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THE DEBATE ON ECONOMIC GROWTH  

IN THE ERA OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

1. The Cult of Growth 

The universal addiction to growth economics: Generally defined as the increase in the 

inflation-adjusted market value of the goods and services produced by an economy over time and 

calculated as the percentage rate of increase in real gross domestic product (GDP), economic 

growth is probably the most widely used indicator of the economic progress and wellbeing of 

nations. In theory, the higher the economic growth rate, the higher the employment rate, income 

per capita and living standard of the population will be, leading to reduced poverty levels and 

social inequalities.  Since those are universal basic desirables for all countries, the relentless 

pursuit of economic growth has become nothing less than a cult for governments and multilateral 

financial institutions.  For the developing countries in particular, economic growth, which is a 

quantitative measure, is generally synonymous with “economic development” - the qualitative 

and multi-dimensional process of converting growth into technological, social and institutional 

improvements necessary to achieve modernization and to climb up the ladder of industrial 

development already attained by the developed countries. This, in other words, would be “catch-

up growth”. For the mature industrialized economies, which already have practically all the 

modernity endowments which developing countries are struggling to establish (physical 

infrastructure, scientific and technological capacity, educational institutions, healthcare services, 

etc), economic growth nonetheless continues to matter, almost religiously, as a fundamental 

macroeconomic policy, along with full employment and inflation control. Because an industrial 

base is required to produce the goods and services that account for GDP, economic growth and 

industrial growth are inseparably intertwined. According to economic historians, developing 

countries have to pass through a number of stages of economic growth to catch up with the 

mature industrialized economies.  

The Stages of economic growth is the title of a book published in 1960 by Professor Walt 

Rostow who sets out a neat linear economic growth model of five stages, as follows: (1) 

traditional Society dominated by subsistence agriculture and  almost wholly a "primary" sector 

economy with limited technology; (2) pre-conditions to "take-off" characterized by the 
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development of more productive and commercial agriculture, economic processes and changing 

social structures induced by external demand for raw materials and increasing spread of 

technology and investments to expand production; (3) take-off phase whereby urbanization 

increases, industrialization proceeds, technological breakthroughs occur, industrial (secondary) 

sector expands and ratio of industrial vs. primary sectors in the economy shifts quickly towards 

the industrial sector, an example of this take-off phase being the Agriculture (Green) Revolution 

in the 1960s; (4) drive to maturity exemplified by diversification of the industrial base; multiple 

industries expand and new ones take root quickly, manufacturing shifts from investment-driven 

(capital goods) towards consumer durables and domestic consumption, rapid development of 

transportation infrastructure, large-scale investment in social infrastructure (schools, universities, 

hospitals, etc.); and (5) age of mass consumption whereby the industrial base dominates the 

economy, the primary sector is greatly diminished in economy and society, there is widespread 

and normative dependence on high-value consumer goods (e.g. automobiles), consumers 

typically (if not universally), have disposable income beyond all basic needs, urban society 

emerges as a result of movement away from rural areas to the cities. To these five phases of 

growth prescribed for the developing countries, Rostow adds yet another phase, applicable more 

to the developed countries, namely the stage “beyond consumption”, which is the age of 

diminishing relative marginal utility, high economic security and high consumption. It should be 

noted in particular that Rostow’s liberal economic framework, which uses the U.S. as frame of 

reference, almost completely abstracts environmental factors of sustainability underpinning 

economic growth. His focus is on a society’s inevitable linear march towards the age of 

capitalism, materialism and mass consumption, not on the environmental perils of industry’s 

voracious consumption of the finite resources of Nature. The environmental consequences of 

Rostow’s stage 5 of mass consumption, which all countries seek to attain, are depicted in the 

figure below on national per capita carbon emissions. The more a country moves up the growth 

ladder, the more carbon emissions it produces, so much so that the U.S., today at top of the 

ladder is by far the biggest world polluter in per capita terms. Another example is China which 

was at peace with its natural environment for thousands of years but which, in barely 30 years of 

intense fossil-fuelled industrialization in a race to catch up with the West, has become the biggest 

source of greenhouse gas emissions in absolute terms, telescoping almost 200 years of Western 

