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Evolution of sustainable development concept

Sustainable development has been a recurring theme in the international 
sphere in different mutations. The Brundtland Commission also known as 
the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) defined 
sustainable development as ‘the development that meets the needs of the pres-
ent without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs’1 (WCED 1987: 3; Owosuyi 2015). Also, sustainable development 
‘is an evolving concept that has gained prominent status, but lacks consensus 
as to its precise meaning’2 (Oniemola and Tasie 2020). One major reason for 
the lack of consensus on definitions of sustainable development is the distinct 
connotations and understanding of sustainable development in developed and 
developing countries (Ako 2012: 9).3 The various interpretations of sustain-
able development can be divided into diverse slants including ideological, 
institutional, and academic camps and the essence of these interpretations 
is that world is faced with an environmental crisis that requires a systemic 
shift in the way society lives (Mebratu 1998; Gellers and Cheatham 2018).4 
However, the notion of sustainable development has been in existence for 
many years (Du Pisani 2006).5 The term ‘sustainable development’ is a buzz 
word for a plethora of issues (Owosuyi 2015).6

The Stockholm Declaration in 1972 embodies a set of principles to guide 
the people in the protection and preservation of their environment (Atapattu 
2019).7 Hence, this Declaration ‘formed the foundation of modern inter-
national environmental law and shaped its direction (Atapattu 2019: 218).8 
Though, term ‘sustainable development’ is not explicitly mentioned in the 
Declaration, it has engendered the initial elucidation of issues relating to sus-
tainable development in the international sphere (Atapattu 2019).9

Notwithstanding the various criticisms of the various definitions of sus-
tainable development, the definition by WCED has become the most com-
monly accepted definition (Oniemola and Tasie 2020).10 Furthermore, the 
publication of ‘Our Common Future’ by the WCED in 1987 popularised the 
sustainable development paradigm and ‘researches into the concept in a holis-
tic manner’ (Ako 2012: 13).11 This definition is said to promote sustainable 
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development as an environmental concept (Owosuyi 2015).12 Furthermore, 
developments in the international sphere have extended the remit of the 
concept of sustainable development to include environmental protection, 
equality or social inclusion, and economic development/growth (Owosuyi 
2015; Atapattu 2019).13 The 1992 UN Conference on the Environment and 
Development (UNCED) held in Rio in Brazil is said to have established the 
links between environment and development (Ako 2012).14 Furthermore, the 
Rio Declaration (which is one of the outcomes of the conference) is ‘credited 
with recognising sustainable development in terms of the economic, envi-
ronmental, and social dimensions of development’ (Owosuyi 2015: 2012)15 
In essence, sustainable development is a tool for resolving the conflicts arising 
from the three sectors comprising the economy, environment, and social 
(Gellers and Cheatham 2018).16 This is a challenge which exists in many 
developing countries wherein more often than not, economic considera-
tions are the overarching considerations in the implementation of sustainable 
development paradigm in such countries.

There have been recent UN conferences on sustainable development, which 
includes Johannesburg in 2002 and the Rio +20 Conference in 2012 (Scheyvens 
et al 2016).17 In 2012, countries attending the Rio +20 Conference are engaged 
in the process that would lead to the development of the sustainable devel-
opment goals (SDGs) to replace the millennium development goals (MDGs) 
which were due to expire in 2015 (Scheyvens et al 2016).18 The sustainable 
development paradigm is now fully embedded within the United Nations sys-
tem with the development of the SDGs (Oniemola and Tasie 2020).19

