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Chapter 5: How Sustainable are the SDGs?   

Kerryn Higgs 

 

The United Nation’s (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 2015 

are rightly celebrated as a major achievement: an agreement between nations 

on a comprehensive plan to tackle worldwide social and environmental crises. 

However, they rely on elements that are likely to undermine their success, and 

on trade-offs where some SDGs will have to be sacrificed to achieve others. 

Of particular concern is the injunction to foster economic growth, defined as 

growth in per capita gross domestic product (GDP).  

The SDGs include specific goals for conservation, protection and restoration 

of land, sea and climate for the first time. A fourth goal (SDG12), ‘sustainable 

consumption and production patterns’, also implies environmental limits. 

These four goals are an advance on the 2001 Millennium Development Goals 

which, though they talked of ‘sustainable development’ in general terms, 

otherwise ignored the Earth system that supports all life, including human life.  

Development based on growth and debt, 1980-2015 

In line with decades of development theory and practice economic growth 

remains the centrepiece of solutions to world problems, both social and 

environmental (Higgs 2014, 105-162). The World Conference on Environment 

and Development (WCED) or Brundtland Commission (1983-87), while 

endorsing ongoing economic growth, also drew attention to the need for 

redistribution. It warned that the needs of the poor must be given ‘overriding 

priority’, that developing countries must ‘reap large benefits’, that the 

requirements of future generations must be taken into account, and that the 

people of the rich world, who were living beyond the ‘world’s ecological 

means’, must reduce their consumption (WCED 1987). In light of these 

concerns, and the failure of the twentieth century’s astounding economic 

growth
12

 to make a significant difference to the people of the developing 

world, the Commission made a modest proposal: a small proportion of future 

increases in wealth should be redistributed.  

                                                 
12

 Industrial production was multiplied fifty times, 80% of that after 1950. 
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Soon afterwards, a new economic orthodoxy, known as neoliberalism, 

captured thinking across the world (Higgs 2014, Ch. 6). In the reports of the 

Rio Earth Summit (UNCED 1992), just five years after the WCED concluded, 

hardly a hint of redistribution of wealth can be found; instead, solutions to 

both social and environmental ills were confidently anticipated through market 

liberalisation, economic growth and free trade. Actual funding provisions for 

the Rio agenda were vague. Various avenues were to be ‘explored’ or 

‘encouraged’. The only explicit proposal asked developed countries to meet 

the UN aid target of 0.7% of GDP, established many decades earlier. There 

had been a minimal record of success at reaching this target in the past, but all 

participants agreed to reach it ‘as soon as possible’ (UNCED 1992).  

After Rio, however, aid did not increase; funding did not materialise. Aid was 

estimated to have averaged 0.51% of GDP in the late 1960s. By 2009, the 

average volume of aid from North to South had declined to approximately 

0.3% of northern GDP (Riddell 2009), while the flow of payments in the 

opposite direction has also been vast. On the basis of OECD figures, political 

scientist Susan George (1992: xv-xvi) calculated that a net amount of $418 

billion flowed back to the North in debt service payments alone during the 

period from 1982 to 1990, an avalanche of payments that did little to defray 

the debt on which they were levied (Higgs 2014). As George (1992) pointed 

out, the total flow of funds to the rich world was (and remains) greater still 

when ‘royalties, dividends, repatriated profits, underpaid raw materials and the 

like’ are added. Financial assets in tax havens were estimated at well over $21 

trillion for 2010, much of it siphoned off from corporate profits in the South 

(Henry 2012; Shaxson et al. 2012). Thus, aid from North to South is dwarfed 

by the financial flows in the opposite direction, many of them resulting from 

the structure of the global economy. Jason Hickel’s paper (2019a) on the 

imperative of redistribution identifies the vast illicit financial flows involved 

in trade. Overall, far from facilitating appropriate development where it was 

needed, economic growth swelled the coffers of investors. 

The International Monetary Fund’s Anne Krueger encapsulated the favoured 

approach in 2004:  

Our job at the Fund is to support governments in their efforts to 

deliver the sustained and rapid growth needed to raise living standards 
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and reduce poverty.... [T]he solution is more rapid growth—not a 

switch of emphasis towards more redistribution. Poverty reduction is 

best achieved through making the cake bigger, not by trying to cut it 

up in a different way.  