industrial achievements. Although China’s commitment to building a non-fossil dependent 
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environmental resources (the Earth’s resources), such as fossil fuels (oil, gas and coal), land and 
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then gives back WASTE to the environment through various forms of terrestrial, marine and 
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frenetic pursuit of economic growth and of an ever growing GDP. As such, the sustainable 

development debate, which has been raging since the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil, has focused on how GDP growth can be transformed from a purely resource-extractive 

production system to a restorative, regenerative and nurturing production model; on how to 

pursue economic growth without inflicting irreparable harm on the global commons and future 

generations; on how fast economic growth can be de-carbonized by deploying renewable sources 

of energy (wind power, solar, geothermal, hydroelectric or nuclear) and addressing their upfront 

capital costs; on intensifying the development of more energy-efficient and less polluting engines 

and production systems; on enthroning circular, recycling production methods which 

increasingly use waste as raw material inputs; and otherwise stretching the boundaries of science 

and technology to perform marvels that would save humanity from its self-inflicted 

environmental accidents. The sustainable development agenda, in other words, is to ensure that 

the production and consumption patterns now enjoyed mostly in the developed countries and 

coveted by the rest of humankind can be pursued within the Earth’s ecological limits, or 

“carrying capacity”.  

The hard question: Throughout history civilizations the world over and on all continents have 

risen and collapsed, mostly from within and upon themselves, without posing a threat to their 

immediate environment and to other distant lands except by military conquests. In Africa, the 

mother of humanity, humans lived peacefully within their environment for millions of years 

before they started the great trek out of the continent. Africa’s Animism (the worship of nature) 

and circular vision of the world and of life on mother Earth could not be more environment-

friendly. And it’s probably no accident that Ancient Egypt, the most lasting recorded civilization 

in the world (for over 5 millennia), built on a cyclical world view, was neither predatory nor 

destructive of the environment despite its great pyramids.  In much of the European Middle Ages 

lasting over a millennium, from the fall of the (Western) Roman Empire in the fifth Century AD 

to the take-off of the Industrial Revolution in early 18th Century, there was apparently no 

systematic documentation of the economic growth of nations. Therefore, even the now 

developed European nations were stuck in Rostow’s pre-Newtonian first stage of development 

for over a thousand years until Prometheus became unbound. The hard question therefore is this: 

what makes our current industrial civilization so exceptional to the point that in barely 300 years 

of growth it has stacked up such an impressive catalogue of dangers and threats to the human 
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race and to our Biosphere in general? Could that be an indication of a fundamental genetic defect 

in the industrial civilization, in growth economics and in the linear vision of life on spherical 

Planet Earth? Has our economic growth compulsion become a sort of hurricane hurtling us to the 

age of either mass consumption or mass suicide?  

2. Exploring Alternatives to Economic Growth  

This chapter traces the origins of the current economic model, its increasingly self-evident 

threats to the human race and the biosphere, the absence so far of a robust emergency response 

by the international community to those threats, and finally some alternative, environmentally-

friendly  lifestyles beginning to emerge in some parts of the globe.   

Origins of growth economics: While the universal pursuit of GDP growth is considered 

indispensable to the creation of employment, raising of living standards, and reduction of 

poverty rates, accumulating evidence shows that humankind has already reached the safe limits 

to economic growth in terms of the most pressing threat to the human race and the Earth’s 

ecological balance – that of a stable and clement climate system. In his book Beyond Growth, the 

American economist Herman Daly remarks the following: “in microeconomics every enterprise 

has an optimal scale beyond which it should not grow. But when we aggregate all 

microeconomic units into the macro-economy, the notion of an optimal scale, beyond which 

further growth becomes anti-economic, disappears completely”. But how did we get to this 

point? As we know, it all started with the Industrial Revolution in 18th Century Britain when 

economics of growth came into vogue. That period decisively marked the switch from the 

traditional, self-sustaining organic economy that had been the norm for humanity on all 

continents   since Neolithic times, to a technology-intensive, mineral resource depleting, and 

inorganic economy that was to characterize the Industrial Revolution. The latter thus represented 

a tectonic shift in relations between humans and their environment. By mid 19th Century when 

Britain practically ruled the world, over land and sea, the benefits to her of the Industrial 

Revolution were plain obvious to all other nations. Thus, by virtue of its systematic emulation by 

other countries, including in the British colonial empire that straddled the world, the British 

industrial model progressively emerged, to this day, as the global standard of economic progress. 

