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1. Moving away from MDGs to 
development proper 

The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) were not developed as a global 
agenda for development.  They were 
pulled out of the Millennium Declara-
tion by UN staff in an ad hoc fashion.  It 
is not the outcome of intergovernmental 
negotiations on a global development 
agenda, properly integrating its interna-
tional and national dimensions. 

MDGs are based on a donor-centric 
view of development with a focus on 
poverty and aid.  They do not embrace 
a large segment of the population in the 
developing world, notably in middle-
income countries, which fall outside the 
thresholds set in MDGs but still have 
their development aspirations unful-
filled. 

We should not repeat this process if 
we want a genuinely global develop-
ment agenda, drawing on the lessons 
from the development experience in the 
past few decades of growing interna-
tional interdependence.  This is all the 
more so if we want change.  MDGs 
were set according to what was seen 
feasible on the basis of global trends 
observed in the two decades preceding 
the Millennium Summit.  But if we want 
change, we should not simply reset tar-
gets for similar objectives on the basis of 
current underlying trends.  Rather, we 
should set a framework that should 
move the trend by altering the main 
parameters of the international econom-
ic system in support of development. 

It would be agreed that develop-

ment is much more than the sum total 
of MDGs or any such arbitrary collec-
tion of a limited number of specific 
targets.  But it is not possible to reach 
an international agreement on all im-
portant dimensions of economic and 
social development and environmental 
protection.  Any international agree-
ment on such specific development 
targets would naturally be selective, 
leaving out many dimensions to which 
several countries may attach particular 
importance.  Thus, instead of focusing 
on selective specific targets in the areas 
of economic and social development 

and environmental protection, we 
should aim at creating an enabling 
international environment to allow 
each and every country to pursue de-
velopmental objectives according to 
their own priorities with policies of 
their own choice.   

2. Economic growth and de-
velopment 

We all know what development 
means – we do not need to reinvent 
the wheel.  The primary objective of 
developing countries is economic de-
velopment.  Social dimension is and 
has always been a built-in component 
of economic development. 

Sustained economic growth is ab-
solutely necessary for progress on the 
social front.  No country has ever 
achieved constant improvements in 
living standards and human develop-
ment indicators without sustaining a 
rapid pace of economic growth.  

Without this, progress in human 
and social development would natu-
rally depend on external and domestic 
transfer mechanisms – that is, aid and 
redistribution of public spending, re-
spectively.  Since there are limits to 
such transfers, social progress cannot 
go very far without an adequate pace 
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The  United Nations’ Post-2015 Development Agenda  should not 
simply extend MDGs,  or reformulate the goals, but focus instead 
on global systemic reforms to remove main impediments to de-
velopment and secure an accommodating international environ-
ment for sustainable development.  This is a big, ambitious 
agenda which cannot be acted on overnight.  An action plan for 
systemic reforms could be supplemented, but not substituted, 
by specific goals in some areas of economic and social develop-
ment.  This paper was presented to a brainstorming workshop of 
the G77 and China held in the UN in New York in February.   

Slum houses in an unhealthy environment co-existing with modern high-rise buildings is a stark contrast that 

depicts poverty and inequality --  two issues that should have priority in the Development Agenda.    



Page 3  

of income and job generation. 

This was most clearly expressed by 
Raúl Prebisch, the first Secretary-
General of UNCTAD, in the remarks he 
made in 1979 on the “meagre results 
achieved since the first United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Develop-
ment”:  

Another idea has now appeared 
which fires the enthusiasm of some 
Northern economists, that of eradicat-
ing poverty – a phenomenon which, 
apparently, they have just discovered.  
Who could refuse to fight against pov-
erty? ...  But, is this possible outside the 
context of development and an enlight-
ened international co-operation policy? 

Industrialization is essential for 
reducing income, productivity, technol-
ogy and skill gaps with more advanced 
economies since there are limits to 
growth and development in commodi-
ty-dependent and service economies. It 
takes different shapes at different levels 
of development.  But, it is not beyond 
reach even for relatively small econo-
mies such as Taiwan (23 million), Swit-
zerland (8 million) and Singapore (5 
million).  On the other hand, many re-
source-rich economies (e.g.  United 
States and Sweden) closed income gaps 
with more advanced economies of their 
times only through industrial develop-
ment. 

3. Social development 

We also know that there is no automat-
ic trickle down from economic growth 
to human and social development.  
Policies and institutions are needed to 
translate economic growth to social 
development. 

Job creation holds the key to im-
provements in living standards and to 
human development.  But economic 
growth is not necessarily associated 
with creation of jobs at a pace needed 
to fully absorb the growing work force.  
Thus, active policies are needed to pro-
vide secure and productive job oppor-
tunities.      

Equity is an important ingredient of 
social cohesion and development.  Pre-
vention of widened inequality in in-
come distribution calls for intervention 
in market forces, targeted policies and 
correctives.   

4. Environment 

Finally, we all know that protection of 

It is necessary to reform multilat-
eral and bilateral arrangements to al-
low developing countries as much eco-
nomic policy space as those enjoyed by 
today’s advanced economies in the 
course of their industrialization and 
development.  

Developing countries also enjoy 
much less environmental space than 
that enjoyed by today’s advanced 
economies in the course of their indus-
trialization, and hence face greater con-
straints in attaining growth and devel-
opment without compromising future 
generations’ well-being.  Centuries of 
industrial development in advanced 
economies have left very little carbon 
space and much of it is still being used 
by advanced economies because of a 
very high per capita emission of car-
bon dioxide and other harmful gases.  
Developing countries thus face the 
dilemma of either sacrificing growth 
and development or incurring large 
costs of mitigation to cope with the 
limited carbon space.   

In the same vain, global warming 
and increased instability of climatic 
conditions are already inflicting signifi-
cant costs on several poor developing 
countries, including those dependent 
on agricultural commodities and small
-island economies.    

Thus, action is also needed at the 
international level in order to ease the 
environmental constraints over eco-
nomic growth and development in 
developing countries and to compen-
sate the costs inflicted on them by envi-
ronmental deterioration resulting from 
years of industrialization in advanced 
economies.    

Finally, there is a need for a devel-
opment-friendly global economic envi-
ronment.  We need mechanisms to pre-
vent adverse spillovers and shocks to 
developing countries from policies in 
advanced economies or destabilizing 
impulses from international financial 
markets.   

8. Systemic reforms 

Adequate policy space and a develop-
ment-friendly global economic envi-
ronment call for action at the interna-
tional level on several fronts:  

i. Review multilateral rules and 
agreements with a view to improving 
the policy space in developing coun-
tries in pursuit of economic growth 
and social development.  

the environment is essential for the 
sustainability of economic growth and 
development.  In designing industriali-
zation and development strategies and 
policies, attention needs to be paid to 
their environmental consequences.  In 
fact, environmental sustainability is an 
integral part of industrial policy.  

5. Key developmental objec-
tives 

These together give the key policy ob-
jectives for development: 

i.Rapid and sustained economic growth 

ii.Industrialization 

iii.Full employment 

iv.Greater distributional equity 

v.Environmental sustainability. 

These encompass all three areas of 
sustainable development – economic 
and social development and environ-
mental protection.     

6. National policies 

Prime responsibility for economic de-
velopment lies with the countries con-
cerned.  Success depends on effective 
design and implementation of industri-
al, macroeconomic and social policies 
as well as an appropriate pace and pat-
tern of integration into the global eco-
nomic system.  This calls for a genuine 
departure from policies fashioned on 
the Washington Consensus over the 
past two decades.  

