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Dear reader,

Welcome back to Politik and to our special issue, ‘Sustainable Development’. This is the first time that we have 
devoted an entire edition to a single topic, and doing so has been a tremendous success. 

For this issue, Politik has partnered with the Development Studies cluster at the University of New South Wales, 
whose work on sustainable development inspired us to place particular emphasis on this field of policy and 
research.  

This issue is also responsive to recent global events which have again underscored the increasing relevance of 
sustainable development in contemporary international affairs. In the context of what has at times seemed like a 
devastatingly depressing 12 months for international politics and global affairs, it has been refreshing to focus on 
issues that transcend brief political and news media cycles. 

Some of these persistent issues are canvassed in the current issue of Politik. The future of global waste (p. 4) 

and growing challenge of urbanisation (p. 8) are addressed, as are the health costs of climate change (p. 12). 
Louie Parker considers whether cellular agriculture could be used to achieve sustainable development in an 
increasingly food-scarce world (p. 1), while Jason Feldman asks whether an ideological shift to social capitalism 
might help to minimise the seemingly inevitable environmental consequences of economic progress (p. 16).

This edition also features several case studies of development. In the Asia-Pacific, the impacts of climate change 
on Pacific Island States may have indirect effects on Australia (p. 20). Moreover, the loan provided by Japan to 
Vanuatu to fund a development project in Port Vila warns of the dangers posed by wealthy nations manipulating 
the climate adaptation finance exchange system for their own benefit (p. 24). Finally, two articles consider 
successful and unsuccessful development efforts in, respectively, Botswana (p. 32) and Afghanistan (p. 28).

Once again, we would like to extend special thanks to the School of Social Sciences for their generous financial 
support. The Faculty of Arts & Social Sciences also provided funds to produce this issue and for that we are 
extremely grateful. Finally, this issue also received in principle support from the Australian Human Rights 
Centre (AHRC), based in the Law Faculty at UNSW. The AHRC has done some fantastic work in the field of 
sustainable development and I would encourage all readers of Politik to look at its publications, the Australian 
Journal of Human Rights and Human Rights Defender. 

We hope that you enjoy the following articles, which again feature a range of research, creativity and critical 
analysis from talented students at the University of New South Wales.

 

Max Newman 
Editor-in-Chief



Want to have a global impact? Are you ready 
for a rewarding career working in development 
and humanitarian aid? 

Many of the world’s greatest challenges require 
people with different skills and knowledge 
bases. Engineers, health professionals, social 
workers, urban planners, media managers, 
information systems consultants, bio-physical 
scientists, financial managers are just some of 
the professionals using their qualifications to 
tackle important global issues such as poverty 
and inequality, urbanization, forced migration, 
food insecurity, poor health outcomes, and 
climate change.

Want to join them?

Development Studies@UNSW offers courses 
that prepare students from different disciplinary 
backgrounds to work in the Global South. You 
will learn the vocabulary, frameworks and skills 
that make you stand out as a practitioner or 
researcher in and for development. You will 
acquire a critical and reflective outlook that 
enables you to work sensitively, effectively 
and ethically in complex and socially diverse 
environments.

The following courses can be taken as GenEd 
courses as part of a degree outside the Faculty 
of Arts and Social Sciences, or as a minor 
within the Faculty.

ARTS2755 – Development in Practice: 
Humanitarian Action

You will be introduced to the complexities and 
challenges of conflict- and disaster-induced 
emergencies; the critical approaches and 
strategies for effective humanitarian action; 
the actors that work in these settings; and 
the diverse set of tools at their disposal for 
providing effective response.

ARTS2754 – Development in Practice:  
Research for Social Change

You will learn how to conduct research for 
positive change in the often-challenging 
development terrain by working in 
interdisciplinary research teams to solve 
complex problems.

ARTS3755 – Development in Practice:  
Project Design

You will experience working in a multi-
disciplinary team, and learn the basics of 
evidence-based project design in development 
assistance. You will work as a team to arrive at 
innovative solutions to a major development 
challenge.

For further information, visit the  
Development Studies webpage at:   
https://socialsciences.arts.unsw.edu.au/
disciplines/development-studies/about/

An EducAtion for GlobAl chAllEnGEs:

‘Development’ can be fraught, 
both as a concept and a practice. 
Development studies provides an 
important foundation for the field: the 
analytical tools to critically assess the 
complexities of what development 
means, how it takes place and who it 
serves. As a UNSW alumni, I benefited 
from the university’s international 
outlook and a comparative approach to 
understanding and addressing barriers 
to justice both at home and abroad. 

Maureen Harris 
Southeast Asia Program Director 
International Rivers

ElEvAtE your dEGrEE And work in dEvElopmEnt And humAnitAriAn Aid
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Cellular Agriculture:  
The Nascent Solution to  
Sustainable Development 

Louie Parker

Cellular agriculture, the emerging field of science behind cultured meat is a burgeoning 
global phenomenon. The practice, which produces agricultural products such as meat 
and milk from cell cultures, could potentially transform humanity’s method of food 
production and its sustainable development. However, it faces the daunting hurdles of 
vested corporate interests, inertia to technological innovation and the requisite immense 
shift in consumer thinking and behaviour. Nonetheless, this emerging industry is showing 
enormous potential to affordably feed a projected global population of 9.6 billion by 20501 
and eliminate the need for factory farming.

Superbugs
There is a general consensus within the field of epidemiology that antibiotic-resistant 
superbugs could become one of the gravest global health challenges of the future. 
According to a recent report, as many as 10 million lives are estimated to be lost each year 
to superbugs.2 While much attention has been given to the over-prescription of antibiotics 
for medical use, little light has been shed on the effects of their use in the food chain. 

Antibiotics are commonly given to animals throughout their life to safeguard against 
infection. They are often also added alongside antimicrobials such as ammonia to meat 
after it is slaughtered. The extent of the problem is alarming. In 2012, the sales and 
distribution of antimicrobials in the US approved for use in food-producing animals was 
14.8 million kilograms.3 This figure only includes domestic sales and distribution and does 
not take into account overseas exports. Thus, whether consumers of such products like it 
or not, they are often unknowingly ingesting these substances at a secondary stage. 

It is here that cellular agriculture can sidestep the pathogen hazards that plague 
conventional meat processing. Memphis Meats, an American company selling meat grown 
from cell cultures does not require additives in its products as they are grown in a sterilised 
environment. According to co-founder and CEO Uma Valeti, this transformation of the 
supply chain will ‘do to animal agriculture what the car did to the horse and buggy’4 as it 
will be free of pathogens, antimicrobials, fecal matter and other contaminants.
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The role of the private sector
One of the principal debates on environmental sustainability is whether the private sector 
will be of help or hindrance. Theoretically, the free enterprise system presents several 
challenges to responsible stewardship of the natural world. Firstly, the profit motive 
compels individuals and firms to engage in practices that challenge the ethics of responsible 
behaviour. It is the reason why factory farming exists, and why attempts to publicise 
evidence of animal cruelty in the US are often suppressed under ‘Ag-Gag’ agricultural anti-
whistleblower laws. This is problematic for the responsible actors in the food supply chain, 
as the inherent nature of video as ‘the ultimate arbiter of truth’  takes a back seat to vested 
corporate interests. Secondly, the consolidation of market share in the food production 
industry has compelled firms to engage in a race-to-the-bottom in production methods. 
By processing meat in feedlots and mega-abattoirs, companies are able to cut costs in an 
attempt to outmaneuver and outdo their competition.

