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Abstract 
This paper signposts the many dimensions and clear cut distinction in 

understanding the sustainable development goals in the international system and 

how it has been projected in the North and South in respect to the various countries 

in the international system that finds themselves in this divide.  The sustainable 

development goals which are an agenda that was adopted by the United Nations 

General Assembly in 2015 and is expected to be achieved by 2030 and has a 

collection of 17 interlinked global goals which were designed to be a blueprint to 

achieving a better and more sustainable future for all countries in the world.  The 

sustainable development goals cut across three dimension which are economic, 

environment and social.  The countries in the north have continued to develop over 

the years and have become so advanced in all ramification. Technologically, 

economically, socially and have got a very favourable environmental condition, 

whereas this cannot be said about countries in the South because the condition of 

things in the South is the directs opposite of what is obtainable in the north.  The 

south has remained underdeveloped and the condition in the south has not been 

balanced socially, economically and environmentally when compared to countries 

in the north which has created a divide between the countries in the north and 

countries in the south which is not in tandem with the objectives of the sustainable 

development goals.  This paper however inferred that there is still a long way to go 

in achieving sustainable development goal by 2030 due to the obvious divide 

between the north and the south. 
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Introduction  

The sustainable development goals (SDGs) is also known as global goals, it was adopted 

by the United Nations in the year 2015 as a universal call to action which was for the 

purpose of ending poverty, protect the planet and also ensure that by the year 2030 all the 

people in the world would be able to comfortably enjoy peace and prosperity.  In 

September 2015, when the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for 

sustainable development, it included 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs).  This was 

done in order to build on the principle of “leaving no one behind”, the new agenda 

emphasizes, a holistic approach to achieving sustainable development for all.  The SDGs 

also explicitly include disability and persons with disabilities 11 times.  Disability is 

referred in multiple parts of the SDGs, specifically in the parts related to education, growth 

and employment, inequality, accessibility of human settlements as well as data collection 

and the monitoring of the SDGs (United Nations).  The SDGs were set up and included in 

a UN Resolution called the 2030 Agenda or what is colloquially known as Agenda 2030 

(United Nations, 2015).  The SDGs which were developed in the post – 2015 Development 

Agenda are expected to serve as the future global development framework to succeed the 

millennium development goals which ended in 2015.  The 17 SDGs comprise of the 

following: (1) No poverty, (2) Zero hunger, (3) Good health and well-being, (4) Quality 

education, (5) Gender equality, (6) Clean water and sanitation, (7) Affordable and clean 

energy, (8) Decent work and economic growth, (9) Industry, innovation and infrastructure, 

(10) Reducing inequality, (11) Sustainable cities and communities, (12) Responsible 

consumption and production, (13) Climate action, (14) Life below water, (15) Life on land, 

(16) Peace, justice and strong institutions, (17) Partnerships for the goals. 

 

Although the goals are broad and interdependent, two years later (6 July, 2017) the SDGs 

were made more actionable by a United Nations resolution adopted by the General 

Assembly.  The resolution identifies specific targets for each goal, along with indicators 

that are being used to measure progress towards each target (United Nations, 2017).  This 

Agenda 2030 was adopted by 193 countries of the UN General Assembly and it was titled 

“Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development” (United 

Nations).  The 17 SDGs were created for development advancement in the world and these 

developments are supposed to cut across every country in the world but the North-South 

divide is not supposed to exist or remain a dominant factor in the international system, in 

doing so, due to the fact that principle behind its existence is to leave no one behind.  This 

would only be possible if, among North-South relations are put higher on the list of 

priorities in the foreign policies and foreign trade policies of both western industrialized 

nations, OPEC countries and countries of the world in general.  The North adopts 

filibustering techniques which consist in criticizing the proposals of the south in detail 

without submitting serious and potentially successful proposals of its own.  Many 
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developing countries in the south blame the world economic order responsible for their 

present state of underdevelopment or developing status because it is characterized by their 

low material development standards, while at the same time the majority of the 

industrialised countries in the North live in affluence which is not part of what the SDGs 

projects (Mayrzedt and Ernst, 1981).  The South is a zone of poverty and 

underdevelopment, it is a scene of widespread deprivation and poor quality of life index.  

