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188. Global Initiative for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has illuminated and exacerbated numerous structural vulnerabilities that 
impede progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals.  
 
Firstly, the pandemic has revealed the problematic nature of long-term trends towards depending 
on the private sector to deliver services related to the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural 
rights. Whilst quality, universally accessible public healthcare systems have proved essential to 
address the crisis, private providers have been seen to repeatedly overcharge patients for COVID-
19-related treatments, services and goods. The commodification of medical knowledge has also 
prevented billions from accessing vaccines, with the interests of commercial actors (protected by 
intellectual property law) taking precedence over the right to health. Similar failings are evident in 
the education sector, where private providers have been found to lack the will and capacity to face 
the crisis, resulting in mass closures of private schools and children being left without access to 
education. The pandemic has illustrated that privatization and commercialisation foster 
inequalities, threaten multiple human rights, and hinder progress towards Sustainable 
Development Goals 1 (end poverty in all its forms), 3 (good health and well-being), 4 (quality 
education) and 10 (reduce inequalities and leave no one behind).  
 
The pandemic has also exposed the limitations inherent in the prevailing fossil fuel model of 
energy provision. Millions of households continue to lack access to clean, reliable energy, a failure 
that has a disproportionate impact on the lives of women and girls and has prevented individuals 
from continuing with work and education remotely during the pandemic. Challenges faced by 
healthcare facilities that lack access to reliable energy have also been exacerbated, hampering 
vaccine distribution and leaving large numbers of people without adequate medical care. 
Moreover, the fossil fuel resources that underpin these energy systems are responsible for three 
quarters of the total greenhouse gas emissions driving the climate crisis. As long as we continue 
to depend on this flawed energy model, Sustainable Development Goals 5 (gender equality), 7 
(affordable and clean energy) and 13 (climate action) will not be achieved. 
 
To ensure a sustainable and resilient recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic that promotes the 
economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development, a path to the 
achievement of the 2030 Agenda must address these structural vulnerabilities. It must promote 
quality, universally accessible, adequately funded and transparent public services that are 
responsive to the needs of those they serve, including inclusive public education and healthcare. It 
must also promote renewable energy and recognise that the sustainable energy transition represents 
a unique opportunity to transform our energy systems so that they are more gender-equal, 
decentralized, and democratic.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


