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ABSTRACT 

Africa occupies six percent of the surface of the earth and 20.4% of the total land. This 
makes it the second largest continent with the second largest population that is composed 
of young people aged 19 and younger. Africa is well-endowed with catchy sceneries, 
sandy beaches, mountains, forests and wildlife. Its location along the equator gives the 
continent favorable climate with weather patterns that support agriculture. The 54 
nations in Africa boasts of rich culture that is expressed through music, dances, food and 
drinks, clothes, art and architecture. African people are hard workers and depend on the 
work of their hands because of minimal technological advancements. When compared to 
other continents, Africa has maintained the environment with minimal damage to the 
ecosystem. However, as a result of increased industrialization, there has been increased 
misuse of resources and destruction of the environment. Since some of the countries have 
weak economies that cannot support technology that has minimal impact of the 
ecosystem, they opt to use cheap machines that are not sustainable (SECK & BUSARI 
2009). Poverty levels in Africa are high with a massive 80.5% of the population leaving 
under $1.25 a day. Poverty if Africa is highlighted by high levels of illiteracy, poor 
health, inadequate clean water supply, poor sanitation, malnutrition and unemployment 
(GURIB-FAKIM & ELOFF 2013). Despite the beautiful nature of Africa, there are 
numerous problems that are affecting the continent. It is now up to the African 
intellectual to formulate strategies to combat all the problems. Nevertheless, there are 
various issues and challenges that hinder the formulation of these plans and policies. 
The purpose of this paper is to describe sustainability and sustainable development and 
how the two aspects relate to Africa. In addition, it will identify the challenges facing the 
sustainable development in Africa and the way forward. (SECK & BUSARI 2009) 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Sustainability and Sustainable Development 
The word sustainability has been used mostly when discussing on issues related to ecology, ecosystem and 
the environment at large. It refers to how the biological systems remain diverse and productive now and in the 
future. In simple terms, sustainability is built of a simple principle that states that in each and everything that 
people need for their survival depends on the environment, directly or indirectly (HAMANN, WOOLMAN  
& SPRAGUE 2008) 
Sustainability  forms and maintains the conditions under which the humans and the nature/ environment can 
exist in mutual harmony and at the same time permit the fulfilling of social, economic and other required needs 
for the coming generations. Sustainability is vital to the human race, and it makes sure that the people have 
and continue to have all the resources that are needed to protect the human health and the environment.   
Sustainability is supported by three pillars; society, economy and the environment. The three overlap one 
another and economy and society have their limits constrained by the environment. The three pillars form the 
basis for sustainability standards and certification in all industries today (SECK & BUSARI 2009) 
The phrase sustainable development rose after it was used in 1987 by the Brundtland commission. According 
to the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development, in a report named “Our Common 
Future” it defines sustainable development as the development that satisfies and meets the needs and wants of 
the present without compromising the capability of the future generations to meet their own needs and wants. 
The report listed principles and treaties on sustainable development that included; social development, 
economic development and environmental development (GHAI 2000). 
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Sustainable development has been adopted in different domains and aspects. The united nation has classified 
and defined such domains into; culture, ecology, culture, economics and politics. Culture has been added in 
the circles of sustainability in the wake of increased culture erosion around the world. Sustainable development 
in culture includes the practices, material expressions and discourses that in a period it will express the 
continuity and discontinuity of the social meaning. If sustainability is not observed, future generations will 
lack a culture that means they will be missing a direction and morals. (SECK & BUSARI 2009) 
Sustainable development in the ecology has been emphasized more than the other four. The human settlements 
form a part of the relationship between the humans and nature that is built on the environment; this forms the 
ecological sustainability. Sustainable development in ecological aspects is also termed as human ecology since 
it has its focus on diverse aspects such as the human health. Ecological sustainability can be further subdivided 
into agriculture, energy, environment and environment. (GURIB-FAKIM & ELOFF 2013)  
Sustainable agriculture refers to the using of environmentally-friendly methods and techniques of farming that 
will allow utmost production of livestock and crops without altering or damaging the environment. Sustainable 
energy is the provision of clean energy that can last for a long time. Sustainable transport refers to the use of 
transportation means that are eco-friendly. (GHAI 2000) 
Reduction of poverty and overexploitation of environmental resources have been the main elements of 
sustainable economics.  Sustainable development in economics will include the improvement of the quality of 
life and at the same time minimize the use of the resources. Businesses should adopt corporate sustainability 
and eco-efficiency in their operations. Sustainable development in politics is characterized by policy making 
in governance, security, ethics, accountability, communication, reconciliation and dialogue of a respective 
country (HAMANN, WOOLMAN & SPRAGUE 2008) 
 