 ‘Making the cake bigger’ has been the key development strategy of UN 

institutions for many decades. 

SDGs retain growth strategy 

A summary of the Sustainable Development Goals is below:  

1. End Poverty;  

2. End Hunger;  

3. Health/Well-being;  

4. Education for all;  

5. End discrimination against women;  

6. Water/Sanitation;  

7. Energy;  

8. Growth/Jobs;   

9. Industry/Infrastructure;  

10. Reduce Inequalities, within and between countries;  

11. Cities/settlements;  

12. Production & Consumption;  

13. Climate Action;  

14. Oceans;  

15. Land;  

16. Peace/Justice;  

17. Partnerships. 

Though far more multi-faceted and specific about environmental objectives 

than previous development goals, the SDGs (UNDESA 2015) rest implicitly 

on the ‘bigger cake’ strategy. They first lay out essential goals to meet basic 

human needs (SDGs 1, 2, 3, 4, 6). To these are added gender equality (5), 

meeting energy needs (7), provision of infrastructure (9), urban development 

(11) and reducing inequalities within and between countries (10). The SDGs 

then go on to address explicitly the conservation of terrestrial and marine 
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environments and the need to halt global warming (SDGs 13, 14 and 15), as 

well as an aim to make production and consumption sustainable (SDG12). 

Although several goals—such as gender equality, peace (16) and partnership 

(17) — need not demand much material extraction, there is little 

acknowledgement of the inherent contradictions between the many goals that 

require an increase in material flows, and the ecological goals that seek to 

prevent deterioration of the biosphere. Indeed, the underlying assumption 

appears to be that GDP growth is indispensable and ecological objectives may 

be traded off if they threaten it. 

The ‘planetary boundaries’ researchers (Steffen et al. 2015a) have identified at 

least two areas where humanity has already exceeded its ‘safe operating space’ 

(biodiversity loss and biogeochemical disturbances)
13

 and two others where 

we are very close (climate and land system change). Steffen (2019 pers. 

comm.) concedes that climate data more recent than that used in 2015 may 

require climate to be moved to the ‘already unsafe’ category. In addition to 

these four areas and others not yet considered unsafe, the team has yet to 

quantify boundaries for atmospheric aerosols, novel entities (chemical 

pollution in earlier reports) and the functional role of biosphere integrity. 

Ecological footprint research also confirms an overshoot situation, where the 

global rates of extraction and pollution already exceed the capacity of natural 

systems to replace resources and absorb waste (GFN 2019). The idea that 

economic growth can be cultivated without encroaching further on these 

planetary boundaries is assumed, in the SDG framework, to be feasible, 

though that idea has been challenged for decades by ecological economists 

(Daly 1990; Victor 2019). 

 

                                                 
13

 This phrase refers to the radical disruption of the nitrogen and phosphorous cycles 

primarily. In nature, nitrogen is largely inert in the atmosphere, though some is 

mobilised by bacteria and leguminous plants. As a fertiliser, nitrogen has greatly 
expanded food production, but is now cascading through rivers, groundwater and 

continental shelves, initiating algal blooms and dead zones (Rockström et al. 2009). In 

the case of phosphorous, the other ubiquitous fertiliser, there is an added threat—

phosphate rock is a declining resource, commanding a rising price; this has grim 

implications for future agriculture (Cordell et al 2009), especially where populations 

lack adequate finance to import it.  
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SDG2: ‘safe, nutritious and sufficient food’ 

Many of the SDGs that address unmet human needs call for increases in the 

flow of material resources. In a context of rising populations and rising 

affluence, SDG2 (to supply ‘safe, nutritious and sufficient food’ to everyone) 

is likely to threaten SDGs 14 and 15, which aim to restore and preserve 

terrestrial and marine ecosystems and SDG13 which pledges urgent action on 

climate change. 

