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On 24 and 25 September 2019, government representatives
from around the world gathered at the United Nations Headquar-
ters in New York to review the progress in the implementation of
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. This event was
the first UN summit focused on the Sustainable Development Goals
since the adoption of the new agenda in 2015. Early assessments
point towards some important achievements, particularly in areas
where the road had already been paved by the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (e.g. maternal and infant mortality, leading commu-
nicable diseases), and areas where progress has been slower (e.g.
poverty and hunger eradication, biodiversity conservation)1. The
SDG Summit resulted in the adoption of a Political Declaration2 in
which heads of state and government recognized the need for
greater efforts and commitments to accelerate implementation,
and announced more than 100 concrete actions to advance the
agenda in the form of new or enhanced policies and projects.

This is a crucial moment to reflect on the SDGs. Efforts towards
the implementation of SDG-related initiatives have been mount-
ing, but we are still at a relatively early stage when adjustments
and redirections are still possible. It is thus an ideal time to put for-
ward ideas and evidence that could inform ongoing debates about
the SDGs and their implementation.

This special issue of World Development is part of the SDG Per-
spectives Series, a collaborative, interdisciplinary endeavour
whose aim is to interrogate the gap between academic and policy
discourses underpinning the 2030 Sustainable Development
Agenda. The articles offer rich overviews on key goals, and provide
examples, research evidence, and empirical data that illustrate
important challenges and new lines of enquiry. By narrowing down
the discussion on specific aspects of the SDGs that deserve partic-
ular attention, the special issue offers a nuanced perspective on the
potential and limitations of the 2030 Agenda.

The articles propose new viewpoints to longstanding develop-
ment challenges. Fukuda-Parr and Muchhala (2020) highlight the
key role that Southern actors and realities of the South played in
shaping fundamental concepts of the SDGs. The ‘mobility equality’
approach proposed by Hackl (2018) highlights the need to go
beyond the narrow focus on income inequality of SDG 10 to incor-
porate different forms of social, human and digital mobility that
can contribute to positive development outcomes. Papers also shed
light on policy and governance changes that are fundamental to
reach the goals, but that are often neglected in current debates,
potentially undermining the possibility of success in many coun-
tries. Barbara Bruns et al. (2019) discuss new concerns on educa-
tion quality of SDG 4 that replaced the narrow focus on
schooling access of MDG 2, and stress the importance of teacher
policy reforms as key factors to raising learning in primary and sec-
ondary schools. Yet, the highly contentious nature and uncertain
outcomes of these reforms - well documented through empirical
research on reform experiences across the world - is currently
overlooked by development actors. Likewise, Herrera (2019)
argues that reaching SDG 6 on water and sanitation could remain
a challenge if closer attention is not devoted to local governance
and institution. Herrera also discusses some tensions between
SDG 6 and other goals, particularly SDG 7 on clean energy and
SDG 9 on industrial development, pointing towards the need to
either prioritize between goals or stagger the timing of their
implementation.

The identification of linkages and tensions between goals is an
important contribution of this collection of papers. Building on
feminist debates on gender and work, Rai et al. (2019) argue that
SDG 8 on ‘sustainable economic growth and decent work for all’
fails to fully address the decent work agenda by neglecting the
costs and value of social reproductive work, which in turn generate
contradictions with SDG 5 on gender equality. A more positive
assessment of the SDGs holistic agenda is offered by Blesh et al.
(2019) in their integrated literature review on the ‘Zero Hunger’
goal (SDG 2), which fully acknowledges linkages between health,
environment and agriculture. They stress the need to organize
the pathway to achieving SDG 2 around place-based, adaptive, par-
ticipatory solutions that address multiple challenges linked to
institutional capacities, agroecosystem diversification and ecologi-
cal management, and the quality of local diets. Finally, Chimhowu
et al. (2019) embrace a broader focus by looking at how the SDGs
are informing (or not) a new generation of widely overlooked
national development planning, whose re-emergence is signalling
new global and country-specific perspective on development
endeavours.

With more than a decade to go before the SDGs deadline in
2030, there is still a long (and bumpy) road ahead. This collection
of comprehensive reviews analyses crucial development chal-
lenges of our time. It advocated for the need for more effective dia-
logue between scholars and practitioners to better understand and
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act on those challenges driven by the growing complexity of a glo-
bal and highly interdependent world.

References

Blesh, Jennifer et al (2019). Development pathways toward ‘‘zero hunger”. World
Development, 118, 1–14.

Bruns, Barbara, Macdonald, Isabel Harbaugh, & Schneider, Ben Ross (2019). The
politics of quality reforms and the challenges for SDGs in education. World
Development, 118, 27–38.

Chimhowu, Admos O., Hulme, David, & Munro, Lauchlan T. (2019). The
‘New’national development planning and global development goals: Processes
and partnerships. World Development, 120, 76–89.

Fukuda-Parr, S., & Muchhala, B. (2020). The Southern origins of sustainable
development goals: Ideas, actors, aspirations. World Development, 126 104706.

Hackl, Andreas (2018). Mobility equity in a globalized world: Reducing inequalities
in the sustainable development agenda. World Development, 112, 150–162.

Herrera, Veronica (2019). Reconciling global aspirations and local realities:
Challenges facing the Sustainable Development Goals for water and
sanitation. World Development, 118, 106–117.

Rai, Shirin M., Brown, Benjamin D., & Ruwanpura, Kanchana N. (2019). SDG 8:
Decent work and economic growth–A gendered analysis. World Development,
113, 368–380.
Lorenza B. Fontana
Henry Daysh Building (level 4), Newcastle upon Tyne NE1 7RU, UK

E-mail address: Lorenza.fontana@newcastle.ac.uk

Johan A. Oldekop
The University of Manchester, Oxford Rd, Manchester M13 9PL, UK

E-mail addresses: Johan.Oldekop@manchester.ac.uk

Lorenza B. Fontana is a Marie Skłodowska-Curie Global Fellow and Lecturer in the
Politics Department, Newcastle University. Her research interests include conflict
studies and contentious politics, human rights and global justice, ethnic politics and
natural resource governance. She acknowledges support of the European Union’s
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Sklodowska-
Curie grant agreement No 655710.

Johan A. Oldekop is Senior Lecturer at the University of Manchester’s Global
Development Institute. His research focuses on understanding socioeconomic and
environmental outcomes of social processes and natural resource management
policies in the Global South.

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h9000
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h9000
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0305-750X(19)30419-X/h0030
mailto:Lorenza.fontana@newcastle.ac.uk
mailto:Johan.Oldekop@manchester.ac.uk

	The sustainable development goals: The bumpy road ahead
	References