Sustainable Development in Africa 
Africa is well-endowed with rich and diverse natural resources that are either renewable or non-renewable. 
However, the people of Africa remain to be the poorest in the world. In order to press forward the welfare of 
the Africans, sustainable development is required with the support of peace and stability with human, 
organization and institutional capacities to address immediate challenges such as diseases and poverty. 
(HAMANN, WOOLMAN  & SPRAGUE 2008) 
Since the convening of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio in 1992, the 
issue of sustainable development in African countries has remained to be elusive. Poverty is still a major 
challenge with over 300 million people in Sub- Sahara Africa survive with one dollar or lower (AMANOR & 
MOYO 2008).. Many of the countries have not adopted the concept of globalization to open up to foreign 
investments. Political instability highlighted by armed conflicts is rampant in numerous countries adding up 
to poverty. . (UNITED NATIONS CONFERENCE ON TRADE AND DEVELOPMENT 2012).  
The level of literacy is low as a result of insufficient educational facilities. HIV/AIDS and malaria are example 
of the widespread epidemics that are experienced in Africa. The listed challenges have undermined the efforts 
of the countries in Africa to achieve sustainable development. In addition, there are serious environmental 
threats such as climate change, desertification and deforestation that have challenged the efforts to achieve 
sustainable development (GURIB-FAKIM & ELOFF 2013) 
 
Status of Sustainable Development in Africa 
African nations are at the crossroads of sustainable development as they look for policy blends, strategies and 
appropriated institutional methods that will improve the quality of life of their people. The achievement of 
sustainable development will eventually lead to the achievement of goals and targets, regionally and 
internationally. It is, therefore, important for the African nations to continuously assess their progress on 
social, economic and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. 
 