The 193-Member United Nations General Assembly formally adopted the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development on 25 September 2015, along with 
a set of bold new SDGs. The former Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon hailed 
this as a universal, integrated, and transformative vision for a better world. In 
January 2016, the 17 SDGs of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
came into force with the hope that within the next 15 years, these new goals 
apply universally, and countries will intensify efforts to end all forms of ‘pov-
erty, fight inequalities and tackle climate change, while ensuring no one is left 
behind’ (United Nations Website).20 Some of these global (and inter-connected) 
goals include end to poverty, gender equality, and quality education amongst 
others. The three dimensions or slants of sustainable development – social, eco-
nomic, and environment are also embedded in the SDGs framework (Omisore 
2018).21 The SDGs encompass the view that for meaningful development or 
growth to occur globally, a systemic shift is needed to enhance or promote 
stronger global environmental governance and ensuring an efficient integra-
tion of the social, economic and environmental slants of sustainable develop-
ment (UNEP 2015).22 The SDGs are integrated, indivisible, and compulsory 
and balance the three slants of sustainable development: economic, social, and 
environmental (United Nations 2015).23 Hence, none is more significant than 
the other. Furthermore, the SDGs are grounded on five ‘Ps’ – People, Planet, 
Prosperity, Peace, and Partnership (Atapattu 2019).24
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The SDGs are the heirs to the MDGs and have been hailed as one of the 
major achievements of the international community (Gellers and Cheatham 
2018; Zanten and Tulder 2018).25 The SDGs were a culmination of an exten-
sive consultation and stakeholder participation (Kharas and Zhang 2014).26 This 
consultation process involved a plethora of groups not limited to governments, 
civil society, companies, and knowledge institutes amongst others, including 
the views of more than one million people across the world (Zanten and Tulder 
2018).27 Here, the extensive consultation amongst other measures involved 
over 4.5 million online responses to a survey (My World Survey) conducted 
by the UNDP (Kharas and Zhang 2014).28 This consultation process has been 
termed ‘hyper-participatory’ (Quint 2014: 114)29 and lauded by a plethora of 
scholars (Zanten and Tulder 2018).30 Thus, unlike the MDGs which involved 
a top-down development process involving a few stakeholders (Kharas and 
Zang 2014; McArthur 2014),31 the development of the SDGs was a bottom-up  
process and a more consultative process than the MDGs (Scheyvens et al 2016).32 
Furthermore, unlike the MDGs, the SDGs are firmly anchored on human 
rights (Atapattu 2019).33 Notwithstanding the strengths of the SDGs, it has 
been criticised for not being ambitious enough or too ambitious (Copenhagen 
Consensus 2016 in Zanten and Tulder 2018, 208),34 ‘worse than useless’ (The 
Economist 2015 in Gellers and Cheatham 2018)35 and Easterly (2015) pejora-
tively stated that the acronym ‘SDG’ stands for ‘Senseless, Dreamy, Garbled.’36

Arguably, the SDGs are fundamentally different from earlier mutations of 
the sustainable development initiatives in the international sphere including 
the MDGs and the Washington Consensus (Zanten and Tulder 2018).37 The 
prevailing view is that the SDGs ‘instigate a shift from a state-centred, duty-
based, and negatively framed agreement aimed at ‘developing countries,’ to 
a partnering-centred, opportunity-based, and more positively framed ambi-
tion aimed at developed as well as developing countries’ (Zanten and Tulder 
2018; Langan 2017).38

Rationale for book

Despite its massive oil wealth and revenues, Nigerian citizens remain mired 
in poverty. Corruption, maladministration, and the inability of successive 
governments in Nigeria to adequately distribute the enormous wealth it has 
earned to its citizens have worsened the poverty rates in the country.

Notwithstanding that the SDGs are not legally binding, governments are 
expected to be the engine or take ownership of the framework. Governments 
are to establish national frameworks for the actualisation of these global 
goals. The federal government of Nigeria has produced various reports 
on the implementation of SDGs in Nigeria and the first report is titled the 
‘Implementation of the SDGs: A National Voluntary Review 2017.’ This 
report stated that the government had achieved some key milestones, how-
ever, some challenges still plague the successful implementation of the SDGs 
framework in Nigeria. Some of these challenges include over-reliance on the 
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oil and gas sector, infrastructural deficits and technological gaps, economic 
recession, and humanitarian crisis.

In June 2020, the second Voluntary National Review (VNR) was pub-
lished (VNR 2020).39 The second VNR focuses on poverty (SDG-1) and 
an inclusive economy (SDG-8); health and well-being (SDG-3); education 
(SDG-4) and gender equality (SDG-5); enabling environment of peace and 
security (SDG-16); and partnerships (SDG-17). President Buhari in the sec-
ond VNR avers that some ‘relevant institutional frameworks, such as the 
Nigeria Integrated Sustainable Development Goals (iSDG) Model and the 
re-alignment of the National Statistical System (NSS) with the requirements 
of the SDGs have been put in place to guide effective implementation of 
the SDGs in Nigeria’ and his administration is committed to mainstream-
ing the SDGs into the country’s medium and long-term development plans 
(VNR 2020).40 Arguably, recent events such as the coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and the economic crisis/economic recession in 
Nigeria due to the falling oil prices will have detrimental effects on the ability 
of the Nigerian government to fully implement the SDGs in the country.