Industrialization and development 
cannot be left to market forces alone 
and least of all to global markets.  Suc-
cessful development is associated nei-
ther with autarky nor with full integra-
tion into world markets dominated by 
advanced economies, but strategic inte-
gration in trade, investment and fi-
nance designed to use foreign markets, 
technology and finance in pursuit of 
national industrial development.  

7. The international context 

To succeed in development, develop-
ing countries need to have adequate 
policy space.  However, their policy 
space is considerably narrower than 
that enjoyed by today’s advanced econ-
omies in the course of their industriali-
zation because of the tendency of those 
who reach the top to “kick away the 
ladder” and deny the followers the 
kind of policies they had pursued in 
the course of their development.    



Page 4  

ii. Attention to the international 
intellectual property (IP) regime with a 
view to facilitating technological catch-
up and improving health and educa-
tion standards and food security in 
developing countries. 

iii. Industrial, macroeconomic and 
financial policies of developing coun-
tries are severely constrained by bilat-
eral investment treaties (BITs) and free 
trade agreements (FTAs) signed with 
advanced economies.  These agree-
ments are designed on the basis of a 
corporate perspective rather than a 
development perspective and they give 
considerable leverage to foreign inves-
tors and firms in developing countries.  
They need to be revised or dismantled.   

iv. Remove terms unfavourable to 
commodity-dependent developing 
countries in contracts with transnation-
al corporations (TNCs) to enable them 
to add more value to commodities and 
obtain more revenues from commodity
-related activities.  

v. Establish and effectively imple-
ment a legally binding multilateral 
code of conduct for TNCs to secure 
social responsibility and accountability 
and prevent restrictive business prac-
tices. 

vi. Introduce multilateral mecha-
nisms to bring discipline policies in 
advanced economies to prevent ad-
verse consequences for and spillovers 
to developing countries, including agri-
cultural subsidies, restrictions over 
labour movements and transfer of tech-
nology and beggar-my-neighbour 
monetary and exchange rates policies. 

vii. Establish mechanisms to bring 
greater stability to exchange rates of 
reserve currencies and prevent compet-
itive devaluations and currency wars, 
such as those seen during the current 
crisis. 

viii. Reduce global trade imbalances 
through faster growth of domestic de-
mand, income and imports in countries 
with slow growth and large current 
account surpluses in order to allow 
greater space for expansionary policies 
in deficit developing countries. 

ix. Full employment should be de-
clared as a global objective, to be pur-
sued by all countries without resort to 
beggar-my-neighbour exchange rate, 
trade and labour-market policies.  

x. Reversal of the universal trend of 

xvi. Reform international economic 
governance in ways commensurate 
with the increased participation and 
role of developing countries in the 
global economy.  Re-examine the role, 
accountability and governance of spe-
cialised institutions such as the IMF, 
the World Bank and the WTO, and the 
role that the UN can play in global eco-
nomic governance.   

It is not possible to classify these 
systemic reforms under the three com-
ponents of sustainable development as 
economic, social or environmental 
goals because in most cases they affect 
more than one component of sustaina-
ble development. The sum total of such 
measures should constitute an action 
plan to create an enabling environment 
for sustainable development.     

9. The way forward 

Post-2015 agenda for development 
should not simply extend MDGs, refor-
mulating the goals, dropping one or 
two and adding a few in areas such as 
environment and human rights.  It 
should focus, instead, on global sys-
temic reforms to remove main impedi-
ments to development and secure an 
accommodating international environ-
ment for sustainable development. 

This is a big, ambitious agenda 
which cannot be acted on and achieved 
overnight.  It should be prioritized and 
taken up in an appropriate sequence.   

If found necessary, an action plan 
for systemic reforms could be supple-
mented, but not substituted, by specific 
goals in some areas of economic and 
social development.  Such goals should 
better be set for the principal drivers of 
development, notably growth, employ-
ment and distribution, rather than for 
specific areas of human development 
as in MDGs.     

International action for systemic 
reforms should be formulated as ex-
plicit commitments with appropriate 
time frames, going well beyond the 
generalities of Goal 8 of the MDGs.  
Without this, global partnership for 
sustainable development would re-
main an empty rhetoric. 

 

 

Yılmaz Akyüz is Chief Economist 
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growing income inequality should also 
be a global goal.  This calls for revers-
ing the secular decline in the share of 
labour in income in most countries.  
This goal could be pursued through 
various means to establish a level play-
ing field between labour and capital, 
including greater international mobility 
of labour, regulation of international 
financial markets and capital move-
ments, more equitable taxation of wage 
income and incomes from capital and 
financial assets, prevention of tax com-
petition and a code of conduct for 
TNCs.  Pursuit of such a goal calls for 
breaking the dominance of finance and 
corporate interests in the formulation 
of policies and operation of the global 
markets.   No single country alone can 
do this – it should be pursued collec-
tively at the global level. 

xi. Regulate systemically important 
financial institutions and markets, in-
cluding international banks and rating 
agencies and markets for commodity 
derivatives with a view to reducing 
international financial instability and 
instability of commodity prices. 

xii. Establish impartial and orderly 
workout procedures for international 
sovereign debt to prevent meltdown in 
developing countries facing balance-of-
payments and debt crises.    

xiii. Compensate costs inflicted on 
developing countries by global envi-
ronmental deterioration and climate 
change. 

xiv. Secure a fair and equitable allo-
cation of usable carbon space between 
advanced economies and developing 
countries, taking into account cumula-
tive contributions of advanced econo-
mies to atmospheric pollution.  Even 
then, developing countries should not 
incur additional costs to accommodate 
the tightened carbon space constraints 
such as those involved in developing 
and using cleaner technology or energy 
sources.  Transfer of technology for 
these purposes should be greatly facili-
tated and provisions in the internation-
al IP regime impeding such transfers 
should be revised. 

xv. Introduce international taxes in 
areas such as financial transactions or 
energy to generate funds for develop-
ment assistance as well as for financing 
the costs of climate change mitigation 
and adaptation in developing coun-
tries.   
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T he Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) process should be coherent 

with the Development Agenda process 
in that the design, structure and choice 
of SDGs should be in line with what 
developing countries want to achieve 
in the Development Agenda. 

The SDGs should not be a set of 
goals for only developing countries to 
undertake as a kind of conditionality or 
new obligations applying only to them 
and only at national level.  The Rio plus 
20 outcome decided that the goals are 
“universally applicable to all coun-
tries”, including the developed coun-
tries.   

Since this is being formulated in the 
UN in the context of international co-
operation, the international coopera-

tion aspects are crucial.  While the de-
veloping countries also take on nation-
al goals, they should be supported by:  

(a) corresponding actions of devel-
oped countries that support (and not be 
a barrier to) developing countries’ ef-
forts;   

(b) actions at the level of the interna-
tional economic, financial, trade, tech-
nology and social systems, to support 
and enable developing countries’ ac-
tions/efforts; 

(c) provision of finance and technol-
ogy and other means of implementa-
tion. 

It is proposed that the structure of 

the SDG framework should comprise: 

(1)  Principles and modalities. 

