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Sustainable Development 
Goals: pandemic reset
Robin Naidoo & Brendan Fisher

COVID-19 is exposing the 
fragility of the goals adopted 
by the United Nations — two-
thirds are now unlikely to 
be met. 

As COVID-19 batters the world and its 
economy, it’s time to rethink sus-
tainable pathways for our planet. 
Rosy hopes that globalization and 
economic growth would bankroll 

waves of green investment and development 
are no longer realistic. It’s unlikely there will 
be enough money or attention to banish pov-
erty and inequality, expand health care and 
overturn biodiversity loss and climate change, 
all by 2030. 

The SARS-CoV-2 virus has already killed 
more than 512,000 people, disrupted the live-
lihoods of billions and cost trillions of dollars. 
A global depression looms. The United States 
and other nations are gripped by protests 
against structural inequality and racism. And 
geopolitical tensions between superpowers 
and nuclear states are at levels not seen for 
decades.

Things were different back in 2015, when 
the United Nations adopted 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) to improve peo-
ple’s lives and the natural world by 2030. It was 
arguably one of humanity’s finest moments 
— the whole planet signed up. Many national 
budgets were flush with funds. Governments 
agreed ambitious treaties, including the Paris 
climate agreement, the Sendai framework on 
disaster risk reduction and the Addis Ababa 
plan for financing development.

Five years on, as the UN celebrates its 75th 
anniversary, that mood of optimism has gone. 
In other words, the very foundations on which 
the SDGs were built have shifted.

The success of the SDGs depends on two 
big assumptions: sustained economic growth 
and globalization. COVID-19 has torn these 
to shreds. The global economy is expected to 
contract by at least 5% this year, and the time-
frame for its recovery is years, not months, 
if the past is any guide. Industrialized coun-
tries struggling to support their own citizens 
will not bankroll the development of others. 

Overseas development aid could drop by 
US$25 billion in 2021. The United States has 
announced its withdrawal from the World 
Health Organization. Increasing the scale of 
human activity on the planet looks foolish 
when it could open wells of new diseases once 
hidden in the wild, similar to COVID-19. 

Governments have basic worries. Food 
security is under threat, because farm work-
ers are unable to travel to harvest crops; prices 
of rice, maize (corn) and wheat are rising. The 
UN World Food Programme has just doubled 
its estimate of the number of people who are 
likely to face acute food shortages this year, 
to 265 million. Demand for cash crops, such as 
Kenya’s flower exports, has stalled. Ecotourism 
has collapsed. Even oil-rich developing coun-
tries such as Nigeria, Africa’s most populous 
nation, cannot sell their resources profitably 
in the global slowdown. 

And the world will face further stressors in 
the next decade. More pandemics, yes, but also 
extinctions and the continued degradation 
of the ecosystems on which all life depends. 
Storms, wildfires, droughts and floods will 
become more frequent owing to climate 
change. Geopolitical unrest might follow. 
Mounting costs to address these will divert 
yet more funding from existing SDG targets. 
Last year alone, the United States experienced 
14 separate billion-dollar disasters related to 
climate change.

COVID-19 is demonstrating that the SDGs 
as currently conceived are not resilient to 
such global stressors. As the UN’s High-level 
Political Forum on Sustainable Development 
meets (virtually) this week, delegates must 
chart a new course for the SDGs. As the world 
recovers from this pandemic, the forum must 
establish a few clear priorities, not a forest of 
targets. It should also consider which goals can 
be achieved in a less-connected world with a 
sluggish global economy. 

Slow or worse
Progress across the SDGs was slow even before 
COVID-19. Now, it’s even more likely that many 
of the 169 targets will not be met by 2030. 
Worse, some could even be counterproduc-
tive (see ‘COVID-19 impacts on Sustainable 
Development Goals’). Two-thirds of the 169 
targets are either under threat as a result of 
this pandemic or not well-placed to mitigate 
its impacts (see Supplementary information). 
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Some might even amplify problems. Ten per 
cent of the SDG targets could worsen the 
impacts of future pandemics.