More so, a major challenge militating against the successful attainment of the 
SDGs in Nigeria has been said to be lack of awareness and inadequate sensitisa-
tion of the citizens on the practical benefits of the framework (Aramide 2017).41 
Thus, collaboration of various actors should not be limited to ‘national, state 
and local governments, the private sector, the academia, civil society as average 
everyday citizens have a stake in achieving Agenda 2030’ (Aramide 2017).42

A series of long-term trends, from climate change to demographics, are 
already reshaping the national landscape for policymakers and practitioners, just 
as they set their sights on implementing the SDGs by 2030. A slowdown in 
the economies of countries around the world, migration, and consequences of 
fragile states and societies – ranging from public health crises, natural hazards, 
crime to terrorism – will all impact how the SDGs can be implemented. The 
gravity of these challenges cannot be underestimated. When there are 17 goals, 
169 targets, and 230 indicators, what you need is a process that simplifies com-
plexity. Consequently, the implementation of the SDGs in Nigeria requires a 
multidisciplinary and holistic approach. Issues around natural disasters, migra-
tion, demographic changes, social inequality, gender inequality, climate change, 
sustainable cities, rural economics, economic growth, and environmental and 
social justice need to be considered in a more ‘interconnected’ manner.

Partnerships (e.g. between academia, public sector, private sector, civic 
society, and local communities) need to be developed to achieve sustainable 
SDGs outputs. As such, one of the aims of this book is to develop a net-
work of practitioners, academics, private sector, and civil society to under-
take research to better inform that aid the development of SDGs in Nigeria. 
In furtherance of this objective, in 2018, two of the editors of this book (Dr 
Eghosa Ekhator and Professor Servel Miller) were awarded a University of 
Chester Global Challenges grant to organise a workshop on the implementa-
tion of SDGs in Nigeria. This workshop took place in December 2018, at the 
University of Benin, Nigeria. This workshop was organised in collaboration 
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with the SDGs office/department (formerly headed by Prof Igbinosa, a 
co-editor of this book) at the University of Benin, Nigeria. The workshop 
focused on the challenges militating against the successful implementation 
of the SDGs framework in Nigeria. This workshop involved stakeholders 
from the academia, civil society, religious organisations, community-based 
organisations, the private sector, and the government towards addressing the 
key challenges for implementing the SDGs. One of the anticipated outcomes 
of the workshop was the publication of an edited book focusing on some of 
the issues discussed in the workshop. Hence, this book is done in furtherance 
of meeting this aim of the workshop.

Scope of book

Contributions to the book contain conceptual analyses and the implemen-
tation of SDGs in Nigeria. The goal is to present comparative historical and 
contemporary accounts that will enable cross-exchange of ideas, practices, 
and innovative solutions for sustainable development and improving its effec-
tiveness for developing and emerging economies, especially Nigeria. This 
book explores progress (and/or lack thereof ) linked to key SDGs, most rele-
vant to Nigeria and hopefully serve as platform, for cross-disciplinary, inter-
agency academic-industry-government collaboration.

This book is divided into five parts that contain 14 chapters with contri-
butions from diverse disciplines. The first chapter which is the introduction 
is jointly written by the editors of this book – Eghosa O. Ekhator, Servel 
Miller, and Etinosa Igbinosa. The first chapter gives a general overview of the 
book and discusses the evolution of the sustainable development paradigm. 
The second chapter titled ‘The Legal Framework for the implementation of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Framework in Nigeria’ is jointly 
written by Prof Nathaniel Inegbedion and Dr Godwin Umoru. This chapter 
focuses on the examination of the implementation mechanisms of the SDGs 
framework in Nigeria.