(2)  A section or sections on goals, 
targets and actions at the level of the 
international system that will be sup-
portive of the developing countries’ 
achievement of SDGs.  This will be a 
more elaborate and systematic version 
of Goal 8 (Global Partnership for De-

velopment) in the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs). This will be a gen-
eral section not necessarily categorized 
as economic, social or environmental. 

(3)  Sections on Economic, Social and 
Environmental Goals. 

a.  In each section, there should be a 
number of goals.  In order to have bal-
ance  bet we en the  t hree  p i l -
lars/dimensions of sustainable devel-
opment, there can be an equal number 
of goals in each pillar.  Each goal will be 
accompanied by a number of targets. 

b. For each goal, there can be differ-
entiation between developed and devel-
oping country goals and targets.  There 
can be a preambular part in each goal 
that explains the issue and perhaps the 
actions required.   

c. For the goal pertaining to develop-
ing countries, there can be the following 
structure:  (a) The goal; (b) The interna-
tional factors or targets that have to be 

established or reformed or removed in 
order to enable the developing coun-
tries’ goals and targets to be met, in-
cluding providing sufficient policy 
space for national development; (c) 
National Sub-goals or Targets; (d) The 
means of implementation (finance, 
technology) required by developing 
countries. 

(4)  A general section on means of 
implementation (especially financial 
resources and technology transfer and 
development).  

Categories of Issues that Can Be 
Basis for Formulating the Goals:  In 
the Rio+20 process, much attention 
was centered on environmental goals. 
In order to implement a balanced ap-
proach, it is imperative for developing 
countries to put forward goals under 
economic and social pillars in order to 
provide an overall balance.  Also, de-
veloping countries can put forward 
their own views on what the environ-
mental goals and targets will be. 

On the economic pillar, the follow-
ing are categories of economic issues 
for developing countries from which 
goals could be drawn: 

1) Adequate rate of economic 
growth, which is inclusive, sustainable 

SDGs: Overall Conceptual Framework 

 

South Centre Paper on Sustainable Development Goals  

This paper of the South Centre on the overall concept of the 

SDGs was presented by its Executive Director Martin Khor  dur-

ing the  expert panel at the opening day of the first session of the 

UN’s open working group on SDGs held in the General Assembly 

hall on 14 March 2013.   It had also been presented to a meeting 

of the G77 and China in New York as part of its preparation for 

the meetings of the UN working group on SDGs. 

The UN open working group on SDGs had its initial meeting at the General Assembly room in New York.  South 

Centre’s Executive Director Martin Khor was invited to speak in the expert panel on conceptual aspects of the 

SDGs in the afternoon of the opening day of this first session.   
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and sustained.   

2) Financial stability, with adequate 
regulation and a reformed global finan-
cial architecture. 

3) International financing for devel-
opment. 

4) Effectively addressing debt prob-
lems of developing countries, including 
through an international debt restruc-
turing mechanism.  

5) Trade and development. 

6) Technology transfer and develop-
ment, and orienting the intellectual 
property rights (IPR) regime towards  
sustainable development. 

7) Promoting industrialization in 
developing countries. 

8) Promoting sustainable agriculture 
in developing countries.   

9) Commodities:  prices and reve-
nues; adding value through processing 
and industry;  speculation in commodi-
ty markets. 

10) Importance of developing coun-
tries having adequate policy space and 
instruments to put into effect policies 
in the above mentioned areas. 

In relation to social issues, the fol-
lowing categories of issues were raised: 

1) Poverty eradication. 

2) Redistribution policies and 
measures. 

3) Policies and measures to reduce 
inequalities at national and internation-
al levels. 

4) Objective of full employment and 
adequate livelihoods. 

5) Access of the poor to affordable 
health, food, water and sanitation, en-
ergy, education. 

6) The global food crisis and food 
security. 

7) Social protection measures.  

8) Importance of international envi-
ronment and partnership and support 
to enable developing countries to 
achieve the above, through finance, 
technology transfer, trade policies. 

On environmental issues, the fol-
lowing categories can be used: 

1) Atmosphere and climate.  

2) Oceans and seas. 

way when formulating the goals and 
targets. 

Principles of SDGs:  The principles 
will guide the entire SDG process.  
These principles should be drawn from 
the Rio plus 20 outcome (especially 
paragraphs 246, 247). This can be sup-
plemented by the March 2012 G77 po-
sition.   In accordance with the Rio+20 
outcome (para 246), the principles 
should include: 

(a)  The SDGs should be based on 
Agenda 21 and Johannesburg Plan of 
Implementation (and also Rio+20 out-
come and other UN conferences on 
economic, social and environmental 
issues). 

(b) The formulation and implemen-
tation of SDGs shall fully respect all 
Rio Principles, taking into account dif-
ferent national circumstances, capaci-
ties and priorities.  

(c) The SDGs are to be consistent 
with international law.  

(d) The SDGs should build upon 
commitments already made, and con-
tribute to the full implementation of 
the outcomes of all major Summits in 
the economic, social and environmen-
tal fields, including Rio+20. 

(e) These goals should address and 
incorporate in a balanced way all three 
dimensions of sustainable develop-
ment and their inter-linkages.  

(f) They should be coherent with 
and integrated in the United Nations 
Development Agenda beyond 2015. 

(g) They should contribute to the 
achievement of sustainable develop-

3) Water 

4) Forests  

5) Biodiversity   

6) Toxic chemicals and waste. 

7) Sustainable Agriculture 

8) Sustainable consumption and 
production patterns. 

9) Importance of international envi-
ronment, partnership and support 
(international system and policies of 
developed countries that can support 
and achieve the above). 

In formulating each goal, the three 
dimensions of sustainable development 
will be given consideration.  Thus 
though an issue may be primarily eco-
nomic (e.g. promoting agriculture sec-
tor), the social aspects (e.g. access to 
land and credit for small farmers) and 
environmental aspects (ecologically 
sound techniques) will also be consid-
ered. 

Developed countries will also be 
obliged to undertake goals and targets.  
In establishing these, the interests of 
developing countries will be fully tak-
en into account, e.g. that there not be 
negative effects on developing coun-
tries;  and that the targets are adequate 
in order that developing countries have 
more environmental and development 
space.  A key broad goal that is im-
portant for developed countries is sus-
tainable patterns of consumption and 
production.  

Especially since the goals will be 
applied to all countries, the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibil-
ity (CBDR) must be applied in a central 
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ment and serve as a driver for imple-
mentation and mainstreaming of sus-
tainable development in the United 
Nations system as a whole.  

(h) The development of these goals 
should not divert focus or effort from 
the achievement of the Millennium 
Development Goals. 

Other agreed features of the SDGs 
(as taken from para 247) are that the 
SDGs should be action-oriented, con-
cise and easy to communicate, limited 
in number, aspirational, global in na-
ture and universally applicable to all 
countries while taking into account 
different national realities, capacities 
and levels of development and respect-
ing national policies and priorities. The 
goals should address and be focused 
on priority areas for the achievement of 
sustainable development.  Govern-
ments should drive implementation 
with the active involvement of all rele-
vant stakeholders, as appropriate. 