Social Sustainability in Africa 
When analyzing the social sustainable development in Africa, it entails the constant improvement of the social 
well-being and the quality of the Africans. The examined aspects include human factors such as infant and 
child mortality, life expectancy, prevalence of diseases, population growth, fertility rates and rate of 
urbanization. 
The velocity of population growth in Africa has been alarming and thus creating a poverty trap. The effect of 
the imbalanced demography is the inability to make investments because of the ever increasing expenditure 
on the provision of social services to the ever growing population (GURIB-FAKIM & ELOFF 2013). It has 
had an impact on urbanization.  
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The rate of growth of the urban populace in Africa is the most rapid in the world reporting a 5% growth rate. 
Such high growth rates have challenged the public and private efforts in improving the socio-economic 
conditions of the people. 
The total fertility rates show if a country has formulated and implemented policies that are aimed at managing 
and supporting population change and at the same time support development. Statistics show that countries in 
Central, East and West Africa have a fertility rate of 4 children per woman whereas countries in the South 
such Angola and some in the West and East Africa such as Liberia and Uganda have a fertility rate of 6 
children per woman. These total fertility rates make it hard for African countries to adopt sustainable 
development. Policies and programs should be formulated to deal and bring the population change to harmony 
with existing efforts to sustain the social and economic development and at the same time safeguard the 
environment (SECK & BUSARI 2009) 
The infant and child mortality rates indicate level of human development and the effect that social and 
environmental conditions have on the survival of children.  A low infant and child mortality rate will mean 
that the country has well-improved social, economic and public health conditions. The infant mortality rate 
can be influenced by diseases epidemic such as HIV/AIDS, Malaria and TB, armed conflicts and drought. 
(SECK & BUSARI 2009) 
Countries that have had armed conflicts such as Sierra Leone have had high infant mortality rate of 150 per 
100 live births. However, some countries have reduced the infant and child mortality as a result of improved 
social and economic conditions. Factors that are affecting the rate of infant and child mortality are similar to 
those affecting life expectancy in Africa. Over the years, it has gone down with the women having a higher 
expectancy than men. 
Poverty has been dominant and a constant peril to the welfare of the African people. The prevalence of poverty 
and income inequality is widespread and relentless. With more than half of the population of the sub-Sahara 
living under $1 a day, it is evident that may people cannot support their lives. However, some countries have 
reported decline levels in poverty whereas others are still stagnant. A report by the UNDP stated that the 
majority of the poorest and least developed countries were in Africa. The rapid urbanization has led to urban 
poverty that poses as a major problem in Africa. . (UNITED NATIONS CONFERENCE ON TRADE AND 
DEVELOPMENT 2012). 
Unemployment is a product of poverty and in Africa, unemployment levels are high. Women are 
disproportionate compared to the men when it comes to employment. The population is large, but employment 
opportunities are minimal because of minimal investments. Illiteracy rates in Africa are high and add up to the 
problem of unemployment. In 1990, West Africa had an illiteracy rate of 60%. However, over the years, it has 
developed with best performers as per 2005 being among them Kenya, Libya and Botswana. Nonetheless, 
much need to be done to accommodate sustainable development. 
The disease burden in Africa is massive. It is highlighted by high prevalence rates of TB, HIV/AIDS and 
malaria. HIV/AIDS have claimed the lives of many young people in the states such as South Africa and 
Swaziland among other counters. The recorded highest rates of prevalence rates of malaria are in Africa. The 
same case is with TB that is rampant in many countries in Africa. From the stated findings, the status of social 
sustainability in Africa is stagnant and in some countries it is declining the level quality of life and the social 
environment. 
 
Economic Sustainability  
Economic sustainability in Africa is all about sustaining and maintaining high and real growth rate of the 
economy in order to accomplish the Millennium Development Goals. The economy of Africa was performing 
well in the 60s all the way to early 70s, but this was to change in the following two decades.  After the 1990s, 
the economy of many countries started to pick up once again. Sustainable development of the economy in 
Africa is fragile because of two main reasons; domestic savings are not substantial, and the African economy 
is vulnerable to outside shocks. 
As much as many countries have reported a growth in the economy, not many have maintained growth rates 
that will reduce poverty. Over the years, Africa has seen the growth of its GDP at a rate of 3.3% from 1990-
2000 and 3.8% from 2003-2005. The performance is not encouraging since some countries made very slight 
progress. South Africa, Ghana, Namibia and Gabon are among the states in Africa that have the top GDP 
growth rate. However, Africa has in numerous occasions reported a negative balance of payment. The non-oil 
economies are one reason that is causing the variation as a result of the ever rising oil prices. In addition, 
negative balance is caused by the trade of majority of processed agricultural products. (SECK & BUSARI 
2009). 
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Agriculture and food security are some aspects of the African economy that are hindering sustainable 
development. The agricultural sector is the principal employer in Africa providing 70% of the workforce and 
generates 30% of Africa’s GDP. However, the productivity of the African agriculture industry is low compared 
to Asia. Its productivity rate is 42% compared to Asia, which has 50% productivity rate.  
The production of main agricultural products such as cotton, tea, coffee, cocoa and cereals have all fluctuated. 
The fluctuation has been linked with the failure of African countries to take the lead of the new technology to 
increase production. However, despite employing a large percent of the work force, Africa is not food secure, 
and it has depended on imports for most of the important food items. 
Economic sustainability in Africa has experienced notable change, but it is not enough to support sustainable 
development. There is increased dependency on foreign grants and under-utilization of resources.  Sustainable 
development policies should be formulated and implemented to increase investment, food security and 
eradicate poverty. 
 
