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SUSTAINABLE PARTNERSHIP: SECURITY, 
DEVELOPMENT AND THE FUTURE

By Johan Bergenas
In 2000, diplomats at the United Nations adopted eight development 
goals aimed at poverty reduct ion, educat ion, nutr it ion, gender equality 
and safeguarding the environment in the world’s poorest countr ies. An 
impressive consort ium of governments, mult i lateral organizat ions, phi l-
anthropic foundations, nongovernmental organizat ions and even celeb-
r it ies answered the U.N.’s cal l to implement the so-cal led Mil lennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). In the past 15 years, part ly due to the 
MDGs agenda, progress was made on a wide range of these develop-
ment chal lenges: Extreme poverty was cut in half; deaths from malar ia 
and tuberculosis were drast ical ly reduced; mil l ions of people gained 
access to ant i-retroviral drugs to f ight HIV/AIDS; and more boys and 
g irls around the world were enrol led in school than ever before.

This year, the U.N. is developing the next iterat ion of global develop-
ment goals, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Init iat ing the 
process in 2012 dur ing a global development summit in Rio de Ja-
neiro, an Open Working Group was charged with dev ising a suggested 
set of goals to guide negot iat ions at the General Assembly pr ior to 
the forthcoming adopt ion of the SDGs in September 2015. The Open 
Working Group reported back to the U.N. last July, and negot iat ions 
are now underway.

There are interest ing new dynamics in the SDGs that can be dis-
cerned from the current draft. Greater emphasis is placed on the role 
of secur ity in achiev ing global development. This prov ides for an 
opportunity to engage defense and secur ity actors more robust ly and 
to form interest ing and mutual ly benef icia l partnerships across tradi-
t ional div ides.

The goals, as they stand today, wi l l a lso f ind a signif icant imple-
mentat ion def icit. This is most ef fect ively addressed by engaging the 
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private sector—not by appeal ing to goodwil l, but by making the case 
that poverty eradicat ion can also be a winning business opportunity.

From the MDGs to the SDGs: A More Ambitious Agenda

The real it ies the world faces today are dif ferent from those faced 15 
years ago. Development and secur ity have never been as intercon-
nected as they are today, nor has the role of the pr ivate sector been so 
prominent in achiev ing development object ives. The post-2015 devel-
opment goals need to ref lect these new real it ies and leverage resources 
according to changed dynamics. Much work, however, remains to be 
done in forg ing balanced partnerships between the development, de-
fense, secur ity and pr ivate sectors, which are cr it ica l to achiev ing the 
grand aspirat ions of the SDGs.

For this reason, the SDGs look quite dif ferent than what came before. 
While the MDGs focused exclusively on development init iat ives and 
restr icted themselves to eight object ives with 19 targets, the drafted 
SDGs include 17 goals and 169 targets, and work to incorporate much 
more than just development.

The more ambit ious SDGs have come under cr it icism for not being 
specif ic enough and for fa i l ing to set important pr ior it ies. For ex-
ample, Abhijit Banerjee of MIT and Varad Pande of the Harvard 
Kennedy School bel ieve the current nature of the goals wi l l lead to 
governments “simply ignor[ing] the imperat ives on the grounds that 
they are too many, too grandiose and too far out of touch with coun-
tr ies’ l imited resources and abi l ity to ef fect change.”

There is precedent to the cr it icism that the U.N. is sett ing unattain-
able targets across the secur ity-development cont inuum, from the 
nonprol i ferat ion of weapons of mass destruct ion to the eradicat ion of 
poverty. Therefore, the fear that, as Banerjee and Pande have written, 
“the development goals wi l l just be another pious hope in the long l ist 
of United Nat ions sponsored fantasies” is not unfounded. However, it 
is important to note that many aspects of the SDGs, as was the case 
with the MDGs, are aspirat ional and must ref lect the wi l l of the en-
t ire U.N. membership.

I f the SDGs are ambit ious, it is not due to lack of forethought. Un-
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l ike the MDGs, the SDGs are work ing to incorporate an ent irely new 
community into their agenda: the secur ity community. With a broader 
base of support and more-nuanced goals, the SDGs may actual ly have 
a stronger chance for success in spite of their breadth and ambit ion.

Incorporating Security Objectives Into the Global Development 
Agenda

Perhaps one of the reasons for the cr it icism against the SDGs is that, 
unl ike the MDGs, they expand beyond tradit ional development issues. 
Their success, therefore, rel ies upon the act ive involvement of actors 
from other sectors, part icularly from the defense and secur ity commu-
nit ies. In fact, the SDGs look set to ser iously inst itut ional ize secur ity 
capacity-bui lding as a mechanism to achieve development object ives.