SDG2 speaks of ‘sustainable agriculture’ but does not examine the 

predominant practices of industrial agriculture: clearing forests, draining 

wetlands and peatlands, and relying on significant inputs of fertiliser, 

herbicides, pesticides and energy, still sourced largely from fossil fuels. The 

injunction at SDG2.3 to double agricultural productivity for small scale 

farmers means increasing output per farmer without reference to output per 

hectare or megalitre. Targets 2.2b and 2.2c focus on impediments to global 

agricultural trade and commodity markets, factors which are secondary for the 

small farmers who feed the world at the local level. These targets, once again, 

reflect corporate and growth-oriented strategies and ignore the situation of the 

world’s smallholders, who largely work outside the global marketplace. 

Rockström et al. (2017) have argued that land-use emissions must be reduced 

to zero by 2050, if we are to meet the Paris climate target of ‘well below 2°C’. 

Industrial farming is a crucial pressure on all four planetary boundaries judged 

to be in trouble; it affects biodiversity loss, nitrogen and phosphorous 

pollution, land-use change, and climate. If conventional agriculture is 

expanded to meet SDG2, this will inevitably sacrifice terrestrial ecological 

integrity (Crist et al. 2017). Adoption of regenerative agriculture is essential if 

SDG2 is to be made compatible with SDGs 13-15.  

Smallholders can assist in this process. Target 2.3 refers to ensuring secure 

and equal access to land, a critical element. Using systems of agro-ecology 

that minimise external inputs and mimic ecological processes, the world’s 

small farmers already produce the majority of the world’s food on less than a 

quarter of its farmland (GRAIN 2014). In a situation where land and water are 

the limiting factors—rather than labour—doubling productivity per person is 

less important than increasing productivity per unit of land and water (Higgs 

2014: 146-7; UNEP 2019: 13). In fact, focussing on labour productivity may 
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encourage consolidation of land under the control of larger farmers and 

agribusiness corporations, adding to the numbers of landless and the diversion 

of land for biofuel, animal food or luxury crops for export (Daniel and Mittal 

2009). Secure access to land is indispensable, but will involve reversing the 

trend towards consolidation, a trend that is evident in the Green Revolution 

(Higgs 2014: 46-7), the quadrupling in acreage of the industrial crops (soy, 

canola, sugar cane and oil palm) from 1960 to 2011 (GRAIN 2014), and in 

‘land grabs’ amounting to hundreds of millions of hectares this century 

(Magdoff 2013). 

Peasant farmers resist the growth model, which many of them believe has 

been imposed on them, deepening inequality and accelerating environmental 

decline. The smallholders who contributed to the FAO’s report for Rio+20 

(Wolfenson 2013) described themselves as: ‘a driving force towards socially 

fair and ecologically sustainable agriculture systems’. For these farmers: ‘the 

over-arching paradigm of economic growth, considered the highway to secure 

development, has left the social and environmental dimensions of sustainable 

development behind’. Wolfenson (2013: 26) goes on to note that, alongside 

agro-ecology, smallholders champion: 

… food sovereignty ... a system that returns the land to its social 

function as the producer of food, puts the people who produce, 

distribute and consume food at the centre of decisions about food 

systems and policies, as opposed to the demands of markets and 

corporations.  

Where land is consolidated into larger farms, and smallholders lose access to 

their communal land and water, they may (or may not) get employment, but 

wages are poor and productivity gains are not shared with them. Food, fuel 

and profits go to markets overseas and investors, largely foreign (Daniel and 

Mittal 2009). The emphasis in SDG2.2c on regulating commodity markets will 

be of limited relevance where small farmers primarily produce local food for 

local people, which is the most promising strategy if we hope to provide ‘safe, 

nutritious and sufficient food’ for all, without trading off protection of land, 

sea and climate.  
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SDG11, SDG9: urban development, infrastructure and industry  

SDG11, which addresses urban development, will jeopardise SDG13 (climate) 

unless towns and settlements are designed and built along low-carbon lines. 

The word ‘sustainable’ appears in the SDG11 targets, stated alongside ‘safe’, 

‘affordable’, ‘inclusive, ‘and ‘accessible’. In line with its ambiguity since the 

Brundtland Commission, the meaning of ‘sustainable’ remains unclear. 

