
LGBTI inclusion more broadly, since LGBTI people are shut out of many sectors 
covered by the SDGs (3).

While the quality and quantity of data on LGBTI people varies across countries, 
research conducted by academics, government agencies, and LGBTI civil society 
organisations confirm the general economic exclusion of LGBTI people in all 
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countries studied (4). In many countries, LGBTI people report on surveys that they 
have experienced discrimination or unfair treatment in the workplace. Experiments 
in several countries have found that LGBTI applicants are less likely than identically 
qualified heterosexual people to be invited to interview for jobs in countries as diverse 
as Sweden, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, the US, and Greece. Gay and bisexual men 
earn less than comparable heterosexual men, a gap that is consistent across many 
countries. This sort of economic inequality contributes to the high rates of poverty 
of LGBTI people seen in many studies. Economic barriers are compounded by poor 
treatment in educational settings and the health effects of stigma, violence, and 
discrimination. The COVID-19 pandemic appears to have deepened the harms from 
exclusion, according to some qualitative and quantitative studies (5). 

Strategies to Overcome Barriers 

To overcome these barriers, LGBTI people and their organisations are using several 
general strategies in many countries—pursuing the enactment of human rights 
protections into law; organising to influence policymakers and decision-makers in 
important sectors (such as local and multinational businesses, the education sector, 
healthcare, and others); creating direct programmes to improve the economic 
livelihoods of LGBTI people; and creating the organisations, evidence, and ideas 
needed to push the inclusion agenda forward. These strategies can be found in some 
form in most countries, regardless of income level, and they are both standalone and 
ometimes linked to the SDGs. But it is important to understand how progress differs 
in low/middle-income and high-income countries.

Consider the question of formal legal rights. In the 1960s, the legal rights of 
homosexuals, as they were then mostly known, were sparse in all parts of the world 
(6). Over the next half-century, legal rights for LGBTI people grew much more 
rapidly in high-income countries. Richer countries increasingly have decriminalised 
homosexuality and being gender non-conforming, added legal protections against 
discrimination in employment and other settings, and legally recognised the chosen 
family relationships of LGBTI people. Currently, 31 countries allow (or will soon 
allow) same-sex couples to marry, including high-income and, increasingly, middle-
income countries. At the same time, around 70 countries—mostly low-income 
countries and some high-income countries in the West Asia and North Africa 
region—still criminalise private, consensual same-sex activity (7).

Also, a worrying trend is visible mainly in low-income countries (but also parts of 
the US and EU) that have seen a backlash against LGBTI rights. That backlash can 
take the form of efforts to require discrimination and to enhance criminalisation 
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of political and social dimensions of being LGBTI. Public opinion surveys also 
demonstrate that developing countries tend to have lower levels of social acceptance 
of LGBTI people than high-income countries, and acceptance levels have declined 
for many low-income countries over the last decade (8). 

At least two reasons have been offered for this correlation of LGBTI rights and 
public opinion with national income. One argues that as countries get richer and 
move beyond concerns about basic subsistence, they become less tied to traditional 
beliefs and authorities and more open to individual rights (9). The other perspective 
is the “economic case for LGBTI equality,” which suggests that LGBTI inclusion 
itself contributes to economic development. It is not surprising that inclusion 
would help reduce the income gaps, health disparities, and school bullying that 
harm the wellbeing of LGBTI people around the world. The novel connection of the 
“economic case” is how inclusion boosts the whole economy by enhancing human 
capital (education and health, in particular), reducing inefficient discrimination, and 
recognising the importance and power of diversity (10).

While it is likely that both proposed explanations contribute to the correlation 
between LGBTI rights and GDP, the “economic case” constitutes one of the new 
ideas being used by businesses, LGBTI advocates and others to push for more 
inclusion, including formal rights in developing economies. Economic arguments 
for equality have fueled new strategies to win nondiscrimination laws and marriage 
equality in high-income countries. The argument has been brought to developing 
countries by studies that have estimated the (partial) cost of LGBTI exclusion in 
several developing or emerging countries. Starting with India, a World Bank study 
found a loss of as much as 1 percent of GDP just from employment discrimination 
and health disparities. Later studies in the Philippines, Kenya, and South Africa also 
found a cost of exclusion to the order of 1 percent or more of GDP (11). From this 
perspective, LGBTI inclusion has important synergies with the 2030 Agenda both 
in terms of reducing inequality and contributing more broadly to macroeconomic 
growth that benefits all people. 

At a micro level, LGBTI people and organisations in developing countries are 
also pursuing direct efforts to improve the skills, livelihoods, employment, and 
entrepreneurship opportunities for LGBTI people (12). India has seen more public 
effort in this direction than other countries, with new opportunities for LGBTI 
people in education, skills training, job searches, and entrepreneurship created 
by government programmes as well as community-led projects (13). Much less 
evidence exists for these individual-level approaches in high-income countries, 
where efforts to encourage large companies to be more inclusive of LGBTI people 
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are the predominant strategy to improve opportunities. This difference highlights 
the need to think about different inclusion strategies for economies with a large 
informal sector than for those with more organised, regular employment structures. 
Many possible strategies are complementary in both developing and high-income 
countries, such as the human rights arguments for inclusion and the economic case 
for equality. 

Data to Catalyse Inclusion

The SDGs also highlight another need related to LGBTI people—data for monitoring 
progress and for designing evidence-based practices to expand inclusion. Recognising 
this need, the UN Development Programme has led a process to develop a global 
LGBTI Inclusion Index to give countries their own measurement of inclusion of LGBTI 
people in health, education, economic wellbeing, personal security and violence, and 
political and civic participation (14). The 51 indicators included in the index measure 
both legal rights and opportunities along with the lived experience of LGBTI people. 
Countries could use their own index values to track progress internally and to make 
external comparisons. The index is being piloted in 2022 in a subset of countries.  

Implementing the LGBTI Inclusion Index will require several kinds of data, not all 
of which are commonly available right now. Data on legal rights exists on many of 
the policies included as indicators, but little is known about the implementation of 
nondiscrimination efforts, another set of indicators. Data on the lived experience of 
LGBTI people is especially rare, however, and what exists is often not comparable 
across countries. 

Some progress is taking place as national statistics offices begin to include questions 
on sexual orientation and gender identity on national surveys. But here again, there 
is a divergence between high-income and lower-income countries. The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) reports that 19 high-income 
countries are collecting data on sexual orientation in at least one of their national 
surveys, and three include some questions about gender identity (15). Outside of 
the OECD, Ecuador, Peru, and India are notable pioneers in collecting data on 
at least some subgroups of the broad LGBTI community. The LGBTI Inclusion 
Index is also intended to catalyse countries’ efforts to expand data collection and 
inclusion of sexual orientation, gender identity, and sex characteristics questions 
on national surveys. 
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Conclusion

These three issues—economic inequality and exclusion, formal legal rights, and 
data—are closely connected to fulfilling the SDG mandate to “leave no one behind”. 
Without better data, it is difficult to convince decision-makers and other stakeholders 
that they need to be more inclusive of LGBTI people and to provide more economic 
opportunities. Without formal rights, it may be harder to convince governments that 
statistical inclusion is essential. High-income and lower-income countries can learn 
from each other about the legal and economic strategies that can improve economic 
inclusion for LGBTI people in all countries. 

Endnotes

(1) M.V. Lee Badgett, The Economic Case for LGBT Equality: Why Fair and Equal 
Treatment Benefits Us All, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2020) 

(2) United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs: Division for Sustainable 
Development Goals, “Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development,” United Nations, https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda.

(3) Jeffrey O’Malley and Andreas Holzinger, The Sustainable Development Goals: Sexual 
and Gender Minorities, United Nations Development Programme, 2018, https://
www.undp.org/publications/sexual-and-gender-minorities; Elizabeth Mills, “Leave 
No One Behind’: Gender, Sexuality and the Sustainable Development Goals”, Institute 
of Development Studies, October 1, 2015, https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/
leave-no-one-behind-gender-sexuality-and-the-sustainable-development-
goals/#:~:text=Report-,’Leave%20No%20One%20Behind’%3A%20Gender%2C%20
Sexuality,and%20the%20Sustainable%20Development%20Goals&text=In%20an%20
unprecedented%20move%20to,Development%20Goal%20(MDG)%20framework; 
Andrew Park and Lucas Ramon Mendos, “For All: The Sustainable Development Goals 
and LGBTI People”, RFSL, 2019, https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.23989.73447 

(4) Marieka Klawitter, “Meta-Analysis of the Effects of Sexual Orientation on Earnings,” 
Industrial Relations: A Journal of Economy and Society 54, no. 1 (2015): 4–32, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/irel.12075; Marie-Anne Valfort, “LGBTI in OECD Countries: A 
Review”, OECD Social, Employment and Migration Working Papers, No. 198 (Paris: 
OECD Publishing, 2017) https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/d5d49711-en; Badgett, The 
Economic Case for LGBT Equality: Why Fair and Equal Treatment Benefits Us All; 
M. V. Lee Badgett, Christopher S. Carpenter, and Dario Sansone, “LGBTQ Economics,” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives 35, no. 2(2021): 141-170, http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/
jep.35.2.141 

https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.undp.org/publications/sexual-and-gender-minorities
https://www.undp.org/publications/sexual-and-gender-minorities
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/leave-no-one-behind-gender-sexuality-and-the-sustainable-development-goals/#:~:text=Report-,'Leave No One Behind'%3A Gender%2C Sexuality,and the Sustainable Development Goals&text=In an unprecedented move to,Development Goal (MDG) framework
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/leave-no-one-behind-gender-sexuality-and-the-sustainable-development-goals/#:~:text=Report-,'Leave No One Behind'%3A Gender%2C Sexuality,and the Sustainable Development Goals&text=In an unprecedented move to,Development Goal (MDG) framework
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/leave-no-one-behind-gender-sexuality-and-the-sustainable-development-goals/#:~:text=Report-,'Leave No One Behind'%3A Gender%2C Sexuality,and the Sustainable Development Goals&text=In an unprecedented move to,Development Goal (MDG) framework
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/leave-no-one-behind-gender-sexuality-and-the-sustainable-development-goals/#:~:text=Report-,'Leave No One Behind'%3A Gender%2C Sexuality,and the Sustainable Development Goals&text=In an unprecedented move to,Development Goal (MDG) framework
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/leave-no-one-behind-gender-sexuality-and-the-sustainable-development-goals/#:~:text=Report-,'Leave No One Behind'%3A Gender%2C Sexuality,and the Sustainable Development Goals&text=In an unprecedented move to,Development Goal (MDG) framework
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.23989.73447
https://doi.org/10.1111/irel.12075
https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/d5d49711-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/jep.35.2.141
http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/jep.35.2.141


34

People: Robust Processes and Better Societies

(5) OutRight Action International, Vulnerability Amplified: The Impact of the COVID-19 
Pandemic on LGBTIQ People, 2020, https://outrightinternational.org/content/
vulnerability-amplified-impact-covid-19-pandemic-lgbtiq-people; Henrique Pereira et 
al., “Psychosocial Impacts of COVID-19 Pandemic on Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual People 
Living in Portugal and Brazil—A Qualitative Study,” Journal of Psychosexual Health 3, 
no. 2 (2021): 146–59, https://doi.org/10.1177/26318318211017466

(6) M.V. Lee Badgett, Kees Waaldijk, and Yana van der Meulen Rodgers, “The Relationship 
between LGBT Inclusion and Economic Development: Macro-Level Evidence,” World 
Development 120 (2019): 1–14, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.03.011 

(7) Lucas Ramon Mendos et al., State-Sponsored Homophobia 2020: Global Legislation 
Update, Geneva, International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association, 
2020, https://ilga.org/state-sponsored-homophobia-report 

(8) M V Lee Badgett, Andrew Park, and Andrew Flores, Links Between Economic 
Development and New Measures of LGBT Inclusion, Los Angeles, CA, The Williams 
Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2018, https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-
content/uploads/GDP-and-LGBT-Inclusion-April-2018.pdf; Andrew R. Flores, Social 
Acceptance of LGBTI People in 175 Countries and Locations 1981 to 2020, Los Angeles, 
CA, The Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2021, https://williamsinstitute.law.
ucla.edu/publications/global-acceptance-index-lgbt/ 

(9) Ronald F. Inglehart, “Changing Values among Western Publics from 1970 
to 2006,” West European Politics 31, no. 1–2 (2008): 130–46, https://doi.
org/10.1080/01402380701834747 

(10) Badgett, The Economic Case for LGBT Equality: Why Fair and Equal Treatment 
Benefits Us All

(11) Badgett, The Economic Case for LGBT Equality: Why Fair and Equal Treatment 
Benefits Us All. In addition, the organization Open For Business has conducted studies 
finding a similar sized economic benefit of LGBTI inclusion for the Czech Republic, 
the Caribbean, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan, all available at 
https://open-for-business.org/reports

(12) M.V. Lee Badgett, Katya Burns, Pawan Dhall, and Claire Gheerebrant, Identifying 
Effective Strategies to Improve Livelihoods of LGBTI People, 2021, https://static1.
squarespace.com/static/5ea8b30ef6cf00375e8df429/t/6213bf7bac1b5635ccf62f
2f/1645461372476/Badgett+et+al+LGBT+Strategies+Paper+Dec+2021.pdf 

(13) National AIDS Control Organization and United Nations Development Programme, 
Skilling for Livelihood Opportunities for Transgenders in India, NACO and UNDP, 
2017, https://www.in.undp.org/content/india/en/home/library/poverty/skilling-and-
livelihoods-for-transgender-community.html; All Manipur Nupi Maanbi Association 
et al., Guidelines for Economic Inclusion of Gender and Sexual Minorities in India 
Beyond the Corporate World, Kolkata, India, 2019, https://vartagensex.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/Economic-Inclusion-Kol-Cnslttn-2019-Report-Final.pdf 

https://outrightinternational.org/content/vulnerability-amplified-impact-covid-19-pandemic-lgbtiq-people
https://outrightinternational.org/content/vulnerability-amplified-impact-covid-19-pandemic-lgbtiq-people
https://doi.org/10.1177/26318318211017466
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.03.011
https://ilga.org/state-sponsored-homophobia-report
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/GDP-and-LGBT-Inclusion-April-2018.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/GDP-and-LGBT-Inclusion-April-2018.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/global-acceptance-index-lgbt/
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/global-acceptance-index-lgbt/
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402380701834747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402380701834747
https://open-for-business.org/reports
https://open-for-business.org/reports
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ea8b30ef6cf00375e8df429/t/6213bf7bac1b5635ccf62f2f/1645461372476/Badgett+et+al+LGBT+Strategies+Paper+Dec+2021.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ea8b30ef6cf00375e8df429/t/6213bf7bac1b5635ccf62f2f/1645461372476/Badgett+et+al+LGBT+Strategies+Paper+Dec+2021.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ea8b30ef6cf00375e8df429/t/6213bf7bac1b5635ccf62f2f/1645461372476/Badgett+et+al+LGBT+Strategies+Paper+Dec+2021.pdf
https://www.in.undp.org/content/india/en/home/library/poverty/skilling-and-livelihoods-for-transgender-community.html
https://www.in.undp.org/content/india/en/home/library/poverty/skilling-and-livelihoods-for-transgender-community.html
https://vartagensex.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Economic-Inclusion-Kol-Cnslttn-2019-Report-Final.pdf
https://vartagensex.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Economic-Inclusion-Kol-Cnslttn-2019-Report-Final.pdf


A Queer Economic Lens on the SDGs

35

(14) United Nations Development Programme, Measuring LGBTI Inclusion: Increasing 
Access to Data and Building the Evidence Base, New York, UNDP, 2016; M. V. Lee 
Badgett and Randall Sell, “A Set of Proposed Indicators for the LGBTI Inclusion Index,” 
Word Bank Group and United Nations Development Programme, New York, 2018, 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30994 

(15) Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Society at a Glance 2019: 
OECD Social Indicators, OECD, 2019, 1–136

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30994


SDG 6: Blending Two 
Visions of Resilience 
for Water

03

John H. Matthews



SDG 6: Blending Two Visions of Resilience for Water

37

T 
 
he Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) have emerged 
as parallel tracks for economic development. In theory, ‹sustainable 

development’ and a low-carbon, resilient path for economic development 
should be entirely reconcilable, but in practice, coherence between the language, 
implementation, and tracking of these international processes has proven to be 
challenging. This essay will focus on the role of freshwater resources, the water 
sector, and water as a medium for sustainability and resilience. These qualities 
have diverged between policy frameworks and, as a result, in terms of actions in 
both highly developed and developing countries. SDG 6 is a clear example of how a 
‹sectoral’ issue—water—is being interpreted in ways that lead to parallel rather than 
convergent approaches to economic development with the climate agenda. Many of 
these differences reflect longstanding discussions within the water and economic 
development communities.

Two Water Communities: WASH and WRM

The intent and purpose of SDG 6 is access to clean, reliable, and affordable drinking 
water, inclusive of safe and effective sanitation services. Sometimes referred to as the 
‹WASH SDG,’ it reflects the initiative and effort of many individuals and organisations 
that focus on sanitation and hygiene issues, including water supply for the urban 
and rural poor. Gender is a strong element here, given the specific health and social 
and economic risks associated with women and girls not having access to safe and 
secure water and sanitation. However, among many in the water community, SDG 6 
represents both a clear and urgent need for billions of individuals, as made clear by 
four specific targets: 
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6.1: By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking 
water for all

6.2: By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all 
and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of women and girls 
and those in vulnerable situations

6.A: By 2030, expand international cooperation and capacity-building support to 
developing countries in water- and sanitation-related activities and programmes, 
including water harvesting, desalination, water efficiency, wastewater treatment, 
recycling and reuse technologies

6.B: Support and strengthen the participation of local communities in improving 
water and sanitation management

The phrasing of these targets derive largely from one part of water professionals. 
By training and focus of action, many in the water community fall into two broad 
categories—water resources management (WRM) and water, sanitation, and hygiene 
(WASH). Groups focusing on WRM most often have a technical orientation towards 
disciplines such as engineering, hydrology, economics or, more recently, applications 
such as environmental flows, water governance, energy production, agriculture, and 
climate adaptation. WRM programmes and projects can potentially span any scale, 
but they are perhaps most visible as large infrastructure projects, such as storage 
reservoirs, hydropower facilities, irrigation networks, and urban water utilities. 
The water sector, as the term is often used, is included within WRM, but WRM is 
a broader term, with deep connections to sectors such as agriculture, cities, energy, 
disaster risk management, and natural resource management. 

WASH has historically represented two distinct areas. WASH in high-density regions 
such as cities often includes water utilities, where there is a significant overlap 
with WRM specialists; engineering and economics are fundamental elements for 
this work (1). However, advocacy and funding that targets SDG 6 often emphasise 
low-density regions, such as rural and periurban areas where centralised water, 
wastewater treatment and supply systems have not historically existed and may have 
significant financial, structural, or operational obstacles. Hilly or mountainous areas, 
for instance, might require large investments and intensive energy expenditures to 
move water or waste using a traditional centralised utility. In regions of great poverty, 
a water utility may need large subsidies to function economically, for maintenance 
and repair operations, to meet regulatory requirements, and expand and adapt to 
changing social and technological conditions over time. Areas with large refugee or 
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migrant populations or that are touched by disasters may be even less suitable for the 
hub-and-spoke water supply and treatment solutions developed in the Global North 
over the last two centuries, even though alternative approaches are available. 

Given where the needs for these two areas of WASH exist most acutely, low-density 
WASH needs are typically most widespread and greatest in the Global South rather 
than the Global North. A regional difference is more likely to exist with high-density 
regions as well, as cities in the Global North more often have systems that were 
established more than a century ago, often within a strong WRM framework. In 
such cases, they often have more elaborate governance and regulatory frameworks, 
even if they have more inherited, ‘legacy’ infrastructure, designed for quite different 
social and economic conditions than currently exist. Exceptions to both high- and 
low-density patterns can be found (e.g., for indigenous groups in the United States, 
Australia, and Canada for low-density WASH, and cities such as Mumbai and Manila 
for high-density WASH, though very often these latter investments were made in 
a colonial context), but these assumptions broadly direct investment and aid 
programmes globally.

As a result, tension has developed between WASH and WRM around the language 
of sustainable development, water, and how to develop and implement water supply 
and sanitation projects in rural and periurban areas. SDG 6 is not written in the 
language of WRM and instead speaks largely in the language of basic access and 
essential dignity. Indeed, major WASH organisations emphasise water and sanitation 
as a basic requirement or foundation for economic development.

As a result, a rural water supply project conceived through a WASH lens might look 
very different from a similar WRM project. While the WASH might be designed to 
provision low-tech water services rapidly at a low cost to target populations, the 
WRM might add decision and evaluation criteria such as upstream-downstream 
impacts, eco-hydrological impact and climatic variability analyses, or consideration 
of tradeoffs associated with water-related stakeholders such as farmers and energy 
producers. The costs, decisions about the project location, rapidity to service, and 
longevity of service might vary significantly between the two versions of the project. 
Monitoring and evaluation systems between these fields will also differ. Typically, 
a WRM rural supply project is likely to require additional time, effort, technical 
expertise, and (in sum) more costs, while a WASH rural supply project will likely 
be cheaper and faster to deployment but may be more likely to fail (or to fail before 
its intended operational lifetime). The added deliberation and analysis for a WRM-
driven project will typically be designed against a wider array of contingencies and 
for durability and reliability. The higher level of design effort before the project even 
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begins is, at least ideally, a significant difference in the project’s longevity. Good 
governance and community support cannot overcome a bad infrastructure project.

The reasons for these differences are historical, persistent, and longstanding. Low-
density WASH efforts are normally embedded within health and sanitation agencies 
and institutions rather than water resource management agencies and institutions, 
so the motivations and indicators of progress differ in fundamental ways. For 
instance, urgency in meeting basic service needs is prioritised much more than 
infrastructure reliability in meeting basic supply and sanitation needs in middle- and 
low-income countries. A quickly deployed project may also be quite brittle and fail 
prematurely without sufficient project preparation. Best practices for WRM projects 
ensure some data analysis and an understanding of upstream and downstream 
(hydrological) context and how a new project may interact with existing projects, 
including energy, transport, or other water sector projects. This level of project 
preparation is often absent in WASH-driven projects, even with large international 
WASH organisations, which often lack engineers, hydrologists, or other technical 
water resources management staff. The scale of the projects involved may also differ 
in a consistent way between the approaches, with WRM projects often having larger 
budgets for project preparation. Finance sources may also influence project design 
and expectations (2).

Resilience: One Word Dividing Two Approaches to Water 
Supply and Sanitation

Climate change has muddled the WRM-WASH tension further, particularly through 
the language of ‹resilience’. Resilience has a long history in both English and in 
economic development, predating any awareness of anthropogenic climate change, 
while the application of ‹resilience’ implying relevance to or as a synonym for climate 
adaptation is quite recent. In the author’s perception and experience in regional and 
global climate discussions, this latter definition is certainly restricted to the 21st 
century, with the widespread use of the term in a climate change-specific context 
beginning about 2015. 

Climate change has notably reinvigorated usage of ‹resilience’ among water 
professionals, but in practice, the two communities often use the same word to describe 
quite different endpoints, processes, and/or targets for water investments. Climate 
resilience for WRM, for instance, is largely associated with risk assessment processes 
designed to ensure that investments can perform despite shifting climate conditions, 
which is sometimes also called climate proofing. Infrastructure performance is the 
key indicator in this case. Typically, resilience is approximated by the engineering 
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concept of being robust to a wide variety of potential conditions. Robustness for 
climate resilience especially refers to how future water conditions may shift with 
additional climate change, often over a timespan for at least 20 years of operations. 
In some cases, other aspects of resilience may also apply, such as flexibility or 
redundancy. For WRM, resilience operates at the level of a supply and sanitation 
‹system,’ inclusive of the infrastructure as well as its operation and governance and 
the eco-hydrological aspects of provisioning a water supply. For WRM practitioners, 
refining definitions of climate resilience for supply and sanitation systems and 
developing more effective tools, frameworks, and methodologies is an ongoing and 
active area of engagement. Often, WRM groups invest in developing high internal 
capacity and detailed decision-making processes for climate risk assessment.

