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A Broken Promise? The 2030 Agenda’s Commitment to Leave No One 
Behind 
 
The 2030 Agenda sets out a vision for sustainable development that places equality and non-
discrimination at the centre of its efforts. To achieve this, the Agenda has the core commitment ‘to 
remain steadfast in ensuring that the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are implemented in 
accordance with international human rights law, eliminating gender inequalities and all forms of 
discrimination, [and] reaching out to those that are furthest behind first.’ Yet, having now passed the 
midway point of efforts to realise the goals, both inequality and discrimination remain pervasive. 
According to the 2022 United Nations SDGs progress report, 1 in 5 people have experienced 
discrimination on at least one of the grounds prohibited under international human rights law, while 
between-country income inequality has risen over recent years for the first time in a generation. In 
2020, the share of the world’s workers living in extreme poverty increased for the first time in two 
decades, hunger and food insecurity is rising globally, and progress in many areas of gender equality 
is falling. As Oxfam’s 2023 inequality report notes, all of this is occurring at the same time as ‘the very 
richest have become dramatically richer and corporate profits have hit record highs’. 
 
The 2023 JCU Research for Ethical Development (RED) symposium seeks to grapple with the 
2030 Agenda’s ‘central transformative promise’6 to Leave No One Behind through a focus on 
three themes: power; discrimination; systemic injustice. 
 
The symposium calls for papers that consider one of more of these themes in relation to any of the 17 
SDG Goals (see below). Submissions may focus on how discrimination and systemic injustice limits 
progress towards the goals, how power relations shape or constrain progress, or what new 
discourses, concepts, methodologies, and strategies exist for grappling with inequality and inequity 
within and across sectors of relevance to the SDGs. What new research is needed to think differently 
about how power circulates and gives shape to unjust social forces or institutions? Empirical case 
studies of places or sectors where particular forms of discrimination are embedded are welcomed, as 
are theoretical papers and multidisciplinary perspectives. While the 2030 Agenda focus on 
discrimination centres on people, contributions may also focus on the unfair or prejudicial treatment of 
flora, fauna, and natural environments. Collectively, the symposium aim is to explore how an 
attentiveness to unequal and unjust power relations might provide new ways forward for the SDGs 
broken ‘transformative promise.’ 
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Day 1 - Wednesday 27 September: Governance 
 
10:00-11:00 | Opening Keynote Address  
 
Australia and the Third World Project  
Associate-Professor Susan Engel, University of Wollongong  
Chair/moderator: Kearrin Sims 
 
Abstract: To help set the scene for JCU’s 
RED symposium on whether the globe is living 

up to the commitment to no one being left 

behind, this paper briefly surveys the history of 

Australia’s engagement with the Third World 

and the Third World Project of independence, 

non-alignment, and equality in the post-World 

War II era. It does this using a critical 
international political economy framework that 

highlights not just the role of nation-states but 

also the way world orders and modes of 

production shape actions. Having surveyed 

Australia’s legacy and the ideas that underpin  

it, the paper turns to Australia’s contemporary commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Focusing on Australia’s development finance and development assistance, the paper will highlight the 

ways in which Australia’s simplistic commitment to national interests has undermined any capacity to 
effectively engage with issues of systemic injustice.  

 
Research Biography:  
Associate Professor Susan Engel is Co-Director, Future of Rights Centre, and Associate Professor, 
Poli;cs and Interna;onal Studies, University of Wollongong. Her research is on the impact of 
neoliberalism on the theory and prac;ces of development and development finance. She is a co-
editor of the 2022 Routledge Handbook of Global Development and co-author of The Global 
Architecture of Mul;lateral Development Banks: A System of Debt or Development? (With AR 
Bazbauers, 2021, Routledge). She also has a 2010 book on the Word Bank plus over 30 ar;cles and 
book chapters. Susan is with indigo founda;on Australia and was on the board from many years. She 
is also on the Research CommiVee of the Jubilee Australia Research Centre. 
 
* Public Livestreamed Event: 
https://jcu.zoom.us/j/89152315055?pwd=TjB1Wm9GUVcrZEdsRFhZNW0xQ2E3dz09  
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Day 2 – Thursday 28 September: EducaMon and Civil Society 
 
4:30-5:30 | Keynote Address: The Educa>on of the Heart is the Heart of Educa>on: 
Path to compassionate social transforma>on 
Ng Shui Meng, Independent Scholar 
Chair/moderator: Kearrin Sims 
 
Abstract:  
Traditional Education in most countries, but especially in Asia, is content-heavy with emphasis on 

knowledge-based learning to equip learners with skills to pass examinations and achieve academic 

success for a rewarding career. It tends to neglect other aspects of learning to prepare individuals 
with adequate analytical, social, emotional, and other life-skills to meet real-life challenges in the adult 

world. 