Current town and city development needs radical reform to become 

sustainable (see Lowe in this book), in particular an explicit goal of low 

carbon design and a rejection of urban sprawl, which also impinges on 

SDG15. Neither of these essentials is mentioned in the SDGs. 

SDG9 sets a goal of expanding infrastructure and industry. This too will be 

hard to implement without jeopardising environmental goals. Historically, 

industrial expansion is linked to escalating energy demand and land system 

conversion; associated emissions have risen steadily for two centuries, 

accelerating since 1950 (Steffen et al. 2015b). If this trend is replicated, future 

emissions can be expected to keep rising (UNEP 2016c). Unless new 

infrastructure is designed and built along low-carbon lines, the Paris 

Agreement’s goals will elude us. No SDG or target aims explicitly for low-

carbon options, an omission that reflects the failure of the SDGs to address the 

fundamental challenge of providing essential socio-economic reforms without 

sacrificing environmental goals. 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a current example of infrastructure 

and industrial development which pays little attention to carbon emissions or 

ecological damage (Losos et al. 2019), though it does not differ in this respect 

from the development advocated by the European powers for centuries. While 

the Chinese government promotes a domestic energy transition, China exports 

coal-fired technology across the BRI (Ren Peng et al. 2017). The pace of this 

activity has fluctuated, and has slowed since its peak in 2010 (Ibid.), but 

power plants have life spans of 50 years or more, and roads will carry traffic 

for decades, so both will affect greenhouse gas emissions for many years. 

According to the Global Development Policy Center (2020), 70% of BRI 

energy investments are fossil fuel based. Despite China’s pre-eminence in 

solar technology, only 1.6% of BRI energy investments are solar based (Ibid). 

In addition to the climate implications, the BRI has impacts on land use, 

wildlife and habitat, and water; and will expand industrial pollution. 



Ecological Economics: Solutions for the Future - 116 

 

According to ecologist William Laurance (2017) the BRI’s ‘dizzying variety 

of resource extraction, energy, agricultural, and infrastructure projects ... are 

wreaking unprecedented damage to ecosystems and biodiversity’ across the 

world.  

SDG12: sustainable production and consumption  

In recommending sustainable production and consumption, SDG12 

emphasises efficiency, management and the reduction of waste. Such 

strategies are vital, but no mention is made of the role of consumerism as a 

driver of the economic growth that is considered to be the bedrock of our 

economy (see Higgs 2014, Ch. 5). The SDGs do not refer to the role of 

advertising in harnessing human desire to markets and inciting mass shopping 

and endemic waste, to keep the consumer economy functioning. Some detailed 

targets are laudable and essential, such as managing chemicals and their 

wastes (12.4), and reducing waste in general (12.5) but the over-arching target, 

sustainable management and efficient use of natural resources (12.2), is not 

defined. Similarly, the target for fossil fuel subsidies (12.c) is vague:  

Rationalize inefficient fossil-fuel subsidies that encourage wasteful 

consumption by removing market distortions, in accordance with 

national circumstances, including by restructuring taxation and 

phasing out those harmful subsidies... to reflect their environmental 

impacts.  

While this formulation allows room for developing countries to adjust 

according to their own circumstances, it lacks any categorical rejection of such 

subsidies in the developed world. 

SDG8: ‘sustainable economic growth’? 

The most problematic of the goals is SDG8 which calls for ‘sustained, 

inclusive and sustainable economic growth’ (purportedly generating jobs for 

all). Apart from the title line, the word sustainable is not included in the targets 

and indicators; economic growth is the only item that is slated to be sustained 

here, while the ecological basis of economies, usually regarded as intrinsic to 

the concept of sustainability (Daly 1990), is absent. ‘Sustainable growth’ is 

not defined and has, in any case, been recognised as an oxymoron (Daly 
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1990). The connection between economic growth and job-creation is also 

simply assumed, despite the fact that the track record of market-oriented, 

capital intensive expansion is not encouraging (Hirway and Shah 2011). 

Where the object is profit-generation under the market model, cost reduction is 

a routine strategy and leads to mechanisation and job-shedding. Community-

based models such as Ashok Khosla’s (2015) social enterprise, Development 

Alternatives, operating in central India, provide a realistic model of business 

creating jobs and manufacturing items needed by local people. However, this 

is not the kind of development envisaged in SDG8. 