On the interface between the SDGs 

and the development agenda, there are 
at least two schools of thought.  One is 
that there should be a convergence of 
the MDGs, SDGs and the post-2015 
development agenda up front (i.e. now 
or as soon as possible).  Another view 
is that it is too early to decide on the 
issue of convergence as there are vari-
ous processes taking place at the same 
time, and it is not possible at the mo-
ment to ascertain whether it would be 
positive or possible to combine the pro-
cesses.  Moreover, the history, back-
ground and principles and understand-
ings underpinning the SDG process 
may differ from those of the Develop-
ment Agenda and the MDG processes, 
thus creating difficulties in a marriage 
of the two.   It is clear that develop-
ments in one stream of work should 
inform and influence the other stream, 
and modalities should be established 

Example of SDG using proposed structure: 
Food and Agriculture 

Goal:  Promote sustainable agriculture and small farmers’ livelihoods/incomes 
in developing countries. 

Explanation:   Agriculture is a vital sector in developing countries, as it employs 
a large section of their populations, and there is a high concentration also of 
poverty, while the countries’ food security relies on the growth of this sector.  
However, there are many problems including international issues such as im-
balances in the global agricultural trade (including high subsidies in developed 
countries), inability of small farmers to compete with often subsidized imports 
due to lowered tariffs, and inadequate international funding for agriculture.  
National level problems facing small farmers include lack of access to land, lack 
of credit, and high costs of inputs leading to indebtedness.  Due to the spread of 
chemical/industrial agriculture, which is environmentally harmful (including 
as a major source of greenhouse emissions) there is also a need for a transition 
to ecologically sound farming, in many areas. 

Examples of Subsidiary Goals and Targets to be developed for: 

1. Changes in rules of global trade and commodity markets required for 
achieving sustainable agriculture and food security 

2. Reduction of agricultural subsidies in developed countries:  (Targets with 
dates/figures) 

3. Trade policy in developing countries that promote small farmers’ liveli-
hoods, food security and rural development (three principles accepted in 
WTO Doha negotiations) 

4. Increase in international funding including aid to agriculture in develop-
ing countries 

5. National goal for increase in production of food, and assistance to farmers 
for production 

6. Access by small farmers to land and security of land tenure 

7. Access by small farmers to credit and marketing facilities 

8. Target for development of and transition to ecological farming and for 
rehabilitation of soils, irrigation, etc. 

9. Means of implementation (international finance and technology transfer) 
to support national policies in developing countries 

for such interaction. The two different 
processes can also converge in two 
future places:  the outcomes of both 
can be launched at the envisaged De-
velopment Summit in 2015, as two 
separate outcome documents.  Conver-

gence can also take place if the follow 
up activities for the outcomes of the 
SDGs and the Development Agenda 
are both located in a common home, 
such as the High Level Political Forum 
on Sustainable Development. 

On the Open Working Group 

(OWG), the presence and participation 
of the G77 and China and its Chair is 
vital not only to advocate the views of 
the Group but as an essential contribu-
tion to reaching an agreement. The 
common positions of the Group would 
also be an important guideline for the 
members of the working group.  The 
OWG’s deliberations should be opened 
for the presence and participation of all 
Member States, as far as possible, and 
as a rule rather than an exception. 

Sustainable development, a rich and complex concept, should be operationalized to give a safe and sound future 

for our children.  
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T his is a brief paper on conceptual 
aspects of poverty eradication as 

an issue for the SDGs.    

In line with our overall approach to 
the SDGs, the issue of poverty eradica-
tion should have goals and targets for 
countries but also for the international 
dimension, which includes the Global 
Partnership for Development (that in-
volves policies relating to global mac-
ro-economics, debt, trade, finance, and 
access to technology) and the means of 
implementation (i.e. finance and tech-
nology for developing countries). 

Poverty eradication has economic, 
social and environmental dimensions.  
We should have an overall goal of 
eradicating poverty as soon as possible. 
One priority is to eliminate extreme 
poverty altogether by a certain date to 
be determined.  Another is to very sig-
nificantly reduce poverty (measured 
for example by income of two dollars a 
day) by a target date.  To do this, we 
need to tackle the economic roots of 
poverty.   There should also be social 
and environmental related measures. 

On the economic pillar, poverty 
eradication requires generation of em-
ployment, which includes jobs in the 
urban areas and livelihoods in the rural 
areas.  This requires job-intensive eco-
nomic growth.  Economic growth in 
turn requires:  (1)  macro-economic 
policies that are oriented towards 

growth and job creation, including fis-
cal and monetary policies that place 
highest priority on growth, employ-
ment and development;  (2) longer-term 
development policies that involve the 
development of productive capacity of 
developing countries in industry, agri-
culture and services;  (3) the develop-
ment, transfer and access to affordable 
technology in developing countries.    

However developing countries can 
implement such economic policies only 
if they are supported by a positive and 
enabling international environment.   

The international environment or 
international institutions and factors 
had previously placed conditions or 
rules that had adverse impacts on de-
veloping countries.  This had been done 
through loan conditionalities (that in-
cluded structural adjustment policies), 
aid conditionalities, and some of the 
rules in WTO and bilateral trade and 
investment agreements.  Some exam-
ples of international factors that have 
impacted on poverty in developing 
countries are as follows: 

 In the past many developing coun-
tries had been affected by structural 
adjustment policies that included 
growth-contracting macro-economic 
policies, better known today as austeri-
ty measures including severe budget 
cuts that depressed effective demand 
and prevented spending for social de-

velopment; these austerity measures 
are still advocated by the IMF to many 
developing countries.   

 The structural adjustment poli-
cies also included sudden and extreme 
trade liberalisation policies that re-
duced tariffs in developing countries, 
which led to the closure or reduction 
of small farms and local industries in 
many developing countries.  The loss 
of jobs and livelihoods was a major 
cause of poverty.  This extreme import 
liberalisation is still on the agenda of 
free trade agreements, that asks the 
developing countries to cut 80 to 100 
per cent of all their tariffs to zero, over 
a ten-year implementation period, 
with a significant number upfront. 

 The TRIPS agreement in the 
WTO also mandated that developing 
countries introduce strict IPR regimes, 
that affected prices of essentials espe-
cially medicines, making some of them 
beyond the reach of the low and mid-
dle income groups.      

 The global financial crisis in 2007-
2010 that originated in the Western 
countries had a significant adverse 
effect on developing countries through 
reduction in exports, fall in commodi-
ty prices, reduced tourism, and re-
duced commercial credit.  The growth 
rates of most developing countries 
were significantly reduced.   

Therefore there should also be 
goals at the level of the international 
system that include:  (1) loan and aid 
conditions including during bailouts 
that provide policy space to be provid-
ed to developing countries to have 
macro-economic policies and fiscal 
policies that give priority to growth 
and social development, and not one-
dimensional in inflation-targeting or 
“austerity policies” and steep cuts in 
budgets; (2) a favourable trading sys-
tem including multilateral trade rules 
and bilateral/regional trade arrange-
ments, that are oriented towards the 
needs of the poor (such as small farm-
ers and the urban poor) in developing 
countries;  thus goals such as promot-
ing small farmers' livelihoods, food 
security and rural development and 
permitting subsidies for poor farmers 
in developing countries in trade rules 
are important;  (3) sufficient financing 
for development, including during 
periods of external shocks or unfa-

SDGs: Poverty Eradication 
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For some families in the developing world, home is a shack and kitchen is in the open compound.   Poverty eradica-

tion must be a central concern of the SDGs, and the global factors must also be addressed to make the national 

policy measures possible. 
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vourable conditions such as commodi-
ty price declines and natural disasters; 
(4) establishing an effective system for 
resolution of external debt problems in 
developing countries; (5) international 
mechanism to assist developing coun-
tries address significant falls in com-
modity prices; (6) international mecha-
nisms to assist developing countries 
affected by the global recessionary con-
ditions.     