Technologically, the south is weak and depends enormously on the North for technological 

advancement.  There is huge lack in capital and development infrastructures, the South 

has a very weak market economy even when a great deal of the world’s landmass and 

virtually of three continents: South America, Asia and Africa make up the South and 

mainly central North America and European countries comprises of the North.  

Surprisingly about 77% of the world population lives in the South yet they produce only 

15% of the Global National Product (GNP).  The 23% of the people who are geographically 

fortunate to reside in the North commands 85% of the world’s wealth.  Comparatively, 

while the North is heavily productive and industrialised, the same cannot be said about 

the South because it is largely consuming and unindustrialized (Aja, 2001).  This divide in 

the North and South is clearly obvious and with this in place, it is a huge hindrance to the 

actualization of the SDGs. 

 

Conceptual Clarification 

Sustainable development is an organizing principle which is used to meet human 

development goals while still simultaneously sustaining the ability of natural systems to 

provide the natural resources and ecosystem services on which the economy and society 

depend.  The desired result is a state of society where living conditions and resources are 

used to continue to meet human needs without undermining the integrity and stability of 

the natural system. Sustainable development can be defined as development that meets 

the needs of the present without comprising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs.  The United Nations current sustainable development goals address the global 

challenges which include environmental degradation, poverty, inequality, climate change, 

peace and justice among other challenges.  The focus of sustainable development in recent 

time has been centered on economic development, social development and environmental 

protection United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).  

Sustainable development has to do with meeting the needs of the present general without 

comprising the needs of future generations.  It means that development should keep going, 

and it emphasizes on the creation of sustainable improvement in the quality of life of all 

people through increases in real income per capital, improvements in the education, health 

and general quality of life and improvements in quality of natural environmental 

resources.  This is the development that is everlasting and contributes to the natural 

environment.  Thus sustainable development is closely linked to economic, it is a situation 
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where economic development does not decrease according to Jhingan (2004) in Thomas, 

the praxis of development and underdevelopment.  Sustainable development is essentially 

about development that could be kept going.  Rodney, (1972) in Thomas, the praxis of 

development and underdevelopment, perceived the concept of sustainable development 

as an increased skills and capacity, greater freedom, creativity, self-discipline, 

responsibility and material well-being at an individual level and described it as an 

increasing capacity to regulate both internal and external relationships at the level of 

society.  A critical examination of the various conceptualisations of development affirm 

that sustainable development more or less means continuing development and the element 

of sustainability is obvious when defining development.  It could be argued then that 

sustainable development essentially has no analytically identifiable value and elements 

other than those inherent in development.  Sustainable development as a term was first 

used by the world conservation strategy presented by the international union for the 

conservation of nature and natural resources in 1980 (Thomas, 2010). 

 

Development 

Development is the process that creates growth, progress positive change or the addition 

of physical, economic, environmental, social and demographic components.  The purpose 

of development is a rise in the level and quality of life of the population and the creation 

or expansion of local regional income and employment opportunities without damaging 

the resources of the environment.  Development is useful and visible, not necessarily 

immediately and includes an aspect of quality change and the creation of conditions for a 

continuation of that change (Society of International Development).  This is the act, process 

or result of developing (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 1828).  Development came to be 

conceived of as a multidimensional process involving major changes in social structures 

popular attitudes and national institutions as well as the acceleration of economic growth, 

the reduction of inequality and the eradication of poverty (Todaro and Smith 2004) in 

Thomas the praxis of development and underdevelopment.  According to (Rodney, 1972), 

expatiating on the concept of development, posits that development in human society is a 

many sided process.  At the level of the individual, it implies increased skill and capacity, 

greater freedom, creativity, self-discipline, responsibility and material well-being, while at 

the level of society development means increasing capacity to regulate both internal and 

external relationship.  Development implies growing self-reliance, both individual and 

collective.  The base for a nation’s development must be its own resource, both human and 

material, fully used to meet its own needs.  Development is based on self-reliance and is 

self-directed, without these characteristics there can be no genuine development (Dar-es-

Salaam, 1990). 
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Underdevelopment 

Underdevelopment is used primarily to distinguish state along benchmark concerning 

human development such as macroeconomic growth, health, education and standards of 

living.  An underdeveloped state is framed as the antithesis of a developed, modern or 

industrialised state. Popularized dominant images of underdeveloped states include those 

that have less stable economies, less democratic political regimes, greater poverty rate, 

malnutrition (hunger), poorer public health and education systems (Rodney, 1981).  This 

has to do with having low economic level of industrial production and standard of living 