Target 8.1 requires sustained per capita GDP growth, including at least 7% per 

annum for the least developed countries. Material extraction is essential in less 

developed contexts in order to provide sanitation, water, and services in 

general, and this will involve some degree of GDP growth, but, as Khosla’s 

enterprise shows, the emphasis can be on meeting urgent needs rather than 

simply boosting GDP.   

Moreover, SDG8 demands ongoing economic growth throughout the world. 

This is hardly surprising, given that economic growth has been advanced as 

the panacea for all problems for well over 50 years and continues to be 

prominent on the lips of politicians, business people and most of the global 

institutions involved in sustainability policy (Higgs 2014: Part II).
14

 GDP 

growth requires extraction and waste-disposal and has been associated over 

the past century with carbon emissions, depletion of resources and ongoing 

transformation of land systems and marine environments (Steffen et al. 

2015a). Although claims are made that growth can be decoupled from these 

negative consequences (OECD 2011; World Bank 2012; Hatfield-Dodds et al. 

2015; UNEP 2016a; UNEP 2019), hard evidence of absolute decoupling is 

scarce (see also Introduction in this book). Instead, the empirical evidence 

shows both an ever-increasing rate of extraction (Figure 5.1) and a tight 

association between GDP and material footprint (Figure 5.2). 

                                                 
14

 GDP measures the flow of monetary exchanges in the market economy and while 

GDP growth includes genuine positives it also encompasses social ills such as arms 

sales, and it places negatives such as the business of cleaning up pollution, in the 

positive column.  



Ecological Economics: Solutions for the Future - 118 

 

Figure 5.1: Material Extraction, 1970-2017. Prepared by Rhianna Topschij. 

Data from MaterialFlows.net. The material flow analysis portal, 

http://www.materialflows.net/visualisation-centre/data-visualisations/  

Sources agree fairly closely on the current extent of material extraction, 

estimated at 87-88 billion tonnes a year in 2015, having tripled over the 

previous 50 years, and still growing (UNEP 2019). In line with others who 

quantify material extraction, UNEP (2019) includes in its calculations metals, 

non-metallic minerals (such as sand), fossil fuels, biomass, water and land 

conversion.
15

 Estimates of an approximate target for sustainable resource 

extraction cluster around 50 billion tonnes a year (UNEP 2014; Hoekstra and 

Wiedmann 2014; Bringezu 2015; Hickel 2019a). Even if this figure is 

                                                 
15

 Cooper at al. (2018), in addressing  the extent of humans’ sediment production in 

the mineral and construction industries, include all forms of material shifted from its 

original location (such as overburden, waste rock etc.) and arrive at a figure of around 

316 billion tons in 2015, much greater than UNEP (2019). 

http://www.materialflows.net/visualisation-centre/data-visualisations/
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regarded as reasonable, we are already more than 50% over the target and still 

moving in the wrong direction. 

It is also widely accepted that the continuation of historical trends and 

relationships, which depend on ‘a permanent throughput of materials that are 

extracted, traded and processed into goods and finally disposed of as waste or 

emissions’ will, by 2060, inflate gross annual resource use drastically (UNEP 

2019). In addition, such throughput will increase greenhouse gas emissions by 

43%, reduce forests by more than 20% and other habitats (mainly grassland 

and savannahs) by a similar amount (Ibid). These figures will rise if 

population growth exceeds the UN’s medium projection (O’Neill et al. 2018).  

Figure 5.2: Material footprint and GDP, 1990-2015. Source: Dan O’Neill, 

data from Material Flows database. See: 

https://www.resourcepanel.org/global-material-flows-database. 

 

UNEP (2016a, 2016b, 2019) is adamant that the decoupling of material 

extraction from environmental impact; ‘will be essential for ensuring future 

https://www.resourcepanel.org/global-material-flows-database
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human well-being based on much lower material throughput’ (UNEP 2016a). 