Virtually all industrialized countries of Europe and North America as well as in Asia have more 



 

or less used the script of the British Industrial Revolution (

Figure 2 on greenhouse emission trends shows how the Asian countries, in their economic efforts 

e script of the British Industrial Revolution (including its as we know better today. 

Figure 2 on greenhouse emission trends shows how the Asian countries, in their economic efforts 

6 

as we know better today. 

Figure 2 on greenhouse emission trends shows how the Asian countries, in their economic efforts  

 

 



7 
 

to catch up with the West, are repeating almost the same script of the Industrial Revolution in 

terms of their ever rising levels of pollution emissions into the atmosphere – with worldwide 

climate-change consequences. But what has been the international response to these threats to 

humanity? 

technological inventions and carbon dependence – especially coal and oil) to attain their present 

status. Figure 1 depicting economic growth trends since the 17th Century also shows by inference 

how this fossil-fuelled growth pattern progressively damaged the environment well beyond the 

industrializing countries, The international environment agenda: Over the past fifty years and 

particularly since the United Nations 1992 Earth Summit (UNCED)  in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 

the international community has certainly not been short of initiatives, conventions and global 

conferences aimed at finding and codifying solutions to save the environment from human 

depredations. But a review of the corpus of measures produced on the subject so far by the 

United Nations system, including the 2016 Paris Climate Accord, suggests business as usual, that 

is no emergency response to what clearly is an environmental emergency for humanity and 

mother Earth itself. Firstly, United Nations conferences generally tend to resemble something not 

unlike a football match between the developed and developing countries.  While the developed 

countries see bulging population growth and poverty in the developing countries as main threats 

to the environment, the developing countries see production and consumption patterns in the 

developed countries as the main peril to the environment. The developed countries focus on 

nature conservation imperatives including conservation of forest ecosystems that serve as carbon 

sinks in the developing countries, while the latter insist on “climate justice” materialized by ever 

more resource flows from the industrialized countries to the rest of the world. Moreover, 

compliance with negotiated international agreements tends to be more voluntary than mandatory, 

and the agreements themselves are not without artful escape valves, such as the requirement for 

countries to implement agreements “in accordance with their common but differentiated 

responsibilities and respective capabilities and their social and economic conditions…”. Besides 

recommending mitigation measures such as use of renewable sources of energy and building 

more energy-efficient engines and production systems, international agreements only timidly 

approach the subject of how to decouple economic growth from carbon emissions, or how far 

scientific ingenuity can  lead to a new “dematerialized” industrial revolution that would save 

planet earth. As such, the inability of UN system processes to acknowledge the fundamental 
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flaws in the currently dominant economic and political system, and to envision a transformative 

agenda for sustainable development, must be judged disappointing in a world context in serious 

need of alternative development narratives.  

The search for alternatives to growth economics:  In his Encyclical Laudato Si’, Pope Francis 

has been explicit on the need to redefine progress: “There is a need to change ‘models of global 

development’; [...] Frequently, in fact, people’s quality of life actually diminishes [...] in the 

midst of economic growth. In this context, talk of sustainable growth usually becomes a way of 

distracting attention and offering excuses. It absorbs the language and values of ecology into the 

categories of finance and technocracy, and the social and environmental responsibility of 

businesses often gets reduced to a series of marketing and image-enhancing measures.” A 

number of initiatives for environmental justice and new worldviews about development are 

emerging in various regions of the world.  As noted by one author, “deconstructing development 

opens up the door for a multiplicity of new and old notions and world views. This includes buen 

vivir, a culture of life with different names and varieties emerging from indigenous peoples in 

various regions of South America; ubuntu, with its emphasis on human mutuality (“I am because 

we are”) in East and Southern Africa; radical ecological democracy or ecological swaraj, with a 

focus on self-reliance and self-governance, in India; and degrowth, the hypothesis that we can 

live better with less and in common, in western countries. These worldviews differ sharply from 

today’s notion of development, challenging the dogmatic belief in economic growth and 

proposing in its place notions of wellbeing. They are diverse, but express common fundamental 

values, including solidarity, harmony, diversity and oneness within nature”. 

