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Millennium development goals: the ﬁnal countdown Global development

What is the millennium development goal on
poverty and hunger all about?
The ﬁrst MDG set out to halve 1990 poverty and hunger rates by
the end of this year. As the deadline approaches, we look at what
progress has been made

A Sudanese child in a camp for displaced people in north Darfur. The prevalence of underweight children under
ﬁve is an indicator of hunger. Photograph: Albert Gonzalez Farran/AFP/Getty Images
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What is MDG1? In 1995, 117 world leaders reaffirmed the goal of "Health for All by 2000"
and, strangely, also a goal to halve the 1990 rate of under-5 child malnutrition by 2000. Instead,

In fact, not just
"set out" but
"resolved to".

In 2000, world leaders set out to halve 1990 extreme poverty and hunger
Not real
guessed
$ or £ but
rates by the end of 2015. This means that the percentage of impoverished
"purchasing power
parity" dollars
people – deﬁned by the World Bank as those living on less than $1.25 (£0.83) a worth far less.
14%
day – must fall to 25% by the end of this year, while the proportion of people
without adequate food security must be reduced to 12.5%. UN staff use chronic, severe

.

lack of calories. Halving the 2000 rate would imply a 2015 target of 7.5%, but the figures are unreliable.

set out" to do]

Will the goal be met?
World Bank and UN reports admit several problems with their "poverty" claims.

The target to reduce extreme poverty by half was reached
The World Bank said in 2014 that the extreme poverty rate in 2000 was 29%,
by 2010, when the global poverty rate dropped to 22%,
Read more
and that by 2010 it was 18%.
making it one of the ﬁrst targets across all the goals to be
The claim that a "safe" water target has been met is unsupported by evidence.
met. However, stark regional diﬀerences mean that while east and south-east ?
Asia have met the target, sub-Saharan Africa is unlikely to do so.

The unreliable FAO percentage of people in 2000 in "chronic, severe lack of calories" will not be halved

It’s uncertain if hunger will be halved by the end of this year. There are 805
million chronically undernourished people, down by more than 100 million
in the past decade, according to the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation.,
but the research is in fact on calories, not nourishment, and even of this, much is guesswork.

In its most recent progress report (pdf), the UN said 14% of the world doesn’t
humans are in severe, chronic lack of calories.
have adequate access to food. The UN has complained that progress towards
the target has slowed since 2005, cautioning that immediate additional
action is needed to meet the goal.
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As for employment, the global economic crisis had a huge
impact on labour markets, making the task of reducing the
number of low-quality jobs even more diﬃcult. This target
is unlikely to be met. Women are still more likely to be
working in low-quality jobs than men.
How are hunger and poverty measured?
It is not possible to judge poverty or hunger without survival rates.

Extreme poverty is measured by three indicators: the
percentage of the population that lives on less than $1.25 a
the "poverty gap"
day; the number of people who live beneath the minimum income level
regardless of changes in
deemed necessary to meet basic needs; and the share of national food
spending/income/guessed consumption
consumption by the poorest 20% of the population.
Read more

In 1995 world leaders agreed that poverty is multidimensional, including lack of information.

Poverty was ﬁrst deﬁned by the UN as anyone who earns less than $1 a day.
This was revised to $1.25 a day to reﬂect rising commodity prices. inflation, the line's basis
in a new set of national "poverty" lines and new judgements on the value of US dollars abroad.

The poverty line – a measure of the amount of money needed per day to
which ignores how many people survive - is dismissed by many as a poor way to judge poverty.
survive – is dismissed by some as a poor way to calculate poverty. Critics say
millions live very close to either side of the line, with not much diﬀerence in
what they can aﬀord., that it is not adjusted for basic needs across countries or time,

See https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2014/sep/09/why-asia-probably-poorer-than-we-think
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Another target under MDG1 is to achieve full and
productive employment and decent work for all the
working-age population, including women and young
people.- with no deadline.
[Guardian uses wrong baselines for what "world leaders

that the World Bank fails to look at inflation faced by the poor and that the figures are unreliable.
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More broadly, the MDGs have been criticised for targeting
a reduction in the proportion of people living in poverty,
rather than the absolute number. Thomas Pogge, a philosophy
professor in development studies at Yale University, said such a low line
this could “paint far too rosy a picture of the evolution of
extreme poverty” (pdf).
Instead of estimating numbers "suffering from hunger", the FAO estimates

Hunger is measured by the country average of how many
chronic, severe lack of calories each person has access to every day, as well as the
prevalence of underweight children younger than ﬁve., which has a slower official fall
Read more

than the calorie-based claims above but which the FAO ignore in the main headlines.