(Merriam Webster Dictionary, 1828).  Underdevelopment according to Keen Leyside in 

(Thomas, 2010) is a state of the mind as much as a state of national poverty.  It is 

characterized by social disorganisations, mal-distribution, administrative incompetence, 

incidence of poverty, ignorance of disease.  While Kuznete in (Thomas, 2010) described 

underdevelopment as either failure to utilize fully the productive potentials warranted by 

the existing state of technical knowledge a failure resulting from the resistance of social 

institutions, backwardness in economic performance compared with the few economically 

leading countries of the period, economic poverty in the sense of failure to assure adequate 

subsistence and material comfort to most of a country’s population. 

 

North 

The North is made up of the industrialised countries of the world mainly situated in North 

America, Western Europe and Japan.  The global economic situation is such that the North 

comprises of quarter of the world’s population and controls four fifths (4/5) of the world’s 

income.  The countries of the North are those with liberal industrialise economies where 

private enterprises hold away.  They also have a liberal democracy and they all have 

advanced social welfare schemes for the citizens with a very little percentage of the citizens 

engaged in agriculture but use predominantly a mechanized system.  Politically they are 

very stable with well developed democratic institutions.  Manufacturing industries in the 

world 90% of them are located in the North and about 85% of the manufacturing 

enterprises in the south are actually owned and controlled by business concerns in the 

North (Afinotan, 2014).  The North consist of the richest and most industrialised countries 

which are mainly in the northern part of the world, the north is mostly correlated with the 

western world which are usually wealth, economically developed, less unequal and 

considered to be more democratic and have the capacity to export technological 

advancement and manufactured products (Mimiko, 2012).  The North is well advanced in 

all ramification and has the ability to self-sustain its self with minimal or no dependence 

from the south. 
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South  

The South is characterized by very low production capacity with monoculture economies.  

Majority of the inhabitants of the south are predominantly engaged in local agriculture 

and are price takers, by depending on the countries of the north to determine the prices of 

their primary products as well as the prices of their finished gods.  These countries situated 

in the south lack social welfare schemes and well defined democratic principles.  They are 

phase with political instability and have little control over exports and are debt ridden.  

There is little or no technological advancement in the south.  Geographically, they are 

comprised of Africa, Asia and Latin America with about three quarter (3/4) of the world’s 

population present in the south and only controls one fifth (1/5) of the world’s income. Life 

expectancy in the south averages 50 years unlike the north that averages 70 years 

(Afinotan, 2014).  The countries in the south are classified as third world or developing 

underdeveloped countries, unlike the countries in the North that are classified as first 

world countries or developed countries. 

 

The Sustainable Development Goals in the North-South 

The SDGs are designed to foster development, end poverty, hunger, AIDS, discrimination 

against women and girls among other conditions.  The creativity knowhow, technology 

and financial resources from all countries of the world is very necessary in achieving the 

SDGs in every context (United Nations Development programme).  Interdependent 

capacities are essential for the successful pursuit of the SDGs.  Among these factors are the 

capacities to measure progress toward sustainable development, promotion of equity 

within and between generations and countries, transform the system onto more 

sustainable development pathways, link knowledge with action for sustainability in the 

international system, devise governance arrangements that allows the North and South to 

work together in exercising their various capacities (Clark and Harley, 2020). 

 

 Poverty: Poverty eradication of poverty remains one of the greatest challenges 

facing humanity, this is glaring in the South because progress has been limited in 

regions such as sub-Saharan Africa which accounts for about 80% of the people to 

live in extreme poverty due to factor such as climate change, conflict, and food 

insecurity which are not factors present in the North.  Environmental degradation, 

drought and biodiversity loss in the south has not in any way helped by rather has 

further diminished the achievement of the SDGs.  The system of farming in the 

south which is not mechanized has also been a limiting factor when compared to 

the North where agriculture is mechanized and these is adequate technological 

advancement food reserves which limits extreme food price volatility. 

 Good Health and well-being: The North has made great progress against several 

leading causes of death and disease and as a result of this life expectancy is 
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relatively high when compared to that of the South where there is no reasonable 

decline in infectious diseases such as AIDS, tuberculosis, hepatitis among others 

due to the poor healthcare facilities inadequate sensitization and lack of early 

warning, risk reduction and management of national and global health risks. 