Geostrategic competition: One reason why it would be difficult to secure binding international 

environmental agreements is competition among nations and private companies, especially in the 

developed countries, for economic, technological and military parity if not superiority. 

Competition among nations and companies is the spark for the scientific and technological 

breakthroughs powering industrialization and its stupendous appetite for natural resource 

consumption. No amount of mitigation and adaptation fixes to the global climate change agenda 

is likely to change that fundamental fact of inter-state and inter-corporate competition for parity 

or dominance. If some automobile companies can deliberately cheat on gas emission tests, 

governments can do likewise to protect or advance their national and global interests. 
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The cruel irony for Africa is that it should be receiving counsel and technological knowhow 

from that part of the industrialized world primarily responsible for causing the global climate 

crisis, and which could not only prevent such crisis in the first place but had also previously 

rubbished, for centuries, Africa’s environmentally-friendly traditional ways of life and cyclical 

world view. Environmentally, Africa today has become something like a global dustbin for the 

discarded products and nature-protection concepts from the rest of the world, be it clothing, 

household appliances, or the automobiles fouling our atmosphere. Accordingly, the climate crisis 

raises to perfection the fundamental paradox blocking Africa’s development: we have the 

resources and traditional life-support systems needed for our development but other continents 

and nations must first use them for their advancement and then sell the scrap to us. That’s no 

way to build development. So we must return to the drawing board and start charting our 

development path and strategy all over again, from the village level upwards. 

 

3. Decoding the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

 

Transforming our world: On 21 October 2015 United Nations Member States adopted 

Resolution A/RES/70/1 entitled “Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development”. This call to action to transform our world is a universal development agenda  

which replaced the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) adopted in the year 2000. The 

MDGs, eight in number, sought to:  (1) eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; (2) achieve 

universal primary education; (3) promote gender equality and empower women; (4) reduce child 

mortality; (5) improve maternal health; (6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; (7) 

ensure environmental sustainability; and (8) develop a global partnership for development. If 

these Goals lapsed in 2015, it does not mean they had been attained universally, far from it. UN 

performance assessment reports on MDG implementation revealed a number of weaknesses not 

only in terms of deficient national statistical services, particularly in Africa, but also in terms of 

substantial variations within country and regional situations. Moreover, comparing the 

performance of countries with very different development achievements and endowments 

appeared somewhat problematic. That notwithstanding, MDG implementation reports suggest 

that African countries made significant progress towards the MDGs, particularly in primary 

school enrolments and control of HIV infections, but nevertheless fell short of attaining most of 
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the Goals. Africa as a whole achieved rather dismal outcomes in poverty reduction efforts 

despite its upbeat economic growth rates during most of the MDG period. Under Goal 8, the 

developed donor countries did not perform any better since official development aid flows to 

Africa remained stagnant at best in the past decade.  

From MDGs to SDGs: The new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), numbering 17 and 

subsuming 69 targets, became effective on 1 January 2016 and, like the MDGs, will also cover 

15 years. They aim to: (1) end poverty in all its forms everywhere; (2) end hunger, achieve food 

security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture; (3) ensure healthy lives and 

promote well-being for all at all ages; (4) ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all; (5) achieve gender equality and empower all 

women and girls; (6) ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for 

all; (7) ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all; (8) promote 

sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and 

decent work for all; (9) build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation; (10)  reduce inequality within and among countries;  (11) 

make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable;  (12) ensure 

sustainable consumption and production patterns; (13) take urgent action to combat climate 

change and its impacts; (14) conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources 

for sustainable development; (15) protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 

ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 

degradation and halt biodiversity loss; (16) promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 

sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and 

inclusive institutions at all levels; and (17) strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize 

the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development. While the MDGs placed more emphasis on 

health issues, the SDGs do so on environmental issues, including especially the concept of 

sustainable development. Indeed the adjective “sustainable” is used about 100 times in the 35-

page UN resolution adopting the SDGs. 