An example of this can be found in the Open Working Group’s Goal 
16 to “promote peaceful and inclusive societ ies for sustainable devel-
opment, prov ide access to just ice for a l l and bui ld ef fect ive, account-
able and inclusive inst itut ions at a l l levels.” By 2030, the targets for 
this goal include to “signif icant ly reduce i l l icit f inancia l and arms 
f lows, strengthen recovery and return of stolen assets, and combat 
a l l forms of organized cr ime” and to “strengthen relevant nat ional 
inst itut ions, including through internat ional cooperat ion, for bui lding 
capacit ies at a l l levels, in part icular in developing countr ies, for pre-
vent ing v iolence and combat ing terror ism and cr ime.”

What the Open Working Group is try ing to come to gr ips with in 
this goal are the undercurrents of global izat ion and the tremendously 
negat ive impact they have on global sustainable development. On 
average, at no other t ime in history have people been r icher, healthier, 
better informed and more peaceful. Global izat ion—the freer and 
more ef f icient f low of goods, people, money and serv ices—has led 
and cont inues to lead to economic growth and development in a lmost 
a l l corners of the world. Yet the same character ist ics of global izat ion 
that have brought about its posit ive ef fects a lso threaten to undermine 
cont inued progress.

“Transnat ional cr iminal organizat ions have taken advantage of our 
increasingly interconnected world to expand their i l l icit enterpr ise,” 
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explains the U.S. Strategy to Combat Transnat ional Organized 
Crime. Today, danger increasingly stems from the intersect ion of 
highly sophist icated transnat ional i l l icit networks traf f ick ing in ev-
erything from arms to drugs to people and states that are too weak to 
combat them. These undercurrents of global izat ion fuel armed con-
f l ict and cr ime, fund terror ist act iv it ies, undermine democrat ic pr inci-
ples and threaten economic growth in those countr ies most needing it. 
A l l of this represents “development in reverse” and imper i ls secur ity 
for a l l, in the same way that v iolence and war do, as pointed out by 
development economist Paul Col l ier.

In this l ight, the Open Working Groups’ Goal 16 recognizes this 
intr insic l ink between secur ity and development, and presents an op-
portunity to embark on a global, mult i-decade undertak ing to secure 
key societa l funct ions—such as borders, ports, a irports and cr it ica l 
infrastructure—that dr ive economic growth and development. This 
a lso means that mil itar ies and law enforcement agencies in developing 
countr ies wi l l require training and equipment in order to implement 
strateg ic programs against i l l icit trade, as wel l as help in del iver ing 
technolog ical solut ions to make societ ies more resi l ient against terror-
ist organizat ions and transnat ional organized cr iminals.

Other goals in the Open Working Group’s suggested l ist of SDGs simi-
larly require the involvement of the defense and secur ity communit ies, 
or require secur ity capacity-bui lding. These include Goal 3, which 
concerns publ ic health, including combat ing such communicable 
diseases as Ebola; Goal 9, which cal ls for bui lding resi l ient infrastruc-
ture; Goal 11, which highl ights the need to make cit ies safe, resi l ient 
and sustainable; Goal 14, which focuses on managing the oceans, seas 
and marine resources; and Goal 15, which addresses the management 
of natural resources.

The progressive cal ls for a more inclusive concept of sustainable de-
velopment ref lect lessons learned from 15 years of implement ing the 
MDGs and, even more so, broader global trends to integrate secur ity 
and development init iat ives. At the end of Kof i Annan’s term as the 
U.N. secretary-general, he penned a manifesto suggest ing that de-
velopment and secur ity cannot be achieved in si los, but that they are 
intr insical ly l inked and must be achieved in paral lel. This powerful 
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rhetor ic has been echoed worldwide. From the World Bank to govern-
mental development organizat ions in both North and South America, 
Europe, Asia and throughout the developing world, the message is 
clear: In order to achieve development object ives, a wider perspect ive 
and a more inclusive group of partners is necessary.

Similarly, from the secur ity and defense sphere, there is a growing 
real izat ion that mil itar ies and secur ity forces must expand their part-
nerships with development agencies and NGOs in order to accomplish 
their pr imary mission: to defend the homeland. As noted by ret ired 
Adm. James Stavr idis, who served both as the NATO supreme al l ied 
commander in Europe and for U.S. Southern Command, “we wi l l not 
del iver secur ity solely from the barrel of a gun.” The integrat ion of 
defense, secur ity and diplomat ic resources—dubbed “smart power”—is 
a lso at the very center of former U.S. Secretary of State and l ikely 
president ia l candidate Hil lary Cl inton’s v ision for foreign pol icy.