However, although the private sector is riddled with environmental pitfalls, they have 
not always materialised. Proponents of cellular agriculture have pointed to the practice 
of mapping the human genome, and how innovation and advances in technology have 
made mainstream what was once a scientific pipedream. The price of mapping has 

plummeted from billions of dollars several decades ago to just a 
few thousand dollars, a million-fold decrease in price.6 The case 
of the human genome highlights how collaboration is the key 
to innovation between firms and their users, their suppliers and 
their competition.7 Moreover, it allows industries and countries 
to develop ‘mitigation capacity’ to manage the effects of natural 
disasters, low crop yields and droughts.8

The necessary epiphany for the agricultural industry is that they 
misunderstand sustainability as being solely environmentally 
benevolent. The concept is also concerned with commercial 
sustainability. Erin Kim of New Harvest, a non-profit research 
institute in the field of cellular agriculture, argues that food 
production companies ‘[are] concerned about the sustainability 
of their business’.9 For example, as of 2013, 15,415 litres of water are 
required to produce a single kilogram of beef.10 At its core, this is 
an unsustainable practice as beef-producing firms cannot hope 
to achieve long-term profit if water supplies are diminished and 
agricultural land is degraded. 

The immediate future
The logistics and feasibility of implementing a credible cellular 
agricultural industry are challenging. Nonetheless, it appears that 
its benefits and enormous potential are beginning to yield fruit and 

challenge those that are heavily invested in the traditional methods of agriculture. Even 
for those that are skeptical of anthropogenic climate change, it is becoming increasingly 
more difficult to deny the impending environmental and human security quagmire caused 
by global population growth. New Harvest is currently the only institute in the world 
that offers research grants to people and groups in the field of cellular agriculture, with 
the ultimate aim of producing effective prototypes and affordable products.11 There is 
also a concerted effort to establish a strong infrastructure system for the industry, which 
is currently in its ‘pre-competitive’ stage.12 Once this is in place, companies will be more 
incentivised to benefit from the industry’s expanding pie. 

“ Proponents of 

cellular agriculture 

have pointed to the 

practice of mapping 

the human genome, 

and how innovation 

and advances in 

technology have 

made mainstream 

what was once 

a scientific 

pipedream.”
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However, it would be ill advised to expect any substantial progress on the Australian 
front in the near future. Australia’s economy is heavily dependent on traditional forms of 
agriculture to feed our domestic population and export enough food to feed another 40 
million people.  However, beyond simply producing food, farmers occupy an important 
place within rural communities and the Australian identity.  Relegating their livelihood to 
the history book of archaic professions would be both insensitive and improbable.

Undeniably, the success or failure of the industry will depend on a dramatic shift in 
consumer attitudes toward the practice. It will require a pervasive and effective information 
campaign from firms, NGOs and governments that highlights its merits and outlines the 
dangers of complacent inertia within the food production industry. When perusing the 
local butcher or traversing through supermarket aisles, people will need to be convinced 
that their choice will bring about positive global change.
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The Future of Global Waste in a  
Sustainably Developed Society

Michael Nguyen

The discourse of sustainable development in the 21st Century has become synonymous 
with the focus of a society that is able to shift its energy requirements from fossil fuels to 
renewable sources. Yet this encompasses a vast rearrangement of social structures that 
extend beyond sourcing energy – namely, in this case, the onset of global waste. Waste 
has risen to unprecedented levels and is projected to continue to rise throughout the 
century. Not only has this spurred environmental degradation but also stifled development, 
most aptly demonstrated through the case of e-waste. A potential solution for this global 
issue could lie in a restructuring of national and international economies. Given this, it 
is important to recognise that sustainable development continues to be one of the most 
influential discourses within the 21st century. 

A growing problem
Waste is the world’s fastest growing global pollutant, increasing 
at a faster rate than its more well known counterpart, greenhouse 
gases.1 This issue places strain on a state’s economy and health 
care services as a result of practical effects such as polluted 
waterways or the threat of disease.2 The economic cost of this 
pollution is projected to rise from US$205 billion to US$375 
billion within the next decade, with the cost disproportionately 
greater in developing nations.3 Alarmingly, despite this clear 
threat to human health and the environment, the growth rate of 
global waste continues to accelerate. 

The World Bank has predicted that within the next decade solid 
waste levels will rise from 3.5 million to 6 million tonnes per day.4 
A decline in solid waste is not expected before 2050 in OCED 
countries, and much later for developing countries.5 

“Waste is the world’s 

fastest growing 

global pollutant, 
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Case study – E-Waste: Global waste within a new platform

Electronic waste, or e-waste, has become the most dominant stream of global waste within 
recent years, with an estimated 75 million tonnes of global e-waste in 2015. Critics attribute 
this growth to ‘planned obsolescence’, a phenomenon in which products are designed 
with a deliberate loss of functionality in order to maintain a high demand for consumer 
products.6  However, the disposal of these products is cause for concern as electronic 
items often contain toxic metals and chemicals. If improper disposal of these heavy metals 
occurs, it releases harmful and potentially fatal chemicals into the environment. In  
Guiya, China, the recycling of mobile phones through the burning and heating of toxic 
metals such as lead releases hydrocarbon ashes. The air in this region has reached such 
noxious levels of toxicity that the eyes and skin of residents have been burned.7 Despite 
this, communities such as Guiya continue to accept increasing amounts of e-waste  
from overseas. 

A report by the United Nations established that tonnes of e-waste were being transported 
and shipped to developing countries in Asia and Africa. Although it is illegal to export 
discarded goods countries with low levels of economic development, many richer countries 
bypass this law by labelling them ‘second-hand used goods’ in order to avoid the expensive 
costs of recycling the delicate metals.8 Aside from the obvious legal implications, this 
illustrates the unequal nature within the global waste paradigm. Developed countries evade 
moral culpability and responsibility for their waste by shifting this burden onto countries 
that lack the capacity to deal with these products in an environmentally sensitive manner. 

The way forward: Revolution or disillusion 
To address what is a generation-defining issue, it has been 
suggested that global waste reduction calls for a transformational 
upheaval of society’s management of waste.  

Hoornweg and Kennedy have called for the application of an 
‘industrial ecology’ where increased education, targeted economic 
development and increased recycling can begin to tackle global 
waste.9 Cities such as San Francisco have demonstrated promising 
results, implementing a ‘zero waste’ target through an aggressive 
recycling initiative, achieving 55% of this goal in 2013.10 However, 
if a city such as San Francisco still falls short of its sustainability 
vision, critics question the feasibility of this approach in smaller, 

less affluent cities. Moreover, lower socioeconomically developed countries may lack the 
required infrastructure and resources to implement such policies, suggesting that the 
implementation of a similar program is unlikely in the near future.11 

Pant suggests that the competitive forces of economics could be harnessed through a global 
market from which countries could trade the re-extracted metals and minerals from waste.12 
Such a market is potentially viable given it was estimated that in 2014 e-waste was an ‘urban 
mine’, worth approximately US$52 billion in metals such as gold, silver and palladium.13 
Developing regions that have imported e-waste may be able to exploit these resources as a 
source of monetary gain and economic growth. Again, however, the lack of infrastructure 
presents a hindrance, as current legitimate extraction techniques are prohibitively expensive.14 
Furthermore, such a market would also work against the ideal of sustainable development by 
contributing to pollution and given the processes involved in importing and exploiting these 
e-waste resources. Supporting the further pollution of impoverished communities in the 
hope of achieving future enrichment may be an ill-considered course of action.