What is sustainable development?: This is a vast and sometimes controversial topic. The 

academia, national and international development organizations, and government policy circles 

constantly grapple with the concept of sustainable development as well as with its myriad public 

policy implications. By standard dictionary definition, sustainable development is economic 
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development that is conducted without depleting natural resources on which the development 

process itself depends. However, the significance of the concept captured global attention 

following the release in 1987 of the Brundtland Report (of the UN World Commission on the 

Environment and Development – Our Common Future), which defined “sustainable 

development” to mean  “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Agenda 21 of the UN Conference on 

the Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio do Janeiro in 1992 (otherwise known as the 

Earth Summit) also contributed to globalize and popularize the concept, so much so that 

President Bill Clinton of the United States, for example, found it necessary in June 1993 to 

establish a Council on Sustainable Development to advise him on sustainable development issues 

and develop "bold, new approaches to achieve our economic, environmental, and equity goals”. 

The first two of the 15 principles adopted by the Presidential Council are worthy of note as they 

command universal relevance: (1) We must preserve and, where possible, restore the integrity of 

natural systems – soils, water, air, and biological diversity – which sustain both economic 

prosperity and life itself; (2)Economic growth, environmental protection and social equity 

should be interdependent, mutually reinforcing national goals, and policies to achieve these 

goals should be integrated. But there are also diehard dissenters who see in the sustainable 

development agenda more vague dialectics than sharp analysis. For example, Professor Lester 

Thurow of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (U.S.) assails the conceptual foundation of  

sustainable development and its related goal, among others, of curbing global warming or 

climate change: “if there is global warming, whatever is done today won’t have any positive 

effects for many years. The discounted net present value of a dollar’s worth of disaster 

prevention fifty years from now is precisely zero. Spending money to prevent problems that far in 

the future doesn’t make economic sense in capitalism. The humans alive then will instead spend 

whatever money they have to adjust to their new realities. Cities will be abandoned and moved if 

necessary. The breadbaskets of the world will be located in different places. Long-term trends 

toward living more in man-made inside environments and less in uncontrollable outside 

environments will accelerate. Lifestyles will change. ‘Let tomorrow look after tomorrow’ will be 

the rallying cry. Whatever the future costs, they are uncertain, amorphous, and will affect 

someone else anyway” (excerpted from his book: Creating Wealth). This quote is something like 

a preview of the fate of the SDGs and of the U.S. Council on Sustainable Development under 
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Donald Trump, the current U.S. President. Meanwhile, the UN has spoken with near-perfect 

unanimity. It has with grandiloquence proclaimed a vision for humanity using galvanizing 

formulations of celestial reach. 

 

The UN Vision - verbatim:  In these (sustainable development) Goals and targets, we are 

setting out a supremely ambitious and transformational vision. We envisage a world free of 

poverty, hunger, disease and want, where all life can thrive. We envisage a world free of fear and 

violence. A world with universal literacy. A world with equitable and universal access to quality 

education at all levels, to health care and social protection, where physical, mental and social 

well-being are assured. A world where we reaffirm our commitments regarding the human right 

to safe drinking water and sanitation and where there is improved hygiene; and where food is 

sufficient, safe, affordable and nutritious. A world where human habitats are safe, resilient and 

sustainable and where there is universal access to affordable, reliable and sustainable energy.  

We envisage a world of universal respect for human rights and human dignity, the rule of law, 

justice, equality and non-discrimination; of respect for race, ethnicity and cultural diversity; and 

of equal opportunity permitting the full realization of human potential and contributing to shared 

prosperity. A world which invests in its children and in which every child grows up free from 

violence and exploitation. A world in which every woman and girl enjoys full gender equality 

and all legal, social and economic barriers to their empowerment have been removed. A just, 

equitable, tolerant, open and socially inclusive world in which the needs of the most vulnerable 

are met. We envisage a world in which every country enjoys sustained, inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth and decent work for all. A world in which consumption and production 

patterns and use of all natural resources – from air to land, from rivers, lakes and aquifers to 

oceans and seas – are sustainable. One in which democracy, good governance and the rule of 

law, as well as an enabling environment at the national and international levels, are essential for 

sustainable development, including sustained and inclusive economic growth, social 

development, environmental protection and the eradication of poverty and hunger. One in which 

development and the application of technology are climate-sensitive, respect biodiversity and are 

resilient. One in which humanity lives in harmony with nature and in which wildlife and other 

living species are protected  (excerpt from UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/70/1 of 21 

October 2015). 
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4. Are we Prepared for the Looming  

Economic Impact of Climate Change in Africa? 