WASH practitioners tend to emphasise social aspects of resilience conferred by 
having reliable access to basic sanitation, especially at a household, neighbourhood, 
and/or community level. Resilience as a social quality, in this case, is an outcome 
of WASH services rather than an operational target for planning and design. Thus, 
increases in net access, availability, health status, child mortality from waterborne 
diseases, school enrollment for girls, the quantity of water or sanitation services 
per capita, and proximity to the water or sanitation sources to the target audience 
are examples of typical resilience indicators for WASH. The existence of improved 
WASH facilities is assumed to provide social resilience to climate impacts, even if 
those facilities have not had extensive climate proofing. For disaster recovery and 
refugee supply and sanitation issues, urgency in service delivery often takes full 
precedence over planning or implementation that might result in a broader definition 
of resilience. In middle- and low-income countries, household social indicators are 
used for reporting progress for SDG 6 rather than the robustness or flexibility of the 
supply and sanitation systems themselves.

Prioritising Climate Resilience

The descriptions provided here of alternative WRM and WASH approaches to SDG 
6 and supply, and sanitation systems more generally are somewhat caricatured, 
but the contrast between urgency and access against reducing system-level risks 
associated with infrastructure, implementation, maintenance, and governance 
remain widespread. Indeed, they also approximate longstanding divisions within 
national governments (often public health vs finance and environment ministries), 
UN bodies (UNICEF vs UN Habitat), NGOs (for instance, WaterAid vs Global Water 
Partnership), and distinct WASH and WRM programmes within bilateral and 
multilateral development aid groups (such as Sida, World Bank and US AID). Some 
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groups, such as the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office and 
the World Bank, have worked to merge, reduce, or eliminate these divisions within 
their own institutional borders in recent years, yet these patterns have been slow to 
disappear in practice. 

SDG 6 does not mention climate change or resilience more generally, and although 
targets 6.4, 6.5, and 6.6 are not specific to WASH, most of the funding and emphasis 
for SDG 6 is on the WASH targets. SDG 6 ultimately describes success as increased 
service access. Yet the assumption behind these targets is presumably that the benefits 
conferred by improved and basic supply and sanitation should be durable beyond 
2030. Climate change is widely viewed as one of the most important influences in 
driving changes in how we manage water resources (3), and certainly, the intended 
operational lifespan of meaningful supply and sanitation systems should span 
climate-relevant timescales of a decade or more. Water insecurity, in this view, is 
also climate insecurity and vice-versa.

The 2015 Paris Agreement is silent on water, WASH, WRM, and most other sectors, 
and water has not been a significant feature in UNFCCC Conference of the Parties 
(COP) statements subsequent to the Paris Agreement (4). While the water sector 
is now represented more formally in the COP negotiations through the Marrakesh 
Partnership for Global Climate Action, many climate adaptation practitioners 
have come to recognise that water is essential for credible, effective resilience and 
adaptation for our economies, ecosystems, and communities (5). Defining the level of 
climate impact and the amount of additional funding and implementation has had a 
powerful influence on WRM practitioners. If SDG 6 largely reflects the agenda of the 
WASH community, the UNFCCC has altered the WRM community’s understanding 
of the need to specify and define climate risks and opportunities (6).

For both SDGs and the Paris Agreement, national parties—that is, countries—
are the entities tasked with setting national priorities. For the UNFCCC, national 
commitments focus on climate mitigation and adaptation through national climate 
plans, referred to as nationally determined contributions (NDCs). NDCs describe 
priorities and focal areas rather than specific investments, and for many middle- 
and low-income countries, water supply and sanitation issues are widely mentioned. 
Moreover, an older UNFCCC policy instrument called national adaptation plans 
(NAPs) describes specific projects, often as a list of priorities for donors, and many 
countries include WASH projects explicitly in their NAPs. 
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The potential for linkages between SDG 6 and the Paris Agreement exists but remains 
largely unrealised. The following suggestions may be useful in this context:

1. Develop recommendations for describing resilient WASH facilities and programmes 
for NAPs and NDCs that can enable non-WRM agencies to affirm the relevance of 
both social and climate resilience to these investments.

2. Streamline and potentially standardise climate risk assessment methodologies for 
rural supply and sanitation systems for middle- and low-income countries. Groups 
such as the Global Water Partnership and WaterAid have begun to develop such 
programmes, but acceptance, implementation and scaling may take some time. 
WASH programmes may need to make other adjustments, such as adding WRM 
staff for some technical analyses, developing WASH sensitive tools, and explicitly 
considering tradeoffs and synergies around social and climate aspects of resilience.

3. Develop climate resilience indicators for sanitation and supply systems to support 
and complement social resilience indicators. Significant efforts have already begun 
in this space (7). These efforts mark a period in which resilience indicators are 
becoming standardised at sectoral, subsectoral, and asset class levels in some leading 
institutions.

4. Use finance and policy enabling processes that encourage or require credible climate 
risk assessment reporting. Little climate finance is applied to WASH investments, 
and what little climate finance is at work in this space has largely been limited to a 
handful of countries (8). Used correctly, finance instruments and institutions can 
ensure that investments include evidence of risk assessments, reflect emerging 
insights around social and climate resilience, and that appropriate monitoring and 
evaluation systems are in place. Explicit coordination between NDCs/NAPs and 
SDG 6 seem critical, especially for middle- and low-income countries. Multilateral, 
bilateral, and national funding sources are moving in this direction, albeit slowly.

5. Track SDG 6 progress with climate resilience monitoring and evaluations 
indicators. The gains that SDG 6 are intended to represent should not be lost shortly 
after 2030 because of ongoing climate impacts. Access and urgency will remain 
critical, and household level assessments are an important tool for understanding 
a critical unit of impact. System-level assessments are also important to ensure that 
households are considered in isolation.
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Conclusion

SDG 6 and the Paris Agreement will both benefit from a view of resilience that could 
span social, infrastructure, governance, and eco-hydrological components. It is 
possible that many WASH projects are indeed resilient across these domains, but 
this is unknown unless specifically assessed for these qualities. In effect, WASH and 
WRM communities need a shared agenda, set of indicators, and methodologies.
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I 
 
n the discourse on development, one key institution is not often spoken 
about, although it should be. This is peace, or Hobbesian peace, within a 
country but also between countries. However, in goal 16 of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), it is mentioned as the first of 12 areas to “significantly 
reduce all forms of violence and related deaths everywhere”. Let us here explore its 
significance.

If a sufficiently strong central government with well-functioning institutions 
throughout the territory and social peace are on one end of a scale, civil war is on 
the other end. Although deaths as a consequence of war have declined dramatically 
since the end of the Second World War, civil conflicts, such as the war in Syria and in 
the region of Congo, are responsible for a surge in violence-related deaths in recent 
decades.

The philosopher Thomas Hobbes argued that without government and its institutions, 
man easily falls victim to his inner sins in a civil war of all against all. “In such 
condition”, Hobbes wrote, ”there is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof 
is uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the 
commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments 
of moving, and removing, such things as require much force; no knowledge of the 
face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is 
worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, 
poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (1).

To sustain a Hobbesian peace, and to go further in the direction of development, it is 
important for key political institutions to find institutional designs that make central 
and local governments credible in the eyes of the citizens and private stakeholders 
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(2). In the absence of such credible commitments, trust in government quickly 
erodes, and so does the willingness to cooperate with it. In the words of Hobbes, 
“there is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain” (3).

However, civil war is not the only hindrance to development. It is that in many 
instances, the institutions of central government do not function equally across the 
country. Consider three cases: one relating to gender equality and two concerning 
biodiversity protection via ecotourism. In the latter two, this author will also explore 
how civic engagement and the private sector can ameliorate some weaknesses of 
central government.

The first example is the right for women to inherit land. During a project in 2008, the 
author asked a lawyer in Kenya to investigate this right in the country. Complaints are 
often heard that women get overruled by male relatives in this respect, and several 
organisations fight for women’s property rights. The lawyer’s findings showed that 
women in Kenya had equal rights to inherit property since 1981, highlighting five 
instances of women in the country filing cases against male relatives on inheritance 
and winning. However, in rural Kenya, the traditional law upheld by community 
elders often says that only men can inherit land. Few women in rural areas know 
about the formal court system, let alone how to file a case and even fewer have the 
economic means to do so. Thus, the uneven distribution of government institutions, 
often focused around the capital and other major urban areas, can have a direct effect 
on inequality.

In developing countries, the central government is sometimes weak and erratic, 
including when it comes to the protection of designated national parks. In some 
cases, biodiversity has been severely damaged by the lack of Hobbesian peace, such 
as in Uganda during the wars between 1978 and 1986 when wildlife was eradicated 
in the national parks (4). In the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), northern parts 
of Cameroon and Benin, rebel or terrorist groups have occasionally taken refuge in 
national parks during the last decades. 

The second example comes from a similarly troubled part of Africa, the ‘Mountains 
of the Moon’ at the intersection of Uganda, the DRC and Rwanda, which is a last 
hiding place for the critically endangered mountain gorilla. Here, an institutional 
design seems to have emerged, where government, conservation interests and 
internationally-linked tourist operators are present. In this region, different militias 
have created conflict with the respective central government forces over the last 40 
years. At the same time and place, the critically endangered mountain gorilla has 
thrived and continued to increase its population from 300 to more than 1000 (5). 
How can this be?
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Research shows that this is a result of the combination of increased conservation 
initiatives, international ecotourism and some government assistance, which has 
produced a frequent monitoring of these habitats, thus pacifying violent rebel 
activities and checking poaching (6).

All three countries have severe security problems—the DRC directly, and Uganda 
and Rwanda indirectly since they share a border with the DRC. Yet, the mountain 
gorilla populations have increased steadily. 

The Rwandan security forces are well represented in the Volcanoes national park. For 
every gorilla walk—96 persons are allowed each day in small groups—three armed 
guards follow. In Uganda, 112 persons are allowed to walk and visit habituated gorilla 
families in the two parks each day in groups of eight (7). At a fee of US$700 per 
person and walk, this leads to a monetary inflow of over US$25 million per year for 
the Ugandan government alone. In addition, the local hospitality industry flourishes 
and creates employment opportunities.

Around the parks in Rwanda and Uganda, private owners have erected lodges that 
cater to the tourists. Private tour operators provide customers with the logistics 
of travel and accommodation, while their agents in foreign countries recruit the 
tourists. However, an important source of revenue for these mixed institutions has 
been with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The third case is also from Kenya, where Hobbesian peace has been fragile. Many 
violent incidents have erupted from land issues. Another conflict is poaching; 
elephants and black rhino have been most severely targeted since the 1970s, with 
the central government not being able to stem the tide. How can conservation be 
promoted in such conditions?

A partial solution was unexpectedly found via a social invention by entrepreneur 
Jake Grieves Cook, who was born in Kenya during colonial times. Cook made his 
career in the hospitality industry internationally, before turning to ecotourism in 
1997. Cook’s company Porini Camps at that time negotiated a land-lease agreement 
with Massai landowners in Selenkey, an area that is a mere 12 kilometres from the 
Amboseli National Park.

5,300 hectare was set aside for wildlife in the Selenkey Conservancy. For this, Porini 
Camps paid a monthly lease fee to the landowners to not use the area for grazing. 
The agreement included procedures for handling any breach of the decided rules, 
starting with graduated sanctions. The company could erect a tented camp and bring 
in tourists in limited numbers, who had to pay a conservation fee aside from lodging 



War, Peace and Conservation: Partnerships as a Pathway to Achieving the SDGs 

49

and safari activities. During severe droughts, the Maasai could be allowed to graze 
their cattle in the area. Most of the employees in the conservancy—guides, camp 
staff and wildlife rangers—were to be hired from among the Maasai landowners. The 
agreement was to be renegotiated every five years.

This was a pioneering achievement as it set aside land for conservation on a 
voluntary basis—importantly, leasing (not buying) the land from the local Maasai 
landowners—and providing an economically viable alternative land use—biodiversity 
conservation and limited tourism instead of cattle grazing. It also increased the area 
under conservation in the wider Amboseli socioecological system by 14 percent (8).

Several similar conservancies have been set up in the wider Masai Mara socioecological 
system, covering 136,000 hectares, almost doubling the area under protection in the 
Masai Mara National Reserve. Wildlife has increased substantially in the protected 
areas (9). It includes more than 14 000 landowners generating more than 5 million 
USD yearly (as of 2019) (10). The social invention of land-lease for conservation 
thus alleviated a potential conflict over land issues while simultaneously increasing 
protection and surveillance against poaching. 

As in the case of the gorillas in Uganda, the conservancies in Kenya are highly 
dependent on international tourism, and the prolonged COVID-19 pandemic poses a 
severe challenge to their survival.

What is clear from these examples is that Hobbesian peace is indeed an important 
public good, but that it can also be promoted in civil society—encouraging women to 
claim their land rights, finding new land use for conservation in cooperation with the 
private sector. Institutions with credible commitments do not have to be created by 
the central government alone. They can also be developed in cooperation between 
idealistic forces, private operators, and the government.

Hobbesian peace is a precious and delicate flower of great importance for humankind 
and biodiversity. It needs to be nurtured, not taken for granted.
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T 
 
he Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by the United 
Nations, are integrated goals that aim to reduce poverty and foster 
development. Education and human capital accumulation are essential 

for the attainment of such goals and relate specially to SDG 4 (quality education), 
SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth) and SDG 9 (industry, innovation, and 
infrastructure). Indeed, the pursuit of quality education affects a country’s ability to 
engage in the global economy and its economic development. 

Economic literature has investigated the determinants of growth since the 
development of the neoclassical growth model in the 1950s (1). Some of this 
literature also focuses on the role of education and human capital. Although there 
is some debate on the importance of this role is and its effect on productivity and 
growth, efforts have been made to improve measurement and estimation issues to 
guide policy. To understand these implications for education policies and human 
capital accumulation, one must consider the relationship between human capital 
and growth theory and how education and technology enter the picture.

Human Capital and Growth Theory 

According to the neoclassical growth theory, technology is the main driver of 
productivity and growth. As technology assimilation depends on human capital 
accumulation, educational metrics have been used as a proxy to ascertain this impact, 
as human capital is an elusive concept. Typically, three mechanisms of transmission 
for the role of education are considered—education increases levels of human capital 
(the knowledge and education accumulated over a person’s life), it contributes to the 
enhancement of the innovative capacity of the economy, and it helps advance the 
diffusion of information and technology (2). It is also argued (3) that higher levels of 
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human capital led to a stronger social cohesion. An attempt to estimate human capital 
externalities suggested external returns of 4 percent, depending on the estimation, 
and indicate that these returns may be growing as human capital becomes more and 
more important over time (4).

This is in line with traditional growth theory results (5), which argues that the 
stock of human capital (6) affects the rate of growth (7) and suggests a relationship 
with educational indicators (8). However, more recent analyses with more robust 
methods have showed that this effect on growth and productivity is not as significant 
(9) due in part to measurement issues (10). Recent literature has addressed these 
issues more thoroughly (11) and the idea that the quality of education received and 
not only the quantity affects results has been considered (12).

The World Bank’s Human Capital Index, calculated since 2018, measures “the human 
capital that a child born today can expect to attain by her 18th birthday, given the 
risks of poor health and poor education prevailing in her country” (13). Therefore, 
it focuses on health and education issues that may influence the accumulation of 
human capital and thus productivity in the future. Globally, data predating the 
COVID-19 pandemic showed that children in low-income countries would be 37 
percent as productive as if they had full education and health, while children born in 
a high-income country would be 70 percent as productive in the same situation (14). 
This highlights the unequal development of human capital across the world and its 
possible effects on growth. Such disparities are due to differences in the quantity and 
quality of schooling, as 25 percentage points of the difference reflect the differences 
in learning-adjusted years of schooling, which considers the expected years of school 
with learning as evaluated by harmonised test scores. 

These results have important consequences for convergence, that is, that some type 
of catching up can take place between rich and poor countries in terms of income 
and growth. A faster growth rate is expected for poorer countries due to diminishing 
returns, especially on capital. Much of the literature focuses on whether convergence 
will or will not take place and how issues like human capital affect such trajectories. 
Endogenous growth theories, which take into account research and development 
(R&D) and technology diffusion that lead to increasing returns, suggest a lack 
of convergence because growth depends on the reinvestment on technology as 
an endogenous process. So, if the quality (and quantity) of education affects the 
economy’s ability to perform R&D and the technology diffusion process, education 
matters, meaning that convergence is not assured because those countries in a better 
position to perform these activities will grow faster while those that are not will fall 
behind.
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Education and Technology

Education facilitates the adoption and diffusion of technologies (15). This relates to 
the fact that a large share of technologies developed in recent years depends on a 
minimum level of skills. This diminishes a country’s absorptive capacity—the ability 
“to recognize the value of new, external information, assimilate it, and apply it to 
commercial ends is critical to its innovative capabilities” (16), and this depends not 
only on skills but also infrastructure and institutional rules that many developing 
countries do not fare so well. 

This is an issue in which the quality (and quantity) of education may matter. Workers 
in developing countries have lower levels of digital skills among the active population 
and firms in these countries have a lower rate for technology adoption, especially 
those related to Industry 4.0 trends, than their developed counterparts (17). Industry 
4.0 is associated with technologies such as robotics, artificial intelligence, internet of 
things and others, which heavily depend on digital and foreign language skills and 
are predicted to impact not only industry, but the services and consumption sectors 
in the near future (18).

However, there is no homogeneity among developing countries. There is evidence 
that countries in Latin America and Africa lag even further behind (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Business Relevance of Basic Education and Digital 
Skills Among the Active Population In Selected Countries 
(2020)

Source: World Economic Forum (19)
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Figure 1 shows the level of digital skills among the active population and the business 
relevance of basic education for a selected sample of countries.

As Figure 1 shows, countries located in Asia seem to provide education of higher 
relevance for companies, and their population seems to have higher levels of digital 
skills when compared to other developing nations. 

Figure 1 also shows the dire situation of the BRICS countries. China appears to be 
the only country from the group to pick up the digital pace and attend to market 
needs, which means that there is possibly no catching up taking place between these 
countries and developed ones. The situation improves when considering the business 
relevance of tertiary education but in many of the BRICS countries, access to higher 
education is still limited, which may contribute to enhanced social inequalities in 
these countries.

This means that many developing countries are facing a growing skill gap between 
what is learned in schools and the demands of an economy that is under the process 
of automation. This leads to a very unequal situation—while some countries discuss 
disappearing jobs and remedial strategies amid advanced and globalised industries 
and value chains, others have a large population lacking the minimum skills to enter 
such an automation process. There is evidence that developing countries are not 
taking advantage of new technologies (20), and this may be one of the causes for 
them falling behind.

The consequences of such a situation are the lack of growth convergence, as 
described, and an international division of labour in which low-income countries 
remain focused on sectors of low productivity that do not yield the opportunity to 
overcome growth challenges. 

This is also aligned with the discussion on the middle-income traps—when a country 
has a steady growth rate until it reaches intermediate income levels but becomes 
stagnant after this point, leading to a failure to catch up and completely develop. The 
few countries that were able to overcome the development challenge—grow past a 
low- and intermediate-income level to become a high-income level country, such as 
Singapore and South Korea—had a systematic commitment to education policy both 
in terms of access and quality (21). This relates to the development of digital skills, 
but also foreign language skills, and the institution of strong general education and 
vocational education institutions to help ease the process of technology assimilation 
and, therefore, growth. 
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Conclusion

The growth challenge for developing countries is becoming more complex each day. 
The lack of sound educational policies and their possible effect on growth means that 
the more technology advances, the more some will stay stagnant. This is worrisome 
as it may increase global inequality patterns and make it harder for low-income 
countries with low-educated populations to integrate themselves in recent economic 
trends, such as the Industry 4.0 process, which are highly dependent on digital and 
foreign language skills. 

As an additional concern, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted education through 
the adoption of online emergency procedures. In developing countries, the access to 
internet and equipment is still an issue for many families, alongside their low digital 
skills, to access educational platforms. This means that the lack of convergence 
may increase. Human capital accumulation and education policies are even more 
important in these countries so that a whole generation of students—and their 
countries—are not left behind.

This means that the SDGs, particularly SDG 4, point in the right direction to ensure 
that developing countries can overcome these challenges successfully. The results on 
primary education already show (22), but there is a long way ahead.
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G 
 
oal 16 of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) seeks to foster 
societies of peace, justice, democracy, equitable development, and 
human rights. Initially targeting societies on Earth, it can also be 

used as a framework to develop the protection of human rights in outer space. While 
there are scholarly works that address human rights law in outer space, there are 
none that address this in terms of SDG 16 (1). This essay seeks to kick-start that 
discussion. 

A technological tipping point has been passed that will allow the full gamut of 
humanity’s interactions to take place in outer space. This includes war, international 
cooperation, development, commerce, humanitarian collaboration and private sector 
activities. States and private business entities now operate in space. The latter—
Space X, Virgin Galactic, and Blue Origin—have paved the way in helping private 
citizens claim the status of “astronaut” through space tourism flights in reusable 
space vehicles. State-led space agencies, of which there are over 47 globally (2) (10 in 
Asia), now collaborate with the private sector transport vehicles in accessing space. 
The possibility of humans colonising and living in space colonies on celestial bodies 
is no longer a sci-fi fantasy.

Terrestrial human rights norms and obligations are applicable in outer space. In 
resolution 1721 (XVI) of 1961, the UN General Assembly proposed two principles as 
guidance in the exploration and use of outer space and celestial bodies:

(a) International law, including the Charter of the UN, applies to outer space and 
celestial bodies.

(b) Outer space and celestial bodies are free for exploration and use by all States in 
conformity with international law and are not subject to national appropriation (3).
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The resolution was jointly sponsored by the US and the Soviet Union and was 
adopted unanimously. 

Applicability of SDG 16 in Outer Space

Eminent scientists such as the late Stephen Hawking have argued that humanity’s 
survival depends on finding other planets in outer space that humans could inhabit. 
SDG 16 calls for the establishment of peaceful, just and inclusive societies, grounded 
in respect for universal human rights. The principles of SDG 16 are applicable to 
human societies wherever they may be, including in outer space and the celestial 
bodies.

SDG processes can also be used to contribute to aligning the SDGs with international 
human rights standards. Stated summarily:

(a) Humans take with them their inalienable rights in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights wherever they go.

(b) Outer space and the celestial bodies have been declared by the UN General 
Assembly as the common heritage of humankind.

(c) SDG 16 covers space and the celestial bodies in virtue of (a) and (b) above.

(d) What is needed now is a supplementary instrument on the legal rights of humans 
in outer space.

(e) If humans were to discover other beings in outer space, the principles of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights would be applicable to them, supplemented, 
if need be, to take in the specific characteristics of the extra-terrestrial beings.

The SDGs address the myriad, interconnected challenges facing the sustainability 
of human life on Earth that may be aided using outer space. In the 2020-2030 
decade, at the core of the SDGs is “the need for action to tackle growing poverty, 
empower women and girls, and address the climate emergency” (4).

Aside from their well-known military applications, satellites and outer space 
stations can contribute to mapping environmental degradation, deforestation, 
rising sea levels, agricultural patterns, water scarcity and weather systems. They 
are part of global civilian and military communication infrastructure and provide 
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global positioning services for ordinary citizens. On the humanitarian front, natural 
disasters are mapped by satellite imagery. The latter is also used in the investigative 
work of human rights organisations to track cases of ethnic cleansing and genocide 
(5). Some of the objectives of SDG 16 may be well served by the use of outer space. 
(see Box 1). 

