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People would always give me a quizzical look. “And what is that, exactly?” they would ask, if brave enough to reveal 
their naiveté about what was to become the next decades of my life.

“Well, it’s the study of how to help poor countries become richer,” I would explain of my choice to study international 
development.

How to stop deforestation: 'Indigenous people are the best park rangers' 
Trees soak up greenhouse gases, so how do we ensure their protection? Our experts offer seven ideas for the 
conservation and restoration of forests
Read more 

“Oh that’s very good,” my friends and family would invariably reply, my obvious altruism shining through. (Cough.)

And that’s where it would end. The next part of the conversation about macroeconomics and international trade policy
is rarely the stuff of great chit chat or dinner conversation outside of our specific professional bubble. 

So what does international development really mean? And why is my organisation now dropping it from our name, 
changing it to Thousand Currents?

Making people richer by promoting economic growth has been the assumption at the centre of international aid and 
philanthropy since it began. Early modernist theory taught us that if “traditional” societies could be helped to develop 
in the same manner as more “developed” countries, there would be prosperity for everyone. 

But this ignored the colonial roots of the sector and the inequities that existed in so-called rich countries. Today, more 
and more people are recognising that neoliberal models of development belie the ecological realities of the earth’s 
capacity, as well as basic human rights.

In 1985, when the founders of my organisation came together with like-minded people – those who wanted to build 
on local wisdom and create an alternative to top-down development – the name International Development Exchange 
(Idex) seemed right. The organisation strove to ignite cultural exchange and also change how US citizens related to the 
global south. They were not united around raising GDP, but around improving people’s economic opportunities, 
working conditions, health, education, and overall wellbeing.

12 ways environment and development sectors can collaborate to meet the SDGs 

The 2030 agenda intertwines goals for human development and environmental protection. An expert panel explains 
how the two sectors can work together 
Read more 

Today, Thousand Currents is focused on addressing our shared global challenges, not just the issues faced by a 
marginalised community or a poor country. That requires new approaches from donors in acknowledgement of this 
complexity – unrestricted financial support, multi-year timeframes, and new skills and personnel that reflect the world 
we want to see.

We dropped “international development” from our name, because when small, yet formidable pockets of people 
power come together, that’s when Thousand Currents sees results.

Old notions of development no longer serve us, and neither do rote bureaucratic responses to our urgent problems. 
We must move faster, think more creatively, build stronger relationships, and engender more effective collective 
action.

http://www.thousandcurrents.org/
https://www.idex.org/
https://www.idex.org/


Currents affect every single person on the planet every single day. And all of us – donors, grassroots activists, UN 
employees – are currents of change.

We are approaching two years into implementing the ambitious 2030 Agenda – a historic agreement to end poverty, 
combat inequalities, promote peaceful and inclusive societies, and protect the environment. The new global 
framework, with 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) at its core, commits to promoting development in an 
integrated way – economically, socially and environmentally – in all countries, ensuring that no one is left behind.

Our recently published report identifies six megatrends that will shape the trajectories of – and could potentially 
undermine – progress on the SDGs. In the current context of a looming retreat from multilateralism, the choices 
governments and societies make to manage these long-term trends will be fundamental to whether the world can get 
onto a pathway of sustainable development.

1 | Poverty and inequalities

Substantial progress has been achieved in multiple dimensions of poverty in the past decades, including the reduction 
of absolute poverty, decline in child and maternal mortality rates, and improved access to clean water and sanitation 
facilities. Income inequality between countries has also been falling, mainly due to the rapid growth in large 
developing countries.

How can we reach an SDG target when we're moving in the wrong direction? 
Introducing a series that will look at the five most challenging sustainable development goal targets, Susan Nicolai 
explains why they will be so difficult 
Read more 

Despite these gains, the progress has been uneven and considerable challenges remain. These include rising income 
disparities within countries, persistent gender inequality and the recent resurgence of poverty across regions due to 
economic shocks and escalating conflicts. The Multidimensional Poverty Index, which measures deprivation in health, 
education and living standards, counted 1.6 billion people living in multidimensional poverty in 2016 – nearly twice the
number of people living in extreme poverty measured by income alone.

Progress towards eliminating poverty is more difficult during times of uncertain economic prospects, the report 
suggests. This is further complicated by weak labour market conditions, demographic changes, and conflicts and 
insecurity. Evidence shows that while economic growth is essential for reducing poverty, a critical link between growth 
and the reduction of poverty and inequalities is related to the nature and quality of growth, and a balanced 
distribution of gains across all segments of society.

2 | Demography

The implementation of the 2030 Agenda will be affected by demographic dynamics, including population growth, 
ageing, migration and urbanisation. In 2015, 12.3% of the global population reached the age of 60 or over (pdf), with 
rapid ageing expected to occur in Europe, North America, Asia and Latin America. In Africa, by contrast, populations 
are young, which provides an opportunity for a demographic dividend.

It has become easier for people to move, and factors such as poverty, unemployment, conflicts and natural hazards 
compel people to leave their homes in search of better lives. International migration has reached record levels (pdf), 
accounting for 244 million migrants worldwide in 2015. If managed well, migration will continue to bring profound 
benefits to sending countries through remittances, knowledge and networks, and to receiving countries by filling acute
labour shortages and contributions in terms of taxes and care services.