The goal of good health is the most obvious 
casualty. Clinics everywhere are stretched by 
COVID-19, and resources are in short supply. 
The impacts are spreading to all areas of health 
care. For example, the UN children’s charity 
UNICEF warns that up to 116 million newborns 
and mothers will experience inadequate 
services in the coming months. 

With travel off the table, tourism is suffering. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) estimates that the 
number of international tourists will drop by 
60% this year, reducing tourism’s contribution 
to global gross domestic product (GDP) and 
affecting  countries where it is a substantial 
part of the national economy. These include 
Namibia, where tourism centred around char-
ismatic species such as lions, leopards and ele-
phants contributes 10% of the country’s GDP. 
Flowing more than $11 million annually into 
local communities has also helped to dramat-
ically increase wildlife populations, including 
those of elephants that are declining elsewhere 
in Africa. But without tourism, poaching has 
reappeared — in April, two endangered black 

rhinoceroses (Diceros bicornis) were killed on 
community lands for the first time in almost 
three years. 

Goals and targets that rely on a growing 
global economy will not be met. For exam-
ple, making energy affordable and clean 
will require the creation of new markets and 
financing. Boosting industry, innovation and 
infrastructure will require extra investment. 
Even before COVID-19, financing for the SDGs 
was $2.5 trillion short.

Concerns over targets that conflict with 
one another have been raised before1; now, 
they are pressing. For example, improving the 
transport network in developing countries is 
a key focus of the goal for industry, innova-
tion and infrastructure. Yet, extending roads 
into wilderness puts more people in the path 
of new pathogens. Construction is damaging 
forests and other fragile environments across 

the tropics2, counter to the goal to protect life 
on land. A proposed highway through Africa’s 
Serengeti region would cause irreparable harm 
to a protected area that generates more than 
$80 million per year from tourism3. Similarly, 
marine traffic pollutes the air and ocean, and 
puts the goal to protect ‘life under water’ under 
threat. Air travel moves people, money and 
ideas, but helped to spread SARS-CoV-2 rapidly 
around the world4. 

What to do? 
Prioritize win–wins. Cash-strapped govern-
ments need to focus on a few broad strategic 
goals5. This will inevitably upset groups that 
support goals and targets that are de-empha-
sized. But sometimes that cannot be avoided.  

Priorities will be hard to identify among so 
many diverse targets. Some have clear and 
quantitative aims — for example, to eradicate 
extreme poverty for all people everywhere by 
2030, such that no one is living on less than 
$1.25 a day. Others are more diffuse — such as 
promoting public procurement practices that 
are sustainable, in accordance with national 
policies and priorities. 

Fortunately, some of the goals underpin 
or interact positively with many others1,6. 

Migrant labourers in Uttar Pradesh protest against the lack of food in a slum area after the government eased lockdown measures. 
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And some become more urgent in light of 
COVID-19. For example, 30 (18%) of the targets 
would help to lessen the likelihood of another 
global pandemic. Reducing wildlife trafficking 
and the supply and demand of illegal wildlife 
products, for instance, would reduce the 
probability that new viruses would transfer 
to humans7. Three further targets — achiev-
ing universal health coverage, bolstering 
the health workforce and strengthening the 
capacity of early-warning systems for global 
health risks — will slow the cascading impacts 
of COVID-19 in low-income nations. 

Experts in decision science, cost-benefit 
analysis and socio-ecological systems should 
complement political representatives in 
determining which SDG targets should be 
prioritized. The Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) shows how information from various 
scientific disciplines can support difficult 
decisions on climate-change mitigation and 
adaptation options8. 

Decouple development and growth. 
COVID-19 is a stress test of our globalized 
economy and of our global goals for a more 
sustainable planet. Just as when global banking 
faced, and failed, a similar test  in 2008, it must 
be a learning experience. The financing, over-
sight and implementation of the SDGs have to 
be reformed. 