Box 1: Objectives of SDG 16 (6)

16.1: Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related deaths rates 
everywhere.
16.2: End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against 
and torture of children. 
16.3: Promote the rule of law at the national level and international levels and 
ensure equal access to justice for all.
16.4: By 2030, significantly reduce illicit financial and arms flows, strengthen 
the recovery and return of stolen assets and combat all forms of organized 
crime.
…
16.8: Broaden and strengthen the participation of developing countries in the 
institutions of global governance.
…
16.10: Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, 
in accordance with national legislation and international agreements.
16.a: Strengthen relevant national institutions, including through 
international cooperation, for building capacity at all levels, in particular in 
developing countries, to prevent violence and combat terrorism and crime.

As such, SDG 16 is applicable to human activities in each country on the Earth’s 
surface and to the outer-space environment.

International Human Rights Law and Outer Space: A Primer

Analysis of the applicability of international human rights law (IHRL) to outer 
space requires an understanding of some fundamentals of this body of law that 
was created for the benefit of the individual human beings rather than States. The 
following aspects of IHRL are particularly relevant to outer space law: sources of 
IHRL, territorial applicability, property, life, peace, environment and governance.
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Sources: Following Article 38 of the Statute of the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ), the sources of IHRL include treaties, international customary law, general 
principles of law, decisions of international courts, and the writings of the most 
eminent publicists (7).  International law on the use of outer space is formed in the 
same manner. The UN General Assembly took the lead in declaring outer space and 
celestial bodies the common heritage of humanity; The General Assembly resolution 
on this matter is considered to have established instant international customary law 
(8). In addition to this, the law applicable to outer space has been shaped principally 
by treaty law since the dawn of the space age in 1957 (with the launch of Soviet 
rockets into space), followed by similar launches and the Moon-landing by the US in 
1969. Guided by the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA) and 
the Committee on Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS), five key treaties have 
shaped the uses of outer space (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Treaty Regime on Outer Space Law (9)

Treaty
Year 

(Entry 
into 

Force)

Norms

Treaty 1: Outer Space Treaty
Treaty on Principles Governing the 
Activities of States in the Exploration 
and Use of Outer Space, including the 
Moon and Other Celestial Bodies

1967 (1967)

Together, as per the 
UN, 
“These five treaties 
deal with issues such as 
the non-appropriation 
of outer space by any 
one country, arms 
control, the freedom 
of exploration, liability 
for damage caused by 
space objects, the safety 
and rescue of spacecraft 
and astronauts, the 
prevention of harmful 
interference with 
space activities and 
the environment, 
the notification and 
registration of space 
activities, scientific 
investigation and the 
exploitation of natural 
resources in outer space 
and the settlement of 
disputes.”

Treaty 2: The Rescue Agreement
Agreement on the Rescue of 
Astronauts, the Return of Astronauts 
and the Return of Objects Launched 
into Outer Space 

1968 (1968)

Treaty 3: Liability Convention
Convention on International Liability 
for Damage Caused by Space Objects

1972 (1972)

Treaty 4: Registration 
Convention 
Convention on Registration of Objects 
Launched into Outer Space

1975 (1976)

Treaty 5: Moon Agreement 
Agreement Governing the Activities of 
States on the Moon and Other Celestial 
Bodies

1979 (1984)

https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introouterspacetreaty.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introouterspacetreaty.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introouterspacetreaty.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introouterspacetreaty.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introrescueagreement.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introrescueagreement.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introrescueagreement.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introrescueagreement.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introliability-convention.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introliability-convention.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introregistration-convention.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introregistration-convention.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/intromoon-agreement.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/intromoon-agreement.html
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/intromoon-agreement.html
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Territoriality: IHRL applies to the territory of each country bound by its provisions. 
Public international law (PIL) is established in the international realm between 
countries, while IHRL is applicable to the domestic realm, specifically within the 
territorial boundaries or jurisdiction of each State. 

As humanity’s activities stretch farther and for longer into outer space, critical 
questions will come to the fore regarding the notion of ‘territory’ in outer space, 
keeping in mind the UN General Assembly’s pronouncement that outer space and 
the celestial bodies are the common heritage of humanity and are not applicable 
to national appropriation. Nevertheless, international instruments drafted on and 
for Earth “may find extra-territorial application in outer space [because]… the 
establishment of sovereignty “is no pre-requisite for the application of human rights 
treaties that were initially drafted for application on planet Earth only” (10). Effective 
control over the settlement seems to be sufficient. Notably, that the human rights of 
astronauts, the “envoys of mankind”, are protected in outer space.

Property: IHRL guarantees the right to property. However, given that states’ 
territories do not extend to outer space, nor can they own territory in outer space, 
this human right applies in the outer space environment to the extent that property 
carried on board and property developed by countries on international space stations 
will remain the property of the nations or their nationals on board an international 
space station. This includes any intellectual property that is generated on board 
spacecraft where scientific experimentation is carried out. Article 27 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (11) and Article 15 of the International Convention 
on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (12) covers this aspect. The situation with 
regard to private property is still unclear. National legislations on the commercial 
activities of private entities in outer space will need to be monitored in this regard. 

Life: As per the Human Rights Committee (HRC), the right to life is “the supreme 
right from which no derogation is possible” (13). The 17 SDGs aim at preserving 
life wherever it exists. In this regard, it is noteworthy that General Comment 36 
(2018) of the HRC expounded on the incompatibility of the threat or use of nuclear 
weapons and the right to life (14). Outer space law seeks to limit the militarisation 
and nuclearisation of outer space. Under Article IV of the Outer Space Treaty (1967), 
states have agreed to: not placing in orbit around the Earth or other celestial bodies 
any nuclear weapons or objects carrying weapons of mass destruction (WMDs); not 
installing WMDs on celestial bodies or station WMDs in outer space in any other 
manner; not establishing military bases or installations, test "any type of weapons," 
or conduct military exercises on the moon and other celestial bodies (15).
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Peace: There has been increasing awareness of the “right to peace,” as is recognised 
in the UN General Assembly Resolution 39/11 of 1984 (16) and in UN Human 
Rights Council pronouncements (17). Article 38 of the 2012 ASEAN Human Rights 
Declaration also recognises the right to peace (18). Additionally, the Outer Space 
Treaty stipulates that space shall be the province of all mankind and that the Moon 
and other celestial bodies shall be used exclusively for peaceful purposes (19). 

Environment: In 2021, the Human Rights Council recognised, for the first time, 
the right to a healthy environment (20). The UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, Michelle Bachelet, has warned of the “triple planetary threats of climate 
change, pollution and nature loss as the single greatest human rights challenge of 
our era” (21).

The outer space “environment” is fundamentally different from Earth’s environment 
in that, so far as known, the former does not support animal and plant life. Aspects of 
protecting the space ‘environment’ are dealt with in the Registration Convention and 
the Liability Convention, which seek to prevent excessive space debris and to provide 
compensation for victims of such debris on Earth. Nevertheless, with the possibility 
of space communities and the creation of human habitats on celestial bodies or on 
space stations, the human right to a clean environment will extend to outer space.

Governance: International human rights institutions and processes, “regulate 
the internal relation between a government and individuals under its jurisdiction, 
and, to the extent that they are effective, chiefly rely on domestic mechanisms of 
enforcement” (22). Global human rights institutions, like States, “issue rules and 
claim the authority to sanction those who fail to comply with those rules” (23) 
and can thus constrain the behaviour of states, though their capacity to enforce is 
circumscribed. Their capacity to ‘govern’ is based on a perceived legitimacy among 
people and not only governments. International institutions generally seek to uphold 
international law, which has a “prima facie justification in virtue of the public goods 
it promotes.” However, “this principle of legality is weighed against a jurisdictional 
principle of subsidiarity, a procedural principle of adequate participation and 
accountability, and a substantive principle of achieving outcomes that do not violate 
fundamental rights” (24).

IHRL would need to be capable of regulating the outer space “jurisdiction,” in which 
there are no politically-bound territorial states in the classical sense. UNOOSA and 
COPUOS could incorporate IHRL considerations into their work, including dialogue 
on the application of the principle of “universality” beyond Earth.   
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Harmonising SDG 16 with Outer Space Law 

The Outer Space Treaty stipulates that: States shall be responsible for national 
space activities whether carried out by governmental or non-governmental entities; 
States shall be liable for damage caused by their space objects; and States shall avoid 
harmful contamination of space and celestial bodies (25).

As humans increasingly move into outer space, human activities there will inevitably 
rise. Indeed, in a prescient analysis, professor and international space law scholar Carl 
Christol noted in 1968 that human rights standards and the outer space activities of 
human beings were inevitably linked (26). The Space Generation Advisory Council, 
which collaborates with UN space bodies, has noted recently that the SDGs “overlap 
considerably with both human rights and ethics issues as well as space technology. 
This connection makes the SDGs, and their human rights components, a defining 
challenge of the emerging space generation” (27). It is, therefore, necessary to think 
through the applicable human rights regime that will govern the presence of humans 
in outer space. It is important to find a common ground, beyond sovereignty-based 
thinking, when approaching humankind’s activities in outer space (28).

This article has sought to open a discussion on the interconnection between SDG 
16, human rights and space law by pointing to some of the grounding principles 
on which further work needs to be done. The legal and policy bases for upholding 
the dignity and equality of human beings in outer space is an area that needs to be 
urgently addressed. SDG 16 is the only one of the 17 goals explicitly formulated in 
human rights terms. The processes launched by SDG 16 can help to develop further 
the human rights regime applicable in outer space. This dimension should be added 
to SDG reporting and recommendatory processes in the future.
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A 
 
ccording to a World Health Organization (WHO) survey in 2020, 
the pandemic has disrupted mental health services in over 90 
percent of countries globally (1). More than 60 percent of countries 

also reported disruptions to mental health services for vulnerable people, including 
children, adolescents, older adults, and women requiring antenatal or postnatal 
services. Estimates (2020) by the Lancet on the impact of the pandemic on global 
health suggests a rise in major depressive disorders by 28 percent and anxiety 
disorders by 26 percent (2). Mental health is estimated to cost the world economy 
US$6 trillion by 2030 (3). Every dollar invested in evidence-based care for depression 
and anxiety returns US$5 in better health and productivity (4). Also, mental health 
is integral to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly goal 
3 (good health and wellbeing). Therefore, mental health needs to be prioritised from 
human rights and economic perspectives. 

Widespread Impacts 

The pandemic has heightened the demand for mental health services, with fear, 
isolation, and the loss of lives and income triggering mental health conditions or 
aggravating pre-existing ones. Across societies, the effects of social isolation and 
the economic fallout have led to mental health distress. People are experiencing 
increased anxiety, depression, loneliness, and sadness because of the fear of 
infection, death, losing family members, losing incomes or livelihoods, or being 
socially isolated and separated from loved ones (5). In addition, individuals with pre-
existing mental illnesses or established mental illnesses and substance-use disorders 
are at an increased risk of infection with COVID-19 and have a higher risk of adverse 
physical and psychological effects (6). Unfortunately, 75 percent to 80 percent of the 
population suffering from mental disorders in middle-to-low-income countries 
never receive the necessary help (7).
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According to the World Happiness Report 2021, mental health is one of the biggest 
casualties of the pandemic and the resulting lockdowns (8). Women, the young, and 
poor people have been the worst affected, thus, increasing the existing inequalities 
in mental wellbeing. 

Children’s mental state has also been affected by forced confinements. Moreover, 
children, including adolescents, are at particular risk of abuse during the pandemic 
(9). The closure of schools combined with restrictions on movement has limited 
the scope for children to interact and access learning opportunities, taking a toll on 
their mental health. A UK-based study on young people with a history of mental 
health found that 32 percent of the respondents agreed that the pandemic had 
worsened their mental health (10). Family’s health, school and university closures, 
loss of routine and loss of social connection were causes of concern. Studies show 
changes in behaviour, with many being irritable and restless and an increased lack 
of concentration among school-going children (11),(12). Stress and social isolation 
impact brain health and development, which increases the risk of developing lifelong 
challenges in children (13).

Women are at a greater risk of suffering mental health problems, with increased 
stress and anxiety due to their lower socioeconomic position relative to men, a 
heavier burden of daily chores, and a larger role in managing household food security 
(14). Sixty-six percent of women compared to 34 percent of men reported stress and 
anxiety during the pandemic in India (15). During the COVID-19 crisis, pregnant 
and new mothers are certainly more anxious due to potential difficulties in accessing 
services and social support and fear of infection. Lack of women’s empowerment, 
denial of decision-making capabilities, and domestic violence play a big role in the 
incidence of poor mental health conditions among women in developing countries 
(16). Similar findings have been reported for women in developed countries, and 
there have been calls to enact policies that prioritise women and their mental health 
during the pandemic (17).                                  

Frontline workers are also at high risk of internal ill health, including suicide attempts 
and the threats of collapse and stigmatisation. Studies among healthcare workers 
indicate increased depression, distress, insomnia, and the need for psychosocial 
support (18),(19). Reports from Chile, Italy, Spain, the Philippines, the United Arab 
Emirates, the UK and the US document how dedicated teams provide mental health 
support for healthcare workers (20).

The impact of the pandemic on mental health is both short- and long-term and has 
been further aggravated by disruptions to mental health services and support during 
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lockdowns (see Figure 1) (21). Additionally, this negative impact can exacerbate the 
mental health crisis and cause a parallel pandemic that may last longer (22).

Figure 1: Time Horizons of Key Mental Health Effects of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Source: World Happiness Report (23)

Investing in Mental Healthcare 

“The extraordinary increase in mental health needs is taking its toll on already 
overburdened mental health services, which are under-funded and under-resourced 
in many countries on every continent affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 
has exposed the serious gaps in mental health care, and now more than ever world 
leaders need to prioritise and ensure that quality mental health support is accessible 
to everyone, everywhere,” said Ingrid Daniels, president for the World Federation for 
Mental Health, in 2020 (24).

School-based interventions that address anxiety, depression and suicide provide a 
return of US$21.5 for every US$1 invested over 80 years (25). Indeed, mental health 
services worldwide were already underfunded even before the pandemic hit, with 
countries spending lower than 2 percent of their public health budgets on mental 
health and struggling to meet their populations’ needs (26). In some of the world’s 
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poorest countries, governments spend less than US$1 a person treating mental 
health conditions (27). Notably, the negative profitable consequence or inaction in 
treating mental illness is higher than the cost of treatment (28).

The prevalence of mental health conditions has been unchanged for decades; 
however, the COVID-19 crisis has increased the need for mental healthcare 
(29). The prevalence of anxiety increased significantly amid the pandemic (see 
Figures 2 and 3).

Figure 2: Prevalence of Anxiety Pre- and Post-COVID-19

Source: OECD (30) 
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Figure 3: Prevalence of Depression Pre- and Post-COVID-19

Source: OECD (31) 
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Middle-income countries are particularly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic due to 
several factors: a shortage of human resources, insufficient financial health, lack of 
personal protective equipment, and insufficient beds and supplies for treatment, such 
as mechanical ventilators (32),(33). Many low- and middle-income countries lack 
adequate mental health resources to lessen the effects of job losses, income shocks 
and food insecurity caused by the pandemic (34). In addition, there are significant 
gaps in health budgets for mental health, with a high of 3 percent for higher-income 
countries to less than 0.5 percent in developing countries (35).

Poor mental health support in developing countries can lead to adverse socioeconomic 
outcomes and unescapable psychological distress (36). In developing countries, 
medium- and small-scale businesses have been massively affected, while support 
from the government is often inadequate, and those reliant on the informal sector 
have experienced income loss and food insecurity (37),(38). Governments in low- and 
lower-middle-income countries have yet to prioritise mental health in regular health 
systems. For example, while states in the US mandated mental health awareness in 
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schools even before the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 75 percent of adolescents in 
India have never attended a mental health awareness session (39).

Public, perceived, and self-stigmatising attitudes to mental illness have been 
identified as critical barriers to mental healthcare-seeking behaviours. Mental health 
stigma prevents individuals from using mental health services or receiving treatment. 
Internalised stigma—shame and embarrassment and fear of disclosing one’s mental 
health conditions—also acts as deterrents (40). A 2018 survey reported that 42 
percent of respondents cited high cost and poor insurance coverage as crucial walls to 
accessing mental healthcare, with one in four people being forced to choose between 
mental health treatment and essentials (41). Because of this prohibitive pricing, 
lack of insurance coverage, and the social stigma still associated with mental and 
substance use disorders, most people with behavioural health issues cannot access 
treatment.

Evidence from developing countries indicates higher stress levels and mental health 
issues in women with household food insecurity (42). A comparative study among 
seven middle-income countries on mental health in the general population during 
the pandemic highlights the risk factors for adverse mental health, including age 
(less than 30 years), high education, single and separated status and worrying about 
COVID-19 (43). The lower-middle-income countries in Africa and Asia face the risk 
of an exacerbated burden of mental health issues due to weak health systems and the 
lower socioeconomic status of their populations (44). Access to healthcare services 
and governments’ responses to the pandemic on public safety measures were crucial 
in lowering levels of anxiety and depression in some developing countries (45). 

The Way Forward

Mental health is integral to meet the SDGs, which calls for interdisciplinary and 
intersectoral solutions. Amid the pandemic, the WHO recommended the dedicated 
allocation of resources for mental healthcare in national response and recovery plans 
for countries to maintain mental health services (46). 

The WHO has also established a Special Initiative for Mental Health, which centres 
on scaling-up mental healthcare as part of universal health coverage and leaving 
no one behind by increasing quality interventions and services for individuals with 
mental health conditions (47).
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As adaptation towards telehealth increases across the globe, low and lower-middle-
income countries can leverage the technological shift by actively combating the 

Figure 4: The WHO Special Initiative for Mental Health – 
Theory of Change

Source: World Health Organization (48)
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gender/area digital divide, especially for women and racial minorities (49). Indeed, 
psychiatry has shown the highest adaptation among telehealth services globally (50).

Mental healthcare must be integrated into universal health coverage worldwide 
(51). For resource-constrained nations, low-cost scalable solutions are needed to 
address the mental health situation. The psychological impact of the pandemic has 
highlighted the vulnerability of people and the need for additional mental health 
support around the world. This momentum can be seen as an opportunity to address 
the unmet needs of the vulnerable groups by considering effective ways of investing 
in mental health support to improve overall wellbeing. Mental health issues should 
be incorporated within general health policies and plans and should be carefully 
monitored and evaluated to achieve the desired outcomes.
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A 
 
griculture is still the primary source of livelihood for most of India’s 
population. The agricultural sector accounts for 23 percent of the 
country’s GDP, but employs 59 percent of its workforce (1). Notably, 

70 percent of the rural population derive their livelihood from the agriculture sector 
(2). Moreover, 82 percent of Indian farmers are categorised as small and marginal, 
implying that they own farmlands between 1 to 2 hectares and less than 1 hectare 
of land respectively (3). At the national level, the poorest 50 percent of agricultural 
households own an average of 0.28 hectares of land, while the richest 1 percent 
own an average of 9.01 hectares of land, which is estimated to be the optimal farm 
size (4),(5). Due to the complex linkages that exist between land ownership and 
agricultural productivity, livelihood, poverty (6), social and cultural dynamics, 
environmental conservation (7) and overall human development (8), it is necessary 
to understand the structure of land ownership, especially in agriculture. Land 
reforms aimed at ensuring tenure security, and those where property rights are not 
well-defined, provide several rights to land users but also deny these rights to those 
who do not own any land. These rights are defined as use rights, mortgaging rights 
and transfer rights (9). 

The current situation in India is characterised by a burgeoning number of farms but 
dwindling farm size, resulting in low agricultural productivity. This has implications 
for agricultural productivity as well as for income generation and social welfare in 
rural areas. Consolidating land holdings to ensure that the farms are economically 
feasible for agricultural activities holds the key to ensuring a vibrant agricultural 
sector and a flourishing rural economy. But to do so requires establishing a framework 
that suggests the criteria for consolidating land holdings based on estimates of 
optimal farm size across regions. Through the interlinkages between land rights and 
investment, access to credit and land transfers, land reforms also become central 
to the agenda of sustainable development in rural areas. Land reforms have the 
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potential to help achieve several of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), such 
as responsible consumption and production (SDG 12), no poverty (SDG 1), reduced 
inequality (SDG 10), zero hunger (SDG 2), and peace, justice and strong institutions 
(SDG 16). 

Historical Attributes and the Political Economy of Land 
Reforms

Prior to independence, Indian land cultivators had to pay a fee to the administration, 
which was an important source of revenue for the British administration in India. 
It accounted for 60 percent of the total British government revenue in 1841, but 
this share declined gradually as other sources of tax revenue were identified in 
the subsequent years (10).The colonial system of land tenure has to some extent 
influenced the present political economy of land tenure ownership and its impacts. 
The colonial land tenure system can be categorised into three broad types—zamindari 
(landlord-based system), raiyatwari (individual cultivator-based system), and 
mahalwari (village-based system) (11). Most states that belonged to the Bengal 
presidency followed the zamindari system; Assam (separated from Bengal in 1874) 
and the Madras and Bombay presidencies adopted the raiyatwari system; and the 
North-western provinces and Punjab adopted the village-based system (12). In areas 
where the property rights were assigned to landlords during the colonial period, the 
level of investment in agriculture and agricultural productivity post-independence 
was significantly lower than areas where the property rights were assigned to the 
cultivators (13). This shows that historical institutions played an important role in 
determining the policy choices and outcomes after independence.

Following independence, Indian states were given the authority to enact land reform 
laws to overcome the challenges of the zamindari system to simplify the land tenure 
system, prevent fragmentation and enact ceilings on land holdings with the broader 
objective of creating an egalitarian agrarian economy. These reforms were enacted 
in several phases, most notably during the 1960s and 1970s. However, the objectives 
of land reforms are far from being met. In 2014, 11 states implemented reforms that 
marked a reversal from what previous laws were trying to accomplish (14); the new 
laws allow industries and non-farmers to buy large parcels of agricultural land for 
non-agricultural use. Although it may be argued that these reforms are aimed at 
boosting the industrial sector (especially given the agriculture sector’s low share in 
the national economy), it is still necessary to ensure egalitarian land distribution due 
to the large number of people who are engaged in it economically.
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Linkages with Inequality and Rural Socioeconomic 
Development

Land reforms can impact income inequality, poverty alleviation and rural 
development through two major channels. First, through the redistribution of 
land to landless farmers, and second through the size of operational land holdings. 
Fragmented landholdings are a major problem in India, with most farmers owning 
marginal and small land holdings. There needs to be a balance between the two, and 
in conjunction they can affect agricultural productivity and overall welfare. Stein T. 
Holden, Keijiro Otsuka and Klaus Deininger have suggested several basic models 
that highlight the links between land reforms, tenure insecurity, operational holding 
size, and production efficiency and welfare (15). Based on these, a framework can be 
developed that clearly delineates the linkages and focuses on their implications for 
rural welfare (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Linkages between Land Tenure and Rural Welfare

Source: Holden, Otsuka, and Deininger (16).

This framework shows some of the basic linkages between land tenure, land holding 
size, and the developmental goals in the SDGs. These linkages are not exhaustive and 
only indicative of the central role that land tenure plays in rural development and 
poverty alleviation.

Irrespective of the type of land tenure, the average size of land owned by households 
is below 1.5 hectares (see Figure 2). The terms of lease based on fixed money and/or 
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Figure 2: Average Land Area (in Hectares) Across Different 
Terms of Lease (Selected States)

Source: Based on data from Land and Livestock Survey, 2012-13 (NSS 70th Round) (17)

fixed produce dominate the land tenure patterns in most states. West Bengal, with 
a long history of land reforms, showed high levels of farm income inequality despite 
relatively lower land inequality. Thus, mere redistribution of land may not result 
in generating better welfare for the rural population. The smaller size of average 
operated land holdings (0.56 hectares for the bottom 50 percent and 3.32 hectares 
for top 1 percent of landowners) was perhaps a major bottleneck in agricultural 
production efficiency. The link between income inequality and land inequality is 
evident from these observations. Indeed, Punjab and Haryana, two of India’s most 
agriculturally developed states, had a high share of agricultural land inequality. The 
share of farm income in total income inequality was also very high in both states (18).