How accurate is the data?
There is no such thing as "accuracy" in poverty claims, which are subjective, like "inflation".

Gaps in data gathering have cast doubts on the credibility of the UN’s ﬁgures
in eradicating hunger and poverty, some experts say. They claim that more
than 40 developing countries lack suﬃcient data to track performance in
these areas. The UN Statistics Division MDG 'metadata' and the World Bank's World Development
Indicators admit there are multiple problems. Critics point out more problems.

The global rate masks uneven regional progress in reducing hunger and
poverty, critics say. For example, China’s successful poverty reduction
strategy accounts for most of the world’s gains over the past 25 years. East
officially
Asia’s poverty rate tumbled from 80% in 1980 to 20% in 2005. But, “the
world doesn’t have another China”, says Lawrence Haddad, a senior fellow at
the Institute of Development Studies. In any case, it is difficult to "confirm" the secretive
v

Chinese government's statistics. Poverty is subjective, so "confirming" poverty is impossible anyway.

Read more

v
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By contrast, sub-Saharan Africa’s rate hovered around
according to the World Bank.
50% over the same period. “The rate of poverty reduction
has been much slower in low-income countries, especially
in sub-Saharan Africa where the absolute number of poor
has continued to increase,” according to the World Food
Programme.

Which issues weren’t adequately addressed in MDG1?
Survival, assets, debts, costs of rent, transport, water, education and health care, people's own produce,

Food waste, land rights, soil quality, obesity, access to nutritious food,
overreliance on certain crops, genetic modiﬁcation, price volatility, disaster
preparedness, monitoring progress., changing basic needs, price inflation for the poor, data quality,
arbitrary judgements on adults' versus children's needs, items assumed to be of equivalent value and so on.
How do the MDG1 targets translate into the SDGs? It is important to understand that, as with 'MDGs',
the SDGs are not the whole UN development agenda. Some other agreed goals are more ambitious.

The sustainable development goals (SDGs), which come into eﬀect in 2016,
extreme
include a target to end poverty everywhere, and one to end hunger, achieve
food security, improve nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture.
v

By contrast, the World Bank target is 3% in extreme poverty in 2030 - perhaps 250 million people.

There is a standalone target to promote sustainable economic growth, which
includes full and productive employment, and decent work for all.

Since you're here…
… we have a small favour to ask. Three years ago we set out to make The
Guardian sustainable by deepening our relationship with our readers. The
same technologies that connected us with a global audience had also
shifted advertising revenues away from news publishers. We decided to
seek an approach that would allow us to keep our journalism open and
accessible to everyone, regardless of where they live or what they can
aﬀord.
More than one million readers have now supported our independent,
investigative journalism through contributions, membership or
subscriptions, which has played such an important part in helping The
Guardian overcome a perilous ﬁnancial situation globally. We want to thank
you for all of your support. But we have to maintain and build on that
support for every year to come.
Sustained support from our readers enables us to continue pursuing
diﬃcult stories in challenging times of political upheaval, when factual
reporting has never been more critical. The Guardian is editorially
independent – our journalism is free from commercial bias and not
inﬂuenced by billionaire owners, politicians or shareholders. No one edits
our editor. No one steers our opinion. This is important because it enables
us to give a voice to those less heard, challenge the powerful and hold them
to account. Readers’ support means we can continue bringing The
Guardian’s independent journalism to the world.
If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps to support it, our
future would be much more secure. For as little as £1, you can support the
Guardian – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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