 Quality Education: The educational policies and capacity in the North is highly 

remarkable because of good and sound academic system, well equipped schools 

which makes learning easier, while the south is phase with lack of equal access to 

the standard of education, technical and vocational skills for employment, decent 

jobs and entrepreneurship. 

 Gender Equality: There is a higher rate of discrimination against women and girls, 

sexual violence and exploitation of unequal division of unpaid care, genital 

mutilation in the South than in the North and all these limit the Agenda 2030. 

 Clan water and Sanitation: Safe and affordable drinking water is hard to come by 

in most parts of the South millions of people cannot access well treated water and 

basic sanitation in the south, lack of treatment plants and as a result of this the 

South is more prone to waterborne diseases. 

 Affordable and clean energy: This is supposed to ordinarily be a basic facility but 

the South cannot boast of 24 hours electricity supply which is essential for 

development, there is high patronage in generators which does not provide clean 

and affordable energy, while the North thrives on solar and other cheap and clean 

energy generation. 

 Decent Work and Economic Growth: The unemployment rate in the South is very 

high when compared to the North.  A huge percentage of the population are either 

unemployed or under paid, no society can have any meaningful development like 

this. 

 Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure: The South is not industrialised which 

has caused them to be continuously highly dependent on the industrialised North.  

Technological advancement in the North progresses and this boost the economy 

of the North. 

 Reduced Inequalities: Income inequality has increased in nearly everywhere in 

recent decades, but at different speeds.  It’s lowest in the North and higher in the 

South.  These widening disparities require sound policies to empower lower 

income earners and promote economic inclusion of all most especially in the 

South. 

 Sustainable Cities and Communities: There is the existence of more urban cities 

in the North, there is rapid growth rate and increased migration to the North as a 

result of this, while there are limited urban cities in the South and it consists of 

rural areas. 
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 Responsible Consumption and Production: The production and consumption of 

goods and resources is important.  The efficient management of shared natural 

resources is equally important, and the disposal of toxic waste and pollutants in 

the right form is necessary.  There are more recycling plans and systems in the 

North which reduces waste and there are more sustainable patterns of 

consumption in the North, while in the South this cannot be said.  There is large 

scale pollution and inefficient use of natural resources in the South. 

 Climate Action: there is no country that does not experience the drastic effect of 

climate change.  This is why Greenhouse gas emissions are important.  It is 

possible with strong political will to increase investment and use existing 

technology to limit the increase in global mean temperature but this requires 

urgent collective actions in both the North-South.  More trees should be planted 

too. 

 Life below Water: Over three billion people depend on marine and costal 

biodiversity for their livelihoods.  Marine pollution is overwhelming most 

especially in the South, this is a major challenge facing the oceans and this is not 

good for plants and animals.  Also overfishing is a major problem which has to be 

curtailed. 

 Life on land: Plant life provides 80% of the human diet and humans rely on 

agriculture as an important economic resource.  Degradation of dry land has led 

to the desertification of 3.6 billion hectares, disproportionately affecting poor 

communities mainly in the south.  Deforestation does not help life on land. 

 Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions: This is seriously lacking in the South 

because of the high rate of corruption and this has further helped to hinder 

development in the South.  The institution are also poorly managed, human right 

violations are higher in the south and ineffective governance as well.  All this has 

contributed to putting the south in its present underdeveloped state whereas the 

North keeps on developing. 

 Partnerships for the Goals: The SDGs can only be realized with strong global 

partnerships and cooperation.  With coordinating policies it would help develop 

countries of the world in both the North and in the South. 

 

Conclusion 

Sustainable development goals can only be achievable when there is cooperation between 

the North and the South and the divide becomes non-existent.  The South requires more 

cooperation from the North for its efforts to achieve self-reliance.  The stability of the south 

can only be possible when poverty is eradicated and there is a more stable governance 

system and policy implementation.  This is not to say that the North does not need the 

South, because on the contrary the North also needs the South for good economic reasons.  
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International trade and assistance between the North and South should be prioritized for 

the effectiveness of the SDGs.  Technological innovations should be shared between the 

North and South, industrialization should also be dominant in the South just as it is in the 

North and by doing all this the North-South divide would be a thing of the past and the 

Agenda 2030 would become a reality. 
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