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

Punjab

Kerala

Maharashtra

Jharkhand

Bihar Assam

Haryana

Tamil Nadu

Andhra Pradesh

Odisha Madhya Pradesh

West Bengal

Uttar Pradesh

Telangana

Karnataka

for fixed money

for share of produce

for share of produce together with other terms

from relatives under no specified terms        

for fixed produce                              

for service contract

under usufructuary mortgage                    

under other terms                              



Land Reforms and Optimal Farm Size: Linkages with Rural Inequality and 
Socioeconomic Development

87

To understand the role of land in income inequality in rural communities, Raya Das 
and Ravi Srivastava used an approach of decomposing income inequality among 
agricultural households in India by income components—farm, wage, non-farm and 
livestock income (19). Farm income explains the highest share in income inequality 
among agricultural households. It was also observed that land inequality is a major 
determinant of income inequality among agricultural households. Furthermore, 
farm income is observed to grow the least for marginal farmers and growth is 
proportional to the farm size (20). Evidence of the link between land and income 
inequality showcases that land reform measures under the current dynamics of the 
agrarian economy must also aim to optimise farmer welfare, subject to a minimum 
threshold of operational land holding for viable agricultural output and maximum 
permissible limit for distributive justice. But how does one determine the lowest 
permissible limit? This introduces a new dimension to the issue of land reform. 

Optimal Farm Size: A Theoretical Construct

The policy planner’s objective should be to maximise the impact of land reform on 
farmer welfare such that the farmer can produce output that generates an adequate 
income to at least meet the basic requirements defined by a metric of social welfare 
(such as the poverty line). The inability to generate such a 'decent' income has 
forced farmers across the country to work in the non-farm sector. The minimum 
land required to produce such a level of output should be set as the 'floor' for land 
holdings.  According to a recent study by Andrew D. Foster and Mark R. Rosenzweig, 
the optimal farm size in India is estimated to be 24.5 acres (approximately 9.9 
hectares) (21). This is substantially larger than the current average farm size (as 
depicted in Figure 2). Under the current situation, most farmers can be assumed to 
be below this floor and must thus engage in occupations other than agriculture to 
supplement their income. According to a study on income inequality in agricultural 
households (22), most households with a higher share of wage income are in the 
lower income quartile, and thus shifting to the non-farm sector may not have been 
helpful in alleviating the problem of rural income inequality. Instead, it may lead to 
farmers being pushed to the margins. 

Setting a floor may help overcome the problem of fragmented landholdings and 
create economies of scale. The optimal farm size can be achieved through the 
consolidation of land holdings, as Foster and Rosenzweig suggest. While it has been 
argued that small farms are productive, and the government has been enthusiastic 
about the large number of small farms in India (23), Foster and Rosenzweig have 
shown that the productivity of small farms gradually decreases as the size of the 
farm increase, reaches a minimum, and eventually increases with farm size. They 
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argue that as the farm size increases, it requires additional labour and/or capital, 
which in turn require further expenses. But as the farm size increases beyond 
a particular threshold, the ability to use inputs that have higher capacity, such as 
machines, yields economies of scale and raises the productivity and net income of 
the farmers. The objective of land reforms should be to ensure that either the farms 
are operating at a very small but productive scale using only family labour, or that 
they are able to exploit the economies of scale associated with large land holdings 
through the consolidation of farms. Therefore, land reforms are a critical element 
in addressing rural poverty and income inequality, especially among farmers. The 
mere redistribution of surplus land to the landless will not yield the desired results 
on its own. It needs to be accompanied by other laws and contracts that allow for the 
efficient use of the plot of land.  

If implemented effectively, it would allow farmers to generate a steady flow of income 
from their farms, which could then be used to invest in physical capital such as inputs 
and human capital such as education for their children. Both these would lead to 
higher income in future periods, and improve agricultural productivity and the 
aggregate welfare of the household. Although the law of inheritance will mean land 
ownership passes on to the next generations, the returns from investment in human 
capital in the earlier periods may generate higher sources of earnings from non-
farm activities. Labour will thus migrate from the agriculture sector to other sectors 
based on their relative skill levels. Under a regime of well-defined property rights, 
this will allow the household to either lease the land for agricultural practices or hire 
labour for farming instead of engaging family labour. This will create a market for 
agricultural labour that will allow other households aiming to overcome the poverty 
or low-income trap an opportunity to do so. It will also facilitate the reallocation of 
labour across and within the sectors in a manner that matches the skill distribution 
across the population. 

Conclusion

Although most states have implemented land reforms, its impacts have not always 
been desirable. Despite redistributing land to the landless farmers, it has had the 
undesirable impact of fragmented landholdings. In addition to political economy 
factors, several de jure factors have also led to the land reform measures falling short 
of their objectives. An important reason behind this is the various exemptions to 
the existing land ceiling laws, which leaves adequate space for elite landowners to 
override the laws (24). The legacy of colonial institutions has led to the accumulation 
of political power in the hands of the landed gentry, and they continue to enjoy 
superiority in the agrarian social hierarchy. To ensure that land reforms lead to the 
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creation of a more egalitarian distribution of land holdings, enforcing a land ceiling 
alone may not be sufficient. It is also necessary to ensure that farmlands are feasible 
for economically productive agricultural activities. Consolidating land holdings to 
meet an optimal farm size (around 9 hectares) can be one way to expand agricultural 
output and income, and thereby reduce poverty. Since land inequality is highly 
interlinked with income inequality among agricultural households, it also serves a 
dual purpose of addressing rural income inequality. 
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As the world transitions towards an era of sustainability, new 
initiatives and opportunities relating to the sustainable use of the 
oceans are emerging.

Globally, 40 percent of the world’s population live within 150 km of the coast (1). 
However, in the case of Australia, this number is more than double, with 85 percent 
of Australians living in coastal regions (2). The country also holds the world’s third 
largest exclusive economic zone (EEZ), with 8.2 million sq km off Australia and 2 
million sq km off the Australian Antarctic Territory (3).

While the advances of the modern world are providing new challenges and 
opportunities, the nature of Australia as an ocean country dates back thousands of 
years to its Traditional Owners from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island background 
and the relation to ‘Country’, as land and sea connected in a holistic way (4). 
Australian culture, industry and livelihoods are strongly reliant on sustainable 
ocean use. Australia’s future, following its past, is linked to the ocean and to the 
development of its blue economy. 

Importance of Sustainable Blue Economy

The World Bank defines the blue economy as the “sustainable use of ocean resources 
for economic growth, improved livelihoods and jobs, and ocean ecosystem health” 
(5). In Australia, the National Marine Science Plan’s Midway Report (6) refers to the 
blue economy as “an economy that manages Australia’s most valuable resources – 
our oceans and coasts – to deliver a healthy marine environment, strong economy 
and vibrant society”. 
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Many activities are considered part of the blue economy, such as renewable energy, 
fisheries and aquaculture, maritime transport, and tourism. These activities extend 
from coastal to offshore areas, and across national and international borders, making 
the management of the blue economy a global issue. 

The global annual economic value generated by the ocean assets of the blue economy 
has been estimated at between US$1.5-2.5 trillion (7, 8). In 2018, a total of 338,974 
jobs in Australia were related to the blue economy (9). 

In 2015, Australia published its 10-year National Marine Science Plan with a focus 
on sustainability and recommendations for the development of Australia’s blue 
economy (10). With an estimated value of US$71 billion per annum (AUD$100 
billion per annum) by 2025, Australia’s interest in the opportunities to grow the blue 
economy is increasing (11).

However, Australia is not alone in its aspirations for blue economic growth. In 
2020, the High-Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy united 14 countries 
to facilitate solutions and develop an agenda for transitioning to a sustainable ocean 
economy (12). Five building blocks were agreed to develop such an economy (13)—(i) 
decision-making based on science and data; (ii), goal-oriented ocean planning; (iii) 
mobilisation of investments based on innovation and derisking finance; (iv) stopping 
land-based pollution; and (v) changing the ocean accounting to reflect the true value 
of the ocean. These considerations promote the principles and practice underlying 
the broader global agenda on sustainability. 

The United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (14) proposed 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets as an action plan for 
prosperity with a focus on sustainable practices. The blue economy has components 
that link to most SDGs, but the most critical is SDG 14, which aims to “conserve and 
sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development” 
(15). 

Across the globe, the alignment of ocean management with sustainability is 
becoming more apparent. The European Union is currently making the transition 
from the “blue growth” terminology and objectives to a “sustainable blue economy” 
(16), leaving behind non-sustainable practices and focussing on a transformation 
to the blue economy through the European Green Deal (17) that tackles climate 
and environmental-related challenges. A similar impetus for sustainable growth 
underlies the approach from other countries, including Australia (18).
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With the potential of generating six times more food and 40 times more renewable 
energy (19), unlocking the sustainable use of the ocean is a critical step to global 
sustainability.

The Blue Economy CRC: Underpinning the Growth of 
Australia’s Blue Economy

Aquaculture has been practised for centuries by Australia’s Traditional Owners, who 
have sustainably harvested and cultured Sea Country for millennia (20). Currently, 
Australian aquaculture has a gross value of AU$1.6 billion (US$1.16 billion) per 
year (21). Aquaculture gross value production (GVP) increased by 10 percent in 
2019-20, accounting for 51 percent of the total fisheries-related GVP. This contrasts 
with a decrease of 12 percent GVP in wild-catch fisheries over the same period 
(22). Recognising the opportunities presented through the sustainable growth 
of aquaculture, Australia is investing in developing the engineering, technology, 
production practices, and regulatory environment to allow aquaculture to operate 
sustainably further offshore. 

A critical component of a sustainable future is the shift towards renewable energy 
and decarbonisation of industry. Australia’s EEZ has some of the highest quality 
and abundance of marine related renewable energies (offshore wind, tidal, wave, 
ocean current, salinity gradient, and thermal energies) in the world. As an example, 
offshore wind in Australian waters is comparable to areas such as the North Sea 
where this resource is commonly used and has a well-established industry (23). The 
use of offshore renewable technologies in combination with other renewable energy 
sources, such as green hydrogen, can support the decarbonisation of complete 
industry sectors in the near future as the engineering and regulatory challenges are 
addressed. 

The migration of the aquaculture sector to offshore waters requires new engineering 
designs that can address the specific needs of high-energy environments. There is 
a need to bring together industrial engineering expertise to collaborate with the 
offshore renewable energy and offshore aquaculture sectors. 

As the aquaculture and renewable offshore energy sectors design new solutions, 
the environmental footprint of the infrastructure, farming systems and energy 
generation will need to be evaluated and monitored. 
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Many of the challenges experienced by the aquaculture sector and the offshore 
renewable energy sector in moving offshore are similar and related to their need 
for new and fit-for-purpose policy and legislative arrangements. These regulatory 
arrangements should support industry while ensuring that new technologies 
and processes emerging for high-energy environments are sustainable. This is 
challenging with ocean resources spanning multiple jurisdictions. For example, in 
Australia, state governments have jurisdiction over inshore waters to three nautical 
miles, while the Australian federal government has jurisdiction out to 200 nautical 
miles (24). There is a need for consultation and engagement across different sectors 
to develop management tools and regulatory frameworks that can be applied across 
borders.

As nations strengthen their alignment with the SDGs, national initiatives are 
emerging for active deliverables in the short-, medium- and long-term. In Australia, 
this is supported by increased investment in research and development to underpin 
sustainable growth. The Blue Economy Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) is an 
example of active research and training in the Australian blue economy sector. 

The Blue Economy CRC is a 10-year initiative by 40 Australian and international 
partners across industry, research, and governmental organisations with a combined 
vision of aquaculture and renewable energy moving sustainably offshore to develop 
the blue economy (25). The Blue Economy CRC leverages connections between 
different sectors through five programmes: offshore engineering and technology; 
seafood and marine products; offshore renewable energy systems; environment and 
ecosystems; and sustainable offshore developments. The combination of strategic 
partners makes this initiative a holistic solution to the blue economy issues in 
Australia and is the country’s largest such initiative to date. 

In its short life, the Blue Economy CRC has already completed 20 research projects 
and commissioned another 11 (26). In addition, 12 PhD scholarship projects have 
been commissioned thus far, which also cover a wide range of research topics. 
Through these projects, new research has started towards decarbonising the 
aquaculture industry by supplying clean power via green hydrogen and offshore 
renewable energy, new marine spatial planning tools are in use, two major policies 
are under consideration to develop offshore renewable energy initiatives and to 
farm the oceans sustainably in Commonwealth waters, and new technologies and 
engineering designs are under development for a more sustainable future. 
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One Ocean for a Sustainable Future

As the UN Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development (2021-2030) 
advances, there is a need to connect initiatives across the globe to support blue 
growth. 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced the need for reliable national 
food and energy production, has highlighted the limitations on supply chains across 
the globe, and the need for economic recovery. There is a significant opportunity to 
increase food and energy production while sustainably managing the oceans. This 
will require developing the skills of the new workforce that will support the blue 
economy into the future. Sustainable growth cannot be developed in isolation; it 
requires at a global level the combination of scientific and Traditional Knowledge; 
the co-development of regulatory frameworks by government, industry, academia 
and community; and, ultimately, the exploration of innovative solutions in harmony 
with the environment. 
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People and freight movement accounts for 15 percent of global 
greenhouse gas emissions (1). Not all mobility or even automobility 
demand can be fully avoided as it is the mobility service that connects 

the point of demand and point of supply in an interdependent modern human 
society (see Figure 1 and Table 1). It is important then to consider how unavoidable 
automobility (mobility necessary to access services essential for human living) 
can be promoted bearing in mind the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
particularly SDG 7 (ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 
energy for all) and SDG 13 (take urgent action to combat climate change and its 
impacts) (2). Policymakers, spatial planners and service-delivery providers are the 
key actors to introduce any change related to mobility services, supplemented by 
information sharing to enhance user awareness and shape user behaviour (3). While 
digitalisation, information and communication, and interactive technologies may 
help in reimagining mobility services (4) their influence on the impact of mobility 
and energy demand on the environment is yet to be assessed (5). 

Mobility is not just for the physical transportation of passengers but for goods as 
well. Societies with a high interdependence through import-export of goods lead to 
an increased demand for automobility. Importantly, 90 percent of all global freight 
movement is by ships that run on fossil fuels (6). 

North-South Binary 

Existing literature on collective sustainable living (7) and eco-modern justice 
(8) highlights the need for mainstream research to go beyond traditional binary 
representations to show equity, such as North-South, rich-poor, developed-
developing, or Annex I- Non-Annex I countries. The north-south binary, which 
emerged amid globalisation from traditional political economy literature (9), trade 
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literature (10), and geography (11), needs to be reframed in the wake of the global 
sustainability discourse and different economic levels across social groups. This 
paper views the Global South and North not as geographic regions but as ‘social 
designations’ for vulnerable communities due to political-social-economic factors in 
rich and poor countries (12). 

Social inequity in mobility is connected to levels of wealth, poverty and capabilities. 
People with a lower level of travel demand may satisfy one or a combination of the 
following factors: unemployment, low income, have a low ownership of vehicles, live 
in settlements that are less served by modern travel modes and services, have a lower 
capability to join the skilled labour market (13), and lack decent living standards 
(14). This group with a mobility deficit or deprivation will vary depending on the 
level of equity and inequity within a country. Unlike cooking fuel use, which leads to 
biomass burning and has environmental impacts, the mobility of a poor social group 
can typically be categorised under active mobility service and hence has a minimal 
contribution to the environment (Global South perspective). This paper focuses 
on unavoidable automobility, or the Global North perspective that cuts across all 
countries.  

Figure 1: Avoidable and Unavoidable Mobility Demand

Source: Conceptualised by authors based on J.Roy et al, and B. Ghosh (15)
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Reimagining Mobility

E-mobility emerged as a supply-side option in low emission mobility solutions under 
the assumption that electricity supply can be from zero carbon sources (see Figure 
1). The sustainable development framework, digitalisation, Big Data and internet of 
things (IoT) (16), provide an opportunity to reimagine the mobility of people and 
goods in a broader context, with the potential for new investment in infrastructure, 
service provision systems (17), and an overall enabling environment through 
policy incentives without compromising on human wellbeing or breaking sectoral 
boundaries.  

Transforming service provision systems: Avoiding demand for 
mobility 

Avoiding mobility is not an option for the Global South as such communities are 
already living with unmet mobility demands and low levels of wellbeing. It is, 
however, applicable to the Global North communities that are directly or indirectly 
dependent on automobility and unavoidable automobility; they are the major driver 
of global unavoidable demand for automobility. 

Infrastructure design and promoting it appropriately as a “new normal status symbol” 
will play an important role in avoiding the demand for mobility. For instance, compact 
urban planning will help in avoiding mobility (18). Mobility service provision through 
collaborative mobility demand (19), and reducing vehicle ownership by increasing 
the occupancy of vehicles by increasing comfort in public transport system (20) 
helps avoid and reduce mobility demand. Cities that are experiencing growth and are 
developing their infrastructure have the potential to incorporate plans and designs to 
encourage low mobility, and thus low energy, demand. 

Active mobility for a sustainable world 

The Global South is mostly dependent on active mobility that is sustainable but is 
trapped at a low level of human wellbeing without access to opportunities. However, 
for the Global North, active mobility is now emerging as an alternative sustainable 
option to enhance human wellbeing for certain services that are available at short 
distances and thus provide healthy options and reduce emissions through modern 
digital and physical infrastructure design (21). 

The purpose of mobility can be varied (see Table 1). Active mobility through walking 
or cycling has no direct adverse environmental emissions since no fuel is used, and so 
is perfectly compatible with sustainable mobility. The mobility of people and goods 



104

Planet: Synergising Enterprise, Environment and Communities E-Mobility for a Sustainable World: Unavoidable Automobility and  
Global South-North Perspectives

105

can be over a short, intermediate or long distance. Typically, active travel is for short 
distances, and motorised mobility is for long-distance travel.  

Mobility can be to maintain various needs, such as accessing educational spaces 
or workplaces, entertainment and shopping, healthcare, leisure and tourism, and 
socialisation. Often, the movement of people and goods can be complementary or 

Table 1:  Means for Mobility

Transport types
Physical movement

People (passenger km) Freight (ton km) 

Global growth rates over the period*
Active transport Not available Not available 

Road transport 193.17% (2000-2017) 100% (1990-2003)

Rail transport 16.27% (1995-2007) 20.13% (1995-2010)
Air transport 1368.11% (1970-2019)# 1322.70% (1973-2019)
Water transport  Not available 120% (1990-2003)
Purpose (Distance to cover) Private Shared Domestic International

Short Active mobility: Walk, Cycle/bike
Automobility: 2W, 3W, 4W

Active mobility: Cycle/bike
 Automobility: 2W, 3W, 4W

Active mobility: Walk, Cycle/bike Automobility: 
2W, 3W, 4W Train, Bus, Airplane, Ship

Intermediate Active mobility: Cycle/bike
Automobility: 2W, 3W, 4W

Active mobility: Cycle/bike
 Automobility: 2W, 3W, 4W, Bus

Active mobility: Cycle/bike
 Automobility: 2W, 3W, 4W Train, Bus, Airplane, Ship

Long 4W 4W, Train, Metro, Bus, Airplane, Ship 3W, 4W, Train, Bus, Airplane, Ship Train, Bus, Airplane, Ship

Access to Services Physical movement  
(of people) Digitalised platforms Physical movement (of freight)

Education High potential for reduction High potential for increase Marginal/No additional physical movement of freight needed
Job High potential for reduction High potential for increase Marginal/No additional physical movement of freight needed
Entertainment services (opera/
movies/sports) High potential for reduction High potential for increase No additional physical movement of freight needed

Dine out High potential for reduction High potential for increase Potential for some additional physical movement of freight needed

Bank/ATM Medium potential for reduction Medium potential for increase No additional physical movement of freight needed

Shopping Medium potential for reduction Medium potential for increase Should be complemented by physical movement of freight

Salon Medium potential for reduction Medium potential for increase Additional physical movement of freight may not be necessary

Health Low potential for reduction Low potential for increase Should be complemented by physical movement of freight
Leisure activities (gym/ 
swimming etc.) No potential for reduction No potential for increase No additional physical movement of freight needed

Parties (outside house) No potential for reduction No potential for increase No additional physical movement of freight needed
Note: #Total passengers carried
High potential: when services can be ordered/ booked online but no physical movement of people necessary to deliver the product/services
Medium potential: when services can be ordered/ booked online but physical movement of people necessary to deliver the product/services
Low potential: when only few options under the broader umbrella of services (e.g., health) can be ordered/ booked online 

Source: Compiled by authors. *Calculated from World Bank and Global Energy Assessment (26)

substitutes, providing scope to avoid the mobility need of one kind or the other (see 
Table 1). Digitalisation and IoT are transforming the service provision system and 
increasing substitutability in passenger and freight movements. For instance, online 
food ordering, telecommuting for work, online shopping, and E-education. One way 
of measuring progress in sustainability is the status of human health (a component 
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of multidimensional metrics used to measure human wellbeing) (22). Studies show 
life-cycle CO2 emission reduced by 14 percent with each additional cycle trip and 
by 62 percent with each avoided car trip (23). But such a shift in active mobility 
is determined by the availability of and access to infrastructure. Active mobility 
cannot happen in an urban centre if the city is not walkable by design (24). Thus, the 
overall demand for mobility might decline if managed strategically. But unless well-
managed, it can lead to an increase in energy use and emissions as well (25).  

Table 2: Adoption of E-Vehicles by Types

E-vehicle types Implementation in countries
E-bike (2W) China (27)
E-rickshaw (3W) India (28)
E-cars (4W) Norway, Iceland, Sweden, Finland (29)

E-buses China, India (30)
E-trucks (freight) US (31)
Electric trains/ metros/ underground 
rails

Hamburg (Germany) (32)

Electric cruise boats US, South Korea (33)
Electric tram Kolkata, Mumbai (India) (34)

Source: Compiled by the authors

E-mobility for Unavoidable Mobility in a Sustainable World  

How can unavoidable mobility needs be met in a sustainable world, immediately for 
the Global North and expanded in the future for the entire population? E-mobility, 
H-mobility (hydrogen fuel-driven mobility) and B-mobility (biofuel-driven mobility) 
can be the solution. The rise in the use of lithium-ion batteries has enabled E-mobility 
to become a major feature of decarbonisation (see Table 2).

In light duty vehicles, E-mobility through fully battery-operated vehicles instead 
of internal combustion engines are becoming a commercial reality faster than 
anticipated across the globe (35). This is due to changes in national policies, vehicle 
manufacturing companies adopting new business ventures, business prospects 
evolving due to change in company valuation, and innovation in mobility technologies 
(see Table 3). 

In India, initiatives such as a massive expansion of metro-rail networks in multiple 
cities are promoting E-mobility. Rising liquid fuel costs and the ban on two-stroke 
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engines are some of the factors that have driven a quicker e-mobility transition in 
India (36). Bangalore Metropolitan Transport Corporation (BMTC) provides feeder 
bus services to and from metro railway stations to ease the continuity of the mobility 
service. BMTC has also planned to provide electric bikes at five metro stations. A 
number of other experimentations that are being introduced, include bus rapid 
transit systems (Ahmedabad, Pune, Kolkata), electric rickshaws (New Delhi, Kolkata 
and various other cities), promotion of different modes of non-motorised transport 
(Bhubaneshwar, Ahmedabad). 