“global waste 

reduction calls for 

a transformational 

upheaval of society’s 

management of 

waste. ”
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The most difficult barrier to a sustainable 21st century world is the need for an economic 
transformation that curbs material consumption. According to a UN report, sustainable 
resource management is dependent on structures beyond recycling.15 Instead, the solution 
requires ‘decoupling’ resource consumption from economic growth in order to change 
the currently unsustainable rates of production, consumption and waste. Existing 
data correlates economic growth with a rise in waste,16 as the desire for development 
encompasses a rise in the standard of living. As such, it may be difficult to convince 
individuals from either developing or developed countries to forego modern luxuries for an 
environmental issue. Furthermore, economies are based on a cycle of regular consumption, 
so to suggest a reorganisation of the economic policies of supply and demand threatens 
the staples of economic growth itself. The only year in modern history in which the global 
ecological footprint saw a reduction was in the 2008-09,17 following the global financial 
crisis. Clearly, such a marked change in consumption attitudes and patterns represent an 
undoubtedly difficult and unprecedented change in society. 

Conclusion
While renewable energy may have been the hot topic of environmental discourse at the 
beginning of this century, we now see a greater shift of focus towards the enduring problem 
of global waste. Waste is increasing at unprecedented levels and its nature is becoming 
progressively complicated and dangerous. Yet our solutions, whilst promising, inevitably 
draw attention to the need to restructure a mode of living upon which society has built its 
foundations. This discussion is complicated, but should be driven by the knowledge that 
sustainable development discourse shall soon heavily influence how society will develop, 
progress and (hopefully) continue to thrive.  

Image credit: Marcello Casal Jr
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Urbanisation in the Developing World –  
a Risk or Opportunity for  
Sustainable Development?

Adelaide Moore

2008 was the year of the ‘Urban Turn’, the first year that more than 50% of the world’s 
population lived in cities and not rural areas.1 70 million people are added annually to the 
world’s urban population and by 2050 more than two thirds of humanity is projected to 
live in cities.2 Nearly 90% of this urbanisation will take place in African, Asian and Latin 
American countries.3 The capacity of developing nations to handle such rapid urbanisation 
will significantly impact on the success of sustainable development worldwide. To address 
this situation, the United Nations dedicated an entire Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) to achieving ‘safe, inclusive and resilient Cities and Human Settlements’. In 2012, 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon accurately declared that ‘our struggle for global 
sustainability will be won or lost in cities’.4 Historically, the development agenda has had a 
substantial focus on impoverished rural areas. Moving into the 21st Century, if sustainable 

development is to be achieved, cities must be at the forefront of the 
development agenda.

Rapid urbanisation as a risk to sustainable 
development
In the developing world, populations migrate into cities for a 
multitude of reasons, including economic opportunity, better 
amenities and services, to escape conflict and, increasingly, 
to escape the effects of climate change. The International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM) estimates that by 2050 at least 
200 million people will migrate due to the impacts of climate 

change.5 Historically, cities have been key engines of economic growth and development for 
individuals and societies. However, when rapid urbanisation exceeds local governments’ 
capacities to plan for and provide infrastructure, services and amenities, the result is the 
formation of slums and informal settlements on the periphery of a city. The UN estimates 
that one third of the urban population in developing countries resides in slums.6 By 2030, 
the world’s slum population is expected to be near the two billion mark.7 UN Habitat, the 
UN agency assigned to human settlement, states that high growth without effective urban 

“by 2050 at least 200 

million people will 

migrate due to the 

impacts of climate 

change. ”
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planning most often results in the spread of slums or informal settlements along with a 
concentration of urban poverty.8 This has been the case in Mumbai where at least 55% of 
residents live in huts.9 

The characteristics that define a slum include: inadequate access to clean water and 
sanitation, insufficient living space (more than three people to a room), flimsy housing that 
is incapable of protecting residents against extreme weather, and no security of tenure 
to prevent forced evictions. The first target of SDG 11 is ‘by 2030 [to] ensure access for 
all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums’. With 
such a large portion of the developing world’s population expected to reside in slums, the 
achievement of Goal 11 will impact heavily upon and reinforce the success of other SDG’s.

The conditions of slums are a particular threat to the success of goals three and six (i.e. 
good health and well-being, and clean water and sanitation). Clean water and sanitation 
are fundamental for urban health. WHO Director-General Margaret Chan explains that 
‘in general, urban populations are better off than their rural counterparts. They tend to 
have greater access to social and health services… but cities can also concentrate threats 
to health such as inadequate sanitation and refuse collection’.10 In the slums of Dhaka, 
capital of Bangladesh, viral and communicable diseases are increasing, and the mortality 
rate of children under five years old is nearly double that of children in rural areas.11 The 
combination of high density, poor housing conditions and inadequate sanitation makes 
slums drivers of disease and infection. Common diseases include diarrhoea, dysentery, 
cholera, hepatitis and typhoid fever. In slums, children bear a disproportionate burden  
of diseases.

It is not only the conditions of slums that make residents highly vulnerable. It is also 
their location. Towns and cities are largely located in either coastal areas or along rivers, 
containing areas that are highly exposed and vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 
When rapid urbanisation exceeds infrastructure, migrants settle in urban wastelands, 
forming slums on the periphery of a city. These are often in the most exposed and 
hazardous areas of the city. Notable examples include the settlements on the landslide 
prone areas of Rio de Janeiro and the slums located on the banks of the flood prone rivers 
in Lagos and Mumbai. The 2011 flood in Bangkok brought the most damage to unplanned 
settlements along the Chao Phraya River and its connecting canals.12 Due to the fragile 
nature of slum houses, when natural disasters occur slum dwellers are at extreme risk. 

Image credit: Anton Zelenov
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By 2030 there will be two billion people residing in slums worldwide, dealing with 
inadequate water and sanitation, living in inadequate housing, at risk to increasingly 
frequent extreme weather events, living with high health risks, containing millions of 
children living with malnutrition, and possessing high poverty levels. Many of these people 
will also be without formal citizenship status. If the SDGs are not targeted in the slums of 
cities, a significant percentage of those who need them most will miss out. 

The first target of Goal 11, the upgrading of slums, is urgent. However, the wording of 
Goal 11 also calls upon countries to make cities more ‘inclusive’. The life of a slum dweller 
is physically, economically and socially marginalised with many carrying an informal 
citizen status. Anywhere between 30-50% of newborn children in rapidly growing cities are 
unregistered due to their parent’s informal status.13 Upgrading current slums is an urgent 
target, but the wider, long-term goal is to have these populations included and grafted into 
the life of a city. Judith Hermanson, CEO of International Housing Coalition states that 
this must be seen as an opportunity, not a burden, for ‘fundamental social and economic 
transformation...by intentionally weaving the human and social capital of the slums into 
the fabric of the city’.14 

 Rapid urbanisation as an opportunity for sustainable development

 The upgrading of slums focuses on those already living in urban poverty. However, what 
of the future prospects for this development goal? How can cities and rapid urbanisation be 
leveraged so that development is sustainable and equitable? Despite the threatening effects 
of rapid urbanisation, cities remain key places of opportunity for global development. 
Cities produce 80% of global GDP and people living in larger cities tend to have smaller 
energy footprints, require less infrastructure, consume fewer resources and have higher 
productivity levels.15 If urbanisation can be planned and prepared for cities provide a 
significant opportunity for the development of individuals and societies. 

Whilst megacities attract much of the focus when conceptualising urbanisation, in 
reality the majority of rapid urbanisation over the next 15 years will occur in small and 
medium-sized cities in Africa and Asia. Currently, these cities lack many basic resources 
and infrastructure, but this must be seen as a ‘unique opportunity for early investment 
in comprehensive urban planning’.16 A 2010 McKinsey report estimated that ‘70-80% of 

the India of 2030 is yet to be built’.17 This provides an opportunity 
to prepare for rapid urbanisation by planning for infrastructure, 
housing, water and sanitation structures, health facilities, 
transportation systems, energy and education.

