Support The
Guardian

Subscribe

News

Find a job

Opinion

Sign in

Search

UK edition

Sport

Culture

Lifestyle

More

The Guardian view Columnists Cartoons Opinion videos Letters

The Guardian view on global
development goals: heed the good
news, but more needs to be done
Editorial

Millennium
development
goals
Opinion

Smallville actor Allison Mack
arrested in connection with
sex cult
Avicii: the poster boy for EDM
who struggled with the
spotlight
A letter to... my husband’s
girlfriend

A UN report highlights that there is much less poverty, hunger
and disease in the world than 20 years ago but more must be
done, especially in addressing global inequality
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United Nations secretary general Ban Ki-moon. 'it is easy to ﬁnd consensus on the notion of eliminating poverty –
who could possibly disagree? – but it is much harder to jointly deﬁne inequality and how to reduce it.' Photograph:
Richard Drew/AP
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t a time when good news seems so hard to come by on the global stage,
try stepping back and looking at some of the larger, more positive
trends that do exist. This is the data that says the planet isn’t doing so
badly in some respects, and that people’s lives, if looked at on a big
scale, have been continuously improving over the last two decades or so. A recent
UN report on development goals certainly conveys that impression. One of the
most striking indicators is the steep drop in global poverty levels. In 1990, nearly
half of the population in the developing world lived on less than $1.25 a day. That
proportion has dropped to 14% in 2015. The number of people belonging to the
working middle class (living on more than $4 a day) has almost tripled, globally,
since 1990. In developing countries, the proportion of undernourished people has
fallen by almost half, from 23.3% in 1990 to around 13% today.
These are uplifting statistics. They may not tell the full story, and they certainly
shouldn’t lead anyone to believe that more eﬀorts aren’t required to help
the dispossessed. But they do go some way to countering the notion that
globalisation is a phenomenon that, in itself, only brings more travails, and hardly
any solutions, to some of the questions that humanity has long grappled with.
The UN report might of course be discarded as just a self-serving vindication for
some of the ambitions that the organisation set itself at the launch of the
millennium development goals back in 2000, when promises were made to
combat – and even eradicate – poverty and diseases worldwide. Some will also
say, with good reason, that much of the poverty reduction is more accurately
attributed to China’s modernisation than to a major outﬂow of global generosity.
But that would be to miss some of the overarching lessons that can be drawn from
the report, and these point to the merit of mobilising governments and public
opinion in making sure that progress not only continues but also beneﬁts the
largest possible number of people.
In that context, 2015 is a key year that could set the trend for the next generation.
In September, the UN general assembly will take stock of what has been achieved
in the realm of global development (as the millennium goals reach their 15-year
deadline). The next task will be to formulate concrete commitments behind a new
set of objectives, called the sustainable development goals, which governments,
north and south, as well as international organisations, NGOs and the private
sector, will be called to contribute to. And none of this should be disconnected
from the hopes of reaching a new, universal climate agreement at the Paris
summit in December.
As Barack Obama prepares to travel to Africa this week (with stops in Ethiopia and
Kenya), the UN report is a timely reminder of what challenges still lie ahead. Take
the digital divide. One can only applaud the fact that the number of mobilecellular subscriptions in the world has grown almost tenfold in the last 15 years
(from 738m in 2000 to over 7bn in 2015), and that Africa is a continent where
modern technologies are making a breakthrough, often improving day-to-day life.
But large global gaps remain. As the UN report points out, only one-third of the
population in developing regions use the internet, compared to 82% in the
developed world. Fighting inequality worldwide will require more focus, not less.
The world’s top 1% is set to hold more than half of global wealth by 2016. When
UN member states meet to set those sustainable development goals for the next
decades, politics and ideology will undoubtedly weigh heavily: it is easy to ﬁnd
consensus on the notion of eliminating poverty – who could possibly disagree? –
but it is much harder to jointly deﬁne inequality and how to reduce it. Add to that
the fact that global employment is not keeping up with demographic trends, that
the world economy has entered a period of slower growth, and the situation
becomes even more intractable.
But none of this should erase some of that good news, like the fact that the
proportion of the urban population living in slums in the developing world has
fallen from 40% to 29% between 2000 and 2014. Behind the statistics, there are
lives changed and hopes created. Of course, more must be achieved. That will
only come if minds meet in the UN and if, crucially, any agreement is backed by
money. Grand statements are all well and good. But they must be followed by
action.

Topics

Millennium development goals Opinion
Sustainable development goals / Poverty / Social exclusion / United Nations / editorials
Reuse this content

opinion
What happened this
week is not a shock, it
is capitalism as
intended
Greg Jericho

comments
25

I used to be a Tory.
The Windrush scandal
makes me glad I left
Derek Laud

Running the
London marathon?
Neither am I
Alice O'Keeﬀe

12m

2h

Order by Oldest

Sign in or create
your Guardian
account to join the
discussion.