On the social pillar, poverty eradi-
cation can be addressed by high priori-
ty to be given to social development.  
This includes public-sector spending 
on health, education, food security, 
water and a policy to employment gen-
eration and rural livelihoods.  There 
should be adequate supply of social 
services.  An aspiration is the universal 
access of the public to basic services 
such as health care and education, and 
to food.  A method is for the govern-
ment to provide income transfers or the 
provision of food and health care 
which are targeted at the poor families, 
as introduced in some countries.  How-
ever we must recognise that such an 
aspiration to universal access to ser-
vices or to such transfers is dependent 
on the governments of developing 
countries having  (1) adequate policy 
space that is not hindered by inappro-
priate loan and aid conditionalities, 
including austerity measures;  and (2) 
the required funds.  If such funds are 
not available, then the international 
dimension becomes critical.  Thus there 
should also be goals for the internation-
al system to support and enable devel-
oping countries to address the social 
dimensions of poverty eradication.  
The setting up of an international social 
fund to finance social programmes in 
developing countries, such as that pro-
posal by the Special Rapporteur on the 
right to food, is worth considering.  
Another proposal is to develop or ex-
pand international initiatives to enable 
access to affordable medicines, and 
access to knowledge and information.    

On the environmental pillar, we 
should recognise that the poor are of-
ten most vulnerable to the effects of 
pollution and resource depletion or 
scarcity.  We could therefore consider 
the issue of sheltering the poor and 
vulnerable groups from the effects of 
environmental damage.  However 
many developing countries do not 
have the adequate resources to ade-
quately address environmental issues 

as they do not want to divert scarce 
funds away from social development 
or economic goals.  Therefore the 
means of implementation are also cru-
cial for them to address the environ-
mental dimension of poverty eradica-
tion.   

Besides these issues above, which 
combine goals for countries to aspire 
to, and global-level goals to support 
the efforts of developing countries, we 
believe there should also be a separate 

section in the issue of poverty eradica-
tion devoted to means of implementa-
tion, i.e. the provision of international 
financial resources and technology ac-
cess and transfer.  This section could 
include the issues raised above such as 
sufficient financing for development, 
debt issues, meeting the financing 
shortfall of countries affected by the 
global economic recession, as well as 
the provision of technology to support 
the growth of productive capacity and 
thus the generation of jobs. 

What Rio+20 said about poverty eradication 

105. We recognize that, three years from the 2015 target date of the Millennium 

Development Goals, while there has been progress in reducing poverty in some 

regions, this progress has been uneven and the number of people living in poverty 

in some countries continues to increase, with women and children constituting the 

majority of the most affected groups, especially in the least developed countries and 

particularly in Africa. 

106. We recognize that sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth in 

developing countries is a key requirement for eradicating poverty and hunger and 

achieving the Millennium Development Goals. In this regard, we emphasize that 

national efforts of developing countries should be complemented by an enabling 

environment aimed at expanding the development opportunities of developing 

countries. We also emphasize the need to accord the highest priority to poverty 

eradication within the United Nations development agenda, addressing the root 

causes and challenges of poverty through integrated, coordinated and coherent 

strategies at all levels. 

107. We recognize that promoting universal access to social services can make 

an important contribution to consolidating and achieving development gains. Social 

protection systems that address and reduce inequality and social exclusion are es-

sential for eradicating poverty and advancing the achievement of the Millennium 

Development Goals. In this regard, we strongly encourage initiatives aimed at en-

hancing social protection for all people. 

The MDGs Beyond 2015 
 

The South Centre has published a Re-
search Paper on “The MDGs Beyond 
2015” written by Prof. Deepak Nayyar, a 
renowned Indian economist, former chief 
economic advisor to the Indian govern-
ment and presently Vice Chair of the 
South Centre Board.   

The paper provides a comprehensive cri-
tique of the MDGs approach and propos-
es the way forward in designing a new 
Development Agenda. 

Download the paper from the following 
URL: http://www.southcentre.int/wp-
content/uploads/2013/05/RP38_MDGs-
beyond2015_EN.pdf . 
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T he attainment of food security and 
the move towards sustainable agri-

culture, including increased food pro-
duction in developing countries, are 
among the most important issues in the 
SDGs. 

In line with the conceptual ap-
proach taken by the G77 and China, as 
in the statement at the second session 
of the Open Working Group on SDGs 
on 17 April, it is important that in con-
sidering this issue, the international 
factors linked to enhanced global part-
nership are taken into account, as well 
as the means of implementation, to-
gether with the national actions to be 
taken by countries. 

This approach is essential because 
the formulation of laudable goals at the 
national level would not be attainable 
unless the structural factors, including 
international factors, are addressed.  
Similarly, developing countries require 
international cooperation in finance, 
technology transfer and capacity build-
ing (the means of implementation) if 
they are to achieve the goals in these 
issues. 

The Future We Want, ie the out-
come of Rio + 20, deals with food and 
agriculture issues in its paras 108-118.     
Many of the points we need can be 
drawn from there. 

International factors  
On the international factors, the follow-
ing points are important.   First, the 
world trading system remains in need 
of reform in respect of agriculture, the 
sector where significant distortions are 
still very significant and where the 
rules are skewed against the develop-
ing countries.  Para 118 recognises the 
need for an open and equitable multi-
lateral trading system that promotes 
rural development and food security. 
Therefore there should be goals and 
targets in the trade  area. 

 There are still massive amounts of 
subsidies and supports provided by the 
developed countries.   According to 
OECD estimates, the subsidies given to 
farm producers in all OECD countries 

totalled US$252 billion in 2009, which is 
22% of the value of gross farm receipts 
in that year, a level similar to 2007 and 
2008.   (In some commodities the sup-
port is very high;  in the case of rice, 
commodity specific support amounted 
to 60% of total producer rice receipts.)  
If other supports are also counted, such 
as infrastructure, marketing and con-
sumer support, the total support esti-
mate rises to $384 billion in 2009 for the 
OECD countries.   

Developing countries can never 
match that kind of subsidies, which are 
unfair to them, because cheaper im-
ports coming from some OECD coun-
tries compete with and overwhelm 
their local products, and furthermore 
the developing countries are also una-
ble to compete in third markets.  The 
case of cotton is well known.  Many 
farmers in developing countries have 
lost their market share and even their 
livelihoods due to the unfair system.  
Many countries, including LDCs that 
were self sufficient in food or exporters 
of food have become dependent on im-
ports. 

Therefore one of the targets in a 
SDG for food and agriculture is that 
the export subsidies in developed 
countries should be eliminated as 
soon as possible (in fact the 2005 WTO 
Ministerial agreed on an elimination 
target year of 2013) and that trade dis-
torting subsidies in developed coun-
tries should be very drastically re-
duced as soon as possible too. 

Meanwhile, the WTO has agreed 
on the principle that developing coun-
tries should be allowed to take 
measures to promote their food securi-
ty, farmers’ livelihoods, and rural de-
velopment.  However, there has not 
been agreement yet on how to trans-
late these principles into concrete rules 
and measures.  Therefore another goal 
or target should be that concrete 

measures and rules should be estab-
lished as soon as possible to put into 
effect the principle that developing 
countries be enabled to promote food 
security, farmers’ livelihoods and 
rural development in the multilateral 
trade rules, as well as in other trade 
agreements.          

