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(material taken from UN SDSN's website)

What are Sustainable Development Solutions?

The Solutions Network will focus on promising technologies, business models, institutional 
mechanisms, policies and combinations thereof that meet the following requirements:

• They can have a transformative impact on sustainable development and can be scaled up 
following a successful demonstration;

• They are technically feasible and do not require any primary research – in many cases they 
will require the combination of several different technologies and approaches;

• They are unproven and not commercially viable.

Thanks to the expertise, range of sectors and quality of its members, the Solutions Network will 
address three common barriers inhibiting the deployment of such solutions:

• Lack of awareness outside a narrow technical community;

• High transaction costs for convening co-dependent public and private stakeholders, including 
lack of political support;

• Long decision times due to lack of prioritization of a solution.

The following are current Solutions Initiatives of the SDSN:

1. ONE MILLION SMARTPHONE-ENABLED COMMUNITY HEALTH WORKERS IN SUB-
SAHARAN AFRICA

PARTNERS: THE NOVARTIS FOUNDATION; THE EARTH INSTITUTE, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

Professional community health workers (CHWs) recruited and trained from local 
communities to provide a basic package of health services at the household level 
can extend the reach of the national primary care system and stimulate demand for 
health services. Specifically, the CHWs can provide basic treatment and preventive 
care, keep track of disease outbreaks and overall public health, and offer a vital link 
to the broader healthcare system of doctors, nurses, hospitals and clinics. Existing 
CHW cadres have had a tremendous positive impact on health indicators, 
especially in rural communities. A unified CHW workforce, geared towards 
maternal and child health and with a priority on tackling nutrition, can effectively 



and quickly improve the health of rural and under-served populations. A key component of the CHW 
programs is a user-friendly smartphone system that (a) improves point-of-care service through 
decision-making guidance, such as illustrated job aides and case study algorithms, and (b) regularly 
collects data that can be accessed by managers from a cloud-based data repository.

Building on previous CHW programs and working through regional networks, this project will focus 
on systemic national and sub-national implementation throughout rural Sub-Saharan Africa. The goal 
will be to guide countries in assembling service packages that allow for upgrading of existing CHW 
programs. Private sector technical expertise and regional assets will be instrumental in expanding 
infrastructure to support ICT for CHWs.

2. ENERGY ACCESS FOR ALL IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

PARTNERS: ENI; THE EARTH INSTITUTE, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY; THE MODI LAB, COLUMBIA 
UNIVERSITY

Energy access is essential for achieving sustainable 
development. Every objective in the fight against poverty 
depends on energy, including food security, access to safe 
water, disease control, maternal and child health, and 
universal schooling. Around the globe today, many people do 
not have access to modern energy services, with three billion 
people relying on wood, coal, charcoal or animal waste for 
cooking and heating. Lack of energy access therefore 
represents a major barrier to eradicating poverty, and to 
social and economic development. In rural areas of Sub-
Saharan Africa, barriers to energy access include lack of 
energy resources, lack of access to available energy, and the prohibitive cost of energy from some 
sources. Developing energy resources and the electricity infrastructure is essential for ensuring energy 
access in the region.

This project will identify a practicable pathway to energy for all in Sub-Saharan Africa. Phase 1 will 
consist of an initial study to (a) investigate the cause and effect relationship between energy and 
development, identify the make-up of basic energy services and infrastructure, and develop key 
metrics for estimating development impact. In addition, this phase will (b) identify and develop 
innovative technologies and business models that can improve energy access and thereby enhance 
energy-led development in low-income settings to help households overcome poverty, businesses 
thrive, and community services run. Finally, this first phase will (c) identify agricultural, service-
economy, and industrial growth zones where energy infrastructure could have a high impact. 
Subsequent project phases will demonstrate, deploy, and scale up innovative technologies and 
business models, such as modular electricity micro-grids (flared gas and solar), smart meters, and 
prepay and mobile technologies. The project will coordinate closely with the UN system and its new 
Sustainable Energy for All (SEFA) initiative.

3. RIO DE JANEIRO – SUSTAINABLE CITIES INITIATIVE

PARTNERS: BRAZILIAN FOUNDATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT, VALE, CITY OF RIO DE 
JANEIRO, STATE OF RIO DE JANEIRO, BRAZILIAN ENVIRONMENT MINISTRY

Cities around the world today are facing serious challenges including rapidly growing populations, 
increased demands for services, strained energy, water, and transportation infrastructure, growing 
slum areas, threats from climate change, and limited resources. Since urban infrastructure is long-



lived, investment decisions must be carefully made to fully realize their potential for positive change. 
Innovative public-private partnerships are needed to catalyze investment in sustainable urban 
infrastructure, which can provide long term benefits of economic growth, ecosystem protection, local 

job creation, and improved conditions for poor and 
underserved communities. Rio de Janeiro is a global city 
renowned for its beautiful beaches and vibrant culture, which 
is increasingly becoming known for its leadership in urban 
sustainability. With a metropolitan area of 11 million people, 
Rio faces an array of challenges related to transportation, 
housing, sanitation, environmental protection, and 
development. With the 2014 FIFA World Cup and the 2016 
Olympic Games on the horizon, the City and State of Rio de 
Janeiro are investing in innovative responses to these 

challenges.

This project will develop a framework document describing a comprehensive sustainable vision for 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. It will build on existing successful projects including: the Bike Rio initiative 
which provides clean and accessible transport; the Morar Carioca program to improve housing and 
services in informal settlements; the Bolsa Verde do Rio de Janeiro, which lays the groundwork for 
innovative emissions, effluent, and ecosystem services markets; and the methane capture project at 
the Gramacho Landfill, among many others. It will include partnerships with all levels of government, 
non-governmental organizations, academia, the private sector, and international organizations.

4. LEVERAGING EXTRACTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE FOR DEVELOPMENT IN NORTHERN 
MOZAMBIQUE

PARTNERS: VALE AND     THE     VALE COLUMBIA CENTER     ON SUSTAINABLE INTERNATIONAL INVESTMENT   
(VCC)

Natural resources can contribute meaningfully to concrete 
development outcomes. Mozambique has substantial natural 
resources (coal, natural gas, mineral sands, phosphates). A 
mutually beneficial, long-term relationship should be 
developed between companies and host countries in which 
extractive activities contribute to widespread, sustainable 
social and economic development for the local population, 
including infrastructure development, linkages to local 
industries, transfer of capital and technology, job creation, 
and capacity building. These resources are non-renewable, 
which puts a premium on developing such a strategy at the 
early stages of production.

This project will implement a strategy for Mozambique to turn resource wealth into effective and 
sustainable economic development that is inclusive and contributes to poverty reduction. Partnering 
with local and national government and mining companies, the project will support capacity building 
and shared infrastructure development, and help unleash agricultural productivity along 
Mozambique’s Northern Development Corridor.


