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Are SDGs in the doldrums due to COVID-19?

By Jan Servaes and Muhammad Jameel Yusha

short answer to this ques-

tion is yes, but it is obvi-

and predictable fail-

ure was visible for some time.

This debate started before 2015,

the year in which the Sustain-

able Development Goals (SDGs)

were adopted as successors to the

Millennium Development Goals

(MDGs) agreed in 2000. The eight

MDGs were expanded to 17 mas-
sive goals and 169 targets.

Using projections from inter-
national organizations such as
the World Bank, the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation
and Development and the World
Health Organization, the British
Overseas Development Institute
(ODI) already quantified in 2015
how much the world would need
to accelerate current trends to

cient to meet the target, “B", “C",
“D” and “E” numbers need to go
up a notch. An “F” number indi-
cates that the world is going in the

wrong direction.

None of the 17 SDGs was rat-
ed A. Only three SDGs — SDG1
(no poverty), SDG8 (econom-

rated B. SDG 3 (health for all), 4
(quality education), 16 (peace,
justice and strong institutions),
17 (partnerships for the goals), 2
(no hunger), 6 (water and sanita-
tion), 7 (energy), 5 (gender) and
9 (industrialization) all received
an average C grade. SDGs 10 (in-
equality), 11 (cities), 12 (waste), 13

limate change) and 14 (oceans)
semnllunnﬂ:&mry ' '

In other words, only three
of the 17 SDGs were on track to
achieve a reasonably acceptable
outcome by 2030. This score was
developed in 2015, long before
COVID-19hit.

With the devastating effect of
COVID-19 on nearly every sector
of the global economy, it is clear
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recognized by the au-
thors of the 2030 Agenda for De-
velopment.

For example, a study by Lin
and Monga (2017) concluded that
between 1950 and 2008, only 28
countries managed to reduce their
gap with the United States by 10
percent or more. That is a period
of 58 years, while the 2030 agenda
must be realized within 15 years.
Of the 28 countries listed by Lin
and Monga, only 12 were non-Eu-
ropean or non-oil economies.

According to Lin and Monga,
the challenge of renewing devel-

oping countries’ economies is in-
lq:nrdﬂeﬁnmaomeoﬂheinlel-
lectual and policy errors imposed
by the Washington Consensus in
the 1970s to 1990s, the years de-
scribed as the lost decade for de-
veloping countries.

Banerjee and Duflo (2019), who
shared the 2019 Nobel Prize in eco-

lished in the authoritative World
Development, Moyer and Hedden
(2020) also question how feasible
the SDGs are under the current
circumstances. They highlight
difficulties for some SDG indi-
cators (access to safe sanitation,
high school completion, and un-

shift in domestic and internation-
al aid policies and prioritization.
lnarvtw,lhemlinﬁmdﬂle

on the basis of three factors.

First is financing. The critical
question that is posed in various
forums about the SDGs invariably
ends with the question: who is go-
ing to fund it? Where will the mon-
eyuunefm’ﬂovunbrmd

year at the global level and be-
tween a total of $3.3-4.5 trillion
per year in developing countries.

This implies an average invest-
ment need of $2.5 trillion per year

must be
made through the private sector
and philanthropists. While gov-
emments and ordinary people
have been hit hard by the health
and economic impact of COV-
ID-19, in a way it has been good
billionaires,

news for many of
whom have seen their wealth
grow astrono

mically.

Second is political will. Many
countries have drawn up ambi-
tious national development plans
that look great on paper. How
many of those plans end up being
realized?

‘When onesees that the fortunes
of a country have been successful-
ly changed thi the effective
implementation of national plans,
one cannot separate such achieve-
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ments from the strong political
will of the leaders. The example of
China speaks for itself.

Third is the need for robust

litical will can be conveyed to all
stakeholders. Leaders who inspire
change do so with the communica-
timtaismuleinthdrﬁm

formation at a scale and pace un-
paralleled in history, the SDGs re-
main quite silent on the subject.
Indeed, today digital technologies
determine what we read and con-
sume, how we vote and how we
interact with each other and the
world around us.

Many risks and uncertainties
are emerging including threats
to individual rights, social justice

Communications for social
change in theera of COVID-19 must
also consider the challenge of mis-
information when initiating com-
icats Theref

strategies.
the communication strategies of the
World Bank, UNICEF or WHO are

not comprehensive enough.

First, they failed to take intoac-
count the challenges of infodem-
ics and fake news in addressing
the COVID-19 pandemic. Second,
the strategies contain little scien-
tific communication to make the
public aware of how health pro-
fessionals make decisions and ad-
vise the public about its safety.

Disinformation is a critical fac-
tor that exacerbates the challeng-
es that communication for devel-
opment and social change must
address.