 

This paper draws upon a development and 

education model proposed by Sombath 

Somphone, a community development and 

education practitioner from Laos, which 

proposes an innovative approach to holistic 
education and development known as “3-H 

learning”. The 3-H Learning refers to a process 

of learning and practice that places attention to 

using the “Head”, “Hands” and “Heart” 

simultaneously. It also proposes that of the “3-

Hs”, education of the Heart is the most 

important. The paper examines how the 3-H 
education and development approach, and 

especially “Heart-based” or value-based education and development approaches can lay the 

foundation towards a form of social transformation that places the well-being of all, especially the 

marginalized and disadvantaged, as a development priority. It also provides a practical pathway 

towards closing the political, social, and economic divides that plague society, and addressing the 

many environmental and climate crisis that we face today.  

 

Unfortunately, the experimentation of this education and development model was short-circuited by 
the enforced disappearance of Sombath Somphone 10 years ago. The paper asserts that it is the 

socially and politically transformative power of this education and development model that could have 

caused Sombath to be disappeared.  

 
Researcher Biography:  
Shui-Meng Ng holds a MA in Sociology from the University of Michigan in 1973, and a PhD in 
Sociology from the University of Hawaii in 1979. Over the span of more than 40 years, Shui-Meng Ng 
accumulated a broad range of experience working in different countries and in different fields. A_er 
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comple;ng her studies, Shui-Meng Ng first worked in the Ins;tute of Southeast Asia Studies based in 
Singapore as Senior Research Fellow focusing on research in popula;on studies, gender and 
development, and poli;cs and social change in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. In 1986, Shui-Meng 
Ng, le_ Singapore and moved to join her husband, Sombath Somphone, a Lao;an agronomist and 
development specialist, to whom she married in 1983. From 1989- 2008, she worked with UNICEF, 
first as an Educa;on Programme Officer in Laos, then developing women-focused poverty allevia;on 
programs using micro-credit in China, then as Deputy Representa;ve for UNICEF-Laos, and later as. 
UNICEF Representa;ve for Timor-Leste. A_er re;ring from UNICEF, Shui-Meng Ng con;nued to be 
ac;ve in the development field, working as a specialist consultant in Myanmar and Laos. In 2012, her 
husband, Sombath Somphone, a respected and well-known development leader, was disappeared in 
Vien;ane. Since her husband’s disappearance, Shui-Meng Ng mounted a relentless campaign, inside 
and outside Laos, to get Sombath Somphone released and returned safely to her and her family. 
 
* Public event with livestream 
https://jcu.zoom.us/j/83967892070?pwd=bmtMQlFEM0NkYnZuU0NvcUtqMWdhUT09  
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Day 3 - Friday 29 September - Health, Wealth, and Peacebuilding 
 

4:30-5:30 | Keynote Address: Zimbabwe Peacebuilding Ini>a>ve 
Sekai Holland 
Chair/moderator: Kearrin Sims 
 
Abstract: Zimbabwe takes its United Nations membership seriously, as it does that of the African 

Union (AU). Our country’s policies and programmes are influenced by those two organisations. In the 

context of the above theme, the national vision 

for Zimbabwe, as espoused by our country’s 

Head of State HE President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa is to move our country towards a 

Prosperous Upper Middle-Income Nation by 

2030. Billboards with his message on the 
theme state: ‘Every country is developed by its 

own Citizens’ and in this process, ‘No one will 

be left behind’. President Mnangagwa’s era 

has achieved identifiable, quantifiable, and 

measurable development successes in many 

spheres around the country despite the  

prevailing difficult environment. In this paper I discuss the work of the Zimbabwe Peacebuilding 
Initiative (ZimPi) in contributing to Zimbabwe’s commitment to leave no one behind by bringing 

Zimbabweans together to resolve our common challenges. The focus of ZimPi’s work is, always, 

towards development that emphasises synergies of Peace with Justice, Safety and Security, 

Happiness, and Prosperity for all. In line with these commitments, this paper will both outline ZimPi’s 

work and consider persistent challenges of power, discrimination, and systemic injustice within 

Zimbabwe.   

 
Researcher Biography:  
Dr Sekai Holland is a member of the Zimbabwean government and formerly Zimbabwean Co-Minister 
of State for Na;onal Healing, Reconcilia;on, and Integra;on. She has dedicated her life to 
campaigning for human rights, democracy, and the empowerment of woman. Her courageous spirit 
was recognised in 2012 with the Sydney Peace Prize, Australia's only interna;onal prize for peace. 
Holland was a founder of Australia’s An;-Apartheid Movement in the late 1960s. She also helped to 
establish the Murrawina Child Care Centre in Redfern and was ac;ve within the Aboriginal 
community during the land rights movement. UTS awarded Holland an honorary doctorate in 2013 in 
recogni;on of her outstanding contribu;on to human rights and the fight for democracy. 
 
* Public event with livestream 
https://jcu.zoom.us/j/87096826508?pwd=b0cvZWNqU0o3NWxNcVBMTXRXeWg5QT09  
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