Climate Change or  Global Warming, as used interchangeably in the present piece, means the 

worldwide increase in the average temperature of the earth’s surface, atmosphere, and oceans 

since the past 200 years or so. Scientists trace this unprecedented phenomenon primarily to 

anthropogenic (or man-made) causes arising from the combustion of fossil fuels (coal, oil, 

natural gas, etc), to provide the energy that has powered the industrial civilization since its onset 

in Britain in the 18th Century. The burning of these fossil fuels,  which to this day are still the 

major sources of energy for industrial processes, electricity generation, land, sea and air 

transportation  systems,  releases gases (greenhouse gas emissions), such as carbon dioxide, 

which build up in the atmosphere, trapping too much of the sun’s heat and raising the Earth’s 

temperature. As the earth heats up, it alters rainfall and other weather and climate patterns, 

threatening human, animal and plant life (the natural ecosystem) with potentially disastrous 

consequences. To a much lesser extent, land-use alterations, such as deforestation or intensive 

farming systems, also contribute to global warming. But environmental danger sirens ring back 

to the 1970s. 

 

The 1972 Declaration of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in 

Stockholm, Sweden, raised a prescient alarm of what we are witnessing today as follows : « In 

our time, man's capability to transform his surroundings, if used wisely, can bring to all peoples 

the benefits of development and the opportunity to enhance the quality of life. Wrongly or 

heedlessly applied, the same power can do incalculable harm to human beings and the human 

environment. We see around us growing evidence of man-made harm in many regions of the 

earth: dangerous levels of pollution in water, air, earth and living beings; major and undesirable 

disturbances to the ecological balance of the biosphere; destruction and depletion of irreplaceable 

resources; and gross deficiencies, harmful to the physical, mental and social health of man, in the 

man-made environment, particularly in the living and working environment. Through ignorance 

or indifference we can do massive and irreversible harm to the earthly environment on which our 

life and well being depend ». 
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This 1972 United Nations Conference, which led to the establishment the same year of the 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), did not mention the more specific danger to 

humanity of climate change because at the time the hard science of climate change was still work 

in progress.  It was not until 16 years later that the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) was established in 1988 under the aegis of UNEP and the World 

Meteorological Organization (WMO). IPCC, whose substantive work is conducted by reputed 

climate scientists, is the leading United Nations body for the assessment of climate change; it 

provides credible scientific information on the current state of knowledge in climate change and 

its potential environmental and socio-economic impacts. According to its last assessment 

(2015) : « Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950s many of the 

observed changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia. The atmosphere and oceans have 

warmed, the amounts of snow and ice have diminished, sea level has risen... The atmospheric 

concentrations of carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide (greenhouse gases) have increased 

to levels unprecedented in at least the last 800,000 years. Carbon dioxide concentrations have 

increased by 40% since pre-industrial times, primarily from fossil fuel emissions and secondarily 

from net land use change emissions. The ocean has absorbed about 30% of the emitted 

anthropogenic carbon dioxide, causing ocean acidification... ». 

 

The World Bank (WDR 2010), offers an even more frightful assessment : « For nearly one 

million years before the Industrial Revolution, the carbon dioxide concentration in the 

atmosphere ranged between 170 and 280 parts per million (ppm). Levels are now far above that 

range – 387 ppm, and the rate of increase may be accelerating. Under the high-emissions 

scenarios, concentrations by the end of the 21st century could exceed those experienced on the 

planet for tens of millions of years ».  

 

Are we prepared for the dangers of climate change? Climate change has become a pressing 

global concern no longer limited to academic circles and international conferences. It is 

increasingly perceptible in Africa where severe drought conditions increasingly threaten farming 

and food security systems in parts of the region.  In Cameroon, for example, farmers in the 

different agro-ecological zones of the country have been complaining for the past several years 

of anomalous weather patterns, unpredictable planting and harvest seasons, and declining crop 
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yields. Even more terrifying as pointer to the danger facing Africa is what is now happening to 

Lake Chad. Since 1960 this major freshwater body straddling the borders of Cameroon, Chad, 

Niger, and Nigeria, and sustaining directly and indirectly the livelihoods of over 60 million 

people in the best of times, has since shrunk by almost 90 per cent, from a surface area of 25,000 

km2 to just 1,350 km2 at present, mostly due to the multiple effects caused by changes in the 

climate system. The consequences have been disastrous: dwindling water supply, crop failures, 

livestock deaths, collapsed fisheries, soil salinity, increasing poverty throughout the Lake Chad 

basin, and inevitable human migrations to “greener pastures” within and outside the continent. 