Martin Rowson on
Theresa May and the
Commonwealth
cartoon

9h

12h

Threads Collapsed

Diablo666xxx 19 Jul 2015 21:31

3

Any improvement on the institutional corruption at the centre of the failure of these states to
provide for their populations.
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EndersShadow 19 Jul 2015 23:52
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Isn't capitalism wonderful? The application of capitalism to the 3rd world after decades of failed
socialism - and the poverty rates drop massively. Yet somehow it doesn't the credit it deserves. I
wonder why...
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Finduskeepus 20 Jul 2015 2:30
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That's funny. I spend a lot of time BTL at CIF and I could have sworn I heard here that the last two
decades have seen human existence reduced to a nightmare by neoliberal capitalism.
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londonhongkong1

20 Jul 2015 6:05
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hahaha, well exactly, just read what passes for economic and business comment in this
paper that really should just concentrate on other topics.
Or the monthly contribution from Naomi Klein, high priestess of the hypocritical green
lefties from her latest turgid tome.
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Jim Rose 20 Jul 2015 4:21
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Yes, only a passing mention of capitalism in the abolition of extreme poverty.
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And what caused this massive drop in absolute poverty levels globally since 1990?
The capitalism, globalisation and "neo-liberalism" which the Guardian's own journalists and its
favourite guest writers spend all their time either deriding, dismissing or demanding an end to.
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Realistically, if the birth rate problem isn`t solved, nothing is solved.
Nothing.
Read this and despair:http://www.amren.com/features/2015/07/an-african-planet/
Share