It argues that this can be achieved through resource efficiency, technological 

advances and circular production with maximum reuse and recycling. By these 

means, it predicts, the volume of material extraction can be reduced. There is 

no evidence that such useful (but inadequate) measures will exert sufficient 

downward pressure on the ever-increasing level of extraction. Instead, over the 

past decade or so, while UNEP (2011, 2014, 2016a, 2016b, 2019) has backed 

decoupling, arguing both that it is essential and that it can be done,
16

 the trends 

in the real world run the other way - ever-increasing material flows, more 

extraction, more consumption and more waste. UNEP (2019: 27) is fully 

aware that continuation of business-as-usual will make even relative 

decoupling impossible and argues for worldwide implementation of a 

‘Towards Sustainability’ pathway, which will require: ‘an urgent and systemic 

transformation of how we use and manage natural resources’ (UNEP 2019: 

19). While the policies outlined here (ibid: 31) are positive, it is unclear how 

they will be adopted under prevailing political and economic conditions where 

‘the market’ is expected to govern choices. If decisions rely on short term 

profit and avoidance of government involvement, such policies are highly 

unlikely to receive widespread adoption. 

While the recommended strategies of efficiencies, circular production and 

technological advance may mitigate the problems, genuine permanent 

decoupling is improbable (Higgs 2019) or perhaps impossible (Victor and 

Jackson 2015; Alexander and Rutherford 2019). Permanent decoupling 

requires ongoing reductions in impacts alongside increases in material flows. 

Nothing of this kind, especially on a global scale, has yet been observed. The 

pursuit of decoupling may be a fool’s errand in any case. Lenzen et al. (2016) 

note that: ‘it is illogical to expect technological progress to stretch to 

unprecedented limits in order to let populations enjoy unchecked growth in 

numbers and affluence’. The assumption that technology can enable growth in 

extraction and pollution rests on faith in decoupling.  

                                                 
16

 While maintaining optimism about decoupling, UNEP (2016a; 2019) concedes that 

efficiencies could cause a rebound effect and trigger accelerated economic growth, 

thus negating efforts to reduce gross material demand. It suggests that tax measures 

could counteract this trend (2019). 
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According to UNEP (2016a) we now use more materials per unit of GDP than 

in 2000,
17

 And, in the latest assessment of progress made towards realising 

SDG12, the UN (2019) reports that material consumption has continued to 

increase—from 87-88 billion tonnes in 2015 to 92.1 billion in 2019. It notes 

that ‘worldwide material consumption has expanded rapidly, as has material 

footprint per capita, seriously jeopardizing the achievement’ of SDG12. It 

warns that: ‘urgent action is needed to ensure that current material needs do 

not lead to the over-extraction of resources or to the degradation of 

environmental resources’. Unless effective action is taken, we will be 

extracting 190 billion tonnes of materials by 2060, almost four times the 

amount that numerous researchers consider sustainable (see above). As in 

2015, the UN (2019) advances the same solutions: ‘improve resource 

efficiency, reduce waste, and mainstream sustainability practices across all 

sectors of the economy’. 

Problems of population and affluence 

Population gets no explicit attention in the SDGs. The endorsement of 

‘universal reproductive health and rights’ (SDG3) indicates that all women 

should be assigned the right to control over their own bodies. But, while the 

issue of the rights of women is also reflected in SDG4 and SDG5 (education 

and ending all forms of discrimination against women), population is not 

addressed. This omission is likely to have resulted from the UN requirement 

for all countries to endorse the proposed text; as the history of population 

control shows, powerful forces deeply opposed to any form of family planning 

have been dominant in international negotiations since 1980 or before.  

In the early post-war decades, population control was a preferred emphasis of 

the wealthy consumer economies in dealing with hunger and poverty, 

diverting attention away from our own conspicuous and unsustainable 

consumption. However, emphasis shifted away from population in the 1970s, 

when US Evangelicals joined forces with Catholics and conservative Islam 

(Saudi Arabia) and imposed a natalist ideology. At the 1984 UN conference 

on population, the US withdrew funding, declaring a new focus on ‘family 

                                                 
17

 See Ward et al. (2016) on the underlying physical realities that govern non-

substitutable resources such as land, water, raw materials and energy; also Hickel and 

Kallis (2019) on levels of material extraction compatible with Earth’s ecological 

integrity. 
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values’ and claiming that free market economies are the ‘natural’ way to slow 

population growth (Higgs 2014: 36-38).  