Unfortunately, to date, neither the U.N. secretary-general nor the 
Open Working Group has clearly of fered an inv itat ion or enl isted the 
support of the defense and secur ity communit ies to assist in both the 
formulat ion and the implementat ion of the SDGs. Whether that is due 
to inattent ion or unease between the often highly divergent cultures of 
the secur ity and development communit ies, a col laborat ive approach 
to br ing ing the mil itary and secur ity communit ies onboard with re-
gard to the SDGs could solve a lot of problems for the U.N.—primary 
among those being the funding of the goals.

At the end of last year, a Western European diplomat who had par-
t icipated in the negot iat ions over the SDGs pr ivately admitted that 
whi le the agenda was ambit ious, the ideas so far on how to resource 
its implementat ion were not. Part of the answer to this problem could 
come through partnerships with mil itary and secur ity departments 
in governments and mult i lateral organizat ions that would draw from 
the secur ity sector’s incomparably vast resources. In tota l, govern-
ments around the world spend about $135 bi l l ion on development aid 
every year. In contrast, the U.S. defense budget a lone was $615 bi l l ion 
in 2014. Combining this with resources from other secur ity-related 
departments—such as State, Energy or Homeland Secur ity, as wel l 
as other countr ies’ secur ity inst itut ions—for appl icat ion toward the 
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SDGs, the development community has a force-mult iply ing opportu-
nity to implement the goals.

This does not mean that governments should “secur it ize” the SDGs, 
but that an interwoven development and secur ity agenda requires a 
new k ind of partnership with the defense and secur ity communit ies. 
The t ime is r ipe for these new partnerships, as defense and secur ity 
departments around the world have a lready begun prepar ing to par-
t icipate in a wider range of issues tradit ional ly outside the purv iew 
of the defense and secur ity community, such as cl imate change. Cor-
rect ly framed and wel l-formed partnerships wi l l enhance secur ity 
whi le simultaneously faci l itat ing sustainable development, with the 
two elements reinforcing each other. The SDGs are an excel lent forum 
to inst itut ional ize a robust and long-term commitment among develop-
ment, secur ity and defense actors to work together for mutual gain.

Enlisting the Support of the Private Sector to Close the Financing Gap

The aforement ioned lack of resources for implementat ion of the SDGs 
is a lso moving the U.N. and its member nat ions to try to engage the 
pr ivate sector. As advocated in the World Investment Report 2014 
publ ished by the U.N. Conference on Trade and Development, “the 
SDGs wi l l require a step-change in the levels of both publ ic and 
pr ivate investment in a l l countr ies. At current levels of investment in 
SDG-relevant sectors, developing countr ies a lone face an annual gap 
of $2.5 tr i l l ion. . . . [T]he role of pr ivate sector investment wi l l be 
indispensable.”

In his end-of-the-year report on the SDGs, U.N. Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon cal led for urgent pr ivate sector act ion to “unlock the 
transformat ive power of tr i l l ions of dol lars of pr ivate resources to 
del iver on sustainable development object ives.” This would be best ac-
complished by work ing with companies on engagements that result in 
major market and prof it opportunit ies whi le a lso leading to the shared 
value of implement ing the SDGs. In the words of the recent ly de-
parted United States Agency for Internat ional Development (USAID) 
administrator, Rajiv Shah: “Corporate socia l responsibi l ity a lone 
can’t y ield the k ind of sustainable economic progress that can raise 
incomes at scale. Only investments that generate real f inancia l returns 

W
PR

 F
EA

TU
R

E

http://www.defense.gov/Releases/Release.aspx?ReleaseID=16976
http://unctad.org/en/publicationslibrary/wir2014_en.pdf
http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/reports/SG_Synthesis_Report_Road_to_Dignity_by_2030.pdf
http://www.fsg.org/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/PDF/Creating_Shared_Value.pdf
http://www.fsg.org/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/PDF/Creating_Shared_Value.pdf
http://www.usaid.gov/news-information/speeches/remarks-usaid-administrator-dr-rajiv-shah-council-foreign-relations-new


9
WPR | SUSTAINABLE PARTNERSHIP: SECURITY, DEVELOPMENT AND THE FUTURE 2015

for corporat ions and real income for the poor can do that. We need to 
help companies f ind prof it opportunit ies abroad, not photo opportuni-
t ies.”