This urban planning will require strong capacity at the local 
government level. Local municipalities have not traditionally been 
central stakeholders in the development agenda, but the post 2015 
Agenda necessitates their presence front and centre. A need for 
political, fiscal and governance decentralisation will is key. The growing 
number of city related initiatives (such as those run by the Rockefeller 
Foundation, World Urban Campaign and  United Cities) and the 
inclusion of cities in the SDG’s are evidence that the development 

agenda has come to recognise cities and their governments as crucial stakeholders. In the 
Preamble to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development the UN pledged ‘that no one 
will be left behind’. If this is to be realised, cities in the developing world must be prepared 
and equipped for the huge influx of people coming to settle in their streets. 

“ A need for 

political, fiscal 

and governance 

decentralisation 

will is key.”
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The Humanity of Climate Change:  
Why Sustainable Development is  
No Longer Optional 

Isabelle McKay

“Climate change is the biggest global health threat of the 21st century.”1

Despite the fact that our climate has been undergoing rapid change over the last 
few decades, the topic of ‘sustainable development’ is only just entering the public 
conversation. It is occasionally discussed amongst politicians as a theory for future growth, 
but rarely is anything specific nailed down. The problem with this approach is that we 
have now reached the point where climate instability is physically affecting our own well-
being and action needs to be taken. Already, climate change is exacerbating the impact of 
natural disasters, disease transmission and social health. These problems require tangible 
solutions. If we want to maintain our health, sustainable development needs to become a 
social priority.

Health costs of increasingly harsh weather conditions
Since 1900, we have seen over a 400-fold increase in the incidence of natural disasters.2 
Floods and storms are the most commonly occurring natural disaster, when scaled 
according to both number of people affected and number of attributable deaths.3 An 
increase in the incidence of flooding directly correlates with an increase in incidences 
of drowning, injuries and hypothermia.4 Estimates suggest that between 1980 and 2009, 
more than 2.8 billion people were adversely affected by floods and over half a million were 
killed.5 However, the numbers behind these events are incomplete; most statistical reviews 
of flood-related mortality only include acute traumatic deaths, discounting longer-term 
deaths and thus under-reporting total mortality.6 Even so, these numbers are projected to 
increase dramatically in the coming years, with flood risks predicted rise almost thirty times 
in a fashion that conventional engineering alone will not be able to match.7

Adding to this health burden is the steady increase in UV radiation. With every 1° rise in 
temperature comes a 2% increase in UV strength and a significant increase in skin cancers. 
The incidence of squamous cell carcinomas and basal cell carcinomas have been shown to 
increase by 5.5% and 2.9% respectively per degree Celsius, which does not bode well in light 
of current global warming trends.8 Further, excessive UV exposure has also been shown 
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to have immunosuppressive effects, which is likely giving rise to a host of opportunistic 
infections and malignancies.9 While a generally increasing global temperature may reduce 
the incidence of deaths due to cold conditions, any small benefit in this sector will be far 
outweighed by the exponential rise in heat-related mortality.10 

Ecological disruptions
Changes to climate go hand in hand with changes to ecosystems and with this comes 
changes in disease transmission. Vector-borne diseases are infections usually transmitted 
via arthropods such as mosquitos and ticks. This umbrella category includes diseases like 
malaria, dengue fever, tick-borne encephalitis and Lyme disease. The relationship between 
malaria transmission and temperature follows a non-linear curve, which suggests that even 
modest temperature increases have the potential to facilitate large outbreaks of disease.11 
By 2050, it is estimated that up to 5.2 billion people (out of a projected global population 
of 8.5 billion) will be adversely affected by malaria if the current rate of global warming is 
left unmatched by sustainable technologies.12 Dengue fever is the most rapidly growing 
mosquito-borne viral disease, experiencing a thirty-fold increase over the last fifty years. 
The incidence of dengue is positively associated with temperature, and is likely to climb 
further as countries become warmer and drier.13 14 

Food and waterborne diseases will likely follow a similar pattern. Cholera, salmonella 
and campylobacter are all influenced by temperature and will increase the incidence of 
diarrhoeal diseases as our climate warms.15 Additionally, increased intensity of sporadic 
rainfall events will result in bacterial inundation of farmland, overflowing waste systems 
– particularly in developing countries – and high levels of nutrients in water bodies from 
increased freshwater runoff. All of these factors, paired with higher average temperatures, 

will result in exponential growth of marine bacteria and diarrhoeal 
agents, significantly increasing gastrointestinal morbidity and  
global mortality.16

Social consequences of climate change
The health threats of climate change are not limited to the direct 
impacts of weather changes and ecosystem disruptions, but are in part 
mediated by humanity itself. As climate change brings more potent 
natural disasters and diseases, the mental health of those affected 
will steadily worsen. The list is extensive; following natural disasters, 
societies experience an increase in post-traumatic stress disorders, 
somatic disorders, depressive disorders, substance abuse, suicide rates, 
homicide rates and domestic violence.17 With the rising frequency and 
intensity of extreme weather events, these threats to mental health also 

become more severe. Further, these mental health strains are far from transient – survivors 
of Hurricane Katrina continued to report symptoms of mental illness almost two years after 
the event.18

Climate change also exerts an indirect influence on mental health through factors such as 
armed conflict. As extreme weather disasters hit vulnerable communities, access to basic 
resources becomes limited, often resulting in an environment characterised by population 
displacement and civil unrest. Environmental refugees are people who have been forced 
to relocate to changes in the environment or climate. Current statistical evidence on this 
topic is limited, in part due to the lack of recognition of environmental refugees under 
international law.19 Nevertheless, conservative estimates suggest that around 32.4 million 

“As climate change 

brings more potent 

natural disasters and 

diseases, the mental 

health of those 

affected will steadily 

worsen.”
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people were environmentally displaced in 2014, although the United Nations predict 
that figures could to surge to 250 million by 2020 due to increasing climate instability.20 
This increase in mass migration gives rise to a number of population pressures that may 
predispose people to increased violence; factors like soil degradation, freshwater scarcity 
and ethnic tensions are all potential sources of conflict when large-scale environmental 
migration occurs.21 One example is the Darfur conflict that began in 2003. Climate 
variability was attributed as one of the leading causes of violence and eventual mass killings 
in western Sudan.22 This serves as evidence of how the social responses to climate change 
are part of what makes it so dangerous to health.

Why we need to ‘go green’
The link between climate change and health is indisputable. The environment around us 
has intrinsic and powerful effects on our own well-being and to benefit one is to benefit 
the other. As the old adage goes, ‘give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man 
to fish and you feed him for a lifetime’. We need to stop using temporary solutions to fix 
chronic problems. If we want the best for our health then we need to look to the root of 
the problem. Preserving our planet is necessary if we want to maintain our own well-being, 
and to do this we need to employ the best of our technological resources. Sustainable 
development can no longer be considered an ‘optional’ area of political discussion; it must 
be unequivocally accepted as an issue of the utmost importance. 

Image credit: Gerald Gabernig
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Going Green: Can a shift towards  
social capitalism help avoid negative 
environmental impacts?

Jason Feldman

Given the damaging effects of economic growth and development on the environment, the 
need for countries to develop an approach of sustainable industrialisation is more poignant 
than ever. Sustainable industrialisation would consist of a conscious effort to minimise 
the environmental impact of development. It draws upon the potential for a distinct form 
of social capitalism that incorporates social entrepreneurship, mass collaboration and 
constant innovation.

Development can be roughly seen through the filter of ‘how societies change over time’. 
This implies that all nations are continuously progressing with changes in their culture, 
structure and economy.1 But these developments lead to both positive and negative impacts 
on the status quo. They can improve the lives of those living in a growing economy, 
while negatively impacting the environment. This is what has been seen through the 
industrialisation of the ‘developed’ world and, to a certain extent, in emerging economies. 