The rate of population growth has been slowing since the 1960s, a process 

theorised as ‘the demographic transition’, where high birth and death rates are 

said to be gradually replaced by low birth and death rates, as countries 

industrialise and grow wealthy. However, this change applies to a relatively 

limited sector of these populations—the wealth created during 70 years of 

economic growth has not been well distributed and vast numbers of people 

remain trapped in poverty with little prospect of any transition. This outcome 

suggests that direct action such as explicit provision of family planning may 

be needed to reduce population growth, rather than entrusting the task to the 

automatic operation of the ‘free market’. Natalist interests may block such a 

move, however. Even though the rate of population growth has slowed 

markedly since the1960s, the huge base created then still generates much the 

same increment as was seen at that time, so we still have more than 80 million 

extra people to feed and shelter every year (UN Population Division 2019). 

The socio-economic SDGs are concerned with development in the global 

South, where population increase remains at its most rapid. It is vital to 

remember that, on average, people in the developing world consume relatively 

little in per capita terms and it is population growth in wealthy countries such 

as Australia that contributes most to impacts on land, oceans and climate. This 

is partly due to the high consumption levels of the rich world which 

‘contribute disproportionately to exhausting and polluting the planet’ (Coole 

2019: 257; Wiedmann et al. 2020); and partly to the increasing role played by 

trade, as developed countries reduce their environmental impact by exporting 

it to the South. In some countries, such as Malaysia, Madagascar, Honduras 

and Papua New Guinea, 50-60% of species loss is directly attributable to 

activities conducted on behalf of the North, for example clearing for crops 

such as coffee, sisal, cocoa and palm oil, or for timber. Average species 

decline attributable to such activities in the developing world was found to be 

30% (Lenzen et al. 2012; Wiedmann et al. 2015).  

The trend towards increasing affluence in the emerging middle classes of the 

South involves the adoption of western dietary habits such as meat-eating and 

western travel habits such as personal cars. The idea that everyone can 
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replicate these wasteful practices ignores the levels of extraction and pollution 

that are inevitably attached. Swelling numbers with such expectations will 

limit the ability of nations to meet the crucial social goals of the SDGs as well 

as further undermine the environmental SDGs. Population determines the 

scale of services that will be required and the scale of the economy that will be 

required to provide them. 

The problems of affluence are also neglected by the SDGs, despite the fact 

that the affluence enjoyed in the rich world and by growing élite minorities in 

the South, is a key driver of unsustainable material flows. Back in 1991, Paul 

Ekins noted that ‘universal opulence’ was simply not an option. He calculated 

that to supply even 20% of Northern affluence across all people in the South 

would necessitate a total and immediate freeze on Northern consumption. 

Using oil and paper as examples, Higgs (2014: 103) analysed the immense 

increase in material production that would be needed to allow China alone to 

adopt US or even European consumption patterns. Rising inequality has 

multiplied the challenge posed by Ekins (1991). Apart from China, developing 

countries showed greater internal inequality than Europe, Russia, or North 

America. Oxfam (2018) estimated that 82% of all wealth created globally in 

2017 flowed to the top 1%, with no increase whatsoever for the bottom 50%, 

most of whom live in the South.
18

 Notwithstanding many decades of 

extraordinary growth, prosperity is still concentrated among a privileged 

minority (Higgs 2014: 105–162). Clearly, radical steps would be needed to 

change this situation.  

UNEP (2016a: 29-30) confirms that ‘the level of well-being achieved in 

wealthy industrial countries cannot be generalized globally based on the same 

system of production and consumption’—without further jeopardising 

environmental thresholds that are already under pressure. Here, UNEP 

concedes that a different system of production and consumption will be 

necessary if well-being is to be available to all. But the existing world 

economic system is entrenched and there seems little prospect of replacing it. 

Indeed, the injunction to pursue economic growth, a mainstay of the accepted 

solutions put forward for decades, is a key plank in the existing system which 

requires ongoing profit. A few transnational corporations (TNCs) own and 

                                                 
18

 See also Chancel and Piketty 2017. 
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control a majority of the entire global productive apparatus
19

 and depend on 

growth of both production and consumption for their continued success at 

generating this profit.  