Environmental Sustainability  
It is the preservation of the integrity of the diverse environmental media and systems to ensure that their 
functions and beneficial uses are upheld for present and future generations. The change in climatic condition 
has always been associated with natural causes, but there is climate distortion that has been caused by human 
activities. Human activities in Africa have had an adverse impact on the atmosphere. It is highlighted by the 
frequency of high maximum temperature events that is evident in many countries in Africa.  
The changes in the climate patterns in Africa have had a blow on the social and economic factors thus 
presenting the susceptibility and weak adaptive capacities to climate changes. Air pollution has affected the 
air quality in Africa. The industries, transport sector and households have been the leading sources of outdoor 
and indoor air pollutants. The existence of second-hand vehicles in Africa has added up to air pollution. 
Desert sandstorms and savanna fires have been sources of air pollution. The land in Africa has experienced 
degradation as a result of increased application of chemicals, use of inappropriate technologies and equipment, 
inefficient irrigation systems as well as planting of one type of crop. Prolonged land degradation in Africa has 
led to desertification.  The forest cover in Africa has been reducing at a high rate. Africa has the highest rate 
deforestation in the world.  Forest resources are critical to food security and the livelihood of the African 
people. 
Africa has a rich biodiversity that has been under threat over the years. Africa has suffered a loss in its animal 
and plant species to poaching and habitat loss. Climate change and human activities have been linked with 
this menace that has led to the loss of biological diversity that can be restored by conservation and sustainable 
use of the biological diversity. Africa boasts of abundant water sources that include; big lakes, rivers, ocean 
and extensive wetlands (IHEDURU 2001) 
However, Africa lacks widespread groundwater that ensures a constant supply of water. The water resources 
are unevenly distributed and totaled up by the increasing population; this poses a challenge in meeting the 
water needs in Africa. Environmental sustainability in Africa can be described as minimal. Therefore, 
sustainable development is highly needed to solve the problem. 
 
Political Sustainability  
The previously named aspects of sustainability cannot function in a country that lacks well defined and 
responsive political framework. Many countries in Africa have disregarded policies that have been formulated 
by global committees that will help lead to sustainable development in Africa. Some countries have integrated 
sustainable development principles in their national development plans.  
Governance has been a major challenge in Africa when it comes to sustainable development. Wrangles have 
risen as a result of the disregard of minority groups. However, there have been notable progresses in the 
establishment of institutions that are the necessary tools to ease the formulation and implementation of the 
sustainable development plan. Governments should implement the agreements and recommendations on 
sustainable development as a new way of doing things a better way. (IHEDURU 2001) 
 