  

Although global warming and its consequences are worldwide, scientific projections suggest that 

Africa is likely to be the region most at risk since its economies are mostly dependent on the 

natural resource base now threatened by climate change. As the least developed of the world’s 

regions, Africa will also be especially hard-pressed to adjust. Although it produces less than 4 

per cent of the world’s present greenhouse gases, its diverse climates and ecological systems 

have already been altered almost permanently, Lake Chad being a prime example. The projected 

impact on water supply might be the most worrying. Although Africa is fortunate to have large 

reserves of untapped water and some dry areas are likely to benefit from increased rain, the Sahel 

and other arid and semi-arid areas of the continent are predicted to become even drier, that is at a 

time a full one third of Africans already live in drought-prone regions. The frequency and gravity 

of floods, especially in Southern Africa, are expected to divert resources from development to 

emergency relief.  Africa’s agriculture, which is already handicapped by rain-fed irrigation, poor 

soils and antiquated technology and farming methods, will very likely wilt as droughts and 

flooding worsen, temperatures and growing seasons change, and farmers and herders are forced 

off their land. All of which could well spell a series of humanitarian and economic disasters on 

an unprecedented scale on a continent where agriculture accounts for 70 per cent of employment 

and generates export earnings and industrial raw materials besides food supplies. By some 

predictions, farmers will harvest just 50 per cent of current yields by 2020 in some countries.  
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How effective is the global response?   The 1992 United Nations Conference on the 

Environment and Development (UNCED), otherwise known as the “Earth Summit”, held in Rio 

de Janeiro, Brazil, blazed the trail with a global agenda that has mobilized and guided national 

and international efforts to save Mother Earth from the increasingly destructive impact of human 

activity in the name of progress since the onset of the Industrial Revolution in  Britain in the 18th 

Century. Among other outcomes, UNCED gave birth to three key international conventions, 

namely the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC); the United 

Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD); and the United Nations Convention 

on Biological Diversity (UNCBD). For Africa, however, this global Agenda appears rather like a 

half-baked solution because it contains gaping potholes. Here are a few examples: 

 The Agenda does not adequately address the critical civilization issue of opulent 

lifestyles in the developed industrialized countries and the attendant economic production 

and consumption patterns which are the root cause of the over-exploitation of the Earth’s 

natural resources and pollution of the global commons. In other words, so long as the 

simple, nature-reverent lifestyle to be found in a typical African village continues to be 

derided (almost universally, including in Africa itself), as “primitive” or “backward”, 

there can be little hope that the industrial civilization now destroying Mother Earth can 

ever be tamed or reversed to save humanity from the precipice of collective suicide.  
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 The mitigation, adaptation and other measures decided at successive international 

conferences do not amount to the type of emergency solution needed to address the 

global emergency created by climate change, particularly for the most vulnerable 

countries concentrated in Africa. Converting the production sector and household uses 

from fossil-fuel dependency to renewable energy sources, making the transport industry 

more energy-efficient and less polluting, and shifting production strategies from earth-

extractive to earth-nurturing approaches or from linear to circular economic systems, for 

example, may be laudable efforts, but do not stretch far enough to qualify as robust 

measures to prevent a global climate crisis. Banning the use of coal on earth altogether, 

grounding private automobile for several months each year in all countries, limiting air 

travel once a week per continent, and other similarly far-reaching measures that would be 

binding on all countries, would reflect the gravity of purpose of the international 

community to combat climate change with appropriate weapons. Such solutions would 

however be unacceptable to the industrialized and industrializing countries for self-

evident macro-economic reasons such as the need to protect jobs and spur economic 

growth. 

 Competition among nations and private companies, especially in the developed countries, 

for economic, technological and military parity if not superiority provides a dominant 

impetus for the scientific and technological breakthroughs powering industrialization and 

its stupendous appetite for natural resource consumption. No amount of mitigation and 

adaptation fixes to the global climate change agenda is likely to change that fundamental 

fact of inter-state geostrategic competition. 


