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The Interconnectedness of the Sustainable Development Goals
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with 169 targets are interrelated, interconnected and
indivisible. The interconnectedness of the SDGs are of crucial importance if we are to realize the new
Agenda and improve the lives of people globally. The Goals aim to balance the three dimensions of
sustainable development: the economic, social and environmental. The Goals are determined to end poverty
in all its forms and dimensions, to protect the planet from degradation including taking urgent action on
climate change, and to ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives which incudes
women participation. With that being said, it is for that reason I choose to analyze the ways in which Goal 1:
No Poverty, Goal 5: Gender Equality, and Goal 13: Climate Action are interconnected through the lens of my
experiences in Zambia. The abovementioned goals are overarching and naturally, when discussing the
interrelatedness of these goals, others will also come into play such as Goal 4: Quality Education and Goal 6:
Clean Water and Sanitation.
Goal 1: No
Poverty
“End poverty in
all its forms

Poverty eradication is an overriding theme and is a fundamental goal on the international
agenda. Poverty is an exacerbating problem with regards to many other issues.
Importantly, there is no uniform solution to tackle poverty. Rather, each country must
create programs that best suit their needs as a country, which are aligned with
everywhere”
international efforts. Globally, more than 800 million people are still living on less than
$1.25 per day, thus, lacking access to adequate food, clean drinking water and sanitation. Moreover, women
and girls are disproportionately affected by poverty in comparison to men, especially because they face
greater burdens such as: unpaid work, fewer assets and productive resources, are exposed to gender-based
violence, and are more likely to be forced into early marriages – all factors which reduce their ability to
participate fully in the economy and to reap the benefits of growth.
According to the 2010 Living Conditions Monitoring Survey, 60% of Zambians are classified as poor. In the
Zambian context, poverty is defined as lack of access to income, employment opportunities, and
entitlements, including freely determined consumption of goods and services, shelter, and other basic needs.
Poverty in Zambia continues to be more prevalent amongst rural populations in comparison to urban areas.
This was extremely evident when working in various rural areas with Women for Change (WfC) through my
time here. Many of the poorest people live in households headed by women and households in whom one or
more members are chronically ill, generally with HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, or malaria. People living in the
rural areas of Zambia suffer from isolation, which limits their access to services, markets and infrastructure.
Climate change, “one of the greatest challenges of our time” and its adverse, long-term
effects, impacts our ability to achieve sustainable development. Climate change
impacts the availability of basic necessities such as freshwater, food security, and
energy. Those living in poverty, who depend most directly on their natural
environments for food, shelter, and income, are the first to feel the effects of
environmental deterioration. Forced to live on marginal lands, the poor are at greatest
risk from external factors such as climate change. Without financial resources or the knowledge to manage
vulnerable resources in a sustainable way, they are often forced to degrade their lands in order to survive,
thus contributing to the problem and perpetuating their poverty.
Goal 13: Climate
Action
“Take urgent action
to combat climate
change and its
impacts”
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Poverty and food insecurity are widespread in both rural and urban Zambia, and the country remains
extremely vulnerable to recurring natural disasters, including floods and droughts. For example the Kariba
Dam, one of the world’s largest hydroelectric dams, and its low water levels have affected Zambia’s
economy with many blackouts that occurred particularly around March/April this year. Further, maize fields
are left empty and soil is just like sand. Although it is currently dry season, below you can see a picture
recently taken in the Western Province of Senanga of the Kafue Plains which usually is full of water and
people need to take boats across, at this time is all dried up. Thus, climate change is impacting heavily upon
food production and food security because subsistence farmers depend on rainfall. Many people continue to
require food assistance due to the localized impact of floods and because many of the poorest and most
vulnerable people will not be able to access sufficient food. The high levels of poverty and the need for
people to have assistance in accessing food has been prevalent to me, of course while travelling in rural
communities, but also in the urban areas where there continues to be people who have to use food vouchers.
Moreover, women as the world’s main food producers and water collectors are especially affected by
environmental deterioration more so when coupled with their lack of rights to land and access and control
over resources.

Kariba Dam – very low water
levels

Overlooking the Kafue Plains
from the Michael Chilufya
Sata Bridge

People lining up at Shoprite
in Lusaka, waiting to use their
food vouchers

Empowering all women and girls is a pre-condition to achieving sustainable
development. Many of the targets of the SDGs specifically recognize women’s
equality as both an objective and a solution. Women have a right to equality in all
areas and this must be recognized through law, policy and practice. There is not one
scenario that I can think of that does not have a gender dimension to it. Zambia
continues to battle with achieving gender equality with its high numbers of child
marriages, excessive school drop out rates, gender-based violence (GBV), and so forth. Zambia is ranked the
third highest country with cases of child marriages in the Southern African Development Community
(SADC) region with 42% of women aged 20 – 24 years married by the age of 18, many of whom live in rural
areas among the poor and marginalized. Thus, poverty is a contributing factor to early marriages. What’s
more, girls continue to be discriminated against in accessing education and within the education systems in
Zambia. The major obstacles to girls’ education in Zambia are: poverty (i.e. not able to pay school fees),
early pregnancies, early marriages, violence, discriminatory gender norms, no or inadequate sanitation
facilities for girls, and so forth.
Goal 5: Gender
Equality
“Achieve gender
equality and
empower all women
and girls”