Amartya Sen’s assertion that ‘no famine has ever taken place in the history of the world in 
a functioning democracy’ suggests that many developing countries with weak governments 
will be faced with great challenges as a result of climate change.2 Agriculture will continue 

to be a strong growth factor for developing nations. This will be 
a particularly sensitive issue in Sub-Saharan Africa, where over 
95% of agriculture is rain fed.3 4 The Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) warns that poverty in developing 
countries will be exacerbated by climate change,5 providing 
further evidence to show that those least able to cope with 
dramatic climate change will feel the largest impact as a result  
of it.6

The environmental devastation caused by the high impact 
development agenda pursued since the Industrial Revolution 
brings about an ethical dilemma: should developing nations be 
given a ‘free pass’ with regards to their responsibility regarding 
environmental sustainability whilst they develop? With coal 
hovering around US$40/tonne and crude oil worth around 

“those [developing 

countries that are] 
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with dramatic climate 
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result of it.”



pg 17Business & Economics

US$50/barrel, it is undoubtedly cheaper in the short term to ignore the environmental 
impacts associated with cheap energy and unsustainable practices.7 Furthermore, as Hans 
Rosling points out in his entertaining presentation, developing nations should not be 
denied their ability to develop out of fear for the environmental damage it may cause.8 

But the dangers of climate change are impossible to ignore. Therefore, there is a need to 
avoid ‘finger-pointing’ and playing the blame game with regard to climate change. This will 
allow for collaboration and beneficial outcomes could be established for all.

It is up to every country to pursue their development in a sustainable manner, helping 
to alleviate the current impacts on the environment, and mitigate future anthropogenic 
climate change. However, as noted above, developing countries are set to bear the brunt of 
the impacts arising from climate change. As such, the onus rests upon developed nations 

to make resources, knowledge and technology available for 
developing nations’ use, so they are able to advance their societies 
with minimal negative environmental impact. 

In fact, sharing resources and collaborating on sustainable best 
practice and technology will benefit all nations. Those developing 
will be able to achieve a similar, if not higher, level of economic 
prosperity and well-being. Developed countries can achieve 
economies of scale, with reduced costs and generate profitable 
returns to continue innovating, while everyone can enjoy the 
benefits of a low-impact, sustainable future.

Despite the consequences of global industrialisation, there is 
hope to limit the future impact of the world’s development on 
the environment. The Paris Agreement of December 2015 saw 195 

countries and the European Union agree to limit global temperature rise to ‘well below 
2°C’.9 It has already been seen through the dramatic technological developments and cost 
reductions in areas such as renewable energy and agriculture that sustainable practices can 
be effective and profitable.10 These innovations must be shared with the developing world 
in order to facilitate sustainable industrial development.

Developing nations throughout the world typically have very young populations; around 
one-third of the population in Sub-Saharan Africa is aged between 10 and 24 years old.11 
This results in an inherent motivational factor to develop sustainably, as young people 
want to know there is a good future ahead for themselves and their family. Encouraging 
strong institutional guidance, good governance and sustainable capitalistic practices will 
enable developing nations to adapt to the rigours associated with climate change.12 

Adopting clean technologies and sustainable practices will allow for long-term economic 
growth, as well as improvement in overall quality of life. Avoiding an inevitable downturn 
in the availability of non-renewable resources is a significant factor contributing to 
this improved livelihood. Rather than just waiting on developed nations to share their 
innovation, developing nations can also look to foster innovation within their countries. 
Particular focus can be placed on encouraging social entrepreneurs to take an active role 
in the development of the economy, who have been said to drive economies towards a 
capitalist system that is more efficient in sharing prosperity.13 Sustainable and socially 
aware businesses are also able to gain a premium for their production, as seen by farmers in 
Bhutan who are shifting to organic agricultural practices in order to sustain their country’s 
goal of remaining carbon-neutral.14

“sharing resources 

and collaborating 

on sustainable 

best practice and 

technology will 

benefit all nations.”



pg 18 Business & Economics

More specifically, governments of 
developing nations must look for 
ways in which to foster ‘new-market 
disruptive innovation’, dubbed as the 
‘engine of economic development’ 
within a society.15 This innovation 
targets non-consumption and 
transforms complex and expensive 
products simple and cost-effective 
alternatives. Particularly relevant is 
the concept of integrated innovation, 
which combines the scientific, social 
and business aspects of innovation 
and allowis for scalability sought after 
by rapidly growing populations in 
developing nations.16

Shifting donor funding and 
government revenue towards 
social entrepreneurs in developing 
economies can have profound effects. 
It may encourage the emergency of 
collective social entrepreneurship, 
where scalable change is supported by 
communities, NGOs and government 
institutions.17 This structure of 
collective social entrepreneurship 
could form the backbone a social 
capitalist society in which all citizens 
are working together to improve the 
wellbeing of their compatriots around 
them. The business sector, NGOs and 
public entities would sharing resources 
and information in a collaboration 
that will release a newfound socio-
economic reality.18

Through adopting innovative clean technologies and sustainable practices, developing 
nations will help facilitate long term growth as well as the additional rewards of 
environmental resilience and overall well-being. Strong governance, robust institutions 
and political commitment are essential for sustainable development. Putting resources 
in the hands of local and innovative entrepreneurs will nurture state sovereignty and 
foster national responsibility for their development outcomes. The social capitalist state 
that emerges will be highly collaborative, participatory and innovative, empowering rapid 
change by the people who need development the most.

The formation of a social capitalist state within developing economies will have its 
challenges, namely pooling resources and seemingly inevitable resistance to dramatic 
change. However, in the face of such imminent transnational issues, perhaps such bold 
and ambitious solutions are what is needed to ensure the survival and well-being of future 
generations.

Image credit: Neil Palmer
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The Challenge for Sustainable Development  
in the Face of Climate Change in the Pacific: 
The Consequences for Australia

Toby Findlay-Williams

Climate change is an indisputable element of the contemporary world. Empirical data 
suggests that the effects of a warming climate are widespread, diverse and irreversible even 
with a significant reduction in global emissions. As such, focus must now switch from 
prevention to adaptation and mitigation, through building resilience and capacity. The 
Pacific Island States1 (PIS) are Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and are among the 
poorest nations in the world in terms of GDP per capita.2 This article investigates the nexus 
of climate change, sustainable development and the role of Australia in the Pacific. Initially, 
propositions on the effect of climate change will be examined. This will be supplemented 
with analysis of the economic consequences and the vulnerability of PIS. Secondly, the 
role of sustainable development in light of these challenges will be explored. Finally, what 
this means for Australia will be examined. 

The effect of climate change in the Pacific
The changing climate yields both direct and indirect impacts on 
PIS. Empirical evidence garnered by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC), the World Bank and CSIRO outline 
a variety of issues associated with climate change. This includes 
environmental degradation, exacerbated in coastal areas,3 and an 
increase in extreme weather events in the form of ‘heat waves, 
droughts, floods, cyclones, and wildfires’.4 For example, extreme 
weather events such as cyclones have impacted Fiji, causing 
damage to commodity producers and an immediate reduction 
in tourism.5 Similarly, extreme weather has adversely affected 
the Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and Nauru.6 With regard to the 
oceans, issues include: ocean acidification,7 sea level rise,8 and 
decreasing fish populations.9 Sea level rise has forced Tuvalu to 
consider its options for migration to neighbouring states.10 Forced 
environmental migration is emerging as a significant concern with 
respect to refugees, sovereignty, self-determination and the rights 
of nations that no longer have definable territory. Decreasing fish 
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populations will potentially affect the fishing incomes of Pacific nations including Kiribati 
and Nauru as well as those who gain revenue from fishing licensing.11 Moreover, decreasing 
availability of fresh water, especially in tropical areas,12 and salt water contamination of 
fresh water aquifers will pose a significant issue to PIS.13 Additionally, declining crop yields 
will impact on the agricultural outputs of the region.14

The Pacific has further been identified as a risk hotspot according to the World Risk Report 
as the region has high exposure to natural hazards and very vulnerable societies.15 Finally, 
the United Nations Secretary General (UNSG) referred to climate change as a ‘threat 
multiplier’,16 which the IPCC affirmed,17 articulating the propensity of climate change to 
aggravate a multitude of factors that have a disproportionate impact on people in poverty.