Sustained per-capita economic growth 

for all countries is itself an SDG target, 
which points to just how deeply its pursuit is 
ingrained in the modern world. But the most 
common measure used, GDP, is distorting — it 
assigns value to undesirable factors, such as  
dangerous jobs, traffic jams and pollution9. 
And growth cannot continue forever on a finite 
planet that’s already over-exploited10. 

As a result, many have long argued that 
economies should focus on development 
(improving well-being) rather than on 
growth (increasing economic throughput)11. 
Many investors now recognize that maxi-
mizing short-term growth cannot come at 

the expense of clean air and water, a stable 
climate, peaceful communities and resilient 
ecosystems. Measures that bake explicit social 
and environmental goals into financial instru-
ments, such as green bonds, sustainability 
bonds and impact investing, are growing in 
popularity. And this year, BlackRock of New 
York City, the world’s leading asset-manage-
ment firm, joined the Climate Action 100+ 
investor initiative to push the world’s largest 
corporate greenhouse-gas emitters to take 
action on reducing emissions.

Other key tenets of globalization, such as 
the value of interconnectedness for efficien-
cy’s sake, must be questioned, too. Yes, trade, 
travel and telecommunications enhance the 
well-being of billions of people and have mar-
shalled flows of protective equipment and 
technical expertise to fight the COVID-19 pan-
demic. But interconnections also increase the 
likelihood that future global pandemics will 
emerge and spread, and of financial contagion 
and the erosion of social protections for work-
ers. Full social and environmental costs, as well 
as benefits, now need to be re-examined. 

Slowing another form of growth — popu-
lation — should also be a priority. Historical 
missteps mean  that such discussions can be 
contentious. But if the world’s population 
rises, as predicted, to 9.7 billion by 2050, it 
will exacerbate all other threats to sustain-
ability. The SDG of empowering women and 
educating girls is thus crucial12. Even more 
important will be stabilizing population size 
in high-income countries, where consumption 
and environmental impacts are much higher 
than in low-income nations, and where up to 
40% of pregnancies are unintended. There is 
therefore both a need and an opportunity to 
reinvigorate research and action on the scale 
of human activity on our finite planet. 

Overhaul funding. If the world’s economic 
pie cannot increase, it must be sliced in dif-
ferent ways. A short-term solution is for OECD 

Illegal trade in endangered species, such as pangolins, increases the risk that people are exposed to viruses from the wild.

“If the world’s economic pie 
cannot increase, it must be 
sliced in different ways.”
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COVID-19 IMPACTS ON SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 
SDG Status Example of target(s) affected

Goal 1: No poverty Threatened*  
and mitigates†

Target 1.2: halve proportion of people living in poverty 
by 2030 
Target 1.4: provide equal access to basic services

Goal 2: Zero hunger Threatened Target 2.3: double agricultural productivity and incomes 
of small-scale food producers 

Goal 3: Good health 
and well-being

Threatened 
and mitigates

Target 3.8: achieve universal health coverage

Goal 4: Quality education Threatened Target 4.1: provide free, equitable and quality education 
for all children

Goal 5: Gender equality Partially 
threatened‡

Target 5.4: value unpaid care and domestic work by 
providing public services and policies

Goal 6: Clean water 
and sanitation

Threatened Target 6.1: give access to safe and affordable drinking 
water for all

Goal 7: Affordable and 
clean energy

Threatened Target 7.3: double global rate of improvement in energy 
efficiency

Goal 8: Decent work 
and economic growth

Threatened Target 8.1: sustain per capita economic growth

Goal 9: Industry, 
innovation and 
infrastructure

Threatened 
and aggravates§

Target 9.4: upgrade infrastructure and retrofit industries 
to make them sustainable

Goal 10: Reduced 
inequalities

Threatened Target 10.1: sustain above-average income growth of the 
bottom 40% of the population