In developing countries, E-mobility is being rapidly implemented in micro-mobility 
(E-autorickshaws, scooters, E-bikes), in transit systems (especially buses) and, to a 
lesser degree, in the electrification of personal vehicles through various E-mobility 
policies (see Table 3for policies in South Asian countries). India’s large and growing 
two-wheeler market has benefitted from the policy attention on electric vehicles 
(EVs), showing a significant potential for increasing the share of electric two-and 
three-wheelers in the short term (37). Similar opportunities exist for China where 
e-bikes have replaced car trips and are reported to act as intermediate links in 
multimodal mobility (38). China’s EV market grew by 118 percent in the first quarter 
of 2019 (see Table 2a) and is currently larger than the EU and the US combined 
(39). In Chile, as of 2014, only 136 vehicles (0.003% of the total fleet) are electricity-
fuelled (40). It is also important for innovation and service delivery providers to 
provide adequate charging points to support the penetration of EVs. In Brazil, the 
Itaipu hydroelectric power plant has established an electric car sharing platform for 
its employees (41).

Table 3: Emerging E-mobility Policies in South Asian

Country E-mobility policy Targets/ Incentives 

Afghanistan No EV policy yet -

Bangladesh 
(42)

Automobile Industry 
Development Policy 
2021

10-year tax holiday, financial 
incentives, interest waiver on 
loans for local manufacturing and 
assembly of EVs.
Global Environment Facility 
(GEF) announced plans to help 
Bangladesh accelerate their shift to 
zero-emissions electric mobility (in 
Nov 2021)
Bangladesh Road Transport 
Corporation (BRTC) has taken the 
initiative to introduce 50 electric 
buses that will run in long routes 
like Dhaka-Chottogram.
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Country E-mobility policy Targets/ Incentives 

Bhutan (43) Bhutan Electric Vehicle 
Initiative (2014)

To make the capital city, Thimphu, a 
clean Green Electric City

Promotes EVs with tax incentives. 
EVs are exempt from sales tax, 
customs duty, and green tax. 
The country has an EV initiative 
including a GEF project for electric 
taxis. It has also discussed an EV 
road map for commercial vehicles 
(buses, urban trucks, and taxis)

India (44)

National Electric 
Mobility Mission Plan
FAME II (April 
2019 for 3 years)- 
Faster Adoption and 
Manufacturing of 
(Hybrid and) Electric 
Vehicles Phase II

Ensure at least 15% of the vehicles 
in the country are electric by 2030
The scheme is proposed to be 
implemented through the following 
verticals:

a) Demand Incentives (upfront 
reduced purchase price of hybrid 
and electric vehicles to enable wider 
adoption, which will be reimbursed to 
the original equipment manufacturer 
by the Indian government)

b) Establishment of network 
of Charging Stations (setting 
up of adequate public charging 
infrastructure)

c) Administration of Scheme including 
Publicity, IEC (Information, Education 
& Communication) activities.

Maldives (45)
No EV policy yet

Global Environment Facility 
announced plans to help Maldives 
accelerate their shift to zero-
emissions electric mobility (in its 
initial phase)

Nepal (46)
Environment friendly 
Vehicle and Transport 
Policy

Increase the share of EVs to 20% 
by 2020 and proposed subsidy 
schemes. But the market of the 
EVs dropped following the increase 
in 120%-140% of tax of combined 
excise and customs duties in the 
2020-21 budget plan.
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Country E-mobility policy Targets/ Incentives 

Pakistan (47) National Electric 
Vehicles Policy (2020)

Passenger EV sales to constitute 
30% of new sales by 2030 and 
90% of new sales by 2040; 2 & 3 
wheelers EV sales to constitute 
50% of new sales by 2030 and 
90% of new sales by 2040; Buses 
EV sales to constitute 50% of new 
sales by 2030 and 90% of new sales 
by 2040; and Trucks EV sales to 
constitute 30% of new sales by 2030 
and 90% of new sales by 2040
Incentives includes: 1% GST for 
EVs (down from 17%), 1% Import 
Duty on charging equipment, 
Lower electricity tariffs for EV 
charging stations, State Bank to 
offer lower rate financing to EV 
manufacturers

Sri Lanka 
(48)

Global Environment Facility 
announced plans to help Sri Lanka 
accelerate their shift to zero-
emissions electric mobility (in 
November 2021)

Source: Compiled by the authors

The continued growth of E-mobility for land transport will require investments in electric 
charging and related grid infrastructure, which has a direct relevance in terms of SDG 
7 and clean power generation capacity. To ensure fast EV uptake for climate benefit 
through market mechanism, three barriers must be overcome in the next 10 years: 
battery costs, availability of charging infrastructure, and clean power generation 
and distribution (49). Dedicated high power charging stations can reduce charging 
time (50). These have been installed in several countries that have a relatively large 
market for EVs, such as China, UK, US, and Germany. 

While market mechanism is vital to advance electric mobility, adequate policy 
support is an absolute necessity to enable the shift. In Sweden and Germany, for 
instance, electric heavy-duty vehicles are incentivised by electrified traffic lanes 
(51). The larger penetration of EVs requires innovative business models like MaaS 
(mobility-as-a-service), but studies have shown concern that MaaS may not work in 
low density car-dependent cities as the distances to be travelled are too long, which may 
not enable easy sharing that can happen in dense places (52).
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Challenges 

The increased emphasis on E-mobility through battery-operated vehicles is creating 
geopolitical issues in the energy sector and needs attention within the context of SDG 
7.a (by 2030, enhance international cooperation to facilitate access to clean energy 
research and technology, including renewable energy, energy efficiency and advanced 
and cleaner fossil-fuel technology, and promote investment in energy infrastructure 
and clean energy technology) and 7.b (by 2030, expand infrastructure and upgrade 
technology for supplying modern and sustainable energy services for all in developing 
countries, in particular least developed countries, small island developing States and 
landlocked developing countries, in accordance with their respective programmes 
of support). Countries like India are becoming importers of lithium batteries (used 
in EVs) in huge quantities given the lack of lithium, cobalt, and nickel reserves. In 

Table 4: Regulatory Frameworks for Lithium-ion Battery Management

Regions Framework Treatment of Lithium-ion Batteries

EU Battery Directive 
(2006)

Minimizing the negative impact of waste 
batteries, including lithium-ion batteries. 
Prohibition of disposal of industrial/
automotive batteries/accumulators to landfill 
or incineration
Allowing the recycling and treatment of 
battery waste outside the EU if EU legislation 
for transport/transfer of hazardous waste are 
followed

US

Considered 
hazardous and are 
regulated under 
the Standards for 
Universal Waste 
Management 
(Electronic 
Code of Federal 
Regulations, Title 
40, Part 273, US 
EPA).

The order strictly prohibits the disposal of 
batteries to landfills. However, the Federal 
Government standards do not include 
any directive about resource recovery 
from lithium-ion batteries waste. Some 
states in the USA are developing their own 
regulations that enforce producers to offer 
or fund battery recycling. These schemes are 
active in California, Minnesota, Iowa New 
York, Florida, Vermont, New Jersey, and 
Maryland.

China Draft rules in 2017

Hold car manufacturers responsible for the 
recovery of new energy vehicle batteries and 
require them to set up recycling channels 
and service outlets where old batteries can be 
collected, stored and transferred to specialist 
recyclers.
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2019-20, India imported 450 million units of lithium batteries valued at INR 6,600 
crore (US$929.26 million) (53).

EV batteries typically lifecycle of about eight years and need to be replaced when 
capacity falls below 80 percent (54). This can be done in two ways—EV batteries can 
be repurposed for secondary applications or can be sent for recycling and for metal 
to be recovered from them. 

Spent batteries contain toxic materials, and proper waste management is vital to avoid 
fires and soil and water contamination. Studies suggest that recycling and repurposing 
lithium-ion batteries can create a circular economy and reduce the dependence on 
resources and materials used to make these batteries (55). Multiple countries are 
establishing regulatory frameworks to manage lithium-ion batteries (see Table 4). 
India’s draft Battery Waste Management Rules, 2020 outlines the responsibility of 

Regions Framework Treatment of Lithium-ion Batteries

Japan

Law for the 
Promotion of 
the Effective 
Utilisation of 
Resources, 2000

Mandates that rechargeable batteries be 
classified for recycling, at the manufacturing 
stage, using a standardised three arrow 
recycling mark indicating battery type and 
primary metal components. 
On reaching end-of-life, these marked 
batteries are collected and recycled 
appropriately. 
The Law also sets lithium-ion batteries 
recycling target of greater than 30% and 
stipulates that all manufacturers and 
importers of batteries must have a recovery 
system for waste products

India

Draft rule-
Battery Waste 
Management 
Rules, 2020

Explains in detail the responsibility of the 
battery manufacturer- from setting up 
battery-waste collection centres and take-
back systems to affixing targets for battery-
waste collection from two to seven years after 
the rules come into effect

Source: Adapted from JMK Research & Analytics (57)
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the battery manufacturer, ranging from setting up battery-waste collection centres 
and take-back systems to affixing targets for battery-waste collection. Recycling or 
reusing lithium-ion batteries for stationary energy applications is another potential 
way to manged end-of-life batteries. However, access to information on the health of 
lithium-ion batteries remains a challenge for recycling and remanufacturing batteries 
for a second life (56). 

In India’s intermediate means of transport (IMT) segment, which is dominated by 
hydrocarbons, the penetration rate of E-rickshaws is much lower than the potential. 
This is due to conflicts (social, political and legislative) with the hydrocarbon 

Figure 2: Actor Network for E-Mobility

Source: Prepared by the authors
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regime along with varying cultural bias for rickshaws despite the fast technology 
development in this segment. E-rickshaw technology is readily available but policy 
inertia, institutional preparedness, competition with the incumbent technology 
based on hydrocarbons are causing delays in transforming the IMT segment (58).

Importantly, a deep electrification in the transport sector may have an adverse impact 
on SDG 7 because increases in electricity demand can lead to an increase in prices, 
adversely affecting the affordability of modern energy for poor populations, unless pro-
poor redistributive policies are in place (59). Decarbonising the transport sector will 
require significant integrated planning of transport and power infrastructure and the 
involvement of multiple social actors (see Figure 2) for systemwide benefits.

Conclusion 

Considering E-mobility in the context of the climate goal (SDG 13) will likely conflict 
with the aims of SDG 7 (ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and 
modern energy for all). Mobility-poor social groups can be categorised under active 
mobility service users and hence have a minimal impact on the environment. Social 
inequity in modern energy and mobility is connected to levels of wealth, poverty 
and capability. Viewing the Global South and North not as geographic regions but 
as ‘social designations’ for vulnerable communities provides a useful analytical 
framing—the Global South community has active mobility users with a minimum 
direct contribution to the environment but has less access to modern energy to meet 
the wellbeing needs. Global South as a social group that is living with low purchasing 
power, energy poverty and mobility deficit and is mostly dependent on active 
mobility, have the rights to enhance mobility and access to modern energy. At the 
same time, the automobility needs of the Global North have increased manifold in 
recent decades. 

Mobility per se is not a problem, and can be better for health outcomes and overall 
human wellbeing (SDG 3) if it is in active mode. The overall demand for mobility can 
lead to an increase in energy use and emissions, unless managed properly. E-mobility 
is one solution. 

Policymaking must keep abreast with this shift and to transform mobility practices. 
The growth in active mobility and its ability to replace automobility should be 
quantified to get an idea of avoidable and unavoidable mobility. Research must focus 
on the various social groups and particularly on the transition for the Global North. 
A systemic approach is needed to transition from fossil fuel-mobility to E-mobility in 
the Decade of Action.
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Nature provides a wide range of contributions to human quality 
of life, from life support systems to spiritual and scientific 
inspiration (1). The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), which assesses the state of biodiversity 
and the resultant ecosystem services it provides society (or, in other words, the 
benefits derived from various ecosystems), has provided a new nomenclature 
to describe ecosystem services—nature’s contributions to people (NCPs). NCPs 
encompass all contributions, positive and negative, of living nature—such as the 
diversity of organisms, ecosystems, and the associated ecological and evolutionary 
processes—to the quality of human life. Beneficial contributions from nature include 
food provision, water purification, flood control, and artistic inspiration. On the 
other hand, detrimental contributions include disease transmission and predation 
that damages people or their assets. Importantly, several NCPs may be perceived 
as benefits or detriments depending on the cultural, temporal, or spatial context 
(2). For example, the provision of food and water can be considered as benefits, 
while extreme events like tropical storms and the spread of pest-borne diseases are 
detrimental to human wellbeing.

While people are aware of the uses of nature, its value has not yet translated into a 
mindset or habit change among them. Traditional accounting systems like the gross 
domestic product (GDP) often fail to measure human wellbeing (3). Therefore, the 
assessment of economic performance does not take natural capital and ecosystem 
services emanating from them into consideration. This results in a structural 
imbalance where nature is exploited to create wealth (4).

The value of nature can be estimated from different perspectives using dissimilar 
frameworks. The difference in methodology often leads to significant deviation in 
the findings. For instance, while estimating carbon sequestration, the social cost of 
carbon can be as high as US$86 per ton (5) while another method puts the market 



Valuing Nature’s Contribution

121

price of carbon (which reflects social cost) at US$2 per ton (6). It is also important 
to understand the applicability of valuing nature, a theoretical concept connected 
to how ecological fiscal transfer can promote sustainable practices or the protection 
of ecosystems by stakeholder communities through the beneficiaries. This essay 
reviews how nations are approaching the valuation of nature—natural capital and 
the ecosystem services emanating from it and its linkages with the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). The importance of using a more diverse approach in 
valuing nature—such as the IPBES’s NCP approach—comes from the interlinkages 
between biodiversity, climatic factors, and human wellbeing. The rapid decline in 
biodiversity and increased species extinction are impacting the quality of life, health, 
economies, food security and livelihoods worldwide (7).

Economic Valuation and Sustainable Development Goals

The NCP approach attempts to connect social, environmental, and economic factors 
to bring a holistic perspective in the economic valuation of ecosystem services. The 
technical and policy discourse on valuation often gets entangled into instrumental 
(values for entities as means to achieve human ends) and intrinsic value mechanisms 
(values inherent to nature). Valuation studies should incorporate diversity that 
includes both a utilitarian economic perspective and environmental ethics stance of 
human-nature interfaces. The relationship between ecosystem health and human 
and animal health must be considered seriously to achieve sustainability on a global 
scale (8).

Diversity in the valuation approach can contrast the traditional approaches (see 
Figure 1). The diverse valuation approach (pluralistic approach) considers health, 
economic, biophysical and sociocultural factors, which allows for the integration of 
stakeholders from different socioeconomic and cultural strata. NCPs can be utilised 
in achieving the SDGs along with aspects of conservation, resilience and equity. This 
broadens the scope to design policy measures that can lead to sustainable governance 
regimes. Several global examples can illustrate the intersections between the SDGs 
and valuation methods (see the case studies section). 
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The restoration of the ecosystem is fundamental to achieving the SDGs, primarily 
those related to climate change, poverty eradication, food security, water, and 
biodiversity conservation. Restoring damaged ecosystems allows people to work with 
nature to address the pressing challenges facing humanity, such as the COVID-19 
pandemic (10).  

Figure 1: Pluralistic vs Traditional Valuation Approaches (9)

Figure 2: Forest Ecosystem Services and Related SDGs 

Source: Center for Global Development (11)
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The key to sustainable development is achieving a balance between the exploitation of 
natural resources for socioeconomic development and conserving ecosystem services 
that are critical to human wellbeing and livelihoods. SDG 6 (water and sanitation) 
and SDG 15 (ecosystems) have targets for restoring and maintaining ecosystems to 
provide water-related services.

Case Studies 

The value of ecosystem services and its impact on human wellbeing can be illustrated 
through multiple case studies (see Table 1). NCPs and the impact of nature-based 
solutions to tackle social, economic and environmental challenges have often proved 
to be instrumental in carving optimal governance regimes across the globe. 

Table 1: Ecosystem Services Valuation and Linkages to 
Specific SDGs

Cases of valuation Links to SDGs

Uttarakhand: Valuation of ecosystem 
services that led to incentivising forest 
protection in the state

SDG 13: Climate action,
SDG 15: Life on Land,
SDG 3: Good health and Well-Being

Himachal Pradesh: Demonstration of 
the stock and flow benefits of forest that 
led to policy changes and investment in 
the forestry sector

SDG 13: Climate action,
SDG 15: Life on Land,
SDG 3: Good health and Well-Being

Galapagos Islands: Demonstration of 
contribution of natural capital in the 
national economy 

SDG 1: No poverty,
SDG 2: Zero hunger,
SDG 8: Decent work and Economic 
growth,
SDG 14: Life below water, 
SDG 13: Climate action,
SDG 15: Life on Land,
SDG 3: Good health and Well-Being

Vietnam: Valuing the contribution of 
nature in protection against extreme 
weather events 

SDG 13: Climate action,
SDG 15: Life on Land,
SDG 3: Good health and Well-Being

Mexico: Total economic valuation 
of Mexico’s forest regions led to 
demonstration of economic value of 
natural capital (12)

SDG 13: Climate action,
SDG 15: Life on Land,
SDG 3: Good health and Well-Being

Fiji: Economic analysis of Fijian 
mangrove estimated the opportunity 
cost of the forest. It indicates the 
relevance of Fijian mangrove as a 
nature-based solution that is providing 
economic benefit through various 
market and nonmarket values (13).

SDG 13: Climate action,
SDG 15: Life on Land,
SDG 3: Good health and Well-Being
SDG 1: No poverty,
SDG 2: Zero hunger,
SDG 8: Decent work and Economic 
growth,
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Some illustrative case studies are detailed below: 

Uttarakhand, India

The state of Uttarakhand has 38,000 sq km of recorded forest area, which constitutes 
around 71 percent of the state’s total geographical area (14). Even after having such 
a rich reserve of natural resources, the contribution of forestry to the Gross State 
Domestic Product is only 2.08 percent (15). This highlights the limitations of the 
current accounting system in estimating the contribution of the forest to the state’s 
GDP. 

A study estimated the economic value of 21 ecosystem services from the Uttarakhand 
forests at anywhere between INR 95,112 crore (US$12,757 million) to INR 1,93,904 
crore (US$26,007 million) annually. Along with this, the forests of Uttarakhand also 
help to conserve timber stock, which can be valued at between INR 14,13,676.20 crore 
(US$1,89,605 million) and INR 17,44,413.36 crore (US$2,33,964 million). Notably, 
several flow benefits of forests are intangible and therefore remain unaccounted in 
the market transaction.

Himachal Pradesh, India

The forests of Himachal Pradesh, a predominantly mountainous state in the 
Western Himalayas, play a vital role in preserving the fragile Himalayan ecosystem. 
Himachal’s recorded forest area is 37,033 sq km, or 66.52 percent of its geographical 
area (16) In 2016, a study conducted on the valuation of ecosystem services in 
Himachal provided important estimates. The stock and flow values from forests were 
combined and the total annual value of the Himachal forests was estimated to be over 
INR 5,300,000 crore (US$7,10,847 million). If the annual value of possession of the 
forest land is added, the value rises to INR 6,390,882 crore (US$8,57,158 million). 
A rough calculation by using the wholesale price index as a land price inflation factor 
would put this value at about INR 6,444,900 crore (US$8,64,403 million).

Galapagos Islands, Ecuador

The Galapagos Islands are an apt example of a pristine habitat providing multiple 
benefits to the local and global communities. Galapagos is a major global tourist 
destination and the tourism sector provides almost 70 percent of all employment 
opportunities on the islands. In 1998, the Galapagos National Park raised US$5 
million from entrance fees, although only 1 percent of that revenue was spent on 
conservation purpose (17). Nature-based tourism can make the islands’ tourism 
industry sustainable and resilient to climate change. A multisectoral and cross-
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cutting climate action programme—that can improve agricultural activity, reduce 
carbon emissions, and improve ecosystems and ecosystem services—is required to 
catalyse nature-based ecotourism in the archipelago. The programme can potentially 
benefit about 250,000 people (18).

Vietnam

A study conducted on three coastal communes—Bang La, Dai Hop and Tan Thanh—
in northern Vietnam on the economic benefits of mangrove systems can be seen as 
nature-based solutions (NBS). Qualitative and quantitative assessments were done 
in 2005 and 2013 to understand the potential of the restored mangrove forest. In 
1987, a storm damaged a 3-km-long dyke, with repairs costing about US$300,000. A 
similar storm in 2005 did not damage the dyke due to the protection provided by the 
1-km-wide mangrove forest. However, a mini dyke had to be repaired for US$5000 
(18). The net savings of US$295,000 can be attributed to NBS by the mangrove 
forest. 

Conclusion 

The links between an improvement in the delivery of NCPs or ecosystem services and 
the SDGs must be considered while designing local, regional and global strategies. In 
this regard, the economic valuation of ecosystem services can provide the required 
information to promote evidence-based decision-making. The outcome of such 
policymaking will reflect in climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies and 
adopting sustainable development pathways. The key is to consider both instrumental 
and intrinsic valuation parameters in defining the calculus that considers economic, 
environmental and sociocultural factors in a balanced manner.
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set ambitious objectives 
for all countries across the three dimensions of sustainable 
development—economic development, social inclusion, and 

environmental sustainability—and demand a holistic strategy that combines the 
three, an unusually complicated agenda for governments. 

The SDGs can be clustered as ‘people goals’ (SDGs 1-6), ‘prosperity goals’ (SDGs 7-11), 
and ‘planet goals’ (SDGs 12-15), in addition to the peace (SDG 16) and partnership 
(SDG 17). 

For a global view of the SDGs, 12 countries have been selected and grouped in four 
categories of three each as the best (ranked top three in the SDG Index, a tool to 
measure progress on the SDGs developed by the Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network), the biggest (in terms of population; accounting for about 40 percent of 
the global human population), the smallest (members of Small Island Developing 
States), and the poorest based on the Sustainable Develop Report 2021 (1) (see Table 
1). If a country is on track or maintaining SDG achievement, it is assigned 1, 0.5 for 
moderately improving, 0 for stagnating, and -1 for decreasing trend.

The SDGs were already off track even before the COVID-19 pandemic and is now all 
but derailed. “For the first time since the adoption of the SDGs, the global average 
SDG Index score for 2020 has decreased from the previous year: a decline driven to 
a large extent by increased poverty rates and unemployment following the outbreak 
of the COVID‑19 pandemic” (2). At the same time, this is an opportunity to build 
back better. For areas such as the Sundarbans, which have witnessed intersecting 
impacts of COVID-19 and climate change (3), building back better means moving 
back in space or yielding space for natural processes, besides rebuilding lives and 
livelihoods in a manner that lowers the risks and decarbonises energy supply. For 
the developed world, building back better primarily requires reducing material and 
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Table 1: Progress on SDGs: A Global Snapshot

Category Country Sustainable Development Goals National circumstances

People Prosperity Planet Population 
density (4)

GDP(PPP) 
per capita 

$ (5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 T 7 8 9 10 11 T 12 13 14 15 T

The best

Finland (1/165) 1 0.5 0.5 1 0.5 1 4.5 1 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 3.5 NA 0 0 0 0 18 49,853

Sweden (2/165) 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 1 0.5 4.0 1 1 1 0.5 0.5 4.0 NA 0 0 0 0 25 54,146

Denmark 
(3/165) 1 0.5 0.5 0 1 0.5 3.5 1 0.5 1 1 0.5 4.0 NA 0.5 0.5 1 2.0 137 58,933

DIMENSION TOTAL across 
countries within the category

12/18 11.5/15 2/12

0.67 0.77 0.17

The biggest

US (32/165) 0.5 0 0.5 0.5 0.5 1 3.0 0.5 0.5 1 -1 1 2.0 NA 0 -1 -1 -2.0 36 63,416

China (57/165) 1 0.5 0.5 NA 0.5 1 3.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 NA 0.5 2.0 NA 0.5 0 -1 -0.5 153 17,192

India (120/165) 0.5 0 0.5 -1 0 1 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 NA 0 1.5 NA 1 0.5 -1 0.5 464 6,461

DIMENSION TOTAL across 
countries within the category

7.5/18 5.5/15 -2/12

0.42 0.37 -0.17

The smallest

Antigua & 
Barbuda (NA) NA 0 0.5 1 0.5 0 2.0 1 1 0.5 NA NA 2.5 NA 0 0 0 0 263 18,618

Marshall 
Islands (NA) NA -1 NA -1 -1 0.5 -2.5 0.5 NA 0 NA NA 0.5 NA NA NA NA NA 329 3,786

Papua New 
Guinea 

(151/165)
-1 0 0 NA 0 0 -1 0.5 1 0 NA 0 1.5 NA 1 0 -1 0 20 3,833

DIMENSION TOTAL across 
countries within the category

-1.5/18 4.5/15 0

-0.083 0.3 0

The poorest

Comoros (NA) -1 0 0 -1 0.5 0 -1.5 0.5 -1 0 NA 0 -0.5 NA 1 0 -1 0 467 3,048

Guinea-Bissau 
(NA) 0 0 0 NA 0.5 0 0.5 0 1 0 NA 0 1 NA 1 0 0.5 1.5 70 2,348

Kiribati (NA) NA 0 0.5 NA 0 0.5 1 0.5 NA 0 NA NA 0.5 NA 1 0.5 NA 1.5 147 2,200

DIMENSION TOTAL across 
countries within the category

0 1/15 3/12

0 0.07 0.25

DIMENSION TOTAL across 
categories and countries

18/72 22.5/60 3/48

0.25 0.375 0.0625

Source: Sustainable Develop Report 2021 (6)
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energy consumption. Divergence in climate action is expected given the different 
national circumstances, but to what degree?