Report

Inhumanoid

20 Jul 2015 12:53

LePharaon

2

What makes you think it won't be solved?
The global birth rate is half what it was 50 years ago.
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Hmm - not solved.
Fertility by country
oﬀers an overview. Given that 2.1 is the replacement rate, the world is at 2.5. However the
age distribution means that population will continue to grow long after fertility falls below
replacement. Add in the additional resources that the growing wealth of the poor will
demand and there is the prospect of a BIG problem. However IF we survive that peak, then
things, sometime after WE are all dead, will be less dangerous.
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The replacement rate is 2.1 for industrialised countries. It's 2.33 for the world, and the
global total fertility rate is at 2.36 and falling.
There are, as you say, medium-term problems to be dealt with, but's it's not all doom and
gloom.
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Liberal89 20 Jul 2015 7:13
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Although many millions being lifted out of poverty is wonderful news - it is a simple fact that
Earth - with our current level of technical know-how - cannot support 7+ billion humans with
Western, high-consumption, high-energy usage lifestyles indeﬁnitely.
We need aggressive programs for population reduction - 1 billion seems sustainable if you also
implement a fully circular economy. Switch to renewable (including nuclear) energy, hugely
increase funding for next-generation energy solutions (nuclear fusion power would be the 'get out
of jail free' card here). Start planning now for rising sea levels displacing millions in the future,
increasing fresh water scarcity and droughts.
Humanity hasn't been here before - and we're facing the perfect storm...
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We need aggressive programs for population reduction
You go ﬁrst.
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Feedback and the media often feature the ludicrous nature of UK international development aid.
Tabloids highlight multi million £££ schemes that if accurate spend money that most tax payers
would probably object to.
Creating an industry inside the development fund so that insiders can make a good living. When
some project details are revealed, it smacks of white man's burden syndrome, and supports the
idea that meddling in other nations is still OK.
The aid given to India illuminated the bullshit that even FIFA would have diﬃculty explaining
away.
How could UK continue giving aid to a nuclear armed space power, who state repeatedly they
don't want UK aid. As for aid to Pakistan, well that's another debate another time.
We are told populations are on the move, seeking safety, yet UK contribution towards stabilising
this situation is minimal. That £12 billion could build camps close to the conﬂict zones, and the aid
money used to make life seem a little more normal by creating schools, medical clinics and
employment, so that when fear is in the past, these people can return to their homes.
I see a similarity with the overseas students that come to study in UK. So greedy for overseas
funds, college administrators turned a blind eye to what became an immigration racket, debasing
the perceived quality of British Higher Education, to facilitate the entry of overseas students.
My sense is the general British Public are OK with a large aid budget if properly utilised and
transparent, but balk when it fuels corrupt practices.
The recent earthquake in Nepal would be an acceptable aid project. Our close relations with
Gurkhas, their loyalty to Britain qualiﬁes them for assistance.
I am certain Guardian Readers would like to know where the money is spent every year, as
development aid is seen as important on here, and if well spent, then no problems with disclosure.
The opaqueness on where it is spent belies trust.
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I love the way that the article assumes this was achieved largely by central planning and
generosity. Rather than by globalisation, free movement of capital, and the proﬁt motive. What
was it that made western countries rich? Was it central planning of government agencies, the UN
etc, or was it non directed spontaneous orders which found ways to generate wealth often in spite
of planners holding them back? When you look at this top down directed 'development' it is often
either a waste of money - good mostly for the planners and vested interests - or actually counter
productive. Sure, some of it, where it has very speciﬁc goals say around tackling a particular
disease may be worthwhile. But the tackling everything approach of the article, the setting of
'concrete commitments', is bound to not work. Why? Because we know economies are too complex
and planners too in the dark to expect they can beat non-directed market based development.
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"I love the way that the article assumes this was achieved largely by central planning and
generosity. Rather than by globalisation, free movement of capital, and the proﬁt motive. "
Certainly about the only speciﬁc thing they mention is mobile phones!
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The fundamental divide is always and everywhere between those who own land and receive rent,
and the rest, who create wealth, pay rent and work for wages.
Until that is dealt with, the wealth will always ﬂow towards those who own the land.
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The UN highlight where things need to be done, according to the UN, but there interest soon
moves on and the original problem is soon forgotten, also the UN just complains that not enough
money is given to them to solve the problems, while there way of life is way over the top, when
was the last conference held at a normal hotel? I am afraid that as this has been going on for some
time it is now just washing over the publick generating no interest.
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it is much harder to jointly deﬁne inequality and how to reduce it
Absolutely. We've been scaremongered into agreeing to a system which works to exploit the
majority ruthlessly while concurrently dividing them. A cynical plot in the extreme. The
overwhelming majority of work in the development sector remains unﬁnished, strengthening of
institutions has to be right up there as one of the most challenging, but most important.
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It is not 'global generosity' that will address Africa's problems. It is two things above all, one
which the West can at least in principle address and the other which it cannot. The thing we can
address is allowing African states to sell their agricultural produce freely in Western markets allowing Asian manufactured goods in is the primary reason why Asian countries have prospered.
The other thing though is mainly due to African countries themselves to sort out and that is the
absurd degree of corruption in their societies. I could bore you from now until midnight about the
impossibility of doing sensible business in Nigeria. Unless contracts can be properly enforced
without huge amounts of grease-palming they will never make real progress.
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A UN report highlights that there is much less poverty, hunger and disease in the world
than 20 years ago – but more must be done, especially in addressing global inequality
No no no. This is such a classic guardian comment and so wrong.
Inequality is a complete red herring and we must not distract ourselves with it in our eﬀorts to
alleviate real, absolute poverty. Access to clean water, food, education and the internet are
important measures that we should be focusing on, but the focus must not be on reducing the
"gap" but rather on the most eﬀective ways of improving the lives of the poorest. That may well