In order to create this level of buy-in from the pr ivate sector, the 
internat ional community needs to g ive them a seat at the table. This 
is not the case today, as Norine Kennedy, v ice president at the U.S. 
Counci l for Internat ional Business, has pointed out. She has said that 
whi le pr ivate industry is inv ited to the U.N. process, it is only for br ief 
intervent ions or to part icipate in side events. Of the 26 members who 
made up a High Panel put together by the U.N. secretary-general in 
2012 to advise him on the new global development agenda, only two 
members were representat ives of the pr ivate sector. As Niger ian CEO 
and entrepreneur Tony Elumelu noted: “A global agenda that intends 
to address the l ivel ihood of people and attack extreme poverty is not 
set up for success i f it does not ful ly engage the sector of society that 
controls the most capita l, employs the most people, and fosters the 
most innovat ion.”

In the past 50 years, the balance of power between nat ion-states 
and industry and the subsequent abi l ity of either to have sustainable 
impacts on the world has shifted in favor of the pr ivate sector. For 
example, at the end of the Cold War, of f icia l development assistance 
(ODA) was twice the size of pr ivate sector foreign direct investments 
(FDI ). Now, the f lows of investment to developing countr ies a lone are 
over f ive t imes higher than aid. Trade has tr ipled worldwide in recent 
decades, and the biggest benefactors are emerg ing and developing 
economies, whose share of world trade rose from around 10 percent to 
over 40 percent. Over 90 percent of jobs in the world are now in the 
pr ivate sector, a signif icant change since several decades ago, when 
publ ic sector employment const ituted almost half of a l l employment in 
certain reg ions.

The bottom l ine is that pr ivate industry has more inf luence on pov-
erty a l lev iat ion than the publ ic sector wi l l ever have. As such, f inding 
a mutual ly benef icia l relat ionship between government and industry is 
absolutely cr it ica l. A good start to inst itut ional izing new and innova-
t ive approaches can beg in r ight now with the SDGs.
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Conclusion

U.N. diplomats have drafted an agenda for the post-2015 sustainable 
development goals that ref lect the world we l ive in. Far-reaching in 
scope and aspirat ion, the SDGs push the development community, the 
U.N. and governments to engage more and more ser iously with imple-
mentat ion partners.

The defense and secur ity community has the mandate, interest, sk i l ls, 
exper ience and resources to be a valuable partner to the development 
community. The pr ivate sector has the ambit ion, diversity and r isk-
tak ing required to be a force-mult ipl ier in the implementat ion process.

One suggest ion to further the prospects for col laborat ion between 
the development and secur ity communit ies is to have one of the 17 
SDGs more clearly ident i f ied as a secur ity goal. For example, such a 
goal could involve el iminat ing a l l secur ity chal lenges that hamper a 
framework for global sustainable development. This would be no more 
ostentat ious than some of the exist ing SDGs. It would a lso have the 
added benef it of being seen as a more clear inv itat ion to defense and 
secur ity departments to col laborate with development actors under the 
framework of the SDGs.

The U.N. and its d iplomats have a lso real ized that they do not have 
the f inancia l resources to implement the SDGs and are turning to 
the pr ivate sector for help. Instead of coming to industry with hat in 
hand, governments should make a strateg ic deal with companies. They 
should not ask for industry’s resources and partnership out of char ity, 
but instead str ike a mult i-decade grand bargain that beg ins in 2015 
with the opportunity to ser iously inf luence the development of the 
SDGs and goes on thereafter to bui ld a partnership with the potent ia l 
to transform pr ivate-sector investments into major prof it opportuni-
t ies in developing and emerg ing markets. A proposal should be ready 
by the summer, as pr ior to concluding the SDGs in September at the 
U.N., d iplomats wi l l meet in Addis Ababa in July for a conference on 
development f inancing.

The Open Working Group suggests that “Poverty eradicat ion is the 
greatest global chal lenge facing the world today . . . ” Grand chal-
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lenges require grand new solut ions, and k ick-start ing the partnership 
with the defense and secur ity community, as wel l as reinv igorat ing the 
relat ionship between the publ ic and the pr ivate sector, is not a deal 
with the dev i l. It may be the SDGs’ only chance for success. □

Johan Bergenas i s the deputy director of the Managing Across Boundar i es Init ia-
t ive at the St imson Center.
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