Francis and Hezel have examined the economies in the Pacific region.18 They conclude that 
the effects of climate change will have, for example, significant impacts on the capacity 
of states to pursue agriculture and fishing. Commodity extraction may not be impacted, 
although exports have already been affected by extreme weather damaging infrastructure 
such as shipping docks.19

Sustainable development
Sustainable development is codified in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).20 Climate 
change is embodied within Goal 13 and ancillary 
Goals 6, 14 and 15. The prospect of climate change 
raises a number of issues for development and 
creates an impetus for development projects. The 
IPCC argues that ‘[a]daptation and mitigation 
choices in the near term will affect the risks of 
climate change throughout the 21st century’.21 
Consequently, development projects that build 
capacity, resilience and adaptation mechanisms in 
the form of institutions, infrastructure and education 
will be an integral element to future development. 
This can occur not only in stand-alone projects but 
also as a fundamental part of development projects 

and development more broadly. The World Bank is conducting capacity and resilience-
building projects in Vanuatu.22 These include fostering institutional capacity for disaster 
management, agricultural resilience to climate change through diversified farming, and 
building fresh water infrastructure. Furthermore, the environment must have a central 
focus in development policy and projects. Development that causes environmental 
harm such as coastal construction in Tuvalu is no longer feasible in this contemporary 
paradigm.23 The effects of climate change place a responsibility on all development actors 
at community, local, state, national and international levels to integrate adaptation 
mechanisms into development practice. The success of development in the Pacific will not 
be the cessation of climate change but adaptation in the face of it.

Australia in the Pacific
Australia is heavily involved in development projects in the Pacific. The Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) disbursed $911.3 million in aid in 2015-16.24 
Contemporary Australian aid embodies the principles described above: capacity building 
and resilience in the form of building community and institutional bodies to respond 

Image credit: Phillip Capper
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to disasters, risk management strategies and providing data to the Australian Bureau of 
Meteorology to enable early warnings of extreme weather events.25 Yet, as the evidence clearly 
portrays, the effects of climate change in the Pacific will lead to widespread issues for PIS.

Degradation of the environment ‘may ultimately displace millions… forcing migration’.26 
Beyond aid, the first elements of forced environmental migration are beginning to emerge. 
Two scenarios arise. Initially, the long-term effects of climate change including rising sea 
levels will force interstate migration.27 Secondly, extreme weather events such as Cyclone 
Pam will cause significant damage to PIS and create refugees. These scenarios are not 
mutually exclusive and they will have serious implications for Australia if large-scale 
population displacement occurs in the Pacific.

The relationship between climate and other environmental changes with conflict is 
obscure and difficult to delineate.28 Yet the UNSG referred to climate change as a ‘threat 
multiplier’ as it can exacerbate other factors related to conflict.29 Homer-Dixon affirms 
this relationship, contending that conflict and resources have very little direct causative 
relationship, but can contribute within a broader, complex network of factors.30

Conclusion
The effects of climate change are not a far-flung possibility but a facet of contemporary 
life. Empirical data indicates that the effects will be wide ranging and will affect Pacific 
Island States in a multitude of very significant ways including rising sea levels, forced 
environmental migration and damage to economic facilities. Prevention is impossible; 
hence adaptation, mitigation and resilience mechanisms will be key to minimising the 
negative effects of climate change. Specifically, it must be sustainable development projects 
that build capacity, resilience and adaptation mechanisms in the form of institutions, 
infrastructure and education that will be integral to future development.  Australia will 
face increasing issues in the Pacific as the effects of climate change upon PIS become 
apparent. The large-scale displacement of people or the outbreak of conflict both emerge as 
likely scenarios.
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Wealthy Nations Governing Climate 
Adaptation Finance

Caitlin Morton 

In June 2012, an official development assistance (ODA) loan worth approximately US$60 
million was agreed to between Japan and Vanuatu. The money was for the construction 
of the Lapetasi International Multi-Purpose Wharf in Port Vila, Vanuatu. The Japanese 
Government released a press statement stating that the project would contribute to 
‘international freight’ and ‘[improve] [Vanuatu’s] ability to deal with tourists on cruise 
ships’.1 Vanuatu’s media has also praised the project, stating that the ‘new wharf project is 
dedicated to international freight’ in addition to the benefits it will provide to the cruise 
industry.2 Examining the discourse surrounding the project’s purpose from both countries 
lends little clue that the funding for this project represents the largest commitment to 
climate change adaptation in the Pacific region.3 Despite the project holding no obvious 
benefit for climate change adaptation,4 Japan’s government bears full responsibility for 
labelling the project as ‘significant’ for the purposes of climate change adaptation, due to 
a reporting system which relies purely on the word of donor governments.5 The political 

consequences of misreporting climate aid are enormous for both 
recipient governments and local communities, who risk being 
viewed as statistics that have received high levels of aid without 
the proposed benefits.

Climate change is arguably the biggest challenge facing the 
modern global community. The vast majority of greenhouse gas 
emissions which have contributed to our changing climate have 
been generated by wealthy or industrialised nations.6 However, 
it is expected that developing nations will bear the majority of 
the adverse impacts of climate change, as is already notable in 
recent extreme weather events such as Cyclone Pam which struck 
Vanuatu in March 2015.7

The unjust nature of climate change’s cause-and-effect paradigm prompted calls for 
wealthier nations to provide the vast majority of finance for mitigation and adaptation 
efforts. Here entered a new form of international aid dubbed ‘climate aid’, formalised in 
an additional funding commitment of US$100 billion per year by 2020. This amount is to 
be achieved through both public and private finance and is deemed separate from existing 
aid to avoid a redirection of finance away from other development initiatives relating to 
health and education.8 On one hand, the decision for wealthier nations to take on this 
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responsibility is fair when we consider their contribution to the causes of anthropogenic 
climate change. However in reality, wealthy and powerful nations call almost all of the 
shots regarding where climate aid is spent and what constitutes this form of aid. 