Another international factor is the 
need for increased international priori-
ty and financing to be provided to 
supporting food security and agricul-
ture production in developing coun-
tries.  In  previous decades, this priori-
ty and funding had declined very sig-
nificantly.  Therefore another goal or 
target should be that international 

funding for developing countries to 
develop their agriculture production 
and to improve their food security 
situation should be significantly in-
creased.    

Another major issue recognised in 
paras 116 and 117 is the need to curb 
excessive food price volatility and to 
address its root causes including struc-
tural  causes.   There   is   growing  evi- 

(Continued on page 11) 

SDGs: Food Security and Sustainable 
Agriculture 
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Farmers in Ivory Coast hand pick cotton. These poor cotton farmers would have a better income if 

cotton subsidies in rich countries are reduced or eliminated.  
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SDGs on food and agriculture 

(Continued from page 10) 

dence that speculation in the commodi-
ty markets is a significant cause of such 
food price volatility.  Therefore there 
should be a target or goal to address 
food price volatility and its structural 
and root causes, including speculative 
practices in the commodity markets.     

Moreover, another target is that 
developing countries should be given 
adequate policy space, including in  
conditions  for  loans  and  aid,  to 
support their agriculture sector and 
their      farmers      through     various  
measures such as credit, marketing, 
storage, processing, provision of agri-
cultural inputs, land reform and land 
improvement measures, and measures 
to make agriculture more sustainable 
through improved sustainable agricul-
ture methods.  This reminder of the 
need for policy space is because in the 

past decades, many developing coun-
tries faced conditionalities and rules 
that prevented them from providing 
such supports to their  agriculture sec-
tor.  

Means of implementation 
Developing countries should also be 
assisted through finance and technolo-
gy as well as institution building and 
capacity building, in implementing 
national level SDGs on food and agri-
culture.  The modalities for this should 
be worked in concrete ways and in-
cluded as an integral part of the SDGs.  

National level measures 
At the national level, there can be goals 
and possible targets that are derived 
firstly from the Rio plus 20 outcome. 

These include: 

 The right to adequate food and 
freedom from hunger, with targets for 
improving the food and nutrition sta-

tus of the population (to be drawn from 
para 108). 

 Promoting food production and 
addressing needs of rural producers 
through enhancing access, credit, mar-
kets, secure land tenure, health care, 
social services, affordable technologies 
(para 109). 

 Boosting productive capacity of 
small farmers in developing countries 
through proper functioning of markets, 
storage, rural infrastructure, research, 
post harvest practices, etc. (Para 110). 

 Promote and enhance sustainable 
agriculture practices in crops, livestock 
and the marine sector including 
through ecological processes that sup-
port food production systems and re-
search and extension work among 
farmers for environmentally sound 
production systems (Paras 111-114).  

South Centre Paper on Sustainable Development Goals  

SDGs: Full Employment As A Top Priority Goal 

The following South Centre paper on SDGs and Employment    

argues that Full Employment should be a top priority develop-

ment goal, on a similar level to poverty eradication and econom-

ic growth. Thus it should be a major objective of developing 

countries to get Full Employment accepted as a major SDG.  The 

Rio+20 outcome document mentions Full Employment in several 

paragraphs (see details of this at the end of the General Sec-

tion). 

This paper first stresses the global dimension (what developed 

countries and international organisations can do for developing 

countries) in each goal, then addresses national level efforts, 

and concludes with means of implementation (finance and tech-

nology). 

Full employment should be a top-priority goal of the set of SDGs and for the Post–2015              

Development Agenda.  

A.  General   

Employment is a very important issue, 

for many obvious reasons.  It is the 

great connection between the most 

important economic and social goals.  

Economic policies should lead to crea-

tion and expansion of jobs and liveli-

hoods.  Socially, if people have gainful 

employment or livelihoods, they can 

earn the income that enables them to 

escape poverty and to fulfill their basic 

needs such as food, healthcare and 

shelter.   

We therefore propose that “the 

attainment of full employment” be 

accepted as a major SDG.  It should be 

understood that by employment we 

mean jobs in the formal sector as well 

as livelihoods in the agriculture sector 

and in the informal sector. 

Full employment was widely rec-

ognised as the major goal of economic 

policy in the post-Second World War 

period.  This was because a long peri-

od of relatively high unemployment, 

suffered during the pre-war Great De-

pression, was seen as a major  problem 

that even contributed to the conditions 

for war.  After the war, international 
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organisations like the UN, the IMF, the 

ILO, the GATT and later UNCTAD 

were set up, and employment was one 

of their top priorities.  One of the first 

UN conferences was held in Havana in 

1947 and it was titled United Nations 

Conference on Trade and Employment, 

and which led to the creation of the 

multilateral trading system.    

Organisations like IMF and WTO 

had employment generation or full 

employment as their main objective, or 

among their top objectives.  In the 

agreement to establish the WTO, the 

preamble states that Parties recognise 

they should conduct their relations 

with a view to “raising standards of 

living, ensuring full employment and 

a large and steadily growing volume of 

real income and effective de-

mand”. The IMF in Article I of its pur-

poses includes the “promotion and 

maintenance of high levels of employ-

ment and real income” as primary ob-

jectives of economic policy. In standard 

macro-economics taught in school and 

universities, and in government policy 

circles, the attainment of full employ-

ment was accepted as the main priority 

in economic policy.  It was also under-

stood that full employment could be 

attained only if there was sufficient 

economic growth and economic devel-

opment.  Thus growth and employ-

ment went together as top priorities.  

Many decades later, the prioritisa-

tion of full employment as a goal be-

came significantly diluted as other 

goals were given equal or even greater 

prominence.  These other goals includ-

ed controlling inflation, reducing the 

budget deficit, reducing tariffs, cutting 

the size of the government bureaucracy 

and the number of government agen-

cies.  These other goals became compo-

nents of the typical “structural adjust-

ment policies” that accompanied loans 

provided by international financial in-

stitutions to developing countries, and 

they sometimes also became condition-

alities for aid.  As a result, many devel-

oping countries took on these policies, 

and one of the negative side effects was 

that employment generation and eco-

nomic growth became sidelined. 

There is however in recent years a 

recognition that job creation and viable 

livelihoods are the most important de-

velopment goals, and that achieving 

these goals is the key to achieving many 

other goals such as poverty eradication 

and social development including ac-

cess to food, health care and education. 

Therefore it is vital to recognise that 

the attainment of full employment must 

be adopted as one of the most im-

portant of the SDGs. 

This is recognised in The Future We 

Want (Rio plus 20 outcome document).  

In the general part, Para 24 expressed 

“deep concern about the continuing 

high levels of unemployment and un-

deremployment, particularly among 

young people.”  Para 23 reaffirmed the 

importance of supporting developing 

countries in their efforts to eradicate 

poverty including by “promoting full 

and productive employment.”  The out-

come document also has a whole sec-

tion on “promoting full and productive 

employment, decent work for all and 

social protections.”  The section recog-

nised full and productive employment 

as a major need to be promoted and 

created at all levels. 

There is thus a need to adopt “the 

attainment of full employment as a 

top-priority goal of economic and 

social policies”.  

B.  International Cooperation  

Developing countries need an ena-

bling international policy environment 

to enable them to move towards full 

employment as an operational devel-

opment goal.  This is because the poli-

cies of developed countries, and of 

international agencies, have great in-

fluence over the policies of developing 

countries, which affect employment 

levels. 