Issues and Challenges Facing African Intellectual in Implementing Sustainable Development 
From the analysis, the status of sustainability in Africa is poor and need urgent attention before it is too late. 
The responsibility has been left African intellectual to liberate Africa into sustainability. However, they have 
been faced by numerous issues and challenges that have hindered their efforts to formulate policies that can 
lead Africa into sustainable development. 
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Lack of institutional and legal frameworks for environmental management is one challenge facing African 
intellectuals. There are numerous organizations that deal with different aspects of the environment, but they 
do so in a broad perspective other than in an integrated manner. It is hard for policy makers to obtain full data 
that is needed for the formulation of sustainable development policies. These institutions have haphazard 
planning and uncoordinated development of policies (IHEDURU 2001) 
There is a lack of coordination amid the government officials. There is no harmonization of sustainable 
development policies and principles that have been identified on an international platform. The governments 
of the African states should clarify the roles and responsibilities of the offices that handle the environmental 
issues. The situation in Africa can be described as many people working on one thing but coming up with 
different policies that tend to conflict one another. In addition, the lack of overarching policies on sustainable 
development is evident in Africa and has been highlighted as a challenge in effective integration of sustainable 
development issues.(UNITED NATIONS CONFERENCE ON TRADE AND DEVELOPMENT 2012). 
African intellectual are challenged by the issue of inadequate financial support by respective countries. 
Sustainable development needs significant investments in areas such as research and the actual implementation 
of the policies. Technical and human resources are inadequate as well, and it is hard to carry out the 
transformation process into sustainable development. In addition, there is a lack of experienced people such 
as scientists in Africa that should be on the forefront in the implementation and formulation of policies 
(HAMANN, WOOLMAN  & SPRAGUE 2008) 
Technical capacity in Africa is weak, and program designs are poor thus making the implementation of 
sustainable development in Africa. Most of sustainable development research is done of the global level, and 
there is little or no implementation of the recommendation. Intellectuals find it hard to implement these 
recommendations since the global recommendations may not be applicable in most of the African countries. 
Lack of financial support has been a major obstacle for addressing sustainable development in Africa. Limited 
government funding for sustainable development research is evident in Africa, and they have continuously 
depended on donor funding to support the projects. The lack of government backing has been a challenge to 
the African intellectuals in their pursuit sustainable development in Africa (IHEDURU 2001) 
The unchecked rapid population growth rates have been a challenge in the quest for sustainable development. 
There is an increase in the demand for environmental resources that conflict with the limited space and 
resources. Little emphasis has been directed to the adoption of alternative livelihood strategies that will lead 
to reduced dependence on extractive models that are against the principle of sustainable development.  It 
couples up with the poor management of environmental resource that pushes the quest for sustainable 
development a step back.  
African intellectuals have been challenged by the poverty levels in Africa. African states have their 
concentration on reducing poverty levels. A large section of the budget is allocated to poverty reduction. What 
these states do not recognize is that a sustainable development is a key factor that can lead to reduced poverty 
levels. It is hard for the African experts to conduct their research with insufficient funds. 
However, there is one aspect among the African intellectual that stands in the way of attaining sustainable 
development. African experts lack unity amongst themselves. It makes it hard to formulate a standard policy 
for sustainable development that can be applicable in Africa. If African experts came together and discussed 
and formulate policies that constitute all aspects that make Africa different from other continents. 

 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
In conclusion, there is the only trace of sustainable development in Africa. It is high time that the governments 
of the African states sat down and started contemplating on how to kick off sustainable development in their 
respective countries. It should be realized that there is no time to lay back; human activities have already 
proven to be unsustainable and have caused damage to the African ecosystem. There should be quick actions 
and policies should be formulated and implemented quickly. (IHEDURU 2001) 
Since the economy of Africa is not strong enough to support some aspects of sustainable development. It is 
recommended that the world community should chip in and assist in any way including provision of funds, 
skills or intellectual resources. However, African states should reduce on embezzlement of funds that has had 
an adverse effect on the quest for sustainable development. (IHEDURU 2001) 
Sustainable development should be incorporated in African universities to ensure that Africa will not depend 
on experts from abroad. In addition, it will support and allow intensive research on sustainable development 
as a way of coming up with policies that can be applicable in Africa. It is one way of eliminating the costs that 
are incurred when hiring foreign specialists.  
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In addition, having African specialist and intellectual will assist in effective implementation of international 
policies and recommendations on sustainable development (HAMANN, WOOLMAN& SPRAGUE 2008).  
Prominence should be imposed on creating cooperation and collaboration among the African countries so as 
to build synergies that will ensure that implementation sustainable development policies are realized in the 
most efficient way.  Capacity building meetings among the African states should be enhanced as a way of 
providing a platform that will allow brainstorming that will present applicable policies. 
African countries should adopt strategies that will create and spread awareness on sustainable development 
among the African people. Sustainable development is not the responsibility of the government; it is a joint 
venture between the country and its citizens. Citizens play a significant role in creating an environment that 
will adopt sustainable development (HAMANN, WOOLMAN& SPRAGUE 2008). 
Finally, Africa must wake up, unite and adopt sustainability in all aspects be it social, economic or 
environmental issues. It is after this that Africa will celebrate its natural resources and eradicate poverty. 
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