Control of global wealth is even more concentrated than ownership. Vitali et 

al. (2011) studied the connections between 43,000 TNCs using topological 

analysis. This network study revealed that 747 of these corporations controlled 

80% of all TNCs worldwide, and that a core ‘super-entity’ of just 147 tightly 

interlocking TNCs controlled 40% of all global revenue. The majority of the 

dominant corporations are financial institutions and this concentrated 

ownership and control of the world’s financial and productive apparatus 

constitutes a major obstacle to reform. The controlling corporations have no 

incentive to change since the pursuit of ongoing growth allows them to 

continue to hold out the promise (however illusory) of future prosperity for all, 

supposedly including the world’s poor. 

Conclusion 

The SDGs, while including indispensable environmental goals for the first 

time, skate over crucial contradictions between these and genuine solutions to 

the unaddressed deficits still experienced by billions of people in the 

developing world. The ‘growth solution’ remains at the heart of the 2015 

goals, ignoring the extraction and pollution effects inevitably attached to it. 

Just as in the early post-war years, the rich world continues to avoid the claims 

of redistributive justice. 

To resolve the internal contradictions of the SDGs will require difficult and 

strategic choices—especially in agriculture, urban development, infrastructure 

and industry; these are discussed above. It will also demand significant 

reform, if not transformation, of the economic system. Whether decoupling is 

feasible or not, we urgently need to abandon all growth that involves 

                                                 
19

 The WCED (1987) noted that 80 to 90% of the trade in each of the world’s key 

commodities—tea, coffee, cocoa, cotton, timber, tobacco, jute, copper, iron ore, and 

bauxite—was controlled by fewer than six transnationals. TNCs also own and control 

much of the world’s mining, energy, transport and manufacturing. They are 

multifaceted organisations able to contract out elements of their production chains in 

different countries to take advantage of low wages, permissive regulation, or low 

taxes. 
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increasing material flows, unless it meets actual human needs. We may wish 

to abandon all economic growth everywhere, but we cannot abandon 

significant increases in material flows throughout the developing world. We 

need to accommodate this by cutting growth in the rich world. No solution 

will emerge without at least minimal redistribution. 

Randers et al. (2018: 15-35) modelled four possible pathways to achieve the 

aim of ‘inclusive and prosperous world development within a stable and 

resilient earth system’. They believe (Ibid: 30) that there is growing 

acceptance among governments that maximising GDP as a top priority is not 

the best path to sustainable human well-being, and that: ‘a conventional 

market-based growth approach has weak incentives to achieve SDGs and none 

at all for protecting the commons, social welfare, or any other non-economic 

values’. Of their four scenarios, 'transformational change’ is the only model 

that delivers on the objective. This model includes five major strands (Ibid):  

 Accelerated renewables;  

 Genuinely sustainable food production;  

 New development approaches;  

 Investment in education for all, gender equality, health and family 

planning;  

 Serious reductions in inequality.  

On this last question Randers et al. (2018: 33) propose that ‘the 10% richest 

take no more than 40% of income,’ an aim to be achieved via progressive 

taxation of income and wealth, a shorter working year, and similar measures—

they argue that this would also help to fund necessary social investments. As 

noted above, the SDGs do not give thorough and explicit endorsement to such 

measures: family planning is not mentioned; food and development goals 

conform to ‘free market’ solutions rather than sustainable ones; and although 

reductions in inequality get a mention, there is no hint at how this is to be 

achieved.
20

 In addition, it remains to be seen whether even these relatively 

moderate proposals could gain acceptance in the world’s current political and 

economic framework.  

                                                 
20

 Maxton and Randers (2016: 108-174) propose thirteen similar measures that they 

believe to be politically feasible in the rich world. 
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Clearly, material growth will be essential for the South, but to meet that need, 

the consumption patterns of the North must contract. It will not suffice to set 

the market free to do its work. Design and planning must be promoted—and 

this will require a retreat from the prescriptions of the neoliberal economics 

that has dominated economic thinking for nearly 50 years. 
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