The following are proposals for 

sub-goals or targets at international 

level that are crucial for developing 

countries: 

1.  Developed countries in formu-

lating national economic policies shall 

take fully into account the effects of 

these policies on the employment level 

and future employment prospects of 

developing countries.  They should 

not adopt policies that adversely affect 

the employment and employment 

prospects of developing countries. 

2.  International financial institu-

tions and aid agencies should compre-

hensively consider the impact on em-

ployment and livelihoods in develop-

ing counties of their policy advice and 

conditions linked to their loans or aid.  

Such policy advice or conditions 

should aim at generating employment 

and contribute to full employment in 

the developing countries. 

3. In the consideration of priorities 

of objectives of macro-economic poli-

cy, the attainment of full employment 

should be adopted as a top priority 

objective, in the policies of internation-

al agencies, especially as they pertain 

to developing countries. 

4. Criteria for debt sustainability 

for developing countries should fully 

take account  of  the  requirements  for  

generating sufficient employment as a 

major SDG.    

(Continued on page 13) 

Rural livelihoods that provide enough income is a major component of “Full Employment”.  
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SDGs on full employment 

(Continued from page 12) 

5. In the development of interna-

tional trade-related rules and negotia-

tions, the maintenance and promotion 

of employment and livelihoods in de-

veloping countries shall be given the 

highest priority as a goal.        

C.  National Level Policies  

1.  All countries should consider the 

attainment of full employment as a top 

priority economic and social goal.  It is 

understood that employment includes 

jobs in the formal sector and liveli-

hoods in the small-agriculture and in-

formal sectors.   

2.  It is also understood that in the 

context of sustainable development, 

full employment as a goal should be 

accompanied by:   

(a)  policies of job-intensive eco-

nomic growth,    

(b) the prioritising of small and me-

dium industries and of small farmers 

as the focus of policy attention and in-

centives for growth,   

(c) employment and livelihoods be 

of a socially and economically decent 

and sustainable level,   

(d) environment and health related 

concerns are taken fully into account in 

the policies for generating employ-

ment,   

(e) a special focus should be given 

to reducing youth unemployment. 

3.  In the formulation of fiscal poli-

cy, high priority should be given to the 

generation of employment and the 

move to attain full employment. 

4.  Shortfalls in domestic govern-

ment budgets required to fund pro-

grammes that generate employment-

intensive growth to a level sufficient to 

attain full employment, should be met 

by international financing and through 

international cooperation.    

D.  Means of Implementation 

1.  Adequate financial resources and 

appropriate technology and technical 

assistance and capacity building 

should be provided to developing 

countries that require such support in 

enabling them to have the ability to 

adopt national policies that give the 

highest priority to employment genera-

tion and full employment as a goal. 

(This paper was written by Martin 

Khor, Executive Director of the South 

Centre. ) 

Unemployment line:  Unemployed  citizens in Europe lining up for unemployment benefits. Most 

developing countries cannot afford such benefits—it is a better strategy to ensure full employment.  
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The MDGs Beyond 2015    
By Deepak Nayyar 

T he MDGs began life a decade ago. 

There were three dimensions to 

the significance of the MDGs.  It was 

an explicit recognition of the reality 

that a large proportion of people in 

the world were deprived and poor. 

It was a statement of good inten-

tions that sought a time-bound reduc-

tion in poverty to improve the living 

conditions of those deprived and ex-

cluded.  It was an attempt to place this 

persistent problem, until then a largely 

national concern, on the development 

agenda for international cooperation. 

In retrospect, it is clear that the MDGs, 

much like the human development 

index, caught the popular imagina-

tion.   

The reasons are almost obvious.  

There is a simplicity that is engaging.  

There are targets that are quantitative. 

There are objectives that are easy to 

comprehend.  There are good inten-

tions with which no one could possi-

bly disagree. It could be said that the 

MDGs combined a normative state-

ment on what is desirable and a po-

litical statement on what is feasible.  

But, as it turned out, the MDGs did 

not quite serve their larger strategic 

purpose of changing the discourse on 

development. 

The limitations of MDGs as a 

construct, in conception and in de-

sign, provide some basis for an eval-

uation of the MDGs as a framework. 

In terms of conception, there are some 

basic problems. The MDGs specify an 

outcome but do not set out the pro-

cess which would make it possible to 

realise the objectives.  The MDGs are 

stipulated without any reference to 

initial conditions, but where a country 

gets to in any given time horizon de-

pends at least, in part, on where it 

starts out from.  The MDGs are set 

out in terms of aggregates or averag-

es which often conceal as much as 

they reveal because there is no refer-

ence to distributional outcomes.  

In terms of design, there are 

some serious limitations.  There is a 

multiplicity of objectives, both quanti-

tative and qualitative, that span a wide 

range.  The objectives are specified in 

many different ways: in proportions, 

to completion or just intentions.  Some 

indicators are inappropriate and could 

be misleading. An evaluation of 

MDGs as a framework for monitoring 
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progress in development highlights 

shortcomings. There is an implicit, 

albeit incorrect, presumption that 

one-size-fits-all.  There are unintend-

ed consequences, mostly in the form 

of misplaced emphasis on stepping up 

the rate of economic growth and mobi-

lising external financing for social sec-

tors.   

What is more, it would seem that 

the MDGs have been misunderstood, 

misused and misappropriated. These 

problems are attributable, in large 

part, to the silence on means, with a 

focus on ends, which in turn might 

have been attributable to two reasons 

that are understandable: the recogni-

tion that development is characterised 

by specificities in time and in space, 

and the acceptance that there might 

be genuine differences of opinion on 

what are appropriate strategies of de-

velopment so that a political consensus 

on means would be exceedingly diffi-

cult if not impossible.  But the silence 

was transformed into an opportunity 

by orthodoxy which simply occupied 

that vacant space. It had the voice 

and the influence to focus on faster 

growth, more aid and better govern-

ance. In the process, the essential val-

ues underlying the MDGs have been 

lost in translation. 

In contemplating the future of 

MDGs beyond 2015, this paper sug-

gests some important conclusions. 

Such a framework is necessary even if 

it is point of reference. But it cannot 

simply be more of the same. The 

MDGs should be modified but there is 

need for prudence in additions  or  

subtractions,  while  ensuring  that  

such  rethinking  is  not  stifled.  Gen-

eralised MDGs and contextualised 

MDGs are complements rather than 

substitutes, so that global goals should 

allow space for differences in initial 

conditions and in national priorities.  

Indeed, the time has come to re-

flect on contours of change which 

would represent departures from or 

substantial modifications in the exist-

ing framework. There are three im-

peratives that deserve to be highlight-

ed. First, there should be structural 

flexibility at the national level. It must 

be made explicit that MDGs represent 

objectives for the world as a whole, 

which are not a scale to measure pro-

gress in every country because nation-

al goals must be formulated using 

global norms as a point of reference. 

Second, there should be a cognition of 

inequality in any assessment of out-

comes. This is essential because ine-

qualities exist and distributional out-

comes matter. Hence the focus of any 

such exercise to monitor progress must 

be on the poorest 25 per cent or bottom 

40 per cent of the population. Third, 

the new framework for the MDGs 

must incorporate some priors on 

means rather than simply focus on 

ends. The message is not only about 

outcomes but also about process. 