One example of the intersectionality of gender equality and poverty has been exemplified through the
continued use of “bride price” in Zambia. Highly due to extreme poverty levels, as well as the traditional and
cultural aspects, women and girls rights continue to suffer. In Zambia, “bride price” is
Goal 4: Quality
still extremely prevalent which is usually a direct result of poverty. “Bride price”, a
Education
widespread customary practice in many parts of the world, is a compulsory payment
“Ensure
inclusive
made by the husband and his family to the bride’s family – whether it be monetary or,
and equitable
most common in Zambia, livestock specifically cattle. This practice impedes the
quality education
realization of women’s rights and gender equality in many ways. Most specifically, the and promote lifelong
learning
opportunities for
all”
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practice tends to “commodify” women by portraying them as objects of transaction, thereby increasing their
risk of early marriage, which in most cases, leads to school dropouts and increases the likeability of GBV.
Hence, because families and individuals are suffering from high poverty levels in Zambia they are willing to
marry their children, often girls, early in order to survive whereby girls’ rights suffer, in particular by not
being able to fulfill their right to education. However, early marriage is not the only reason girls’ right to
education suffers. Mostly, girls do not attend school because of poverty – their families cannot afford to pay
their school fees. Furthermore, many girls drop out of school in Zambia at the age of puberty due to
menstruation and the lack of water and sanitation facilities for girls (to be discussed in more detail below).

Chris Singelengele, WfC Animator,
sensitizing Nyamtuma pupils on early
child marriages

Goal 6: Clean
Water and
Sanitation
“Ensure availability
and sustainable
management of
water and sanitation
for all”

In Zambia, 4.8 million people are without clean drinking water; and, 6.6. million people
are without access to sanitation facilities. Despite large freshwater resources, rainfall has
declined over the year – a direct result of climate change.

Water and sanitation facilities in schools are generally poor with more than 25% of basic
schools lacking access to safe water supply and sanitation. Primary completion rate is
72% overall (78% for boys and 65% for girls). As mentioned above, inadequate water
and sanitation facilities for girls contributes to the unsatisfactory completion rates. Girls
living in rural Zambia have little or no access to and/or cannot afford modern disposable sanitary pads.
Instead, girls take a piece of chitenge around their waist and then another folded piece from front to back.
This method does not usually stay in place very well and can be quite bulky. Thus, many girls stay home, out
of school for around one week every month – that is 25% of lessons or, during their four years of secondary
education, an entire year of school – or as mentioned earlier they simply drop out. The lack of water and
sanitation facilities for girls at school exacerbates their issues of attending school particularly during
menstruation time. Moreover, fetching water is a task most commonly assigned to girls and women; thus,
shortening the distance between households and water supply is essential to reduce the time girls spend in
fetching water, which in turn will provide them with more time to attend school.
Additionally, people in Zambia, especially rural areas, are left accessing water that collects in drainage
and/or ditches, and drinking from the same place that others are bathing and animals are defecating. Women
are disproportionately affected by contaminated water as most households’ activities like cleaning, bathing,
cooking, and collecting include contact with water, tasks generally assigned to females.
The lack of access to clean and safe water leads to disease such as cholera. Cholera is an acute diarrheal
infection caused by the ingestion of contaminated food and water. Cholera in rural Zambia is more common;
however, there have been many outbreaks within urban areas as well (i.e. Lusaka). People in villages are left
with no option but to draw water from shallow wells or from boreholes, which can also be affected. Many
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boreholes become contaminated with effluent caused by the interaction between water from boreholes and
discharge from septic tanks, placed in close proximity. In rural Zambia, either there are no boreholes or the
ones that do exist are not functional. The most recent outbreak of cholera began in February of this year.
Living in overcrowded “informal settlements” leave many people in Zambia at risk of cholera especially
during rainy seasons. However, due to the rainy season being delayed this year, boreholes dried up which in
turn left many to use unprotected shallow wells. When the rains arrived, floodwaters mixed with overfull pit
latrines, creating rivers and lakes of contaminated water that people were forced to wade through.

A woman in Western
Province collecting water
from an open borehole

MSF undertaking the largest
ever oral cholera vaccination
campaign in Zambia

Overall, I can conclude that the SDGs need to be addressed in a holistic manner. As can be seem from the
examples provided above, the SDGs are in fact interconnected. Country-specific programs should be created
that align with international standards in order to ensure achievement of the SDGs. In Zambia, a bottom up
approach is necessary and would be successful. Programs to address the issues people, especially rural
populations, in Zambia face need to be developed and implemented by those living in poverty, with increased
participation of women and even having women in leadership roles. However, government, stakeholders and
other organizations need to be involved in order to strengthen institutions, educate, and work side by side
with the people. A train the trainer model should be followed, as it will allow for true understanding and
results to be achieved.