The Best 

Three Scandinavian countries—Finland, Sweden, and Denmark—are closest to 
achieving the SDGs by 2030, but they score 85.9, 85.6 and 84.9 respectively, much 
lower than the maximum possible score of 100. While all three are high-income 
countries with low population densities, their environmental practices are likely 
unsustainable. In the case of Finland and Sweden, there is no forward movement 
on any of the planet goals. None of the three countries have been assessed on SDG 
12 (ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns) for want of trend 
information on relevant indicators. The lack of environmental sustainability is linked 
with the nature of production and consumption of the modern world, particularly 
societies that have made marked progress in science and technology. However, 
Finland, Sweden, and Denmark, make significant progress in the prosperity and 
people goals and prioritise these goals over planet goals by as much as 3.9 times and 
4.5 times respectively.

The Biggest 

For the three most populous countries (US, China, and India), the planet goals are 
even less of a priority, with a decreasing trend in at least one of the planet goals in 
each of the countries. Of the three, the US has the poorest performance in the planet 
goals despite the least population pressure and significantly higher income, possibly 
because of high average consumption. None of the three countries furnish sufficient 
data for trends to be identified for SDG 12 despite the UN defining 11 targets and 
13 indicators for this goal (for indicators such as material footprint and domestic 
material consumption, target levels are yet to be defined or data is out of date and 
unavailable). The levels of consumption and production have negative impacts 
on the living world represented by SDG 14 (life below water) and SDG 15 (life on 
land). Although the highest priority for the US, China and India are the people goals 
followed by prosperity goals, all three countries report positive movement on climate 
action.
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The Smallest 

For the smallest of the countries—Antigua and Barbuda, the Marshall Islands, and 
Papua New Guinea—the prosperity goals appear to be the priority. Notably, there 
is no decrease in trend for the planet goals. This is possibly due to lower levels of 
consumption.

Table 2: Global SDG Priorities Among Representative 
Countries

Country category Priority 1 Priority 2 Priority 3

The best Prosperity People Planet

The biggest People Prosperity Planet (-ve)

The smallest Prosperity Planet People (-ve)

The poorest Planet Prosperity People

The Poorest

All three countries among the poorest set—Comoros, Guinea-Bissau, and Kiribati—
report being on track or maintaining SDG achievement in climate action. This is 
the only set of countries that seem to prioritise the planet goals over the prosperity 
and people goals. This is surely due to greater dependence on ecosystem goods and 
services. 

Despite the differences in national circumstances, the divergence in SDG priorities 
is not markedly different except for the poorest of the countries, which happen to 
be island states. Interestingly, it is the poorer countries even among the biggest and 
smallest set that are on track or maintaining SDG 13 (climate action) achievement.

Prioritising Planet Goals 

Being strong on one set of goals does not fully substitute for being weak on another. 
This is especially true for the planet goals. In the absence of environmental 
sustainability, gains in other dimensions will prove ephemeral and erode over time. 
After all, sustainability at the regional level is largely determined by the condition 
of the environment and the capacity of the environment to continue to support the 
human system (7). 
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Limiting factors are imposed by the physical world on the living world, and by the 
living world on the built world—the human system comprising of the social and 
economic systems. The human system must stay within the capacity of the ecosystem 
to be sustainable. Similarly, the economy must remain within the capacity of the 
social system. Planet goals will have to be prioritised, although the global trend is 
currently exactly the opposite. Across the four categories of countries assessed, the 
priority seems to be the people goals by four times and the prosperity goals by six 
times over the planet goals. The needed new orientation of governments towards 
holistic development during the ‘decade of action’ remains elusive. However, among 
the planet goals, SDG 13 seems to have the greatest traction among the sample 
countries, although globally the situation remains dismal.

Climate action essentially implies mitigation, adaptation, and the mobilisation 
of finance. Globally, progress is slow on all three counts, although richer nations 
have committed to doubling their funding by 2025 to help low- and middle-income 
countries deal with the damage already caused by climate change (8). Finance is 
key to climate action, and the developed nations must meet their pledge to mobilise 
US$100 billion a year for mitigation and adaptation in developing countries. The 
Green Climate Fund (GCF), established under the Cancún Agreements in 2010 as 
a dedicated financing vehicle for developing countries within the global climate 
architecture and serving as the financial mechanism of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change and the Paris Agreement, has a significant role to 
play. However, total GCF financing committed thus far is only US$10.0 billion across 
190 projects (9).

On the mitigation front, progress is not commensurate with the current need, and 
the world is on track for a global temperature rise of 2.70C by the end of the century 
(10). 

Adaptation is a long way off as well. Extreme weather events are responsible for 
annual consumption losses to the tune of US$520 billion and for pushing 26 million 
people into poverty every year (11). The poor remain at risk since they work in sectors 
highly susceptible to extreme weather events and live in fragile housing in vulnerable 
areas across the world.

Conclusion

The best three countries and one of the smallest, Antigua & Barbuda, do not exhibit a 
decreasing trend on any of the 15 SDGs considered in this exercise. This ought to be 
the bare minimum globally. The commonality among these countries is that there are 
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improvements in people and prosperity goals while there is no decline in the planet 
goals. In contrast, the biggest three countries as a group exhibit decreasing trends in 
planet goals with relatively smaller improvements (compared to the best) in people 
and prosperity goals. Given that this group accounts for about 40 percent of the 
global population, the countries in this group will have to find ways to halt declining 
trends in the planet goals, particularly biodiversity loss on land and in water. This is 
more challenging for the second-largest country, India, than the others because of the 
much higher population density. The only other country, Comoros, with comparable 
population density exhibits decreasing trends in people and prosperity goals.

The lesson that can be drawn from this limited assessment is that improvements in 
people and prosperity goals do not necessarily have to be at the expense of the planet 
goals; Finland, Sweden, Denmark, India, Antigua & Barbuda, despite different 
national circumstances, stand testimony to this at the halfway mark of the journey 
towards achieving SDGs by 2030.
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Inclusive wealth as an indicator of sustainable development has gained 
increasing attention since the release of the Inclusive Wealth Report 2012 
at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development. Inclusive 

wealth—also known as comprehensive wealth or genuine wealth—is the social 
value (not dollar price) of all capital assets, including produced capital, human 
capital, natural capital, and the other capitals that contribute to human wellbeing. 
Inclusive wealth is a measure of an economy’s productive base or an index of an 
economy’s production potential (1). An increase in inclusive wealth indicates an 
improved productive base that can maintain or enhance the living standards of 
future generations. The value of a capital asset is the present discounted value of 
the expected flow of benefits (utility from consumption), both current and future, 
generated by an asset, referred to as intertemporal social welfare (2),(3). The benefits 
are the value of the marginal contribution of an asset to intertemporal social welfare, 
also called an asset’s shadow price. Development can only be sustainable if this 
value of all capital assets does not decline over time. Hence, sustainability reduces 
to a weighted sum of the stocks of those assets where weights are the assets’ shadow 
prices, and the weighted sum is the economy’s wealth. An economy can be said to be 
sustainable at a point in time if its wealth per capita at constant shadow prices are 
non-decreasing at that time (4) or the intertemporal social welfare represented by 
non-decreasing inclusive wealth is non-declining.

It is necessary to look beyond per capita GDP to track and measure economic progress 
such that it incorporates social costs and environmental impacts of economic 
activities and improvements in intergenerational wellbeing. The inclusive wealth 
measurement involves not only traditional capital stocks (produced and financial 
capital) but is extended to include the contribution of human capital, natural capital, 
and social capital. Together, these five types of capital make up the comprehensive 
wealth portfolio. This makes the inclusive wealth approach a holistic assessment of 
the contributions of different capital types while providing unique insights into the 
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trade-offs and synergies among capital types. By involving green accounting in a 
country’s assessment of capital assets, the inclusive wealth approach can be seen as a 
way to understand human-environmental interactions (5). Such an assessment can 
draw attention towards the changing state of a country’s natural resource base and 
its impact on long-term economic and social sustainability (6).

The Inclusive Wealth Index (IWI) is an alternative measure to GDP and the Human 
Development Index. The IWI is an important metric to measure sustainable 
development. It complements GDP to provide a comprehensive measure of wealth 
and whether development based on such wealth is sustainable in the future. 
However, the metric poses a huge measurement challenge. Measuring the stock of 
different forms of capital and their unit values can be extremely difficult. Studies 
have suggested using even partial monetary measurements of capitals along with 
biophysical and social capital accounts to guide economies on their development 
trajectories (7).

The inclusive wealth measures are considered critical in prioritising national 
strategies on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by guiding policies and 
investments towards improving produced and human capital without compromising 
the natural capital of a country. SDG 17, which aims to strengthen the means of 
implementation and revitalise the global partnership for sustainable development, 
is supported by the inclusive wealth measurement by placing people and the planet 
at the centre. The goal emphasises the sharing of technology, enhancing knowledge, 
and improving trade to build the capacities of countries to move towards achieving 
the SDGs. Wealth measurement can highlight the institutional, policy and data 
challenges related to achieving various SDG targets. An increase in inclusive wealth 
can guide the evaluation of progress on poverty eradication (SDG 1), achieving 
food security while promoting sustainable agriculture (SDG 2), and supporting 
healthy lives and human wellbeing (SDG 3). It can indicate if a country is on a path 
of sustained and inclusive economic growth (SDG 8), which includes adopting 
sustainable consumption and production patterns (SDG 12), taking steps to combat 
climate change and its impacts (SDG 13), and protect and restore marine (SDG 14) 
and terrestrial (SDG 15) resources. 

Initiatives Emphasising Measuring Inclusive Wealth 

‘The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta Review’ makes a strong case for an 
inclusive measure of wealth to assess whether economic development is sustainable. 
The emphasis is on introducing natural capital into national accounting systems and 
transforming institutions and systems to support a more sustainable engagement 
with nature (8).
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The World Bank and the UN are pushing for an extension of national accounts 
based on comprehensive wealth accounting. The World Bank first published a set of 
comparable international comprehensive wealth figures in the 1990s, with updates 
in subsequent years. As part of the World Development Indicators database, the 
World Bank began computing countries’ genuine savings in 1997 (9). Genuine 
savings are the adjusted net savings values, changes in the natural resource base and 
environmental quality and produced and human capital (10),(11). Since 2011, the 
World Bank has started estimating comprehensive wealth in sustainability analysis 
(12). The Changing Wealth of Nations 2021 is the fourth report on global wealth 
accounting. It has expanded coverage and measures of capital assets, including 
natural capital, and applies purchasing power parity prices to wealth, and 
decomposition analysis to understand the drivers of change in wealth and has 
introduced blue natural capital to the core accounts, such as marine fisheries and 
mangroves. The report provides policy insights to guide sustainable development in 
the context of impacts of climate change, management of assets under conditions 
of risk and uncertainty, and how climate policies could affect the value of assets 
under alternative future scenarios about the low-carbon transition (13).

The Inclusive Wealth Reports (IWR) by the UN Environment Programme evaluates 
the capacities and performance of countries to measure the sustainability of their 
economies and human wellbeing. The IWR 2018 extends the empirical reach of 
IWR 2012 and IWR 2014 and tracks the progress of 140 countries that comprise a 
significant share of the global economy (US$56.84 trillion) and population (almost 
6.89 billion people). It compares percentage annual growth rates in inclusive wealth 
per head with those of GDP per capita in the 140 countries over the 1992-2014 period 
(14). 

The World Economic Forum (2017, 2018) uses an inclusive growth and development 
index to measure current wellbeing along with wealth-based measures of the long-
term sustainability of well-being (15),(16).

The World Inequality Report provides estimates of global income and wealth 
inequality based on the most recent findings compiled by the World Wealth and 
Income Database (17). Another notable report that provides an assessment of 
the underlying wealth of nations is the ‘Valuing Wealth, Building Prosperity’ by 
the Bennett Institute for Public Policy at Cambridge University (18). The wealth 
assessments in this report are based on a new metric for measuring social capital and 
well-beingthat goes beyond GDP. The report by the Commission on the Measurement 
of Economic Performance and Social Progress (the “Stiglitz Commission”) (19) calls 
for adopting indicators to reflect on the distribution of wellbeing in a society and its 
sustainability across social, economic, and environmental dimensions. 
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Applying the Inclusive Wealth Approach

Several empirical studies provide evidence for sustainable development based on an 
inclusive measurement of wealth. Some have even used genuine savings to evaluate 
sustainability. 

The first cross-country application of green accounting methods to the measurement 
of net savings was presented in 1993 by David W. Pearce and Giles D. Atkinson, 
who combined estimates of depletion and degradation for 20 countries with 
standard national accounting data to examine the true savings of these countries 
(20). As a result, many countries appeared unsustainable since their gross savings 
were less than the combined sum of conventional capital depreciation and natural 
resource depletion. The assessment of sustainable development by Kirk Hamilton 
and Michael Clemens is based on genuine savings estimates from the World Bank’s 
national accounts data between 1970 and 1993 (21). They define genuine savings as 
net savings less the value of resource depletion and environmental degradation plus 
the value of investment in human capital. Their estimates reveal a declining trend for 
most countries (particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa), consistently negative genuine 
saving in the West Asia and North Africa region, with the East Asia and Pacific region 
on the top.

In an assessment of whether nations and regions meet the sustainability criterion, 
using World Development Indicators for 1970-2001, Kenneth Arrow, Partha 
Dasgupta, Lawrence Goulder, Gretchen Daily, Paul Ehrlich, Geoffrey Heal, Simon 
Levin, Karl-Go¨ran Maler, Stephen Schneider, David Starrett and Brian Walker 
found striking differences between genuine investment and net domestic investment 
for West Asia and North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa regions (22). In these regions, 
the loss of natural resources more than offset the accumulation of manufactured 
capital and human capital. For the US and the UK, estimated genuine investment 
exceeded domestic net investment, since the increase in human capital exceeded the 
value of natural resource depletion. Estimated growth rates for per capita genuine 
wealth were found to decline at an annual rate of 2.6 in the Sub-Saharan Africa region 
and at an annual rate of 3.8 percent in the West Asia and North Africa region after 
adjusting for technological change. Estimated growth rates of wealth for the US and 
the UK were positive, although the US estimate is about a third of the UK estimate.

The changes in inclusive wealth, both in absolute and per capita terms, and inclusive 
wealth per capita adjusted have been studied by many analysts. Rintaro Yamaguchi, 
Moinul Islam, and Shunsuke Managi found only 60 percent of 140 countries having 
non-declining wealth in per capita terms from 1990 to 2014, while 95 percent of 
nations showed positive growth rates in absolute terms during this period (23). 
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Around 58 percent of the studied countries experienced an increase in inclusive 
wealth per capita adjusted for carbon damage, oil capital gains, and total factor 
productivity. Notably, almost all European and North American countries have 
experienced increasing wealth in both absolute and per capita terms. In contrast, 
countries with negative growth in inclusive wealth per capita are typically in Africa, 
Asia, or Latin America and the Caribbean. They further report an increase in 
aggregated produced and human capital per capita by 94 percent and 28 percent, 
respectively, while natural capital per capita declined by 34 percent. Importantly, 
they found overall capital composition of inclusive wealth in 2014 to be 24 percent 
for produced capital, 64 percent for human capital, and 11 percent for natural capital, 
closer to the Changing Wealth of Nations (24) results (27 percent, 64 percent, and 
9 percent, respectively), where the inclusion of urban land and exclusion of fishery 
may explain the difference. According to the 2021 Changing Wealth of Nations 
report, global wealth grew significantly between 1995 and 2018. However, for some 
countries the growth in total wealth per capita was disappointing, and even negative 
in some cases. The strongest performance was found among upper-middle-income 
countries, which had increases in wealth of over 200 percent between 1995 and 
2018. Low-income countries saw per capita wealth growth by less than the global 
average, at 22 percent compared with 44 percent. Interestingly, per capita wealth 
changes were found to be consistently lower than total wealth growth. Twenty-six 
countries, across different income groups, saw a decline or stagnation in per capita 
wealth as population growth outpaced net growth in asset value, especially in Sub-
Saharan Africa. 

Many scholars have noted the declining value of stock of natural capital per head. In 
an estimation of aggregate wealth across developed and developing countries, Partha 
Dasgupta, Shunsuke Managi and Pushpam Kumar find that the global produced 
capital per head has approximately doubled and human capital per head increased 
by about 13 percent, but the value of the stock of natural capital per head declined 
by nearly 40 percent (25). Natural capital deterioration is considered as the main 
driving force of declining wealth per capita following fossil fuel extraction (26).

Natural capital is a critical determining factor even in the ASEAN region (27); all 
countries with a high natural capital share in their inclusive wealth (Cambodia, 
Malaysia, Laos, and Indonesia) have experienced a negative inclusive wealth per 
capita growth from 1990 to 2014, while the countries with low natural capital share 
(Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, and Myanmar) have achieved positive inclusive 
wealth per capita growth. Overall, the region consists of both sustainable and 
unsustainable countries, with positive inclusive wealth per capita growth.  
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Extending Basic Inclusive Wealth Measurement to a 
Sustainability Perspective

Following the definition of sustainability—non-declining inclusive wealth per 
capita—many scholars have developed an inclusive wealth-based total factor 
productivity (TFP) to do away with the conventional TFP that mainly focuses on 
the contribution of humanmade capital and labour force productivity toward GDP 
growth. The inclusive wealth-based TFP includes both human and natural capital in 
addition to man-made capital (28). 

Kenneth J. Arrow, Partha Dasgupta, Lawrence H. Goulder, Kevin J. Mumford 
and Kirsten Oleson (2012) developed a comprehensive measure of wealth that 
included reproducible and human capital, natural capital, health improvements and 
technological change, to assess sustainability in five countries (the US, China, Brazil, 
India, and Venezuela) (29). Using data from the 1995-2000 period, they concluded 
that investments in human capital and knowledge capital (in addition to investments 
in reproducible capital) are critical to maintaining per capita wealth in the US and 
Brazil. In contrast, in China and India the investments in reproducible capital alone 
were sufficient to offset the per capita decrease in natural capital. For Venezuela, 
per capita wealth was not maintained unless increases in health capital were taken 
into account. The US, China, India, and Brazil were found to meet the sustainability 
criterion, although Brazil met the requirement by a narrow margin. Venezuela did 
not meet this requirement because of the substantial depletion of natural capital 
and negative estimated TFP growth. In the US and India, investments in human 
capital turned out to be crucial to increases in per capita wealth; in China, it was the 
investments in reproducible capital. 

Human health and education have emerged as important factors for economic 
growth in many studies (30). Health status has larger positive effects on the economic 
growth in Sub-Saharan Africa relative to education status. Studies have shown health 
stock as a vital component of global sustainable development whose measurement 
along with other forms of capital is required to accurately measure national wealth 
and sustainability. Accounting for health stock reveals significant differences in the 
value of this capital among all 140 countries based on population, fertility, mortality, 
working-age population, life expectancy, the stability or instability of the country, and 
the balance of immigration and emigration. Human capital advantages have been 
found to be a major contributor to TFP and economic growth in most G7 countries 
(31). On average, human capital contributed to 68 percent of overall inclusive wealth, 
whereas produced capital contributed to 25 percent, and natural capital contributed 
to 7 percent for all G7 countries together. Using the Malmquist Productivity Index 
to measure cross-country productivity over the 1990-2010 period for 140 countries, 



144

Planet: Synergising Enterprise, Environment and Communities

the authors found incorporating TFP with natural capital to be having a significant 
impact on inclusive wealth as a sustainability measure (32). After adjusting three 
main factors (carbon damage, oil capital gains and the latest TFP results), the 
number of countries showing positive growth rates in wealth increased from 85 to 
101. Emphasis on socioeconomic improvements, increases in per-capita GDP and 
educational attainment are highlighted for long-term global sustainability. Larger 
populations are linked to lower inclusive wealth per capita, while addressing climate 
change challenges and reducing the reliance on natural resources are considered 
crucial for improving human wellbeing (33). 

The national-level inclusive wealth studies have made great progress in directing 
development efforts towards sustainable growth. The inclusive wealth measure of 
provinces in China between 2000 and 2015 show that three types of capital have 
increased to varying degrees, with produced capital increasing by 615.6 percent, 
natural capital increasing by 33.8 percent, and human capital increasing by 337 
percent (34). While the total amount of inclusive wealth has increased by 300.4 
percent in the past 15 years. Surprisingly, despite this increase, provinces in China 
are still facing unbalanced development across the country compared to developed 
nations. The use of the natural capital, more specifically renewable resources, has 
restricted the wealth growth in some provinces. Although ecological services account 
for a small proportion of the total inclusive wealth, the rapid growth of carbon 
damages poses a threat to future wealth accumulation. Inclusive wealth measures 
in Indonesia also reveal depreciation of both renewable and non-renewable natural 
capital in driving the decline in wealth per capita, even though sustainability has 
been improving, although marginally, due to increases in the rates of produced 
and human capital growth (35). Japan presents a different set of issues related to 
depopulation, an ageing population, and the excessive burden of environmental 
regulations (36). There are prefectures in Japan, where sustainability is increasingly 
being lost to these concerns. decreasing wealth growth is caused by the increasing 
damage to health capital, mainly in rural areas, whereas produced capital has had 
positive effects but has not mitigated the damage.

Conclusion

This paper makes a case for adopting an inclusive measure of wealth while assessing 
the sustainability of economic growth. Sustainable development is defined in terms 
of non-declining per capita inclusive wealth. Measuring inclusive wealth requires 
assigning values to all types of capital, which is challenging. Nevertheless, the 
inclusive wealth approach is insightful and much needed to direct national strategies 
and to achieve the SDGs. It provides an opportunity to assess how sustainable present 
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consumption and production decisions are from the perspective of wellbeing and the 
needs of future generations. Economic policy planning and evaluation that are based 
on TFP must not target only GDP growth but move towards incorporating inclusive 
wealth into the measurement of TFP. 

Most countries, both developed and developing, have compromised their natural 
capital in favour of produced and, to a lesser extent, human capital. Even worse, 
many countries have degraded natural capital along with produced and human 
capital, particularly in Africa and Asia and the Pacific, while oil-rich Gulf nations 
have converted massive natural capital into other types of capital, especially human 
capital. Most G7 countries have a human capital advantage. Human health has 
emerged as a critical capital asset in inclusive wealth measurement. Demographic 
change is an important factor impacting sustainable development. 