not entail stalling the improvement that we, in the richer countries are also experiencing.
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Capitalism is working then.
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To the Guardian readers' editor
8 July 2015
Problems in reporting Millennium Summit commitments
Dear Mr Elliott,
I write about an unusual situation. It is diﬃcult to get the tone right, so please forgive me.
Like many people, I thought the Millennium Development Goal targets were in the Millennium
Declaration.
Then I read work by the philosopher Thomas Pogge, which pointed out that some MDG targets
had watered down the actual commitments.
Many people make the same error, and among them journalists at the Guardian.
There is no 1990 baseline and no easier "proportions in developing regions" in the Declaration.
Today's story reads,
"Fifteen years after world leaders gathered in New York to agree an unprecedented global assault
on poverty, disease and inequality, the ﬁnal report is in on the eight millennium development
goals (MDGs) they set. ....If progress on the MDGs has been mixed ...their architects can at least
claim that progress on ending extreme poverty has been spectacular: between 1990 and this year,
the number of those living in extreme poverty has fallen from 1.9 billion to 836 million."
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/jul/07/sustainable-development-goalswill-be-hard-sell-for-united-nations
"The ﬁnal report is in on the eight millennium development goals (MDGs) they set" is not correct.
The report is on the MDG targets. The leaders in 2000 agreed to cut child and maternal mortality
by the same proportions as in the later MDGs, but from "current rates".
http://www.un.org/millennium/declaration/ares552e.htm
I am afraid this is not what was reported in 2000:
"In 2000, world leaders set out to halve 1990 extreme poverty and hunger rates by the end of
2015."
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/feb/19/millennium-development-goalone-poverty-hunger
The February article also states,
"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 professor in development
studies at Yale University, said this could “paint far too rosy a picture of the evolution of extreme
poverty” (pdf)."
Professor Pogge criticises such a change from the World Food Summit of 1996 to the Millennium
Declaration. But also, in the article to which the Guardian links, he stated:
"One may think that the missing baseline is obvious: It is simply the time at which the MDGs are
adopted, the year 2000 in analogy to how the Rome Declaration
set the “present level” as the baseline. But the UN instead uses 1990 as the baseline, thereby
expanding the plan period to 25 years."
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/--stat/documents/publication/wcms_087882.pdf
[There was no mention in 2000 of the phrase "MDGs" - he is referring to the goals in the
Millennium Declaration.]
As Professor Pogge has also pointed out, the UN's interpretation of the Declaration looks at
"developing regions". This also makes MDG "global" targets easier where they are expressed as
proportions of total population. The reason is that total population in those countries grows at a
faster rate than world population, which is what the Declaration is about.
"While the MDGs have ended extreme poverty for more than a billion people since they began in
2000"
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/jul/07/mdg-ﬁnal-report-eu-strategyrefugees-and-the-value-of-democracy
That is not what the World Bank claims. It is what the Secretary-General proposed to the
Millennium Summit, but it was not "achieved" oﬃcially. Nor did the MDG framework begin in
2000.
I put "achieved" in inverted commas because of the multiple problems with the notion and
practice of claiming to measure "extreme poverty".
I have placed more analysis at www.millenniumdeclaration.org .
Some of what FAO, UNICEF and others have said is simply false.
There are also mistakes in the February article about the World Bank research method, but the
baseline and "developing regions" misconceptions are more common.
I am sorry to say that the Guardian has published much material giving the wrong impression.
Perhaps the Guardian could take a guess at what might remedy the misconception among readers,
and the consequences of publishing the information over an extended period.
Yours sincerely,
Matt Berkley
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20 July 2015
Re: Problems in reporting Millennium Summit commitments
To: reader@theguardian.com
Dear Mr Elliott,
I am afraid the Guardian has made the same mistake again.
"In 1990, nearly half of the population in the developing world lived on less than $1.25 a day.
...proportion of undernourished people has fallen by almost half, from 23.3% in 1990. The UN
report might of course be discarded as just a self-serving vindication for some of the ambitions
that the organisation set itself at the launch of the millennium development goals back in 2000,
when promises were made...."
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/19/the-guardian-view-on-globaldevelopment-goals-heed-the-good-news-but-more-needs-to-be-done
The MDGs were not launched in 2000. The ambition for the promises made in 2000 is to achieve
the targets from a 2000 baseline, as the report below correctly states - not a 1990 baseline.
The MDG framework proposed in 2001 ( http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/sgreport2001.pdf )
has the generally easier 1990 baselines. It was not mentioned by world leaders at the UN until
2005.
The diﬀerence was stated in a Guardian article in 2010, below.
Neither the Declaration nor the MDGs mention proportions in "developing countries", which are
easier goals because of total population growth.
Yours sincerely,
Matt Berkley
...........................................................
"The three-day summit, which begins on Wednesday, will almost certainly endorse a UN
declaration.... The declaration is a condensed version of a speech made earlier this year by the UN
secretary general...
The aims include halving within 15 years the 22% of the world's population now existing on less
than a dollar a day."
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2000/sep/02/cuba.ewenmacaskill
.........................................................
"In 2000, the world's leaders met in New York and issued a ringing millennium declaration,
promising to halve the proportion of people suﬀering from extreme poverty and hunger by 2015.
They also pledged to halve the proportion of people without safe drinking water and sanitation;
move toward universal and full primary schooling for children everywhere – girls as well as boys;
reduce child mortality by two-thirds and maternal mortality by three-quarters; and combat
HIV/Aids, malaria, and other major diseases. These pledges, reformulated as speciﬁc, measurable
targets, became the millennium development goals (MDGs).
...As the Yale philosopher Thomas Pogge has pointed out, the task has been made easier by
moving the goalposts. ....When the millennium declaration was rewritten as a set of speciﬁc goals,
the baseline for calculating the proportion to be halved was set not at 2000, but at 1990."
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/oct/07/millennium-development-goals-unpoverty
[end of email 20 July]
"... United Nations, although they’ve managed to make the story a bit more palatable by shifting
the goal posts. When the millennium declaration was signed in 2000, the goal was now to halve
the proportion of hungry people rather than the absolute number, which made it easier to achieve.
The MDGs also pushed the base year back to 1990, which allowed them to claim China’s progress
during that decade..."
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/jul/17/thehunger-numbers-are-we-counting-right
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