Internal migration is also growing, driving fast increases in urbanisation. On one hand, urbanisation fosters growth and 
provides a higher quality of life, with cities accounting for more than 80% of global GDP (pdf). On the other, it raises 
concerns about urban poverty, social tensions and disparities, changes in family patterns, and environmental risks.

https://unhabitat.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/WCR-%20Full-Report-2016.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/publications/wallchart/docs/MigrationWallChart2015.pdf
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2006/09/basics.htm
https://esa.un.org/Unpd/wpp/Publications/Files/Key_Findings_WPP_2015.pdf
http://www.ophi.org.uk/multidimensional-poverty-index/
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/sustainable-development-goals/global-trends--challenges-and-opportunities-in-the-implementatio.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld


3 | Environmental degradation and climate change

Major environmental challenges identified by the report include degradation of air and land, water scarcity, 
deforestation, marine pollution and a decline in biodiversity. Some of the underlying factors behind environmental 
degradation include population growth, polluting technologies, and overexploitation of ecosystems driven by 
unsustainable consumption and production patterns.

The first year of SDG implementation was marked by the slowest rate of economic growth since 2009

The world is already witnessing the impact of climate change on natural systems. This is translated into the increasing 
frequency and severity of natural hazards (pdf), which lead to more disasters due to population growth (pdf) and 
patterns of economic development. Climate change is also projected to undermine food security, exacerbate existing 
health threats, adversely affect water availability and lead to increased displacement.

In the coming decades, it is likely that this trend will continue, with more losses expected in livelihoods and assets. This
underlines the link between poverty and vulnerability to natural hazards. It also exposes inequity, as countries and 
populations likely to be most harmed by climate change impacts are often the least responsible for causing them, and 
have limited capacity and resources to cope with the consequences.

4 | Shocks and crises

The report discusses various shocks and crises including economic and financial shocks, disasters, conflicts and disease 
outbreaks that have undermined the precarious livelihoods of millions of people and can affect progress towards 
sustainable development. Over the past decades, global forced displacement, for example, increased by 75% due to 
conflicts, violence and human rights violations.

Despite many obstacles, the world is getting better 

The first year of SDG implementation was marked by the slowest rate of economic growth since the 2008-2009 global 
financial crisis (pdf), weak investment growth and stagnant global trade. While progress has been made in reducing 
the global unemployment rate, nearly 201 million people worldwide (pdf) were estimated to be unemployed in 2016, 
including 71 million young people. Global economic prospects remain subject to various risks, including increasing 
policy uncertainty in major advanced and emerging economies, financial market disruptions and heightened 
geopolitical tensions.

At the same time, remarkable achievements have been made in combating major infectious diseases and reducing 
hunger over the past decades, which can be attributed to political commitment, strong global partnerships and sound 
social protection policies. Despite this, the world continues to face significant challenges in addressing health issues 
and under-nutrition, with nearly 800 million people suffering from hunger worldwide, and high risks of famine.

5 | Financing for development

To achieve the SDGs, development finance strategies need to go beyond filling financing gaps. While official 
development assistance will remain a vital source of external public finance for the poorest and most vulnerable 
countries, it will not be sufficient. All sources of finance – public and private, domestic and international – need to be 
mobilised. In particular, effective domestic resource mobilisation will be at the core (pdf) of financing sustainable 
development.

There is no shortage of capital in the global economy

While resources allocated for development objectives are not adequate, there is no shortage of capital in the global 
economy. The challenge is to enhance the impact of available resources, while catalysing additional sources of finance 
into investments in long-term sustainable development.

It is critical to better align private sector incentives with sustainable development objectives through strengthened 
policies and sound institutional, legal and regulatory frameworks. As a positive trend, the private sector’s involvement 

http://www.unrisd.org/80256B42004CCC77/(httpInfoFiles)/2D9B6E61A43A7E87C125804F003285F5/$file/Flagship2016_FullReport.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2016/The%20Sustainable%20Development%20Goals%20Report%202016.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2014/nov/25/sustainable-development-goals-growth-neoliberal-policies
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2014/nov/25/sustainable-development-goals-growth-neoliberal-policies
http://www.who.int/gho/publications/mdgs-sdgs/en/
http://www.who.int/gho/publications/mdgs-sdgs/en/
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_443480.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/25823/9781464810169.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/25823/9781464810169.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-displacement-hits-record-high.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-displacement-hits-record-high.html
https://www.unisdr.org/2015/docs/climatechange/COP21_WeatherDisastersReport_2015_FINAL.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full_wcover.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full_wcover.pdf


in philanthropic giving, corporate social responsibility initiatives, impact investing, and inclusive business approaches 
has been expanding.

A number of innovative multi-stakeholder partnerships such as the Global Fund and new financing mechanisms for 
development including green bonds have emerged since 2000. It will be essential to scale up the proven mechanisms 
in size, scope and geographical reach.

6 | Technological innovations

Technology is an important means for implementing the SDGs. The biggest technological advancements over the past 
decades have occurred in health, education and the environment. For example, the development of new vaccines 
against infectious diseases is estimated to save nearly 3 million lives every year. Online courses and interactive 
applications expand access to education around the globe, providing new ways of learning, teaching and collaborative 
work. Renewable energy technologies are critical in addressing climate change and its negative impacts.

While technologies have provided innovative solutions to many development problems, they have also added new 
challenges and risks, including security and privacy concerns, polarising opportunities and job replacement. Forecasts 
suggest that computers could do the work of 140 million knowledge workers by 2025, while 30% of middle-income 
jobs could be eliminated (pdf) due to innovation in artificial intelligence.

How to move forward?

The multiple crises and disasters in recent decades have highlighted unpredictability and volatility in the global 
economy, continued uncertainties and disruptions in people’s lives, and the vulnerability of development progress to 
external shocks. Against this backdrop, there is a challenge – and an opportunity – for a sophisticated policy response 
of preparedness, investment and cooperation.

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0024/002458/245825e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0024/002458/245825e.pdf
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs378/en/
https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/
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