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change’s (UNFCCC) reporting 
requirements have been dubbed a ‘non-system’ by adaptation watch-dogs and critics. 
Concerns have been raised that it is virtually impossible for recipient countries and 
communities to find out how much aid has been categorised as climate finance and how 
this has been delivered.9 It is entirely in the hands of donor countries to classify projects 
as delivering on either the ‘principal’ objective of climate change adaptation or providing 
‘significant’ impact in this area, as per the Rio markers set in 1992 and updated in 2009.10 
Even after the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement, there is still no clear definition for ‘climate 
aid’ and little guidance to explain how it should sit apart from normal development aid, 
leaving this question open for interpretation by donors.11 In particular, the term ‘significant’ 
is subjective and many projects that do not refer to climate or adaptation have been 
categorised under this header, including the Lapetasi Wharf project in Vanuatu.12 This is 
largely due to the pressure on governments to contribute to climate finance targets and the 
political benefit of demonstrating this commitment.13 This has resulted in data which does 
not reflect the reality of climate finance allocation. Climate finance figures released by the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) for 2013-2014 were 
highly contested, with India’s government suggesting only 4% of the reported figure had 
actually occurred.14 A 2015 report also found that these figures had been inflated ‘perhaps 
fourfold’ with the US$10.1 billion reported as ‘significant’ to adaptation found to be closer 
to US$2.4 billion when examined on a case-by-case basis.15 In regards to the Lapetasi 
project, Japan’s real figure for climate adaptation aid could be anywhere between 0-68% 
of their aid to small island developing states in the period of 2008-2012 depending on the 
classification system used.16  

Image credit: Geof Wilson
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There are also questions surrounding how much of this aid can be considered ‘additional’ 
as to not jeopardise funding for existing initiatives. Considering most OECD countries 
were not meeting their international aid targets prior to the agreement on additional 
funding for climate aid, the factor of ‘additionality’ is extremely difficult to measure and 
facilitate. Many projects were initially designed for other purposes and then ‘re-badged’ as 
significant for climate change adaptation in order for the funding to be counted towards 
a donor country’s climate finance commitments.17 Additionality is often missing from 
climate finance discussions, including in the OECD’s own reports, highlighting the risk 
that climate finance is simply being redirected from other development initiatives.18 Figures 
are further skewed by the inclusion of all financial instruments including both grants and 
loans. The Lapetasi Wharf is financed by way of a loan agreement between Japan and 
Vanuatu, to be repaid with interest to the Japanese government. However, the total amount 
transferred from Japan to Vanuatu will be counted with the same weighting as an outright 
grant, allowing Japan to inflate their figures.19

The real world consequences of misleading aid figures are immense, seeing as these 
figures are used to determine priorities, budgets, and measure the effectiveness of this 
aid.20 The vested interest in over-reporting alongside other political motives in climate 
aid delivery has led to donors prioritising international political agendas rather than local 
needs.21 Japan’s funding for the Lapetasi Project demonstrates that undermining climate 
finance efforts for political gain does occur, even in vulnerable areas of with urgent need 
for genuine adaptation finance. Pacific Island Countries and Territories (PICTs) such 
as Vanuatu are disproportionately affected by climate change, which also puts other 
development initiatives at risk.22 

Although climate change is a global phenomenon which requires 
the coordination of the international community, the needs of 
different communities are divergent across the globe. While 
those who have contributed to the majority of greenhouse gas 
emissions should logically take responsibility for both mitigation 
and adaptation efforts, this does not mean these governments 
should hold jurisdiction on what counts towards these markers. 
Different recommendations have been proposed, including data 
collection that allows individual projects to be ‘weighted’ by 
their contribution to adaptation, and transparent, independent 
tracking systems.23 It is difficult to blame global governance 
initiatives such as the UNFCCC for their weak reporting laws 
when major stakeholders have constantly undermined efforts 
to establish and maintain better processes that may absolve 
some of their political power.24 However, considering the 
accelerated risk of climate change requiring communities such 

as those in the Pacific region to prepare for more serious weather conditions as a matter of 
urgency,25 establishing a balance between local and global governance of climate finance 
to accommodate diverse interests is essential.  Genuine finance figures demonstrate 
that donor governments are not close to achieving the US$100 billion target. Donor 
governments need to provide more funding specifically designed to assist with climate 
change adaptation efforts along with an increased effort to ensure this funding is in line 
with recipient needs.26 This will require an increased effort to survey the impacts of climate 
change adaptation finance on local communities and the most vulnerable groups within 
those communities, often women and children.27
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Single-Season Poppies or  
How The World Failed Afghanistan

Ella Parkes-Talbot

At the start of this century Afghanistan was in every headline, UNICEF appeal letter and 
academic paper. In 2001, news of the war-torn country proliferated the global media, a 
nation devastated by decades of conflict purportedly finally ready to receive international 
development assistance. Despite the combined impact of the United Nations, multiple 
foreign governments, hundreds of NGOs, and the investment of billions of dollars in 
funding, Afghanistan remains a long way from peace and security. Notwithstanding the 
best efforts of the development community, how has the world failed Afghanistan?

The international intervention in Afghanistan was, at the time, the pinnacle of 
development. Massive in scale and politically crucial, it was broadcast from the widescreens 
of the West over buzzwords like ‘terrorism’, ‘poverty’ and ‘freedom’. The failure of the 
development project in Afghanistan has been disheartening and embarrassing for the 
international community. 

Afghanistan’s fraught and complex history
Afghanistan has one of the most turbulent and complex histories of any state in the world. 
A decade of Soviet occupation from 1979 was characterised by human rights abuses and 
mass migration, leading to the displacement of than six million Afghan refugees. This 
was followed by a violent civil war and, finally, Taliban rule. In 2001, a US-led campaign 
expelled the Taliban from government and the Bonn Agreement was devised, with 
optimistic intentions of ‘reconciliation, lasting peace, stability and respect for human 
rights’.1 It was at this stage that the global community turned its attention to Afghanistan 
and efforts in state reconstruction commenced. 

The challenges of rebuilding post-2001
The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) was established in 2002 as the 
primary face of the UN on the ground. It held principled goals for the country, in particular 
the establishment of democracy. While a new constitution was adopted in 2004 and 
‘democratic’ elections have been held, in 2015 Afghanistan was rated second last in the 
world on the Corruption Perceptions Index.2 
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Between 2001 and 2009, international donors pledged US$62 billion to relief efforts. 
However, only US$36 billion actually reached civil society, US$29 billion of which 
bypassed the government’s core budget system.3

The difficulties in foreign investment being effectively utilised reflected a lack of trust in 
the Karzai administration and undermined reconstruction efforts. Over half of the US$29 
billion was distributed through military channels, mainly through foreign Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), which varied in quality. These military organisations were 

focused on short-term projects and were often 
attuned to political concerns back home at the 
expense of long-term development goals.4

The reconstruction of Afghanistan was never 
going to be easy. The task was rendered difficult 
by the nation’s long and challenging history of 
social divisions, violence, authoritarian rule and 
Islamic conservatism. Attempts to introduce 
democratic government were challenged by a lack 
of democratic tradition, security issues and ‘the 
entrenchment of centralised, patrimonial and 
corrupt forms of governance.’5 Civil society was 
weak and much of the national infrastructure 
had been destroyed after decades of conflict. 
Additionally, by 2002, most of the working-
age population had grown up during wartime. 
As such, there were very few people who had 
completed their education and the pool of eligible 
political candidates was small. The capacity for 
state building in Afghanistan was limited.  

Too many cooks spoil the broth
The multiple actors involved in Afghanistan 
further muddied the development process. 
Where the interests of these actors overlapped, 
particularly where the US was involved, 
shortsighted solutions were often taken. If 
Afghanistan had been another developing 
nation without the Taliban connection to 
Islamic extremism, or in another era without the 

anti-terrorism mandate that followed 9/11, a cleaner approach may have been possible. 
However, the US and its NATO allies doggedly pursued Operation Enduring Freedom, 
which prioritised security over sustainable development. Under this directive, US Special 
Forces trained and armed an anti-terrorist force of 45,000 Afghan militias, creating greater 
capacity for conflict and violence in an already deeply unstable country. The ‘tensions 
of building peace while waging war were persistent and palpable, contributing to an 
incoherent and ineffective project’,6 as well as undermining the original ‘hearts and  
minds’ strategy.

