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Topic A: Developing sustainably: balancing environmental and developmental goals with the 
help of science and technology  
  
In 2015 the UN established 17 sustainable development goals for the world that it aims to achieve by 
2030. These goals include no poverty, decent economic growth and climate action amongst others. 
To many there appears to be a trade-off between goals associated with economic development and 
the need to act on the impending and immense threat associated with climate change. Conventional 
wisdom holds that CO2 emissions are high because fossil fuels are the cheapest fuels. In order to 
reduce CO2 emissions, we have to use regulation to prevent corporate entities and countries from 
using fossil fuels. However, economic growth depends heavily on access to energy; by preventing 
firms from using the cheapest forms of energy we are stunting their ability to develop and generate 
economic growth. To many, this trade-off is one that has already been made by Europe and America 
through the economic development and high levels of CO2 emissions that have prevailed since the 
Industrial Revolution. Hence, it is argued that it is not reasonable for developed countries in Europe 
to impose emissions goals on the developing world if it means curtailing their development. This point 
has particular force when we consider the role that European colonialism has had to play in impairing 
the progress of the developing world. 
 
In spite of this, climate change poses a deeper threat to the wellbeing of developing countries than it 
does to developed ones. Rising sea levels pose a threat to millions living in cities like Lagos or Kolkata 
(Calcutta), the potential impact on crop production threatens to undo the fight against hunger, 
cyclones will worsen in South East Asia and monsoons will become more severe in West Africa. On 
this basis it seems that environmental goals are a sub-section of developmental ones rather than being 
totally distinct from them. This complicates matters significantly and introduces complex ethical, 
economic, political and technological questions. Must we sacrifice developmental goals in favour of 
environmental ones if it means leaving the current generation in poverty? Alternatively, can we 
stomach development that will ultimately cost our children and grandchildren; it is unclear how we 
should account for the interests of people that have not been born yet. Do developing countries have 
a responsibility to act in the interests of other countries that will be affected by climate change? Should 
developed countries subsidise the use of green technology for developing ones?  
 
Science and technology play an enormous role in ensuring that the answers to these questions are not 
binary. The existence of a trade-off between developmental and environmental goals depends on fossil 
fuels being cheaper than non-fossil fuels. Through advancements in solar panel, wind turbine, 
geothermal and other sustainable technologies, we can alleviate the burden of meeting these climate 
goals. If science and technology can make sustainable energy cheaper and more viable for developing 
countries than fossil fuels are, then this trade off can be made less severe. The Porter hypothesis argues 
that government regulation that places limits on CO2 emissions can spur innovation, encouraging 
businesses to innovate and develop new clean technologies that are cheaper than their carbon-based 
alternatives, thus spurring economic growth. However, in part because of a lack of data, the evidence 
in support of this hypothesis is inconclusive. The UN has an important role to play in conducting 
research on the hypothesis and other climate related questions. It also has a role to play in ensuring 
international co-operation on scientific and technological research, as well as ensuring that developing 
countries have access to the same technologies as developed ones.  



 

 

Topic B: A more connected world: learning from the rapid adoption of telecommunications 
in the developing world and applying this knowledge to finding solutions to other 
development goals 
 
The potential for telecommunications and broadband access to enhance economic development is 
well documented and well researched. Indeed, it has been suggested that “a developing country that 
had an average of 10 more mobile phones per 100 population between 1996 and 2003 would have 
enjoyed per capita GDP growth that was 0.59 percent higher than an otherwise identical country”. 
The ability to communicate more quickly provides firms with new ways of organising production. It 
also provides consumers with a greater awareness of price levels. Transaction costs fall as individuals 
are able to pay using mobile or online banking, allowing them to trade different things in ways that 
they would have otherwise been unable to do. Furthermore, the fact that broadband and mobile usage 
is considerably cheaper than landline connection means that developing countries are more likely to 
adopt wireless means of communication immediately. Research suggests that this so called “leap-
frogging” has allowed developing countries to converge to wealthier countries at a faster rate. Unlike 
developed countries, they have not had to transition to landline and then to wireless, instead 
transitioning directly to wireless.  
 
This boost to economic growth makes the importance of telecommunications and broadband access 
a clear imperative in international development; requiring the collaboration of governments, large 
telecommunications firms and local businesses. Indeed, the UN has recognised the importance of this 
goal in part by establishing internet access as a human right in 2011. Broadband access has improved 
enormously throughout the developing world in the last decade. As of 2018 60% of citizens in the 
world’s poorest countries have 3G access, showing clear progress on the UN’s 9th sustainable 
development goal to “[b]uild resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization and foster innovation.” This success is illustrative of the impact that technology can 
have in achieving development goals. Furthermore, telecommunications and broadband provide 
networks that new technologies and innovations are able to make use of.  Research has shown that 
data gathered from broadband usage can be used to accurately predict literacy rates. Healthcare 
outcomes can improve because of increased connectivity between providers and consumers.  Online 
banking has allowed farmers and small business owners access to credit through various 
“microfinance” schemes. The ability to distribute files and information quickly also has enormous 
potential for improving education access in developing countries through remote training. There is a 
wide array of existing and developing technologies that require broadband access that can help 
advance progress in achieving the UN’s sustainable development goals, having the potential to 
improve education, healthcare and economic welfare.  
 
It should be the UN’s priority to assess the potential impact of technologies that might help achieve 
the sustainable development goals, as well as to distribute existing technologies to improve 
developmental outcomes. This requires collaboration with governments and the private sector. 
 