The third chapter of the book is by Juliet Aimienrovbiye and Odunagbon 
Theodora Osagie and titled ‘Food Security through Technological Innovations 
in Agriculture: What role for law?’ This chapter explores the place of techno-
logical solutions like high-yielding crop varieties, development of new bio-
technology based on genetic modification in enhancing food production and 
ultimately, food security. The fourth chapter is titled ‘Implementing the Teaching 
Manpower Policy in Nigeria: An imperative for Sustainable Development’ and 
written by Dr Philip Igenegbai and Dr Michael Osakpamwan Osasuyi. This 
chapter focuses on the role of teachers as catalyst in promoting quality edu-
cation. Teachers translate education programmes and policies of government 
to the next generation. This implies that competent teaching manpower or 
personnel is sacrosanct to achieving quality education and achieving the SDGs.

Chapter 5 is titled ‘The Environment, Climate Change, and 
Underdevelopment of Nigerian Cities’ and written by Ibukun Ajayi, Dr Eguonor 
Oleabhiele, and Eseosa Enobakhare. This chapter examines the environment, 
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issues of climate change and its impact on the underdevelopment of Nigerian 
cities. The paper relied on secondary sources for data collection. The sixth 
chapter is written by Prof Vincent N. Chigor, Chidiebele E.I., Nwankwo, Dr 
Chinyere B. Chigor, Chizoba A. Ozochi, Prof Nkechinyere O. Nweze, Dr 
Ebele C. Amaechina and Prof Jonah C. Agunwamba.. This chapter is titled 
‘Towards Successful Delivery of Clean Drinking Water by 2030 in Nigeria: 
Dealing with the Challenges of Climate Change and Poor Environmental 
Practices.’ This chapter reviews the journey towards the provision of clean/
potable water in Nigeria and highlights climate change and poor environ-
mental practices as critical challenges to the successful delivery of clean/pota-
ble water by 2030. The seventh chapter is written by Dr Edward Okumagba 
and titled ‘Examining Global Court Practices in Reducing Climate Change 
Impacts through Litigation: Lessons for Nigeria.’ This chapter discusses the 
various attempts at regulating climate change issues in Nigeria, and the attitude 
of Nigerian courts in environmental protection issues.

Chapter 8 is titled ‘Towards Corporate Sustainability in Nigerian 
Corporations: Opportunities and Disruptions’ and written by Dr Oludara 
Akanmidu and Dr Simisola Akintoye. This chapter investigates the oppor-
tunities and disruptions to corporate sustainability focusing on the prevalent 
form of business – the corporation. Chapter 9 is titled ‘Taxation and the 
Implementation of Sustainable Development Goals in Nigeria’ and written 
by Emo Idornigie Pearce and Dr Chisa Onyejekwe. This chapter advocates 
the need to strengthen tax laws for optimal contribution to economic growth 
and equally promote SDGs in Nigeria. Chapter 10 is titled ‘SDGs and Private 
Public Partnerships in Nigeria’ and written by Dr Newman U. Richards. 
This chapter discusses the need to engage the private sector in resource mobi-
lisation to fund the SDGs in Nigeria.

Chapter 11 is titled ‘SDG3 and Maternal Health Rights: A Biosocial 
Approach to ending the VVF Scourge in Northern Nigeria’ and written by 
Dr Hadiza Hamma. This chapter sets out to analyse the state of maternal 
health in Nigeria through the lens of the United Nations SDGs. Chapter 12 is 
titled ‘Churches and the Achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) in Nigeria – Nigerian Religious Institutions and the Achievement of 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)’ and written by Omole Iyayi and Dr 
Pedi Obani. This chapter examines the increasing focus on the role of religious 
institutions (in this context, churches) in promoting the SDGs in Nigeria.

Chapter 13 is titled ‘Assessing University of Benin Staff Awareness of the Role 
of Education in Sustainable Development, Edo State, Nigeria’ and written by Dr 
Omoyebagbe Rosaline Dania and Prof Esther Obiageli Okobia. This chapter 
examines the level of the University staff awareness of the role of education in 
sustainable development and if there is a demographic difference between male 
and female awareness of the concept of sustainable development.

The final chapter (Chapter 14) is titled ‘Towards an Inclusive 
Implementation of Sustainable Oceans, Seas, and Marine Resources – SDG14: A 
Holistic Approach in Nigeria’ and written by Dr Ifesinachi Okafor-Yarwood 
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and Clement Sefa-Nyarko. This chapter seeks to explore efforts by the 
Nigerian state to attain SDG 14 and the potential implications of working 
towards a sustainable marine environment.

Notes
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