Image credit: Ricardo Mangual
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Everybody wants to rule the world
While stability and security were immediate concerns, the area that required the most 
long-term planning was governance. Without good governance, there was no chance for 
the state to resume proper administration of the country. The multiple ethnic groups and 
remote regions of Afghanistan already pose a serious challenge for any sort of governing 
body, however a lack of qualified staff and other factors led to the creation of a corrupt, 
inefficient Government, which was perceived as such by the public. More specifically, 
diminished faith in the Afghan state is due to dishonest and sometimes antagonistic public 
servants (such as police), the state’s limited involvement in reconstructive operations, 
and poor public sector service delivery.7 Compounding these factors is the international 

development response, which through poor 
collaboration with the Afghan Government has further 
undermined its mandate. In providing inadequate 
opportunities for capacity development, foreign forces 
have prevented Afghanistan from deepening its own 
governance skills and institutions. 

Money, money, money
Despite development efforts, widespread poverty 
and unemployment still exist in Afghanistan. As of 
2015, 81% of the working population is employed for 
less than $2 per day.8 The informal sector, including 
illicit industries, still account for up to 90% of total 
economic activity.9 The drug trade was targeted 

during reconstruction efforts with poppy eradication campaigns. However, this has had an 
unintended detrimental effect: many young farmers are now cropless. Unemployed youth 
are targets for recruitment into the many Armed Opposition Groups (AOGs) including, 
but not limited to, the Taliban.10 Heightening the capacity for violence here only further 
contributes to Afghanistan’s political instability. 

Conclusions?
Afghanistan represents a case study on how not to do sustainable development. Failure 
to engage locally and a lack of renewable solutions have wasted billions of dollars, and 
left Afghanistan not much better off than when the development initiative started. In 
2015, its Human Development Index ranking was 171st out of 188 nations, which is only a 
marginal improvement from pre-intervention years. Additionally, levels of aid dependence 
in Afghanistan are almost unprecedented as the Government has not been successful 
in generating its own revenue. As such, the difficulties faced by Afghanistan post 9/11 
challenge beliefs about the effectiveness of foreign intervention when superpower interests 
are at stake. The interests of principled humanitarianism and sustainable development 
challenge development actors to conceive of their work in the long term. For a poppy  
crop to bloom in spring, deep roots need to be thrown down and a difficult winter must  
be survived. 
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Good Governance for Sustainable 
Development in Sub-Saharan Africa

Eden Chua Hwei Bing

The world is confronted with unprecedented challenges in the face of an ever-growing 
population. Although the well-being of many people has improved due to huge advances 
in science and technology, as well as global economic growth, the ubiquitous problems 
of poverty and regional underdevelopment, especially throughout sub-Saharan Africa, 
are yet to be overcome. Whilst countries in other parts of the world have seen signs of 
good development, sub-Saharan Africa is still poverty-stricken, facing violence and civil 
conflicts. It is estimated that by 2030, 90% of the world’s destitute children will be living in 
the region.1 This widening gap in economic inequality between developed regions and sub-
Saharan Africa is a rising concern. 

Governance in sustainable development
The concept of sustainable development emerged in 1987 and was defined by the 
Brundtland Commission as ‘development which meets the needs of current generations 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’.2 The 
Rio+20 Summit which was held in 2012 mooted a set of sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) to end poverty and improve the well-being of affected people by 2030. In 2015, 
the SDGs, which comprise of seventeen goals and 169 targets, were formally adopted 
by the United Nations. Goal 16 has attracted particular attention as it touches on the 
notion of governance. There are twelve targets for Goal 16, one of which is to ‘broaden 
and strengthen the participation of developing countries in the institutions of global 
governance’.

Goal 16 has been regarded as a complicated provision as it is difficult to define ‘good 
governance’ and it is qualitatively hard to measure.3 Despite the ambiguities of such a 
concept, its significance and value were given credence by member states in July 2012 
who affirmed that ‘democracy, good governance and the rule of law at the national and 
international levels…. are essential for sustainable development including sustained 
and inclusive economic growth, social development, environmental protection and the 
eradication of poverty and hunger’.4 

The underlying requisite of good governance is to have functioning government 
institutions that are capable of delivering and implementing effective government policies 
with limited political interference.5 Good governance policies must be practical and should 
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not be set by the government officials at a whim. Without these essential ingredients 
government institutions would merely serve as a rubber stamp for corrupt officials. 

A further crucial aspect of good governance is the availability of civil society that can 
hold the government to account.6 Addressing governance problems should not involve 
mere focus on government systems or policies, since this is a ‘top-down’ approach that 
may neglect the real needs of the community.7 Local and international non-governmental 
groups can offer ideas or recommend policies to help resolve a particular issue. Civil society 
should be invited to participate in decision-making processes since it operates at the 
grassroots and therefore is more adept at helping the government to formulate policies that 
are targeted to local needs.8

The rule of law is another cornerstone of good governance.9 It provides that every person 
regardless of his or her status and power should stand equal before the law. The country 
of Mozambique is a good example of the rule of law in action. It passed legislation in 1997 
that gave equal land rights and security to men and women, allowed for the registration 
and tilting of customary land, and protected owners of land from commercial companies 
seeking to exploit its natural resources.10 It is this harmonisation of good law and property 
rights that is said to be the prime factor explaining development success in the region.11

The Curse
Although Sub-Saharan Africa is the least developed region in the world,  it has an 
abundance of natural resources such as oil and diamonds. This has been described as the 
‘paradox of plenty’ as resource-rich countries are often cash-poor and underdeveloped.12 
Accounting for this paradox is the relationship between governance and sustainable 
development.13 Bad governance is characterised by corruption, weak laws and regulations, 
and civil unrest. The result is poor economic and social growth.14 Corruption is rife in sub-
Saharan Africa. It is therefore not surprising to see many African countries falling behind 
in development indicators as natural resources that could assist development goals have 
been squandered by irresponsible government officials. 

Image credit: Rosa Cabecinhas
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The Miracle
The country of Botswana is an exception to the developmental failures of sub-Saharan 
Africa. Its success in building a sustainable state has earned it the label ‘the African 
Miracle’.15 It achieved independence in 1966, at which time it was among the world’s poorest 
countries and bordering on collapse. Similar to neighbouring African nations, Botswana 

has an abundance of diamonds. Many expected it to fail 
based on the theory of resource curse. Nonetheless, it 
transformed into a country with one of the world’s highest 
economic growth rates, and the fastest growing income per 
person between 1967 and 2002.16

One aspect that distinguishes Botswana from the rest of 
African nations is its practice of good governance. The 
rule of law is entrenched in its governmental institutions, 
which protect the property rights of a broad cross-section 
of society.17 Unlike other countries such as Sierra Leone, 
where people were forced to work in the diamond fields, 
local tribes in Botswana are provided ownership over 
resource rich land.18 

With good institutions, Botswana also pursued prudent 
fiscal policies which diversified foreign exchange earnings, 
encouraged foreign investment and prevented inflation.19 

One such policy is the creation of the Pula Fund that aims not just to stabilise revenues, 
but also to serve as a future generation savings fund.20 A proportion of the funds are 
to be spent on health and education, and the government is prohibited from spending 
more than 40% of GDP every year. Botswana also maintained the Tswana tribal heritage 
of consultation wherein leaders and villagers met with government officials in Kgotla 
(an assembly) to discuss issues and policies affecting them.21 This direct channel of 
communication between civil society and Botswana’s government remains a key reason 
explaining its developmental success.22

Botswana demonstrates the sheer importance of practicing good governance in the realm 
of development. The country remains an exception to the development failures of sub-
Saharan Africa. Regional leaders need to respect the requisite elements of good governance 
to create positive and lasting change. A thorough understanding of local needs and 
consultation with civil society will help sub-Saharan Africa to develop. There is no better 
time to embrace SDGs to ensure the success of the region.
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