Although the rich economies are becoming more financialised, less and less of 
natural capital depreciation is getting compensated by net increases in other forms 
of capital. For developing economies, high and rising natural capital depreciation is a 
major concern that must be addressed by increasing the accumulation of other forms 
of capital. In either case, high levels of natural capital depreciation will continue 
to widen the gap between the rich and poor and may affect fostering sustainable 
development.  

Going forward, further research on integrated social-economic-ecological models 
is needed to explain the links between growing natural resource scarcity and 
accompanying inequality, as is creating an expanded dataset and diverse set of 
factors to incorporate inclusive wealth in sustainable development planning. 
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O 
 
ver the course of the last 50 years, the narrative on the relationship 
between economic growth, development and the environment 
has moved from being a simplistic and reductionist, growth-

led storyline to that of a dynamic and complex articulation, often with contrarian 
views. The most important driver of this narrative evolution is the burgeoning of 
formal and structured scientific evidence on the adverse feedbacks to human society 
(food security, medicinal plants, pest prevalence, nutrition, extreme events, and 
many more) from the depletion and degradation of the environment (1), (2), (3), 
(4), (5). It is unsurprising that South Asia, just as some other parts of the world, is 
facing many challenges on the sustainable development front. South Asia is among 
the world’s most biodiverse regions, it traverses several agroclimatic typologies, its 
mountains are labelled as water towers, and river basins support densely populated 
and culturally diverse communities. Consequently, impacts from deforestation, 
loss of natural vegetation, degrading soil and water quality, pollution and waste 
accumulation, declining crop yields, and increasing disaster risks (such as droughts, 
extreme rainfall events and floods) have cascading and multiplier in-situ and ex-situ 
impacts on social and economic wellbeing. 

There is another dynamic in the growth versus environment story that dominates 
the South Asian context. This is the reality of meeting the aspirations of millions 
of people for a decent quality of life in a sustainable manner. Globally, there is a 
consensus that economic growth has helped alleviate poverty and achieve transitions 
in economic and demographic wellbeing, with plenty of historical evidence that the 
size of the cake matters. On the other hand, it is  indisputably true that resources 
and competencies are unequally distributed, with distributional anomalies growing 
over time both across and within countries and leaving the Global South struggling 
to meet its developmental targets, which are often set at levels below those for the 
Global North. Attaining sustainability in this complex situation can be a reality 
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only if a dynamic process brings the North and South together, which is a core idea 
underpinning the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development with its 17 core goals 
(the SDGs) (6).

The environment dynamic in developing countries is interesting and distinct from 
the developed world. In many parts of the Global South, an intense nature-people 
relationship exists, which fits well within a sustainable futures perspective (7),(8),(9). 
It is not about the exploitation of nature but is centred on living in harmony with 
nature. This has led to an increasing recognition within formal discussions of what 
has often also been characterised as ‘informal’, ‘community’ or ‘citizen’ science 
(10) and their role in effective collective action (11). The efforts of several dedicated 
researchers, individuals, and community leaders, has created the confidence 
that modern technology and science can combine meaningfully with traditional 
knowledge and generations of community wisdom. Many discussions around 
nature-based solutions across sectors centre around this core approach towards 
sustainability—for instance, in developing agrotourism and community-led flood 
early warning systems, the use of traditional agricultural practices and biofertilisers, 
community adoption of solar technology, and green micro enterprises. The learning 
that resilience is served best by leveraging cultural diversity and creating bonds 
between the users and the creators of STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) solutions is a welcome development.   

Inequality and Resilience

For the most part, the conventional approach for economists has been to separate the 
question of efficiency from distribution or equity, although immense contributions 
have been made to enhance the understanding of inequality per se, and especially 
in the last four decades (12),(13). One of the major learnings from the Millennium 
Development Goals process was that while national level goals and targets were 
being achieved (at least partially for many), there were sub-populations that were 
yet to reach these targets (14). It is hoped that this concern will be addressed in 
achieving the SDGs. There has been considerable focus on the issue of how inequality 
and efficiency (conventionally interpreted as leading to growth) interact and ways to 
address the adverse fallouts. The debate has drawn substantial attention particularly 
in the context of poverty alleviation, technology adoption, labour markets, social 
cohesion, infrastructure, and, more recently, for managing the consequences 
of climate change (15), (16), (17), (18), (19), (20), (21), such that it is now rare for 
academic papers to discuss poverty issues without also mentioning inequality.      
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Perhaps the most talked about illustration of the relevance of equity is from the sphere 
of climate change. Setting a limit to global warming by the turn of the century implies 
that the world must operate within a carbon budget, with the budget allocated across 
countries. This in turn links up with climate justice issues, distributional concerns, 
and basic principles of fairness, including the oft discussed one of common but 
differentiated responsibilities at the global level (see for instance, IPCC 2018 (22)). 
At the national and sub-national levels, targeted resource allocation for specific 
conservation outcomes can be pursued, keeping in view multiple priorities (23).

While most countries were in serious pursuit of the SDGs, the Covid pandemic hit 
hard, and recovery plans, are expectedly focussed on re-building lives and livelihoods 
at the earliest. Given the size of the population in South Asia alone, what happens 
here affects approximately one-fourth of humankind. The dynamics of recovery has 
pushed every sector to introduce resilience as a key aspect of success, from agriculture 
to industry to the service sector. Going green is being discussed as the roadmap 
ahead, alongside the need to rapidly address any reversals or brakes caused by the 
pandemic in the pursuit of the SDGs. While much is still achievable, the choices to be 
made in achieving these just got tougher. While proponents of de-growth may apply 
the pandemic lens as an opportunity to strengthen degrowth (24) the reality is that 
many emerging and developing economies may take considerable time to overcome 
the dip in per capita incomes, which may have consequences for investing in a green 
recovery. A recent analysis for the Indian economy reveals that attaining planned 
pre-COVID-19 levels of socioeconomic development (in terms of targets under SDG 
1 for poverty alleviation), along with pre-COVID-19 climate action (corresponding to 
a low level of climate challenges) can be tougher with the foreseeable GDP growth 
rates through 2030-31, without additional external resources (25). Given that India 
accounts for a quarter of the global poor, the analysis reveals that the SDG1 target for 
poverty alleviation (as per the International Poverty Line) is still achievable, though 
a higher level of alleviation could have been far more easily achieved with the same 
effort, if the COVID-19 shock to the economy had not occurred.   

Drivers of Transition

What happens in the Global South is also driven by its share of the global population, 
particularly in a pandemic world, which has seen an accentuation of unemployment 
and major displacement of workers in certain sectors. A word on technological 
progress would be in order here. Recently, economists have been flagging the 
need to promote technologies which do not displace workers or further inequities 
without major gains in productivity, but rather encourage those that can indeed free 
up resources or lead to multiplier effects. Inclusive technologies build resilience, 
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contribute to adaptation and mitigation, and exploit synergies between short-term 
gains and long-term sustainability. Weaving in the possibilities of long term and 
catastrophic risks linked to the environment, such as those from climate change, 
implies the use of specific policy instruments that could help the transition to cleaner 
technologies, such as balancing carbon taxes with subsidies and incentives that 
could promote the deployment of such technologies, thereby also ensuring that the 
transition occurs in a timely manner (26). 

For an economy in transition, the SDGs are perhaps best served when resources 
are allocated to blend new technologies and innovation with established methods 
that have stood the test of time, and allow a quick turnaround time for adapting 
to ground-level improvisation. This is perhaps most relevant for the social sector 
as the practicalities of funding, ease of adoption of new technologies, and human 
resource capabilities call for increased co-engagement of the private sector in areas   
typically considered as public sector dominant   domains, such as healthcare and 
education. Blended finance is a key to this process. Blended finance seeks to bring in 
commercial or philanthropic finance to complement and enhance investments made 
through other channels (such as official development assistance or through the public 
sector) to help countries meet commitments on different counts, such as the SDGs or 
Nationally Determined Contributions to the climate goal. Early lessons on strategies 
for effective implementation are being learnt as projects pick up on ground (for 
instance, in the solar energy and micro credit sectors), even as more conversations 
are required to understand how best to facilitate these in the development context. 
This requires bringing together various stakeholders (legal, financial, sectoral) to 
examine the multiple aspects (laws, layering of profit and not-for-profit investments 
and their returns, optimal financial instruments to support green development, 
developing metrics to evaluate social impacts to name a few) (27). 

From Protagonist to Ensemble

What is required is a sort of integration between growth and development, which is 
indeed difficult to achieve and may have led to one aspect being sacrificed in favour 
of the other, when faced with apparently difficult choices. Dialogue and negotiation is 
needed to extract the best out of growth to achieve a continuum of intent and action 
for attaining sustainable development. For instance, ensuring that funding itself does 
not become a limit to adaptation and mitigation of climate change or for biodiversity 
conservation. Growth gains should similarly be channelised towards bridging 
inequities and fostering participatory processes. Global distribution of final demand, 
exports, and consumption behaviour must be in sync with sustainable transitions 
in developing countries. The conventional framing of consumer welfare in terms of 
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a utility function that enables a choice between present and future consumption is 
being increasingly revisited in economic policy models to enable the incorporation of 
risks to sustainability, introduce differentiations between public and private goods, 
discount rates that onboard future risks, and include the costs of greenhouse gas 
emissions in growth models. Many of these approaches and ideas have emerged in 
the context of climate change. 

What is important is to see growth not just as an end but as a means to an end, 
with the true end being an inclusive and equitable path towards achieving the 
SDGs. This seems to be understood at the conceptual and global scale. For instance, 
India’s commitments at COP26 included achieving net zero by 2070, increasing the 
share of non-fossil in installed electricity generation to 50 percent, and enhancing 
the emissions intensity reduction target to 45 percent, while working towards zero 
emission vehicles. However, the realisation of these targets requires resources 
and trust that international processes will indeed fulfil the much-required finance, 
technical support, and capacity building. Embedding climate change within 
development is thus framed as being in consonance with the overall transition to 
sustainability. The same logic can be applied at national and sub-national scales 
where synergies and trade-offs between development and environment are part of 
everyday lives in the Global South. The choices are undoubtedly tough. That three 
major international financial institutions published reports in 2021 on environment 
and biodiversity loss and its economic impacts, especially for natural resource-
dependent developing countries, speaks volumes on the imperative to sync the two 
(28),(29),(30). 

A major driver in this context is that sustainable and just transitions require 
resources. While some of these required resources may be made available by diverting 
investments (financial, human) from conventional (non-environment-friendly) 
sources, the costs (in terms of inputs, logistics, skilling and employment) to adopt 
cutting edge, environment-friendly technologies could also be much higher, even as 
tariff and non-tariff barriers are proposed to meet mitigation targets in the Global 
North. Strengthened North-South and South-South partnerships can contribute 
majorly in different ways in embedding resilience so that sustainable development 
can become a reality. Investing in greener forms of energy, transportation, and 
supply chains can be prioritised. Positioning development as fostering human-
nature relationships is the way forward in ensuring that the SDGs are embedded 
within the development architecture. Given the diversity of needs and distribution 
of resources, this architecture will vary from state to state. However, convergence in 
terms of achievement of targets across sub-national groups and entities can be made 
a realistic pursuit. 
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There are diverse ways in which this pursuit can be made more meaningful by 
bringing together growth, environment, and development. Long gone are the days 
when economic efficiency, commonly understood as improvements in production 
and manifested as a rise in per capita GDP, suffices to achieve socially optimal and 
sustainable outcomes. For over half a century, efforts have intensified to improve 
GDP estimates, and construct better measures of economic wellbeing than the 
conventional GDP, early ones including the Measure of Economic Welfare (31) and 
the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (32). There are several approaches and 
framings that provide options for actionable pathways and implementation-oriented 
solutions—for instance, accounting and including ecosystem services in decision-
making, the Nature-Future framework of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (33),(34), One Planet-One Health 
(35), green recovery (36) and Living in Harmony with nature (37). The philosophy 
underpinning the sustainable development agenda can be strengthened in the post-
pandemic world through approaches that mend nature-people relationships in the 
interest of human health and wellbeing (38),(39) and safeguard planetary health 
for the wellbeing of the present and future generations. It is time to move from a 
protagonist-led approach to that of an ensemble cast, enabling the collective pursuit 
of sustainability.  
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Y 
 
oung people between the ages of 15 and 20 constitute 20 percent of 
the population in Sub-Saharan Africa (1), making Africa the continent 
with the most youthful population (2). While the youthful population 

presents an opportunity in terms of human resources, it may also pose a threat if 
most young people are not educated, skilled and do not have decent jobs. The labour 
markets in most Global South countries are currently reeling from the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (3). This is because the global health crisis necessitated that 
governments impose stringent measures, including lockdowns, to limit the spread 
of the coronavirus (4). The lockdowns have had an egregious impact on vulnerable 
persons, including young people, women, and the less skilled. Indeed, “vulnerable 
groups are at heightened exposure to suffer from the impact of the COVID-19 due to 
the nature of their jobs (informality) and limited access to quality health, safe non-
public transport, water, and sanitation” (5). 

The pandemic has worsened the existing economic problems in many African 
countries. While the economic policies and governmental support to vulnerable 
persons in developed countries like the US seem to have positively impacted youth 
employment, in most African countries, the effect of the pandemic has snowballed 
into dire youth unemployment challenges. Accordingly, governmental policies must 
be directed at economic recovery, particularly bridging the unemployment gap 
among the youth. With the African governments focused on rejuvenating vital aspects 
of their economies, it is important to question the extent to which the COVID-19 
pandemic has impacted or derailed governmental responses and commitment 
towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 8 
(6). SDG 8 deals with sustained and inclusive economic growth as a propeller to 
create decent work for all persons, including young people and improve the standard 
of living (7).
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Youth Unemployment in Africa Before the Pandemic

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) in 2019 estimated that over one in five 
youth in Africa were not in employment, education, or training (NEET) (8). Youth 
unemployment in Africa has grown steadily over the past decade (see Table 1) (9). 
Among the youth, young women in Africa were recorded to have been affected more 
by unemployment (10). Youth unemployment is high in Africa because of high rates 
of unemployment in northern Africa, which as of 2019 was at 26 percent; in Sub-
Saharan Africa, the unemployment rate in 2019 was 20 percent (11). The ILO’s 
projection included youth unemployment rates for 2021, but this did not take into 
account the unknown impact of the pandemic. In many African countries, youth 
unemployment was already high before COVID-19 hit. For instance, in South Africa, 
youth unemployment was at a record high of 55.2 percent in the first quarter of 
2019 (12). In Nigeria, Africa’s largest economy (13), youth unemployment before the 
pandemic was around 29.7 percent (14). In Ghana, youth unemployment was at 8.72 
percent of the total labour force of ages 15 to 24 (15), and in Namibia it was 39.53 
percent (16).

Table 1: NEET, Unemployment and Labour Underutilisation 
Among African Youth

2012 2018 2019 2020 2021

NEET Rate
World 

Africa

Total 21.6 21.9 22.2 22.3 22.5

Total 20.4 20.5 20.7 20.7 20.8

Male 14.6 15.5 15.7 15.7 15.8

Female 26.3 25.6 25.7 25.8 25.9

Youth 
Unemployment 
rate

World Total 13.4 13.5 13.6 13.7 13.8

Africa

Total 11.7 10.9 10.8 10.7 10.6

Male 11.6 10.6 10.5 10.4 10.4

Female 11.8 11.3 11.1 11.0 11.0

Labour 
underutilisation

World Total 19.6 20.1 20.2 20.4 20.5

Africa

Total 20.4 19.4 19.3 19.1 19.1

Male 18.4 17.7 17.6 17.5 17.4

Female 22.7 21.3 21.2 21.0 21.0

Source: Global Unemployment Trends for Youth 2020: Africa (17).
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Youth Unemployment in Africa During the Pandemic

Every individual in Africa is entitled to certain basic rights, which are enshrined in 
key international, regional, and subregional legal instruments and some national 
constitutions. The rights of young people include access to education, rights at 
work, social protection, the right to affordable housing, and the right to healthcare, 
including mental health. However, many young people are unable to access those 
rights. Considering that most young people find themselves in vulnerable positions, 
there have been calls for governmental support through non-contributory social 
assistance/protection policies (18). In terms of the labour market in Africa, the 
constitutions of many countries permit the freedom of movement and other 
economic rights, which includes the right to work (19). These rights are not absolute. 
For instance, during the pandemic-induced lockdowns in many African countries, 
only essential workers were permitted to go to work (20).

Many businesses that did not have the financial muscle to survive the lockdowns 
were forced to shut down, with workers losing jobs. Atypical workers and those in 
the informal sector, many of whom aged 15 years or above, were also impacted (21). 
According to the ILO, the fragile nature of the global economy due to the pandemic 
could lead to massive global unemployment of almost 25 million (mostly in the 
formal sector) (22). The African Union estimates that nearly 20 million jobs, both in 
the formal and informal sectors, are likely to be destroyed due to the impact of the 
pandemic (23). According to the African Union, the increase in youth unemployment 
may lead to social unrest (24). In individual African countries, the impact of the 
pandemic on youth unemployment has been unprecedented. For instance, youth 
unemployment in 2020 reached 46 percent in South Africa (25); 35 percent in 
Nigeria (26); 41.7 percent in Namibia (27); and 12 percent in Ghana (28).

Governmental Response

African governments introduced several measures to avert the impact of the 
pandemic, especially on unemployment. In countries with robust social security 
systems, governmental initiatives supplemented the existing social security 
structures. In South Africa, for instance, the Temporary Employee/Employer Relief 
Scheme supplemented the Unemployment Insurance Fund to provide benefits to 
employees and employers whose businesses were closed due to the pandemic (29). 
In countries without social security systems, the pandemic served as an eyeopener 
on the importance of such structures. It is noteworthy that most of the initiatives in 
Africa were aimed at mitigating the impact of the pandemic by keeping the already 
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strained economies afloat, and not necessarily tackling youth unemployment (see 
Table 2 for initiatives in a few African countries). 

Among the developed countries, the US government adopted a targeted approach 
to resolve youth unemployment occasioned by the pandemic. According to the 
US Bureau of Labour Statistics, as of August 2021, youth unemployment was at 
10 percent, compared to the 18.5 percent in July 2020 during the pandemic (30). 
Also, the US government supported young people with stimulus packages and other 
schemes such as the Unemployment Insurance Relief During Covid-19 Outbreak 
(31). Similarly, in October 2020, the European Union adopted a recommendation 
that reaffirms the commitment of ensuring that “all young people under the age of 30 
receive a good quality offer of employment, continued education, an apprenticeship 
or a traineeship within four months of becoming unemployed or leaving formal 
education” (32). Many developed countries created mechanisms that guide the 
implementation of hiring subsidies to promote the employment of young people 
(33). On the other hand, African countries could not adopt such measures due to 
financial constraints.

Table 2: Measures Implemented in Select African Countries 
During the Pandemic 

Country Measures

Cote 
d’Ivoire

The government adopted an emergency response plan of CFAF 
96billion (US$167 million). The government announced a package 
of CFAF 820 billion (US$I.5 billion), 2.3 percent of GDP, of 
economic measures to prop the income of the most vulnerable 
segments of the population through agricultural input support and 
expanded cash transfers.

Egypt
The government announced a stimulus package worth EGP 100 
billion (US$6.4 billion package, 2 percent of the GDP) to mitigate 
the economic impact of COVID-19.

Ethiopia

Initially announced a Br 300 million (US$5.9 million) package 
to bolster healthcare spending in early March 2020. The 
Prime Minister’s Office announced a COVID-19 Multi-Sectoral 
Preparedness and Response Plan, with prospective costing of 
interventions. 

Nigeria

A fiscal stimulus package, in the form of a COVID-19 intervention 
fund, worth NGN 500 billion (US$1.4 billion) was approved to 
support healthcare facilities, provide relief to taxpayers, and 
incentivise employers to retain and recruit staff during the 
downturn.

Uganda

The government used part of the Contingency Fund in the 
FY2019/20 Budget to finance approximately one-fifth of the 
Ministry of Health’s Preparedness and Response Plan. The 
government passed a supplementary budget of about US$80 
million to support critical sectors such as health and security.

Source: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (34).
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The focus of African governments to keep their economies afloat has indirectly 
impacted governmental commitments towards implementing SDG 8. Admittedly, 
however, prior to the pandemic, many African countries were lagging and facing 
challenges in implementing the SDGs due to corrupt activities, poor governance, fiscal 
challenges, the burgeoning informal sector, and unemployment (35). An exploratory 
survey conducted by the ILO on the impact of the pandemic on the implementation 
of SGD 8 revealed a negative outlook in Africa (36). According to the ILO, most trade 
union leaders in Africa, particularly Sub-Saharan African countries, expressed the 
view that the implementation of SDG 8 will not be a focus of African governments in 
the future (See Table 3) (37). 

Nevertheless, some African countries have announced measures to improve 
youth employment—South Africa announced the Presidential Youth Employment 
Intervention to accelerate youth pathways into the economy (38), and Nigeria unveiled 
the Youth Employment Action Plan (2021-2024) to ensure youth employability 
and encourage entrepreneurship (39). If properly implemented by both countries, 
these policies will lead to the creation of decent jobs, which can propel economic 
growth in the two economies. The African Union has called for urgent investment in 
youth employment to accelerate the continent’s digital transformation (40). Moving 
forward, African countries must ensure workers are provided with job security to 
respond to sudden and drastic impacts on employment and extend the coverage of 
unemployment benefits to the uncovered categories of people (41).

Table 3: Impact of COVID-19 on the Realisation of SDG 8

Source: International Labour Organization (42).

05 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

Too early to tell
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Neutral

Positive

EuropeAsia Pacific Americas MENA Sub-Saharan Africa
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Conclusion

The pandemic is an eye-opener for African countries to institute measures that 
provide social protection and assistance for the youth. The economic impact of 
the pandemic has derailed the governmental commitment towards achieving the 
SDGs since the policies adopted by African governments were aimed at keeping 
their strained economies afloat. In realising SDG 8, especially with regards to 
youth employment, post-COVID-19 policies must be geared at implementing youth 
employment strategies in the various sectors of the African economy. African 
governments must also provide emergency and additional fiscal support for young 
people and support work-based learning and apprenticeship. Most importantly, the 
governments must strengthen employment services for young persons.
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F 
 
ar beyond being outcomes of growth and development, cities are 
the womb that nurtures the progress delivering such growth and 
development. Such progress is not limited to a single dimension, but 

encompasses finance, commerce, technology, innovation, culture, and other faces 
of advancement. Cities are magnets of talent and capital, and are the driving forces 
of increasing prosperity. Urbanisation is a measure of development and sustainable 
urbanisation is a critical mechanism for achieving sustainable development, 
particularly goal 11 (sustainable cities and communities) of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).

Cities are not just symbols of progress and prosperity, they also bear the burden of 
the myopia that has long defined such progress and prosperity. The untenable nature 
of growth has entailed pressure on basic infrastructure and essential services, such 
as housing, water, sanitation and public transport. This myopia has bred poverty and 
inequality and has imposed environmental costs in the form of pollution and climate 
change.

As such, cities derive significant importance and wield great influence in shaping 
the outcomes of efforts initiated by the global collective to strike a balance between 
economic growth, social development, and environmental sustenance.

It is vital to see the urban picture in numbers to understand its importance: Cities are 
currently home to over 55 percent of the global population, a figure that is projected 
to increase to 68 percent by the middle of the current century. About 96 percent of 
the predicted urbanisation will occur in the less developed world (East Asia, South 
Asia and Africa), of which 35 percent of the increment in urbanisation, between 
2018 and 2050, will be witnessed in three countries alone—India, China and Nigeria 
(1). Urban centres also generate more than 85 percent of the global GDP today (2). 
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Finally, cities account for two-thirds of energy use and 70 percent of global CO2 
emissions (3).