The recognition of poverty and 

deprivation with an emphasis on hu-

man development in the MDGs served 

a valuable purpose.  But it was not 

enough because nothing was said 

about strategies to meet this challenge 

of development.  The well being of 

humankind is the essence of develop-

ment, so that employment and liveli-

hoods are essential, while distribution-

al outcomes  are  just  as  important.   

In  the  national  context,  there-

fore,  it  is  necessary  to reformulate 

policies, redesign strategies and re-

think development. In reformulating 

policies, there is a strong need to reflect 

on macroeconomic objectives and mac-

roeconomic policies. In redesigning 

strategies, it is necessary to introduce 

correctives and interventions that pre-

vent or minimise the exclusion of peo-

ple from development.  The object of 

correctives should be to foster inclu-

sion.   

In rethinking development, it is 

important to recognise the signifi-

cance of institutions, the relevance of 

the balance between  domestic and  

external  factors  and  the critical im-

portance of public action.   It must be 

stressed that the developmental role 

of the state is critical across the entire 

spectrum of what needs to be done. 

In the international context, the 

focus of MDGs is much too narrow. 

The misplaced emphasis on conces-

sional development assistance, at-

tributable to a donor-centric world 

view, dominates the discourse. Clear-

ly, the international community needs 

to do better at this unfinished busi-

ness but far more needs to be done. 

Moreover, aid is a mixed blessing. 

There are other sources of external 

financing such as remittances from 

migrants that need to be explored. In 

any case, for developing countries, 

access to markets in trade and access 

to technology for development are far 

more important than foreign aid 

could ever be.  

Similarly, there  is  need  to  trans-

form  thinking  on  LDCs  which  

seems  to  stress  economic  growth 

assuming that it will trickle down 

and investment in social sectors 

assuming that it would reach the 

poor. The approach to poverty reduc-

tion needs to be re-oriented away 

from compartmentalisation in social 

sectors into an integration with de-

velopment strategies that seek to 

combine economic growth with em-

ployment creation and participatory 

development.  

Most important, perhaps, it must 

be recognised that unfair rules of the 

game in the contemporary world 

economy encroach upon policy space 

so essential for development. This 

situation needs to be corrected. Even 

rules that are fair are necessary but 

not sufficient. And there is a need for 

positive discrimination if not affirma-

tive action in favour of poor coun-

tries, particularly the LDCs that are 

latecomers to development. The pos-

sibilities of cooperation among devel-

oping countries at this juncture pro-

vides a new window of opportunity, 

through better bargaining and collec-

tive action, for reshaping some exist-

ing rules or creating new rules that 

are at least less unequal if not fair. 

 

This is an extract from the South 

Centre's Research Paper No. 38, on 

The MDGs Beyond 2015 (see p. 9). 

Deepak Nayyar is the Vice-Chair 

of the Board of the South Centre.  
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By Manuel Montes 

T he big attraction of the eight Mil-
lennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), or at least the first seven of 
these, was their near universal accepta-
bility.  It mobilized both resources and 
politics, both nationally and interna-
tionally, in pursuit of reducing poverty, 
hunger, gender inequality, malnutrition 
and disease.  

Since they were introduced, the ex-
citement over the MDGs fully occupied 
the space for development thinking.  
The MDG discourse – in international 
agencies and in national settings – ap-
pears to have crowded out the basic 
idea that development is about eco-
nomic transformation.  

The MDG discourse forgot that, 
while development can provide the 
means to reduce poverty and depriva-
tion, development policies directed at 
reducing poverty do not necessarily 
lead to moving people permanently 
from less productive to more produc-
tive jobs.  Poverty reduction is not the 
same as economic transformation.  Eco-
nomic development requires a new 
global deal which requires that coun-
tries have the policy tools to transform 
their economies.  This is what develop-
ment-led globalization entails.   

Take the question of setting health 
targets. A debate has broken out about 
whether universal health coverage 
should be a goal.  First of all, some de-
veloped countries, such as the United 
States, do not themselves have univer-
sal coverage as a goal in the health sec-
tor.   Like many other facets of the glob-
al economy, such a goal would apply to 
developing countries but could exempt 
rich countries from a similar obliga-
tion.  

Secondly, setting a goal  of universal 
health coverage, even if possibly a basic 
human right, does not address the actu-
al determinants of health outcomes, 
which include the usual indicators of 
deprivation including household pov-
erty, but must also include affordable 
access to medicine and an effective do-
mestic health care system. 

The availability and cost of medi-
cine, the overwhelming proportion of 
which is still sourced from developed 
countries, has been a sore point for 
developing countries for a long time.  
Moreover, too much (as compared to 
the afflicted population) research and 
medical production are oriented to-
ward diseases and maladies in the 
developed countries. Should there be 
agreed global goals in terms for the 
“right” kinds of medicines and their 
affordability?  Which parties should 
accept these goals as their obligation?  

Building capabilities in producing 
medicines in developing countries 
could certainly be transformative - 
moving the labor from less productive 
to more productive jobs.  But this will 
require developing countries to have 
affordable access to technology, which 
will require easing the monopoly 
rights over the use of technology now 
being granted to those recognized as 
their inventors.   

Building effective domestic health 
systems will require upgrading do-
mestic human resources and govern-
ment capacities in building, maintain-
ing, regulating, and financing the 
health sector.  Historically, these new 
capabilities have involved many of the 
most important aspects of economic 
transformation.  Otherwise these 
health systems must forever rely on 

the goodwill of foreign donors and 
private foundations.  

At this point, it is really important 
to restore a genuine development dis-
course and the global community 
must seize this opportunity.  

In fact, the idea that developed 
countries need only worry about pov-
erty and the well-being of the popula-
tions in other countries, and not their 
development, dates from colonial 
times.  

In the 1930s, as the scramble for 
colonies from the late 19th century 
ended, colonial powers sought to justi-
fy external control by proposing a new 
note of responsibility for “native wel-
fare” which economist Arndt in 1987 
described as “quite distinct from that 
of economic progress or develop-
ment.”  For example, the Colonial De-
velopment and Welfare Act adopted 
by the UK government in 1939 provid-
ed for minimum standards of nutri-
tion, health, and education in territo-
ries and trusteeships.  In the same 
analysis, Arndt refers to a W. Arthur 
Lewis critique of a World War II Brit-
ish economic plan for Jamaica, for a 
failure to distinguish between “social 
welfare” as raising the standard of 
living in the colony and “economic 
development.” 

De-Colonizing the MDGs is neces-
sary if the agreed post-2015 global 
goals are to be truly developmental.  
In the framework of development-led 
globalization, Africa is not just a conti-
nent whose extreme poverty the inter-
national community must focus on but 
a diverse set of countries, each with 
their own human and natural re-
sources, which can be deployed to-
ward their own development.  This 
diversity creates enormous space for 
regional cooperation in pursuit of 
overcoming dependence on commodi-
ty exports - whose earnings are highly 
unstable - and establish domestic in-
dustries to provide productive jobs.   

 

References 

Arndt, H. W. (1987). Economic De-
velopment: History of an Idea. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.  

 

Manuel Montes is Senior Advisor 
on Finance and Development at the 
South Centre. 

Development-led Globalization 
Requires De-colonizing the MDGs 

Children take part in Independence Day celebration in 

Togo in 1960: The struggle for de-colonization contin-

ues in many developing countries. (Photo: CNN) 
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