Goal 11: Sustainable 
cities and communities

Threatened Target 11.2: give access to safe, affordable and 
sustainable transport systems for all

Goal 12: Responsible 
consumption and 
production

Partially 
threatened

Target 12.5: reduce waste generation through prevention, 
reduction, recycling and reuse

Goal 13: Climate action Threatened Target 13.A: mobilize US$100 billion annually by 2020 
for the Green Climate Fund to address the needs of 
developing countries

Goal 14: Life below water Partially 
threatened

Target 14.1: by 2025, prevent marine pollution of all kinds

Goal 15: Life on land Threatened 
and mitigates

Target 15.7: end poaching and trafficking of protected 
species and address demand and supply of illegal 
wildlife products

Goal 16: Peace, justice 
and strong institutions

Partially 
threatened

Target 16.1: reduce all forms of violence and related 
deaths everywhere

Goal 17: Partnerships 
for the goals

Partially 
threatened

Target 17.2: developed countries should commit at 
least 0.7% of gross national income in overseas aid for 
developing and 0.15% to least-developed nations

*Most targets unachievable. †Achieving some targets would have helped prevent pandemic impacts. ‡Some targets affected. 
§Achieving target would have made pandemic impacts worse.

economies to reduce perverse underwriting 
of enterprises that are anathema to the SDGs. 
For example, government subsidies to the fos-
sil-fuel industry reached $4.7 trillion (6.3% of 
global GDP) in 2015. Continued reliance on 
fossil fuels limits success in numerous SDGs, 
from sustainable energy and cities to climate 
change and biodiversity conservation. 

Another way to re-divide the pie is to rein in 
corporate profits. In 2019, Fortune 500 compa-
nies collectively posted profits of $1.1 trillion. 
This figure is 200 times the annual budget of 
the World Health Organization. Although 
many companies will face losses and bank-
ruptcy as a result of the pandemic, there are 
ways to recoup funds to support the SDGs.  
Curbing tax avoidance is one — each year, 
low-income countries lose 1.3% of their GDP 
through tactics to avoid corporate taxes. 

Companies can also have explicit aims to serve 
the public good and the SDGs. For example, 
‘Certified B Corporations’ balance profit with 
purpose. Their numbers are increasing and 
include, for example, food giant Danone North 
America and global lifestyle brand Patagonia. 
Bancolombia, South America’s third-largest 
bank, and consumer goods firm Unilever 
invest in companies that deliver social and 
environmental profits.

The mind-boggling sums invested in military 
defence are also at odds with the global-scale 
cooperation to which nations committed 
under the SDGs. Climate change is increasingly 
recognized as a national-security threat, and 
in the wake of COVID-19, calls to treat future 
pandemics as such will also increase. Diverting 
funds from armaments to address such secu-
rity threats would provide a funding pathway 

to the SDGs that should be encouraged. Pro-
tests in the United States are now catalysing 
calls to downscale and demilitarize municipal 
law-enforcement agencies, re-routing funds to 
initiatives on mental health and other social 
services. A similar process at the global scale 
would unlock immense resources. 

Road ahead
UN conventions have been another casualty 
of COVID-19. The 2020 UN Biodiversity Con-
ference and the 26th United Nations Climate 
Change conference (COP26) have been post-
poned until next year. Although global crises 
cannot afford delays, these postponements 
provide an opportunity for the lessons learnt 
from COVID-19 to be codified into the agree-
ments that will define life on Earth into the 
next century.

We therefore urge the UN’s High-level 
Political Forum to work out how and when to 
update the SDGs. Every goal and target should 
be screened according to three points: is this 
a priority, post-COVID-19; is it about devel-
opment not growth; and is the pathway to it 
resilient to global disruptions?

It is our hope that 75 years from now, the 
tragedy of 2020 will also be remembered as a 
positive watershed, after which we built back 
better.
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