Avenue for Cooperation

The costs and benefits associated with urbanisation are not evenly distributed 
across all urban geographies. A 2019 study predicting the top 10 cities by 2035 
(by GDP, population, and GDP growth) presented key insights. Several cities in 
China—one of the fastest growing economies, the richest developing country, and 
the largest global carbon emitter—appear in the top 10 on all three measures: 
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen in GDP; Chongqing and Shanghai in 
population; and Chongqing, Shanghai, Shenzhen and Tianjin in GDP growth. On 
the other hand, no Indian cities feature in the top 10 GDP list; Mumbai is at the 10th 
position in the population; and Mumbai, Bengaluru and Delhi feature in the top 10 
for GDP growth (4).

The process of development in cities—through industrialisation and expansion of the 
non-farm sector, growth in the informal economy, significant population pressures, 
and densification of the network of transport and connectivity—can exacerbate 
issues such as poverty, inequality, crime, pollution and climate change. The way 
these problems manifest themselves in the urban areas is different from that in the 
rural areas. For example, congestion and slums characterise pollution and housing 
poverty in urban areas This highlights the need for cities to be given the space on 
global platforms to connect, cooperate and collaborate with each other to arrive at 
optimal solutions through the exchange of information, policy ideas, knowledge 
and best practices. Cities need to liaise and forge partnerships with their peers in 
economic and technological terms as well.

While globalisation may have obscured boundaries and, to some extent, the 
distinction between identities, it has accorded cities the opportunity to carve out 
unique identities by establishing positions on the global chessboard. Several cities 
have leveraged this opportunity to emerge as ‘global’ cities by engaging in relatively 
autonomous, locally driven paradiplomacy on issues of sustainable development, 
climate change, infrastructure and other matters of shared interest. City diplomacy 
takes place through the development of inter-urban networks, the establishment 
of multilateral organisations, town-twinning initiatives, and bilateral cooperation 
agreements (5).

Some of the global networks and city multilaterals that have catalysed urban 
diplomacy include the United Cities and Local Governments organisation, which 
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has strived to accord urban voices their rightful space in the global governance 
landscape; the Global Parliament of Mayors, whose raison d’etre is to ensure 
that the views and voices of the member mayors reach the global high table; the 
Commonwealth Local Government Forum, the objective of which is to facilitate the 
sharing of experience and information; the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group, 
a collaboration between the mayors of the world’s leading cities focused on climate 
change mitigation; and the Local Governments for Sustainability initiative, which 
seeks to build an inclusive sustainable urban world (6).

Sao Paulo has attracted international attention for its vibrant model of urban 
paradiplomacy. The city’s Municipal International Relations Secretariat (Secretaria 
Municipal de Relações Internacionais; SMRI), a formal institution, was established 
in 2001 to provide assistance to the mayor’s office in boosting international relations 
between the city and foreign subnational governments through connections 
with consuls, embassies and international representatives. In 2013, the SMRI 
was renamed as Municipal Secretariat of International and Federative Relations 
(Secretaria Municipal de Relações Internacionais e Federativas; SMRIF) (7).

The Sao Paulo paradiplomacy model driven by the SMRIF has become a template 
for other international offices in Brazil. SMRIF has engaged in projects with 
multilateral agencies, partnered with multinational businesses, participated in city 
networks, exchanged cooperation agreements with other cities, and sought financial 
assistance from foreign entities for local development initiatives. It has acted as a 
liaison between the administrations of Sao Paulo and other Brazilian cities. It has 
managed public relations with consulates and chambers of commerce, and has been 
handling trade related matters. It has focussed on international partnerships to 
enhance local urban management (8). 

To work alongside SMRIF, SP Negócios, a mixed capital company, was set up 
to boost investments in the city, enhance the city’s image and forge institutional 
partnerships (9). Sao Paulo’s model of paradiplomacy has sought to foster urban 
development through international cooperation and fortify its global position. This 
has been achieved through activities such as World Expo in Zaragoza (2008) and 
through participation at platforms such as the C40 network. The city has carved its 
space in the international landscape of urban paradiplomacy, earned a reputation 
for itself, envisioned development projects that benefit the city, and has leveraged 
opportunities for international cooperation (10).
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Decentralising Powers

It is difficult to imagine thriving and flourishing cities in the absence of good 
governance. Given the distinct character of cities, the decentralisation of power to 
urban local bodies (city governments) as an efficient instrument of development 
(11) is critical for urban progress. The relationship between decentralisation and 
good governance is underpinned by the assumption that local governments will be 
more efficient in governing the local economy than national level administrative 
authorities. Effective decentralisation entails a well-defined devolution of functional 
and financial powers and responsibilities and the consequent consolidation of local 
institutional capacity, allowing for transparent, accountable and robust decision-
making, which is the essence of good governance. Decentralisation for good 
governance has important ramifications on achieving SDG 11 (sustainable cities). 
Making cities sustainable involves the provision of safe and affordable housing, 
greening of public spaces, boosting of public transport, promotion of employment and 
business opportunities, building of resilient urban economies and communities, and 
facilitation of inclusive urban planning and management (12). In large geographies 
such as India, decentralisation not only facilitates an improved and efficient delivery 
of essential services and basic infrastructure, but also enables local governments, 
which are favourably placed to locate and understand the structure of local economic 
and social problems, to respond swiftly with more effective solutions (13).

City diplomacy is an extension of the decentralisation phenomenon. Municipal 
paradiplomacy is an opportunity for municipal authorities to accentuate their self-
determination by expanding their space of action and influence with minimum or 
no intervention from the higher levels of the administrative hierarchy. Through the 
agency of city diplomacy, municipal authorities explore innovative solutions and 
mechanisms to tackle local problems. The municipal authorities rely on a further 
consolidation of their competencies to influence international forces in favour 
of their local interests. Enabled by decentralisation, municipal authorities have 
autonomously launched themselves on the global markets by building a unique 
local brand and reputation to attract capital and investments, build networks, strike 
exchanges of technology and best practices, and forge trade and cultural connections. 
This freedom afforded by urban paradiplomacy could allow municipal authorities 
to become self-reliant in plugging any deficits in resources and funding to perform 
their functional mandate. Urban paradiplomacy reinforces self-determination in 
the form of self-rule when municipal authorities, delinked from the higher levels 
of administration, enter bilateral or multilateral cooperation agreements with 
their international counterparts. Urban diplomacy facilitates municipal authorities 
to throw light on domestic urban issues at avenues beyond national borders and 
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reach global high tables. As such, urban diplomacy renders municipal authorities 
as capable political agents that wield influence on decision-making as a matter of 
supranational engagements (14).

Where India Stands

In 1993, India enacted the 74th Constitutional Amendment Act, which mandated that 
urban local bodies be set up and powers devolved to them. But are the municipal 
authorities in the country favourably placed to accrue the gains of city diplomacy that 
flow from decentralisation? Consider Mumbai, India’s richest and most populous 
city. 

Mumbai became a member of the C40 initiative in December 2020, but this appears 
more as a win for the state government instead of an instance of urban paradiplomatic 
effort resulting from decentralisation (15). Furthermore, no significant collaborative 
effort has fructified between the Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai and 
Shanghai Municipal People’s Government since the signing of the “Mumbai-
Shanghai Sister City Agreement” in 2014 (16).

Mumbai has 15 sister-city relationships, with its partnership with Stuttgart, Germany, 
being the most active. However, this relationship, which is primarily cultural and 
business-oriented, is being managed by the Indian Honorary Consulate in Stuttgart 
rather than the municipal authorities (17).

Mumbai has failed to leverage its brand as the financial capital of India. Despite 
being a vibrant financial and business hub, Singapore and Hong Kong have 
proved more successful than Mumbai in luring multinationals to set up their 
headquarters in the city. In the post-pandemic period, manufacturing activities 
that have exited China have relocated to Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, and Bangkok, 
Thailand, rather than Mumbai. Additionally, the city is not a favoured destination 
as to host multilateral summits and meetings of international organisations (18).

More specifically, in May 2021, the Mumbai municipal commissioner approached 
the mayors of six sister-cities for assistance amid the COVID-19 vaccine crunch 
(19). But this too does not appear to be an independent act, and requires the 
approval of the state government. 

The 74th Amendment has left much to be desired on the decentralisation of 
powers to city governments. The functional space for the urban local bodies is 
not clearly defined and overlaps significantly with that of the state. There is a 
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clear violation of the principle of subsidiarity in India. Not only are the municipal 
powers and responsibilities a matter of state discretion, so are the financial 
powers of levying, collecting and appropriating taxes, duties and tolls, as well 
as the very delineation of an area as “urban”. The recommendations of the State 
Finance Commissions—an institution set up for monitoring and informing on 
the betterment of municipal financial health—have been ignored by the state 
governments, resulting in an underfinanced municipal functional mandate. As 
opposed to the developed world, which has empowered its mayors to be the chief 
executive of the city, India has confined the role of the mayor with limited powers 
or as merely ceremonial (20).

The current level of decentralisation characterising urban local bodies in India 
renders them weak in their performance and operations. Urban diplomacy 
is a distant dream. It is in the fiscal and administrative interest of the states 
and the centre to consider the decentralisation of local bodies. Today, such 
decentralisation might seem as being the subject of the luxury of political will. 
Not too far in the future, the untenable nature of current urban development, 
infrastructure pressures and environmental problems will question the 
sustainability of the current governance model and compel decentralisation as 
a means to good governance and the foundation for urban diplomacy. However, 
the space for urban diplomacy may be appropriately defined to include functional 
autonomy suitable to the stature and capability of urban local bodies.

Stronger legislation than the 74th Amendment is needed to effectively deal with the 
limitations of the latter amendment. Such legislation should clearly demarcate 
the functions and responsibilities of the urban local bodies independent of the 
state government. The legislation should identify a clear financing formula 
needed to be adhered to by the state government in transferring finances to 
the urban local bodies. This financing formula should be commensurate to the 
roles and responsibilities assigned to the urban local bodies by the constitution. 
The urban local bodies should not require state approval in every single matter 
preventing them from being crippled in their decision making. Nevertheless, 
the legislation should also clearly state matters in which the state can override 
the urban local bodies. The legislation must clearly demarcate the coordination 
between the states and the urban local bodies. Such an approach will give the 
urban local bodies both functional and financial autonomy and clarify their 
powers and responsibilities. The legislation should allow urban local bodies 
the agency, within reasonable limits, to devise solutions to local problems with 
paradiplomacy as one of the strategies. This will not only empower them within 
reasonable limits but also reduce the administrative and fiscal burden of states.  
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I 
 
t was long assumed that inequality was a natural feature of economic 
development, that an initial period of high inequality would be followed by 
greater equality, represented, for example, by the Kuznets Curve (1). The 

Kuznets Curve, an inverted U-shaped curve, illustrates the idea that as economies 
begin to grow, they experience steep increases in inequality. However, a decline then 
follows once countries reach a certain level of economic growth (2). This hypothesis 
was a compelling idea at the time of its development in the 1950s but has since 
displayed its inadequacy in explaining the complex relationship between growth 
and inequality. Many high-income countries, especially the US, are contending with 
rapidly increasing inequality—without any signs of reversal (3).

More recently, many prominent economists have argued that inequality is an 
inevitable result of economic growth or the natural result of differences in talent, 
ability, and people's own choices (4). From these perspectives, high economic 
inequality can and should be tolerated (5),(6). However, there is ample evidence 
to suggest that inequality is not inevitable, and it is not, in fact, the result of 
individual choice or talent but rather a sociopolitical and market failure (7),(8),(9). 
Economic inequalities result from many social, political, and economic factors 
that create abundant opportunities for some and few desperate chances for others. 
Furthermore, individual characteristics like age, race, ethnicity, gender, migration 
status, and disability strongly determine economic wellbeing. Policy choices too—
from education systems to financial regulations, taxation, and labour laws—reinforce 
economic inequality. We should care about rising inequality both from the moral 
standpoint: it is unfair, but also because it is destabilising, imperils democracy, and 
weakens the health of the economy (10),(11),(12). Addressing inequality is also a 
priority agreed upon by the 193 countries that adopted the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) in 2015. 
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This paper looks at the intersection of SDG 10 (reduced inequalities within and among 
countries) and SDG 8 (promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all). The SDGs are as 
relevant for advanced economies as for developing countries as is illustrated by the 
US. This paper looks at work and inequality in the US, as this is a particularly salient 
area of underperformance. 

The US lags in achievement towards several of the targets under SDG 8 and SDG 
10. The American experience also illustrates inequalities in employment extend into 
many aspects of people’s lives, defining their life chances, health risks, access to 
healthcare, educational and career opportunities, and their ability to participate fully 
in society (13). The issue of equality and work is therefore not just about income and 
consumption. It is about an unfair system that translates income into opportunity, 
safety, protection, and life satisfaction. Persistent and rising inequality in the US 
indicates that concerted efforts are needed to address it. Fortunately, most efforts 
to reduce economic inequality, such as redistribution and broad-based education, 
also tend to have further-reaching benefits. Such efforts can support greater societal 
resilience and the stability of institutions.

Income and Wage Inequality: High and Rising but Not 
Inevitable

Traditional economic models posit that economic growth is needed to raise living 
standards. However, more recent evidence suggests that economic growth alone 
does not necessarily create productive and decent jobs or translate into improved 
wellbeing (14). Over the last five decades, GDP per capita in the US has risen from 
approximately US$20,000 to around US$60,000 (in constant 2015 US dollars). 
While GDP per capita growth gives insights into changes in peoples' living standards, 
it obscures who benefits from growth. To understand how peoples’ incomes changed, 
it is critical to look beyond the average (mean) GDP per capita and consider how 
incomes are distributed across the population. 

Income inequality is a pervasive challenge globally. The richest 10 percent of 
the global population holds more than half of total income (52 percent), while 
the bottom fifty percent has just 8.5 percent of income. This is also true in many 
developing economies, where despite rising average incomes, they face high-income 
inequality (15). Trends in inequality vary between countries. India, for example, has 
seen a drastic rise, with the income share of the richest 10 percent of the population 
increasing from 34.4 percent in 1990 to 57.1 percent in 2018. In Mexico in 1990, the 
highest decile owned 53.2 percent of income, compared to 8.8 percent among the 
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bottom 50 percent of the population. This increased only slightly to 57.4 percent and 
9.2 percent, respectively, in 2020. However, in terms of the level of inequality, India 
and Mexico are similar, and so too is the US. The top 10 percent of earners in the US 
hold 45 percent of total income, compared to 13.3 percent among the bottom half of 
the population (16). In the last two decades, the US has returned to levels of income 
inequality similar to those from a century ago— a reversed Kuznets Curve, so to say. 

Despite growth in the US, average workers have seen their real wages stagnate since 
the 1970s. The increases that have occurred have been among the highest-income 
earners (17). The economic orthodoxy is that productivity increases lead to wage 
increases, leading to rising living standards. This is captured in SDG target 8.2, 
which focuses on achieving higher levels of productivity. However, productivity gains 
in the US have been met by uneven wage growth (see Figure 1) (18). Until around 
1980, productivity growth in the US was matched by growth in wages and, in theory, 
living standards. However, productivity growth has vastly outpaced wage growth 
over the last four decades (19). This means that as firms increase their efficiency, the 
additional profits are not translating into higher wages for workers.

Figure 1: Productivity and Wage Growth in the US (1948 - 
2017)

Source: Gould, 2019 (20). 
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Wage inequality is persistent not just between the highest and lowest income 
earners but between different groups of society. SDG 10 focuses on both within and 
between country inequalities. People of colour, women, persons with disabilities, 
and migrants tend to have significantly lower wages than other population sub-
groups. For example, black men earn 22 percent less than white men in the US (21). 
Black women earn 34 percent less than white men and 12 percent less than white 
women (22). Racial wage gaps are not only high but have also increased since 1980 
(23). While inequalities in work are context specific, globally, women earn 77 cents 
for every dollar earned by men (24). The US ranks 53rd globally on the gender pay 
gap (25).

Social Mobility: The Stifling Chances

Not only are wages drastically unequal in the US, but so too are access to opportunities. 
The relationship between them is illustrated by the ‘Great Gatsby Curve’ (GGC) (26). 
The GGC illustrates the relationship between inequality and intergenerational social 
mobility, revealing a strong correlation between the two. SDG target 10.3 captures 
the need for addressing inequality of opportunity. Economic and social inequities 
translate into fewer chances to gain a quality education, participate in the labour 
market, find decent and fulfilling work, and earn a stable and adequate income with 
sufficient protections. 

The “American dream” is rooted in the idea that you can achieve anything if you work 
hard enough. However, very few people move up the ladder in the US. In fact, life 
chances—including education, income, and occupation—are strongly determined by 
where a person comes from and who their parents are (27),(28). In societies with 
low levels of social mobility, there is little movement on the ladder. If you are born 
to working-class parents, you will most likely end up in a working-class position. 
Similarly, you will likely be well off if you are from a well-off family. On the other 
hand, highly mobile societies in which where you come from matters less for where 
you end up. In the US, 31 percent of children born to parents in the lowest income 
quintile, for example, also end up in the lowest income quintile as adults, while 37 
percent of children born to parents in the highest income group also end up in the 
highest income group as adults (29). 

Social mobility trends are more difficult to estimate in lower-income and developing 
economies, but there also appears to be significant variation in the levels of mobility 
achieved. Greater equality of opportunity and social mobility means that people born 
into different class or income positions have greater chances of moving up or down. 
When there is little movement, poor people stay poor, and the well-off stay well-off. 
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Labour market inequities in the US and the policies that reinforce them result in 
unfulfilled potential. 

Social Protections: A Perilously Inadequate System

Poor quality jobs with low wages impact other aspects of peoples’ lives beyond their 
incomes. For instance, unsafe working conditions can lead to long-term health 
problems, injuries or death; poor quality employment contracts can lead to economic 
and social risks due to a lack of access to social safety nets; long or unpredictable 
hours can have economic penalties for single-parents or vulnerable populations, and 
employment instability can lead to psychological and mental health strain. Work and 
the conditions thereof shape many aspects of life beyond income and consumption. 
SDG target 10.4 addresses the need for expanding social protections to enhance 
equity, which is drastically inadequate in the US.

Many basic social protections in the US, such as health insurance, are linked directly 
to employment. This system favours more advantaged workers, those with higher 
incomes and better contracts. For example, the provision of paid sick leave is mainly 
at the discretion of private employers (30). As a result, less than half of low-wage 
workers have paid sick leave compared to 92 percent of the highest income earners 
(31). Moreover, less than half of part-time workers have access to paid sick leave, 
compared to 86 percent of full-time workers (32). 

The US is one of the only countries globally that does not have a federal policy for paid 
parental leave. The country does have the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), 
offering unpaid leave for new parents, people with longer-term illnesses, and those 
taking care of a loved one. However, the FMLA is only available to a subset of workers 
(33). Because of the stringent requirements for eligibility (length of employment, 
size of employer, and number of hours worked), just 56 percent of the workforce is 
eligible (34). As a result, this benefit is more accessible to men, white, non-Hispanic, 
higher educated, and higher-wage workers. For example, 38 percent of low-wage 
workers are eligible compared to 63 percent of non-low-wage workers (35).

Conditions: Precarity and Work

SDG target 8.5 pertains to achieving full and productive decent work for all. However, 
vast disparities persist concerning employment, especially full and productive 
employment in the US. For example, the labour force participation rate (LFPR), a 
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measure more reflective of inequities than the unemployment rate, reveals vast gender 
disparities in work. The LFPR among females stands at 55.3 percent, compared to 
66.6 percent among men (36). The US falls behind many other economies which 
have achieved higher female LFPR than the US—for example, it is 56.5 percent in 
Botswana, 57 percent in Cuba, and 74 percent in Ethiopia (37).

Target 8.6 concerns the need to improve opportunities specifically for youth by 
reducing the number of young people who are not in education, employment, or 
training. In the US, 16.9 percent of the 16-to-19 age group fall into this category (38). 
This is above the average of 13 percent among high-income countries (39).

Moreover, employment in the US is generally considered ‘at-will,’ which allows 
employers to fire workers at any time without reason and warning. The justification 
for at-will employment is that workers have the same right to leave a job without 
reason. It is also rooted in a pro-business approach to the labour market, allowing 
businesses to be nimble by quickly hiring and firing workers as needed. The US is 
the only high-income country that uses this approach, while other countries favour 
greater protections for workers, resulting in better outcomes. At-will employment is 
particularly problematic when we consider it in the context of the social protections 
outlined above. 

The rise of the gig economy and the informalisation of work in the US through 
contractualisation, a process observed in many advanced and developing economies, 
has made this issue even more pressing. While non-standard employment offers 
some workers desirable benefits such as flexibility, research has revealed persistent 
issues related to pay, collective bargaining, safety, hours, and lack of protections. 
Moreover, it tends to be the less advantaged segments of society who are afforded 
non-standard opportunities, further increasing inequality in pay, opportunities for 
progression, and fulfilment.

Purpose and Fulfilment

A final and perhaps less obvious but crucial example is the dimension of purpose 
and fulfilment. Work is necessary for most of us to meet our basic consumption 
needs. But it is also a channel through which people can find and pursue purpose. 
Because people spend immense amounts of time working, when our jobs match our 
ambitions, interest and life goals, we are more likely to enjoy and benefit from our 
work. But these attributes of jobs are not equally distributed. The tendency towards 
greater contractorisation of work and the fragmentation of jobs into little bits and 
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pieces means that many people are making ends meet in jobs that provide them with 
little fulfilment or purpose. As anthropologist David Graeber argues, self-worth is 
defined by one's work, and thus, a "profound psychological violence" has resulted 
from the emergence of what he calls “bullshit jobs”. The internal violence Graeber 
describes is the conflict of self-worth derived from one's occupation, being stripped 
away by the nature of “pointless” service sector jobs (40).

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in many people in the US quitting their jobs, 
a phenomenon termed “the great resignation”; in September 2021 alone, 4.4 million 
people in the US left their jobs by choice (41). The risks associated with frontline work 
and the lack of protections like sick leave changed the equation for many people. 
These risks were not equally allocated either. For example, 65 percent of people with 
a college degree or higher worked from home in 2020, compared to 19 percent of 
those employed with less education (42). 

The continuation of social and economic inequalities in work is compounded by the 
fact that many people are in jobs that provide little dignity, respect, responsibility, 
purpose, or fulfilment. Satisfying and decent work improves well-being, but the 
current economic approach to insecure, poor quality, low-wage jobs mean people do 
not have adequate opportunities.

Conclusion

The US has a long way to achieve many of the SDGs. This paper looks specifically 
at the intersection of SDGs 8 (work) and 10 (inequality), arguing that the US has 
made policy decisions that have led to vast inequities in work. Income inequality 
is among the highest in advanced economies, and is increasing; opportunities are 
highly concentrated leading to rigidity in intergenerational mobility and inequality 
of outcomes; social protections are vastly inadequate for meeting even the most 
basic social needs and are availed to only the most advantaged workers; labour 
laws are lacking for addressing issues of worker security and equity in the context 
of informalisation; and inequities in fulfilment and life satisfaction are further 
complicating an already unequal system in the US. 

Inequality in incomes, opportunities, protections, working conditions, and 
satisfaction intersect with other factors like age, race, gender, disability status, and 
migration status. As such, it is often the least well-off who face the greatest injustices 
in work.  The consequences of inequality in the world of work are far greater than 
income. They extend to people’s health, opportunities, protections, security, safety, 
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and wellbeing. Policy levers for changing the balance exist, such as taxation, labour 
contracts, worker classifications, redistribution, raising the federal minimum wage, 
strengthening social protection and delinking them from employment, financial aid 
for higher education, and the provision of childcare. While the US has favoured a 
particular labour market model that avails little in the way of rights and protections 
for workers, and minimal redistribution, other countries have chosen different paths 
with more success. As a result, the US is falling behind on SDGs 8 and 10 and the 
impacts are far reaching.
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